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A DAY WITH DADDY
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On a gray day in December of 1999, a happy middle-aged man drove his daughter to the grocery store. The freezing winds blew thick tendrils of snow across the hood of his rusted-blue Honda and slipped stealthily across the front windshield; it caked the wipers and iced the sleek metal guardrail shouldering along the road. Beyond the snow was a solid curtain of whiteness that partly concealed the remainder of the highway. 

He pulled his Honda into the lot and parked in the first slot across the front of the store. He unclipped their seat belts, climbed out from behind the wheel and tiptoed around to the passenger seat. He slid her out of the passenger seat, wrapped her inside the muggy black folds of his overcoat, pressed his free hand onto his sock cap to keep it from flying away and hiked across the slick gray tarmac.

There were maybe three or more cars in the lot besides his own, but he wasn’t sure due to the horrendous snowfall. The bank of florescent lights under the store’s evenly-flat roof winked off the snow like diamonds on velvet. 

He stepped through the first set of automatic sliding doors, tugged a shopping cart out of the line and secured her inside of the front seat. He slipped his sock cap from his head, tucked it into his front pocket and pushed through the second set of automatic sliding doors. A stream of country music spewed from the recessed speakers installed above the bank of florescent tubes throwing soft silvery light across the perforated metal shelves running parallel from the far-left.  

He nodded to the two cashiers, a geeky-looking kid with thick specs and a portly-shaped blonde girl and faded into the aisles. He could feel their eyes watching his every move, burning a lucid-hot streak along the back of his neck. 

“It’s okay, honey.” He said. “We don’t have to talk to them if we don’t want to.”

His daughter was always very quiet, but she never seemed to stop smiling either and he loved it; maybe that was why she’d done it so often. He coasted up the vegetable aisle along the right side, inspecting each item for ripeness and weight. He eased a four pack of tomatoes, some bananas and a bag of shredded lettuce into the cart and then ruffled the hive of feathery blonde curls springing up from her head. 

He didn’t care what everyone had to say about his little girl. He loved her no matter what. He glided down the next aisle, bobbing his head to the chorus of Conway Twitty’s “I See The Want To In Your Eyes” and slid into the bread aisle. 

He groped the first one for consistency, replaced it on the shelf and repeated the process with the next three before deciding on the fourth. He moved through the next two aisles, placing certain items into his cart before pushing his cart toward the deli section in the back of the store. He scanned the array of meats and cheese and black-plastic cases of rotisserie chicken sitting inside of a tall white metal counter under a bubbled glass sneeze-guard. 

He caught the sea of askance looks etched across the faces of the other customers parading slowly past him and fixed his gaze past the glass display case at a pair of heavyset men in dingy-white aprons snickering behind their closed mouths. He swiped his hand at the display case, sighing in disgust and kissed his daughter on the forehead before gliding into the next aisle. When he was far enough, the two men burst through a tall rubber-framed batwing door and let off a loud chorus of childish chuckles that echoed across a large kitchen area with white walls and a brown-tiled floor.

A man’s pride is measured on the way he looks at the world, he thought. 

He wandered into the frozen food aisle and watched as the sea of customers flooded into the middle aisles like roaches under an overhead light. Their whispers rode on the streams of hot air pouring down from the ceiling vents, burning not only the back of his neck but the thin filaments of his psyche. 

“Why don’t you go back to your own planet, retard?” 

He spun around and gazed at a young woman in a periwinkle-blue blouse and brown khaki skirt standing next to the dairy case. Her right fist wrapped around a thin black wallet with spangled writing on one side, she avoided his gaze by glancing down at the array of blue Styrofoam and brown paper egg cartons stacked evenly along the shelves. The blocky black handle of a red plastic shopping cart hung off her right wrist like a second purse.  

“What the hell is your problem?”  

“What?” She said. 

“How dare you say that to me?” 

“I didn’t say a goddamn thing to you.” 

He waved his hand for emphasis. “You’re the only one standing behind me it had to have been you.”

A burly bearded man said. “Why don’t you back off and leave everyone else alone?”

