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Soon Right Away

“Two minutes,” yells your dad to the crowd behind you. “Two 
minutes,” he whispers to you.

You tell him you’re getting hot bundled up like this, but he 
says that the jacket and pillow are for your own protection. To stop the tears 
beginning to prickle your eyes, you bury your hands in the sweater that 
is the beast’s back. The prickling smell of pork ribs catered from the one 
decent barbecue restaurant in town mingles with your mom’s cigarettes. 
She is the only mom who smokes, and you know she’s beneath a blue plume 
in the back row of the bleachers, separated from the others. You turn to 
look up and find her, but your dad twists your face back out toward the 
middle school athletic fields. This will be your proving ground.

Cleats have churned the mud in depressions where rain once collected, 
and the prints have remained since the dirt dried. Portable steel fencing 
decked with streamers now encircles the field, but its white lines have not 
been repainted since the last day of classes in May. This fall, you will be a 
sixth grader—a middle schooler for the first time. You will have gone from 
the top of the heap to beneath it, and your stomach is already flipping. 

“I’m sweating, Daddy,” you say. “I’m all wet under all this.”
“They only let us rent out the field in July,” he says. “Can’t interfere with 

the lacrosse schedule. We’ve got to show everybody that this is fun and safe.”
Now that you’re inside the pen, it seems your dad built it too big, for a 

bull and not for a ram, and so the ram has room to shuffle from side to side, 
you teetering on its back. Your dad reaches out to hold onto one of its horn 
stumps and pull it into the wooden siding, where it snorts. It came from 
a neighbor’s farm, and you know nothing about its history. You appreciate 
that its wool is yellowed and browned in such a way that it will hide any 
shaming stain of shit or piss that might make its way through your insu-
lated outfit. You can feel the heat of sex rise through its body and into your 
fingers. This is not an animal meant to be shorn. This is an animal meant 
to perform the act of fucking.

“If it’s so safe, Daddy, then why do I need the padding?”
“I know you kept your eyes open and watched at least some of those vid-

eos I showed you, boy. You’ll be okay.”
“I did watch, Daddy. They used ewes, not rams. And some of those kids 

fell down hard.”
“But you won’t,” he says. “You’re going to be the best at this. You’ll have 

to be if you’re the first at it. All you have to do is hold on. And look like 
you’re enjoying yourself.” 
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You encounter a sweet-sharp whiff of what he calls his “cologne for big 
days.” He rubs your back and the white Tyvek square with #1 sharpied onto it 
crinkles. You look down at the jeans your mom embroidered with flowers and 
paisley and think of her sighing last night at bedtime and telling you that this 
was part of what makes a family a family. What she meant was putting some-
one else’s wants before your own needs, without reservation or condition.

“I’m the only one doing it,” you say. “You said all my friends would do 
it, too.”

“None of them signed up,” he says, “because all their parents are pussies. 
Your friends are still here, though. To watch. You’re going to be the coolest 
kid in your class.”
You flinch at his language and hear nothing from the stands behind you. 

Not even the telltale rattling from shifting bodies on aluminum.
“I’m already the coolest kid in class,” you say, and your throat clutches 

the words in the same way you cling to their delicate truth. Everybody else 
started bringing lassos to school after you brought one this year. It has 
become a breeze to convince a handful of hip atheists to come to church 
with you every Sunday. You even told your friends you liked Sue Sue, and 
Sue Sue’s friends told your friends that she liked you, but you didn’t have 
the chance to ask her out before school ended. 

You plead with your dad. “Please let me live long enough to have a girl-
friend.” 

It’s been fourteen months since he moved back to New Hampshire from 
Oklahoma and made you start calling him Daddy. His eyes looked that 
bulgy way they sometimes had before, except more permanently, and he 
told you and your mother that he had yet another new plan for making 
money. All the other fifth-graders loved the boots and vests he had brought 
you, but as soon as the coolness had set in, you began to worry that it was 
wearing off. Now, you fear that this exhibition could wipe it away entirely. 
Are your friends here to see you win a competition with no other competi-
tors, or are they here to see you fall down?

“You’re going to live to have a ton of girlfriends,” says your dad. “Not just 
Sue Sue. Also Monica Bennington. Isn’t she popular? Isn’t she cute? Her 
daddy works for that big sports marketing firm.”

“She’s not cute at all, Daddy,” you say. “She has that weird hair. She swal-
lows her fingernail peelings. How are you supposed to know who’s cute?”

He looks at his watch and calls out “one minute” to the crowd. “One min-
ute,” he whispers to you. “Don’t worry about that, boy,” he says. The new 
accent he’s put on gets strong when he says about. “We’re going to make 
mutton busting big up here,” he says. “Just stay in the present. Just hold on.”

“How can I be anywhere but in the present?” you ask. “Am I some kind 
of time traveler?” You have tried to affect a deep voice this past year, to 
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match your more-developed classmates, but now your words feel as if they 
are coming out of your nose. 

You would rather be reading your mother’s poetry right now. You would 
rather be working on one of your ceiling-height houses of cards. 
“No, you’re a rider,” he says. “And it’s almost time to ride. Crusher fists 

like we talked about, right? Crusher fists. Crusher fists!”
He puts his free hand on the ram to demonstrate the grip, and you almost 

fall to the ground when it jolts in pain and fear. A psychedelia of panic-
attack spots encroaches on the expanse before you, and the spots retreat 
only slowly as your dad regains control of the animal. You feel a pressure 
over your head, and the mask of a football helmet comes down over your 
field of vision. It pushes your grown-out hair over your eyes. You have to 
hold yourself steady with your right hand on the ram while you stick the 
fingers of your left up to push your bangs away. 

Your dad was the one to lift you over the pen’s ledge and onto the ram, 
and he will not lift you back up. Out the gate is the only way to go.

“I’m scared, Dad,” you say, and the sun glares through the slats of the 
pen like a punishment. Sue Sue’s eyes must be lasering into the back of the 
helmet, and the smell of the ram is nervous and sour. 

“Fear is a fun feeling,” your dad says. Then he looks at his watch, blows 
an airhorn away from your ears, and yanks the pin from the gate. As the 
blast fades, the pin falls, pulling down its chain with a clank and then dan-
gling like a failed bungee jumper. 
The sound of the crowd starts up for the first time in a chorus of confused 

feelings. You hear some of your classmates bleat with glee, and a few adult 
voices yell for your dad to put an end to all this. You think your mom might 
be among them.

Heyyy
Stop him, stop it
That’s my friend!
I did not think it was serious
Wait
Hold on
Stop
Hold on
Hold onto that sheep
Get the kid, get the kid
Ohhhh
Look at him go
Oooop

You turn to look at your dad once more, 
and the ram begins to move beneath you, 
to carry you into your future. It is your 
steed and your destroyer, your lover and 
evil kin. Your dad raises an arm to slap its 
rump, and his red synthetic hair rustles 
atop his head. A smile cracks the grease 
paint slathered across his face, and you 
see every last one of his teeth when the 
hand hits with a faint meaty thud. 

“I’ll be with you the entire time,” he 
shouts and begins to recede behind you. 
“I’m the best clown there is.”




