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Point of Departure 

by Paul Lewellen 

 

 At 3 a.m., Jake awoke from a fitful sleep. Someone was downstairs.  He 

grabbed the DeMarini baseball bat he kept on a shelf above the bed.  Jake was 

more concerned with damaging the $400 bat than he was with its impact on a 

prowler’s skull.  But, he didn’t have a choice.  His ex-wife got the Glock G20 in 

the divorce.   

 He found Jennifer in the front hall juggling two American Tourister bags 

in her left hand while trying to unlock the deadbolt with her right.  When he 

switched on the light, she set down the suitcases.  She was wearing a John Deere 

green nylon jacket over the pink tank top and wraparound jeans skirt Jake 

bought her yesterday at Dillards.  

 “I’m sorry,” she said softly. 

 “Really?”  He took a time out, counting to ten before he did something 

stupid.  It was all about self-control.  Jake loosened his grip on the bat. 

 Jennifer pushed her hands down into the green jacket’s pockets. “You need 

to believe me.  I really am sorry.”  
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 Jake took three deep breaths to even out his breathing. “Are you sorry 

because you’d hoped we could work things out?”   

 She faced him.  “Don’t be stupid.” 

 He needed to express his anger in a calm and controlled voice. He started 

counting again, but only got to five.  “Are you sorry about the kids?” 

 “What do you mean?”  She glanced up the stairs.  When she’d checked on 

them, they were both sleeping soundly.  If Jake woke them up, it would be a 

problem. 

 “I notice they’re not with you.” 

 “It’s best.”  She ran her fingers through her short blonde hair.  It was dry 

and full of static.  Her roots showed.   

 “Really?”  Jake had written and rehearsed a script for just this moment, 

but as his breathing evened, and his anger cooled, none of the words came to 

mind. 

 “I say terrible things to them when I’m drunk.” 

 “Then maybe you should talk to your kids when you’re sober?”  Actually 

Jake’s therapist had suggested this advice to him, but it seemed appropriate for 

her as well. 

  “Mike is four and Abbey’s six.  What do they know?”  Jennifer pushed her 

hands deeper into the jacket pockets. 
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 “I’m sure they have definite opinions about their mom leaving them 

behind.” 

 “I’m twenty-three.  I’m too young to have kids.”  She had told him that 

before.  Several times.  The first time Jake thought it was a joke.  She’d told him 

that again tonight before they’d gone to bed in separate rooms.  “I want a life,” 

she said when he didn’t respond.  Jennifer hated silence. 

 “It’s not a choice.  Even if you walk out the door and never come back, 

you’re still their mother.” 

 Jennifer leaned against the door.  “We talked about this.  You said Mike 

and Abbey could live here.  Right?” 

 “Right.” 

 “So the problem is . . .?” 

 “I assumed you’d be with them.”  Jake kept thinking, Take it easy; take it 

easy; take it easy.  He took a couple more deep breaths.  “We’ve talked about 

marriage.  We’ve talked about how you would get your GED, maybe take some 

college courses.” 

 “Those were your dreams.” 

 Jake remembered he should phrase his statements using “I.”  He didn’t 

want to appear to put the blame on her.  “I thought we shared that dream.”   
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 “We didn’t.”  She reached into her purse searching for her cigarettes.  Jake 

knew she was stalling.  Jennifer had many talents, but lying wasn’t one of them.  

“So, the kids and I are a package?” she asked without looking up from the purse. 

 “I assumed that.  I’ve only known them six months.  You’re their mother.”  

Jake glanced out the long narrow window beside the door.  Parked in front of the 

house was a Ford Focus with its lights off, engine idling.  Probably someone 

she’d hooked up with while he was at work. 

 “Look,” she said shutting her purse and looking up, “I can’t handle this 

whole mother thing.”  She dropped the purse to the floor, and then sat down 

beside it, curling her legs under her.  “Remember that first day, when you 

opened the door and I was on your front step?”  Jake nodded as he continued his 

mantra, Take it easy; take it easy, take it easy.  “I was looking for Tina, and you 

said she was working with her mother at some rustic resort in the Upper 

Peninsula . . ..” 

 “And you broke down crying . . ..”   

 She nodded.  “I wasn’t crying because I missed Tina.  I was crying because 

I couldn’t stand those kids another minute, and I figured Tina was my last 

chance at relief.” 

