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The uppercut came out of nowhere and his view of his opponent narrowed into a darkening field of starry flashing spots. His knees felt like rubber bands, and he forced his legs rigid to keep from falling. 

His hands felt like lead weights, but he instinctively raised them and threw a left jab into the darkness. It connected painfully with his opponent’s head, but the jabs kept the other man back long enough for the bell to ring.

“Pretty Jake”, they called him. It was his first welterweight championship. He was undefeated and fought his way to the bout that would make or break his career as he moved up in the divisions. No one thought this title bout would last eight rounds. Ten rounds later, Pretty Jake was behind in points and badly battered.  His left thumb was broken and throbbing. His right eye was swollen shut, with a cut above it. His cutman layered in epinephrine, Avitene, and added a thin layer of petroleum jelly. He quickly applied enswell to the swollen eye socket with only seconds before the bell started the eleventh of twelve rounds.

His trainer gave him a quick sip of water, replaced his mouthguard and gave his arms a quick rubdown. Pretty Jake swallowed a tiny bit of the water, feeling the cool liquid trickle down his throat.  He spit the rest into a towel. “Just enough,” he thought to himself.

All the while he could hear his coach in his ear calmly instructing him, “You can still win this, kid. Keep sticking him with the jam and wait for your opening. Don’t try to clinch him or he’ll nail you with the uppercut again.”

The bell rang announcing the eleventh round.

“Now get out there, stay sharp, take your time.”

By reflex, Jake stood up and pranced to the center ring. He couldn’t feel his arms or his legs. His mind was as empty as a starless night. He’d dropped his left hand and his opponent’s right fist came over it. Jake countered with a cross and felt something give as it connected with his opponent’s jaw. Another blow connected above Jake’s left eye and blood flowed from the cut, blinding him again. His sightless world was now the memory of his coach during sparring shouting, “Jab! Jab! Slip left! Roll! Slip left! Keep your hands up!”

Jake felt his jab connect. His opponent struck back with a body blow. Jack gasped as he felt a rib crack. 

“Roll left! Left hook! Right cross!”

Jake swung low to the left, left fist rising, arching and connecting. His opponent stumbled backwards. Jake stepped forward and with his last burst of strength, pushing from the balls of his feet, he swung his right fist. The impact reverberated all the way up to his shoulder. Jake was totally spent and stumbled into the ropes. A sound, like an ocean storm assaulted his ears. He grasped the top rope, pulling himself along, back to his corner.  Suddenly, there were arms around him.  People were rubbing his head and slapping his bare back. Cameras flashed lightning in his face, and someone thrust one of his hands into the air. The storm rose again, just as everything went black.
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The washing machine droned, keeping time with the rhythm of a plane’s propeller as it passed high overhead. Suzy watched her mother shave slivers of Fels-Naptha into the round, white porcelain-coated steel tub that churned hot water and Clorox bleach into a magical cleaning potion.

Satisfied that she had the perfect proportions of ingredients, her mother put in the white sheets and pillowcases. Suzy watched them disappear into the new General Electric Wringer Washer her dad had bought after much loud protestations about thrift and old ways.

He’d been through the same complaints about buying a refrigerator instead of using the old ice box. But he wanted to get a cold pop on a hot day without having to wrestle large blocks of ice aside and having to empty the water tray every morning.  The ice box was more trouble than it was worth.

Suzy sat on the freshly mowed grass as her mom walked over to where her dad sat sipping a cold Moxi. At his feet sat Rex, the old coon hound from dad’s hunting days. Dad called him, “Rex the Wonder Dog”, even though all he did these days was lie in the shade of the porch, drooling into his massive paws.

Mom handed dad the whittling knife, he’d left on the kitchen counter when he went inside to get his bottle of pop. Then, she went back into the kitchen to make sandwiches from cold cuts and government cheese.

Dad went back to carefully carving a face into a sturdy branch of white oak to be used as a walking stick. His forced retirement from the service didn’t sit well with him. Being on a pension and his family on the government dole carved permanent sadness into the corners of his eyes.

Mom sliced the crusts off the bread and cut the sandwiches into neat triangles. She brought them out piled high on a plate. Suzy took a sandwich from the stack and bit off one of the longer corners. Olive loaf with Miracle Whip and American cheese on Wonder Bread. Cool and salty and a bit sweet. The bread began to dry in the heat of mid-July giving the sandwich the flavor and texture of a perfect summer day.

Suzy munched another delicious triangle, watching Mom run the sheets between the rubber rollers of the electric wringer.  She collected the damp sheets and pillowcases in her old brown wicker laundry basket. Mom checked her apron pockets making a mental note of her ample supply of wooden clothes pins. Then Mom picked up the basket and walked over to where Suzy sat waiting.

“One day you’ll be tall enough to help me with this part, but you can help me fold later.”

When her mother had finished hanging the sheets and pillowcases, Suzy looked up into her mother’s sparkling eyes.

“Oh, child go ahead,” Her mother smiled.

Suzy jumped up, laughing, and ran headlong into the nearest hanging sheet. The sheet slid across her face and arms like a cool moist breeze.

“That’s ‘your’ child,” Dad muttered from the shade of the back porch. 

Suzy drowned herself in the cool damp of freshly washed sheets, running, running back and forth through a forest of cool white, intoxicated by the smells of bleachy soap and fresh-cut grass.

“Mom! Mom!” There was a tug on her skirt. Young Janice woke Suzy from her daydream.

“Are you gonna just stand there or are you gonna take the sheets outta the dryer?”

“Sorry, kid. It’s just that, well, you’ll never know sheets the way I do.”

Janice gave her mother a puzzled look. 

“Here, you can help me fold.”

And Suzy handed her daughter a corner.
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He could make out the shapes of faces in the texture of the wall. Each time, he found a face or animal he hadn’t seen before. His legs were tired, and his feet hurt, but imagining shapes in the pale-yellow paint helped him pass the time. Kenny wasn’t a bad kid, and his parents weren’t bad parents. Kenny was what people called a “free spirit”. He had the misfortune of having been born to very strict parents. 

His latest offense was finger-painting his new trousers. Bland, khaki pants looked like a perfect canvas for his nine-year-old imagination. Even though he’d painted pictures of Mom and Dad and their beautiful home, he still found himself facing the wall. 

At twelve years old he could no longer find anything new in the paint. The agonizing minutes ticked by. He hadn’t finished mowing the lawn and ran off to play with his friends. Even more humiliating than his punishment was that his friends knew that he was being punished the same way he had been as a child.

He quietly made a vow.

Years later he went away to college and got a degree in Architectural Design. He won awards for his revolutionary work. His buildings featured curving lines, arcs, and spirals.

Kenny met and married and round, jovial woman. Together they made a fat, happy baby. Then Kenny set himself to designing his dream home. Built on top of a rolling hill in the Appalachians, it was a sprawling two-story horse-shoe with round windows, and arched doorways. 

Inside were spiral stairways, curving halls and most importantly, no corners to stand in.   
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