“Don’t use that language around my daughter.” 

He clamped his hands over his daughter’s ears, shook his head, turned away from the slanderous crowd and continued down the aisle. They watched him walk away, mumbled something to each other and went on with the rest of their shopping. 

“I’m sorry you had to hear that, honey.” He said. “Some people just don’t know how to control their language.”

Again, she replied with her patent pearly-white smile. 

He glided into the next aisle and stocked up on graham crackers and cookies. He gave her a chocolate-chip cookie every night after dinner, but the trouble was getting her to eat them; he’d always have to clean the crumbs off the front of her dress. He was halfway into the next aisle when he realized he’d forgotten something and spun the cart back into the frozen food section. 

He picked a few packages of meat and a package of popsicles. He browsed the magazine rack for a few minutes in between gazing down at her chubby little face and bright red cheeks. He picked up a men’s magazine that promised ROCK HARD ABS in a spiky yellow balloon and a few coloring books as well. 

When he set them into the cart, he felt a slight tap against the crown of his right shoulder. He closed his eyes, drew a few long but deep breaths into his lungs to calm his nerves, and spun around. He gazed at a tall young man with curly dark hair wearing khakis and a bright red tie; DISTRICT MANAGER was stamped across the little red nametag pinned to the left front pocket of his pin-striped, white shirt. 

“My name is Chad and I need to speak with you for a minute, sir.” His voice was a calm and authoritative whisper. 

“I’m not going anywhere.” 

The woman in the periwinkle blue blouse crept into the aisle behind Chad. 

“She started it.” He said.

Looking away from the array of bridal magazines, the woman scoffed, “You’re crazy. He doesn’t know a damn thing he’s talking about.” 

Chad extended a protesting palm “Miss I encourage you to go back to doing your shopping, so I can take care of the situation myself.”  

“If people like him are going to be allowed to come in here,” She said. “I’ll be taking my business elsewhere.”

She gripped her basket in both hands, hissed between her teeth and slammed it down beside of the shelf. A river of gooey yellow yolk spilled out onto the floor. She sprayed another stream of cuss words along the way, threw her middle finger in Chad’s direction and stomped out through the automatic doors. 

“Why can’t you talk to me in here?”

“I’ll explain everything if you’d just come with me.”

He brushed Chad’s hand from his shoulder. “You know you can’t do this to me. I have the right to go and do anything as I please as long as I’m not creating a problem.”

“You’re creating a problem for my store because you’re driving my customers away.”

“What are you trying to get at?”

“You have ten minutes to finish your shopping, pay for your items and promise to never come back to this store again.” Chad jabbed his finger in his face. “If you come back here again, I’ll call the cops and have you escorted off the premises.”

“This is outrageous.” He said to Chad’s back as the spindly little man padded away. 

He hissed under his breath, ignored the sea of faces gawking with confusion and spent another two minutes gathering the rest of his items. He rolled his cart to the nearest cashier, paid for his items and avoided the judgmental stares from the other customers who seemed relieved of his sudden departure. 

Chad was standing behind the chubby blonde cashier with his arms laced across his chest and a clipboard pinched inside of his right hand. The cashier said nothing, flashed a pencil-thin smirk across her face and handed him the proper change. 

Once he was outside, he pushed his cart across the parking lot and set it beside of his car. Thin shafts of sunlight stabbed the sour gray sky, but failed to melt the now slow-falling snow; the jagged black craters pimpled across the parking lot were nothing but slick puddles of bleached-white ice. 

He eased her out of the car, making sure not to let his anger jostle her in anyway, buckled her inside the passenger seat. He glanced at something out of the corner of his eye, hissed under his breath and popped the trunk. Chad was standing outside the store, wearing a thick gray-wool jacket and blowing hot air into his hands to keep them warm. 

No matter how much hot air you’ve got, he thought, you’ll be just as cold-hearted as everyone else. 