 “I assumed Tina and you weren’t close.  Everyone knew she’d dropped out 

of Northwestern.” He sat down on the bottom stair and placed the bat in the 



Anatomy                                                                                                                                                7 

umbrella rack.  “You were hungry and desperate.  I was lonely.  Michael and 

Abbey were sweet.  That’s why I cooked you Hawaiian burgers on the grill.  

That’s why I took you in.  That’s why I let you stay.” Jake looked at her, 

wondering why he’d been so attracted, why he was struggling to keep her. 

Outside the man in the Focus lit a cigarette. “So, why did you stay?”  

 “Life here beat being on the road, and you seemed harmless.  Sweet 

actually.  You were very . . . attentive.”  She looked down at the floor.  “You 

know, you can keep the kids.  You’re good with them.  You know how to talk to 

them.  You could hire a nanny.  Maybe marry someone your own age and raise 

them together.” 

 “It won’t work without you.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Child Welfare.  I’m single, forty-two, divorced twice.  The court won’t give 

me custody.  When you leave, they’ll go to foster care.” 

 “Is that why you want to marry me, so you can play daddy again?” 

 “Maybe.  I might get it right this time.” 

 Jennifer glanced out the window.  She figured her new friend would wait a 

little longer.  She’d make it up to him. “Look, they’re nice kids, but I don’t want 

them.  I’m not a ‘mom’ person.” She leaned against the largest suitcase. 

 “Then let’s deal.” 
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 “What are you offering?” 

 “Marry me.” 

 She sat up and shook her head.  “Look, Jake, I told you, I don’t want to 

drive a mini van.  I don’t want your poker buddies hitting on me every Thursday 

night.  I don’t want old divorced hags mistaking me for your daughter.”  He 

could see she was ready to bolt. 

 “I know all that.”  He raised his voice slightly, the anger creeping back.  

“Here’s the deal.  We get a license tomorrow, and you marry me Friday.  

Saturday I’ll help you pack Tina’s old Nissan Sentra.  It’s yours.  I’ll sign over the 

title.  And I’d give you five thousand in cash.  The kids stay with me.  I’ll tell the 

neighbors your mother took ill suddenly.  That will work for a while.  If you 

change your mind—want to make something of yourself—we’ll talk.” 

 “That’s what you want?  A paper marriage?” 

 “It’s not a perfect world.” 

 She thought about her prospects with the Ready Stop assistant manager 

waiting outside in the Ford Focus.  “Five thousand all you can spare?” 

 “That’s it.”  He glanced at her purse.  “Plus whatever cash you’ve stuffed 

into your bag.”  He saw her blush at the thought.  She’d been stealing from his 

wallet for weeks.  “Final offer,” he said flatly. 

 She stood up. “I can live with it.”   
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 “I’ll help you carry things upstairs.”  He took the largest suitcase.  She 

picked up the smaller one.  Jake checked the door lock and turned off the front 

light.  He watched the driver of Focus toss out his cigarette, turn on his 

headlights, and drive away.  

 On the stairs he found the unopened pack of cigarettes Jennifer dropped 

earlier.  He crushed them under his foot before carrying the suitcase back to her 

room.  What else could he do? 

 

 

Paul Lewellan has published over forty short stories, including fiction in South 

Dakota Review, Big Muddy, Word Riot, The Iconoclast, Porcupine, and Opium 

Magazine. His story, “The Queen of Bass Fishing in American,” received Special 

Mention in the 2010 Pushcart Prize anthology. Paul is an Adjunct Instructor of 

Communication Studies and Business Administration at Augustana College.  

 



Anatomy                                                                                                                                                10 

 

 

Black Feathers 

by Jeff Baker 

 

The crows were congregated in the high limbs of an oak tree, from where 

they could survey their territory—the desolate fairgrounds, a block of dust-

colored metal warehouses, the cavernous shadow beneath the interstate 

overpass. Below them a house with cracked shingles, bars over the windows, a 

circle of clawed dirt in the overgrown yard where the dog had circumscribed the 

radius of his chain. In the corner a withered garden, once a source of many easy 

meals. None of this was why they had alighted here. They had come for the boy. 

They did not have to wait long. The screen door clapped and the boy 

stepped out onto the back stoop, eyes squinting against the sunlight. At first he 

did not see them, camouflaged as scraps of shadow among the green leaves. One 

by one they began calling to him with guttural cries, bodies bobbing on slate-

gray legs with each outburst, thick necks outstretched, beaks open, tongues 

slivers of black rubber, tails flicking fanning out quickly to balance themselves. 

The boy looked up as if they had called his name, pretending not to see them, 

which prompted louder and more insistent cries. He strolled to the clothesline 
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and reached into his pocket and set the glittery key-chain on the cross-post, then 

backed away to an exact and agreed-upon distance. The eldest crow was the first 

to swoop, lighting first on the ground, walking in the stiff-legged swaying gait 

closer, turning her head sideways to eye the clothesline post with a  obsidian iris 

bright with wary intelligence. A snap of her wings and she was up on the post, 

examining the key-chain with a hurried impatient interest that reminded him of 

the old aunt at a flea market.   

For the others he had a pocket of saltine crackers, which he sailed out into 

the yard with a side-armed flick like skipping rocks into a creek.  

He had seen the eldest crow with a powder-blue robin’s egg held delicately 

in her beak. 

He had seen them swoop low over the yard when the dog was about, 

worrying him with their cries and watching in what seemed like amusement as 

he chased and snapped at their skittering shadows, which ran unreachably 

before him.  

That they liked shiny things was just a story. Given a choice, they liked 

things that moved, shiny or not. A short chain of paperclips would satisfy them 

more than a shined quarter. 

He had seen them fly into the smoke from the burn barrel, even the white 

noxious smoke it produced when the embers ate into something plastic; 
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coasting, holding out their wings, the irritating feather mites dropping off like 

flecks of pepper.  

He often came to them, scattering not only food but interesting things for 

them to have: short lengths of chain, a carbon-blackened spark plug, the torso of 

a Barbie doll, a key chain he had found in the road, thread spools. When there 

was no bread he cast grainy disks cubes of dog food, and he had noticed that 

they soon learned to dunk the pebbles into the tepid water of the soup pot he 

drank from, so that they would disintegrate into an oily beige mush. 

It felt as if he had known the crows for a long time. He had loved the 

grandmother, but resented that she cursed them. In her last spring he had 

helped her in the garden, chopping clumsily with the hoe at the places she 

directed, or trailing behind her, navigating the oxygen tank down the aisles 

between the rows, connected to her by an umbilicus of plastic tubing.  

The crows had loved the garden, source of many free meals, despite the 

efforts of the old woman who had tended it to repel them. Her deterrents had 

been ridiculous, effective only the first time they were seen, if then—hanging pie 

pans, a neon-green rubber snake in a slither atop the clothesline cross-post, and 

on the other post, a hollow plastic owl with eyes of yellow reflective discs. The 

sight of an owl—their passionate enemy—had made the crows wary, but only 

until they observed that it paid no attention to the wood rats nosing in the leaves 



Anatomy                                                                                                                                                13 

right below it. The old woman next erected a seamstress’s form and dressed it in 

an orange polyester blouse, duct-taped yardsticks forming bones for 

outstretched arms. The base of the owl would fit over the tapered neck of the 

torso, and she placed it there. The crows noticed the difference, but that was all. 

The only thing they had disliked about the hybridized torso was that it kept the 

boy away. He was terrified of the owl-headed woman. When the old woman 

would send him into the yard, he never turned his back on it, kept as far from it 

as he could, and went back inside as soon as she would answer his desperate 

knocks. It was only when the boy saw one of the crows perched nonchalantly on 

the owl’s head, pecking with persistent jabs at one of the eyes until it clouded 

into a cataract of scarred plastic, that his fear was exorcised and no longer held 

power over him. He took calm ownership of the yard again. And he once again 

navigated the yard calmly, curiously. Soon after the scarecrow collapsed in a 

thunderstorm and was overtaken in weeds. 

The crows knew that the old woman was gone now and the one to watch 

for was the man. The screen door slapped closed with a sharp crack like a cap 

gun, and all heads turned. Two of the younger and more inexperienced crows 

took flight, disappearing over the roofline. The eldest remained on the 

clothesline post, placing a scaled foot over the key-chain as if to protect it. It was 

the step-father, and he was angry. He had heard the boy mumbling to the crows 
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through the window, and now he shouted, gesturing at the trash that was strewn 

about the yard and pointing to the rake, still leaned against the burn barrel. He 

saw the crows in the yard and cursed, then turned to go back inside. This was the 

moment. They could always tell, by the man’s body language and some 

mysterious intuition, if he was going back into the house for the pellet gun. The 

man, through luck more than aim, had already felled two of the crows, the pellet 

entering as intently as a yellow jacket wasp but with more insistence, piercing 

the shiny black breast, felling them from their branches. A bead of bright purple 

blood against black feathers, the last frantic flapping throes.    