He put the groceries inside the trunk as quick as he could, shut the lid and pushed the cart down the other side of the parking lot. Chad gave him a round of applause, watching as the cart sped down and caught a chunk of icy tarmac before slammed onto its side; it’s wheel spinning and swaying like a wind vane in an updraft. The man climbed into the car, buckled his seat belt across his lap and fired up the engine; snakes of heat permeated from the vent, clearing the fog off the windows. 

He turned the radio to a classic rock station (Jefferson Airplane singing “Somebody To Love”) and backed out. He reached over his seat to make sure she was secured, gave Chad the finger on his way out of the parking lot and eased into the slow-moving traffic flowing through the interstate.
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In the right-hand lane, a dark blue Chevy Traverse fled past the dark blue Honda. A middle-aged brunette woman sat behind the wheel with a flat silvery cell phone pressed tightly against her right cheek. The quiet anger etched across her face was enough to tell anyone that she’d rather be somewhere other than here; anywhere but this god forsaken shit-maze of snow and ice. 

“I’m tired of even looking at this town, Sylvia.” She groaned. “He buys a house on Cape Cod and then tells me we’re only going there during the summer. We haven’t even touched the fucking place in over a year and yet I’m stuck here in—”

A loud childish shriek blared across the car. 

The little girl jabbed her finger at the Honda. “Mommy!” 

The woman flinched at her daughter’s abrupt voice. She mumbled to the person on the other end and pulled the phone away from her ear.  

“Mommy’s on the phone, honey.” She sighed. “What is it?”

“Did you see what that guy had in his car?” The girl whined. “He had a Cryin’ Katie. All my friends at school say she’s the best doll they ever had. Can I get one today, please?”

The mother pressed the cell phone back to her ear and drove on, not giving another thought to either the strange man or her daughter’s request.  
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Malcolm Todd
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I was living in Georgia (not that one, the other one) when I lost my Second Sight. I miss it sometimes – oh, tell the truth, old man, I miss it every day. Still, I don’t really regret it. I’m sure I did the right thing in the end.

Every story needs a hero and a villain, and an innocent that they must fight over. I suppose, as I’m telling this story, I must be the hero. I was going by the name of Polmadi at the time, which means ‘Steel’ in the local tongue. A good strong name, I felt. The innocent was a pock-marked, bright-eyed, smart-mouthed boy, nine years old, called Josef. And the villain was a man I wish I had liked less, a doctor called Edvard, who saved my life when we first met.

I had recently come to Gori, a town that smelled of dust and despair, and I had had a vision that concerned myself. Those are the hardest to interpret – like trying to read a message written upside down and held before a mirror in front of a mirror, reflected over and over to the vanishing point, and around it a black hole, where your own reflection should be. I wouldn’t have been sure it was real if it weren’t for the strong smell of water-melons that came with every true vision. (To this day, I cannot abide water-melons.) All I was sure of was that I had better head down to Tshkinval Street in mid-afternoon. So I did, and as I arrived on that prosperous street, filled with the sweet scent of rhododendrons and the song-battles of larks and snowcocks from the municipal park nearby, I collapsed with acute appendicitis, right outside the door of the best doctor in Gori. That was Edvard, and but for his quick reactions when his housekeeper saw me staggering past the front door I would have perished. 

I wish I could have Seen at once what he would do. But unlike Mother Gonje, who woke the Eye in me and who had always known the date of her own death, I was only ever short-Sighted. I could see the horses before they came round the bend, sometimes I could see into tomorrow if something significant was involved, but no further. Besides, the one thing that a Seer can almost never See is what another Seer will do. If it weren’t so, Edvard and I might have been stalemating each other long into the twentieth century.

I stayed at Edvard’s house while I recovered and we became friends. He was a cultivated man, a lover of literature, a grower of yellow roses and blue-pink orchids. He was also, I realised right away, a Seer. You see in those days, whenever I touched hands or spoke at length with an ordinary human being, I would receive flashes of their near future. But from Edvard came nothing but vague shapes and sounds, like a heavy stone slipping beneath the surface of an oily well, and a smell like petroleum. Of his future I could see nothing, and this was the sure mark of a Seer. From some carelessly prescient remark he once made, I realised he must have the long Sight, but he never mentioned it directly, and neither did I.