Right before he stormed back out the elder crow made a clacking sound 

with her beak, picked up the key-chain, and lifted into the air with a smart snap 

of her wings. The others followed, a quick flurry of wings and caws, taunting the 

man hoarsely, and they were out of range before he could even lift the rifle. 

There was a dry spitting sound, the ticking of the pellet as it ricocheted wildly 

and harmlessly in the bushes. The boy, guileless faced turned up to them, lifted a 

hand, and he kept it raised until they were nothing but small black shapes in the 

distant sky. 

 

 

Jeff Baker has been writing for nineteen years, and after a hiatus in which he 
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digressed into essays, humor, and reviews (The New York Times Magazine, 

The Oxford American, Yankee, ICON), has concentrated again solely on fiction 

for the last five.  His fiction has been published in Images, The Dallas Review, 

SouthVine, Caesura, and a number of obscure alternative newspapers.  He was 

the recipient of the Ella Somerville Award in Fiction at the University of 

Mississippi, where he graduated with a degree in English in 1994 and took 

graduate-level writing courses with Barry Hannah and T.R. Pearson.  

 

“Black Feathers” is from his first story collection, which will be published in 

November by Mockingbird Publishing.  

 

He live in Seattle, Washington, where he works as the managing editor of a 

medical journal about anesthesiology.  
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The Hollow Needle 

by AJ Pearson 

 

It’s an interesting perspective, seeing what the inside of your appendix 

looks like, on the outside of your body. 

 The first thing they tell you after major reconstructive surgery is – you’re 

still the same person you were before the procedure. 

 That’s why I got a piercing. 

 Your friends and family can see through the routine fusing, stapling, 

pinning, stitching and dead body donor bone chips, but you get a bit of stainless 

steel in your bellybutton and suddenly there’s a glitch on the radar.  

 I was just happy that my navel was still intact. My doctors had nearly 

installed my appendicostomy much higher than where it nestled hidden beneath 

a flesh-colored bandage (latex-free, Spina Bifida never makes anything easy) just 

below the line of my low-rise jeans. But now my biggest concern was deciding 

how much detail to disclose should the piercer ask me where the scar line led to 

while I was being prepped for body art. Deciding to gauge the situation when the 
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time came, I slapped on a new foam coated covering and headed out into the 

evening with my boyfriend and an impressive game face.  

 It was hot and humid, for ten thirty at night. It was also quiet. But I 

suppose you can’t expect much of the underground scene in Nebraska, even in 

one of its biggest cities. I suppose the rest of the world had other things to worry 

about besides a twenty-something couple crossing the threshold of no return 

beyond the gaudy neon-lit haze of The Hollow Needle’s front window. 

 The inside was a cool cutout from the muggy night. The fluorescent tube 

lighting and the apparent chlorine scent of swimming pool made the already 

sharp lines even finer and made the frames filled with vivid designs that bulged, 

dipped, and grazed at all the right places even more perfect. The glass counter 

that wrapped around the front reflected glistening cases of iridescent jewels and 

danglies, black-tinted metal studs and rings – a mechanical candy-shop, we had 

arrived to body modification paradise.  

 The owner lumbered out of the back room, wiping his glasses on the hem 

of his extra-large pullover scrub shirt, printed with skulls. Surprisingly stud and 

ink free, he was soft-spoken, articulate and had a slow but careful observance in 

his green eyes. Instead of some obscene nickname like “Digger” or “Mongoose,” 

he introduced himself as Gary.  
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 We went through the basic contract and verbal agreement and picked out 

jewelry. I chose an identical piece to the two capture bead rings my boyfriend 

was about to have pierced through his bottom lip. We also made conversation 

about fine print (“tattoo artists are not responsible for spelling, language or 

translation errors in finished work”). Since I had been stationary at the counter, 

the only indication Gary had of my multifarious surgical history was my brief, 

“I’m allergic to latex,” before I composed my signature on the consent form.  

 “Not a problem,” he answered. “Come on back.” 

 Maybe it would be easy to see how Gary or any other outsider might 

suspect some sadomasochist streak to explain why I, with tense shoulders and a 

gait that twisted at the hip, of all people, would elect to have a hollow needle 

pierce her flesh. If I had such a streak, it had up to this point been invisible, as 

just the idea of getting pierced blew my hippie hugging, neo-Buddhist bodily 

philosophies right out of the saline water that I irrigated through my appendix 

each morning. But no deviant desires were piqued as the skull, barbed wire and 

rose bejeweled garden broke off into the clean, organized, brightly lit procedure 

room.  

 Part sex. Part surgery. Part ideal expression with a tinge of pain. My 

boyfriend went first.  
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 The stinging scent of antiseptic, white rubber gloves, numbing solution 

administered via Q-tip, and each nervous move he made, accented by crinkled 

paper covering the reclining vinyl chair, made me for a moment, forget that I 

had been blessed with a significant other of sound body and balanced health. I 

had to fight the thoughts that told me he was only pretending that he didn’t need 

me to hold his hand. Silently, I reminded myself that the nude images covering 

the walls were not accompanied by anatomic organ diagrams. This was 

supposed to be fun.  

 I concentrated on the plump, florid Koi fish in the wall tank behind the 

chair, their sinewy, vibrant bodies pulsing through water, weaving by one 

another, their motions calming me through the ritualistic preparing of clamps, 

needles and sterile hoops placed out on gauze.  

 When I brought my attention back to the copper-hued medicinal salve that 

had been rubbed on my boyfriend’s awaiting lip, I expected some violent or gut 

wrenching tearing of flesh that would make me turn away again. But the first 

hole was made easily, the perfect descant to built-up energy in relaxed release. I 

watched as Gary maneuvered the ring – needle, instruments, and digits moving 

smoothly, fluidly. He finished the job securely and the second one was done in 

less time. I liked the way he worked – creative expertise, artistic proficiency.  
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 After a quick clean up, examination and some planned pacing, it was my 

turn. 

 Gary marked my stomach while I was standing up. The ink was purple, not 

like the blue-green surgical pencil doctors sometimes used on my body before an 

operation, the marks bleeding onto my hospital gown.  

 He had been explaining how navel rings take longer to heal because there 

is lowered circulation around scars and the belly button is the human’s first scar. 

My belly button had been finagled around in three surgeries, and, although the 

newest incision had long ago faded, the beaming procedure lamp brought the 

traces of it to the surface of my skin as I lay down on the chair. My appendix-

bandage was making an appearance too, but as my navel got the same 

antibacterial and numbing treatment as my boyfriend’s face, Gary turned his 

interests towards my latex allergy.  

 I told him I had Spina Bifida. He didn’t even blink as he straightened the 

latex-free gloves on his round but dexterous fingers. Instead, he continued, “So 

are you guys in here as a husband, wife, boyfriend, girlfriend anniversary thing?”  

 He had probably gotten the inkling from the matching rings. It was clear 

that Gary was emotionally invested in his work, and his honest interest was 

oddly endearing. Both my boyfriend and I had personal reasons for enduring the 

needle. But as we waited for the solution to settle on my purple-dotted abdomen, 
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we went with the blanket, “Well, our anniversary was yesterday and we both 

wanted something done…” 

 There were a few metallic clinks just outside my peripheral vision, but 

enveloped in a sobering and vital moment, mindfulness had taken dominance 

over distress. It was no secret that I wasn’t fond of dark corners shrouded in the 

haze of alcohol and cigarette smoke, drowned in the noise of loud music and too 

many people talking. The idea of even minimal intoxication or bodily intrusion 

made me queasy. But something in the aquatic serenity of the sterile art studio 

climbed into a compartment of my soul yet unexplored, and I could see this 

being one rebel addiction that just might consume me. 

 The only thought that hung as a scrim between me and total body art 

euphoria was that the only justification I could give to my skin, being clenched 

for recreational injury, wasn’t particularly spiritual or climactic but simply 

because I could.  

 Anticipation is the passion of most fruitful endeavors. With a burst of 

puncturing discomfort, the ring was in and clamped. I had made my boyfriend 

hold my hand, old habits are hard to break, and he said it looked like Gary had a 

rough time getting it in at first. My boyfriend was impressed that I didn’t flinch.  
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 I hopped up and had my time at the mirror. Gary went over the aftercare 

procedures, gave us gooey saline packets to add to distilled water and talked to 

us for awhile about scar tissue.  