A shadow of sadness followed him everywhere, like a damp mist robbing him of joy. His friends and his patients would often discuss it, the received opinion being that he had suffered some terrible loss before he came to Gori. Privately, I thought it was rather a shadow cast by the future, most likely the terrible weight of knowing one’s own death-day. As Mother Gonje used bitterly to say, “Blessed are the blind and the short-Sighted.” But it was not the knowledge of his own fate that burdened him, I now believe, but that of another.

It was in spring of the following year that little Josef and his widowed mother moved into the neighbourhood. He was a sickly but mischievous child, quick-witted and rather hard to love. His mother was prematurely aged by the unhappiness of her marriage and the still greater misfortune of her widowhood. I pitied them, and tried to do little kindnesses for them now and again. One day, I called the boy over to me in the street, as I was coming out of the baker’s with a small bag of pastries. Of course, I had seen him loitering before I went in, but I pretended that it was good fortune that he was passing at that moment.

“Your mother asked me to pick up a few things for her,” I told him. “Now you can do me a favour by taking them home with you and saving me the walk.” Josef reached for the bag – I held onto it briefly, until he remembered to say “Thank you, Mr Steel” – and when his hand brushed mine there was an explosion of light and pain in my forehead, where the secret Eye resides, and a smell of water-melons so overpowering I almost vomited. The boy was scared and would surely have run from me if I had not grasped his arm tight and opened my Eye to the full vision. I saw night, and in the pale light of the moon the child lying bug-eyed with terror as a black-coated man raised a dagger above his head, ready to plunge it into his heart.

I released the boy’s arm in that moment and returned to the daylight. Josef stared at me, as if I were a madman, and forgetting his pastries ran off in the direction of his home. 

My vision had shown me enough to identify the scene of this horrible event. It was in the park near Tshkinval Street, close by the duck-pond at its centre, and that night, I lay in wait in the undergrowth. I could not prevent Josef or his assailant from coming here, for what has been Seen must happen. I knew that if I had held on long enough to See the blade strike downward there would be nothing I could do to save the boy. For that reason I let go and stepped back, as Mother Gonje taught me decades before, to leave room for doubt and action. With the night air chilling my neck, I lay silent, listening to the mockery of the owls and the chatter of the nightingales, waiting for the moon to rise above the trees and for the birds to fall silent. But I had misjudged my position. All at once I saw Josef, a hundred yards distant and running in panic, with the stranger following, hooting like a madman. I set off at a run towards them, yelling, and as I did so Josef lost his footing. His pursuer leapt on him, pinning him to the cold, damp grass. If he had been quicker, the killer would have succeeded despite me. But his dagger was concealed in his bulky coat and as he wrestled it from his pocket I was able to reach him. Seizing his wrist I twisted the blade away from the boy. For long seconds we struggled, until I pulled him away from the child, backwards and flailing. We fell together. The man’s head hit a rock and he went limp. 

Josef sat up, dazed, staring at me for the second time that day. I reached out to reassure him, and he shrank away, but my hand brushed his, and to my horror I saw his death once more. It was in daylight this time, and another man, shorter and stockier than the lunatic at my feet, was holding the struggling child’s head beneath the water of the canal, a half-mile from his home. It made no sense. A chance encounter with an insane child-murderer was one thing, but surely no one could be so unfortunate twice in quick succession. This smacked of a plot, as if the boy, a mere ordinary child in a poor country, were the chosen target of a conspiracy. But who would plan such a thing? I wished I could See more, but I dared not touch the boy for fear of seeing his last breath leave him. Figuring that the next attempt would not be until the middle of the next day, I told him to run home to his mother, and turned my attention to the man at my feet. 

From the lunatic I sensed nothing, for he was unconscious, though still breathing. He was thin under his heavy coat, wasted and weak like an opium addict. I divested him of the coat, tucked his dagger into my own clothing and carried him, light as he was, to the doctor’s house. 

“Keep him alive,” I begged Edvard, “I need to question him when he wakes.” Edvard gave me a measuring look, and nodded. But the next morning, hollow-eyed
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