 We paid in cash and retreated to the parking lot, where we basked in the 

newness and took pictures. The night setting on my digital camera produced 

portraits with scurrying neon snippets snaking the edges of our bodies, our eyes 

out of focus as we adjusted to the swamped dark of a starless sky. Skin 

shimmering from the dense air, we tossed any initial feelings of regret out along 

with other people’s negative opinions and set out on the hour long drive towards 

home.  

 Before we got out of the passing illumination of the city, I poured over the 

independently printed aftercare booklet, like years of antibiotics, surgical tape 

and physical therapy had not prepared me to handle saline and a Dixie cup. 

After I read through it twice, acquiring two gallons of distilled water for our 

cleansing solutions became top priority. 

 Where the highway speed limit dropped to forty-five as we approached the 

edge of town, my boyfriend hit the turn signal, hot air whipping through the 

open driver’s side window, and we veered off into the driveway of the only place 

open at midnight, besides the gas station on the other side of town.  
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 We had left the industrial-scene candy land behind and moved on to 

reality – the world’s largest chain store, where real time kept tempo to 

intermittent dinging of a check-out line. It wasn’t exactly a haven for kindred 

spirits or eclectic expressionists, but it was the only place we could purchase 

gallon containers of distilled water at seventy nine cents each. 

In the twenty-items-or-less aisle, the cashier struck up a conversation with 

my boyfriend. Obviously an acquaintance I didn’t know about, I soon became 

distracted by a tabloid cover that had been misprinted into a dizzy double image. 

Out of the senseless murmur of discussion that registered in my brain, the 

sudden and jarring utterance of the word “cancer” snagged my attention.  

 “…have to go with surgery this time around, but her brother is a perfect 

donor. We’re just hoping she keeps doing well enough when it comes time.” She 

was a plump, older woman with short, graying hair who had decorated her name 

tag with pins and stickers. When she saw me tune in, she explained, “My 

roommate has Leukemia.” 

 Even though I was well-versed in the realm of medical dilemmas, a search 

for the right words at times like this usually lead to an ill-fitting find. What came 

out was something that sounded natural even though it didn’t feel like it, and, 

like most people who offer sympathy, it probably didn’t sound genuine, but it 

was. It was clear, however, that she was a seasoned veteran of receiving prayers 
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and wishes. As she carefully tucked the receipt into the plastic bag, she carried 

on with an optimism that few possess and even fewer hold on to.  

My boyfriend and I bid the cashier good night and good thoughts, and 

walked silently out of the store. Across the parking lot, we deposited our 

purchases in the backseat. As my boyfriend examined his new snakebite in the 

rearview mirror, he said quietly, “It’s her lover, by the way, not her roommate.” 

The topical numbing cream that had been put on my abdomen was 

wearing off and the area around my piercing was starting to burn. I could feel 

where the metal protruded and where it connected into my body. Because I 

could.  

 Instead of replying, I just leaned up in the seat and delivered a kiss to his 

right temple. 

 I didn’t know why, but at that moment, I wished I could see the inside of 

his appendix, on the outside of his body. Maybe it was that invisible 

sadomasochist streak that had never been appeased by alcohol or previous 

renegade indulgences. Maybe it was to experiment the “you’re-still-the-same-

person” hypothesis. Maybe it was for perception. Maybe it was to remind myself 

that this night could be different. Maybe it was to measure how deep the well of 

a lover runs to get to the core.  Or maybe it was to prove that our bodies really 
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are nameless, like one star from another in the cosmos. Whatever reason it was, 

at that moment, I was more than content to make do with matching rings. 

 

 

AJ Pearson-VanderBroek is set to be released from college in May 2011 with a 

Bachelors degree in language arts and a minor in psychology. Her work has 

been included at The Fertile Source, Cliterature, Breath and Shadow Magazine, 

and at Short, Fast, and Deadly. A print anthology for Short, Fast, and Deadly 

will also include her work. It is scheduled for release in January 2011. She has 

a blog at http://ajpvb.blogspot.com.  
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Getting Serious 

by Wayne Scheer 

 

 I met her at a comedy club in Charleston where I was performing.  

She looked my age, late-thirties, except she wore her years much better.  I 

figured her for an attorney, the way she pulled back her dark hair and 

dressed like she had just come from a job interview or a funeral.  Still, she 

looked good, so I turned on the old charm machine. 

 Seeing the empty glass in her hand, I sat next to her, smiled, and 

asked what she'd been drinking. She looked bored, like a woman used to 

typical barroom pick-ups. I liked her immediately. 

 "I thought I'd buy you a drink," I said. "If I'm out of line, forgive me." 

 Without smiling, she said, "You're not out of line yet." 

 But instead of letting me buy her another drink, she bought me one. 

That surprised me. 

 "You're not trying to get me drunk and take advantage of me, are 

you?" I asked, slipping what there is of the charm machine into high gear. 
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 "Only if you get drunk on one drink."  She paused.  "My generosity 

has limits." Then she raised one eyebrow. "We'll see about me taking 

advantage later." 

 This woman had substance, not the typical fluff hanging out at clubs. 

  When we got to exchanging names, she told me hers, Jane 

Brandson.  I said mine was Rocky Green, pointing towards the sign on the 

wall with my name in bold lettering above the words, "Now Appearing." 

 That usually gets me in the door. Instead, she looked at me and 

asked, "So what's your real name?" 

 Shrugging, I said.  "Roger Greenbladt." 

 I expected her to laugh, but with a face as non-committal as George 

Burns talking to Gracie Allen, she said, "Now that's catchy." 

 She stayed for my act, but I couldn't see her because of the lights.  I 

like not being able to see the audience when I'm on stage.  That way I'm 

safe in my protective cocoon, telling jokes and timing the laughter before I 

start the next one.  I have this shrug and exasperated expression I use 

between jokes to squeeze out an extra laugh or give the audience time to 

react. Usually, my mind is totally focused on the next line, but this time I 

found myself squinting into the audience, trying to see her reaction.  It 

threw off my timing.  Still, I managed a few good laughs, even if they were 
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started by my buddies, fellow comics who were served free drinks in 

exchange for laughing like I was the Second Coming of Richard Pryor. 

 When I finished, I found Jane.  Her reaction? 

 "Cute." 

 "Cute?"  She may as well have cut off my left testicle to use as a cat 

toy. 

 She handed me her card.  It turned out she was a talent scout looking 

for comics to play Vegas.  There was a time when I would have cut off my 

other nut for a chance at that circuit, but now I wasn't so sure I wanted it.  

The money would be nice, but Vegas meant pressure and a whole new life 

style. 

 Hell, Vegas comics are required by law to wear a pinkie ring and gold 

chains.  I'm comfortable in jeans and a t-shirt.  

 Still, I wanted to hear her say something nice about my comedy.  I 

waited until I couldn't stand it. 

 "So you liked my act?"  Getting a reaction from her was about as easy 

as climbing Mt. Everest barefoot. 

 She took her time, wetting her lips and wrinkling her brow. "I like 

your delivery," she finally offered. "You have a presence."  She paused, 

knowing exactly how to wring out a zinger.  "Contact me if you get new 
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material." 

 I knew then I should have excused myself, accepted my role in the 

minors, and joined my buddies to get so stinking drunk the only thing I'd 

remember about the night was tomorrow's hangover.  Instead, I asked 

what she was looking  

for. 

 "I know it when I see it," she said. 

 "You mean like porn?" 

 "Something like that." 

 Then she told me to follow her in my car to her hotel. 

 

 That was about a month ago.  And I can't get her out of my head.  I 

performed what I thought were some of my best moves that night, enough 

to at least get a, "Yes.  That's it.  Yes, yes, yes," if not a "Hallelujah!"  We 

settled back on our pillows, catching our breath.  She seemed satisfied, so I 

figured this was a good time to seek a compliment.  I don't learn. 

 "So what do you think of my act now?"  I smiled to show I wasn't 

expecting a serious critique. 

 "You're good.  But you could still use new material."  Now it was her 

turn to smile. 
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 She kissed me and stood up, letting me get a good look at what she 

had to offer.  Before I could say anything, she told me she had to wake 

early to catch a plane. "I'm serious," she added, "about calling me if you 

write new  stuff." 

 

 A comic is a lot like a used car salesman.  He has to sell with 

confidence. I knew my material wasn't exactly groundbreaking, but it was 

good enough to get laughs, a decent paycheck and, once in a while, a warm 

body to help me through a cold night in Fargo or Cincinnati. 

 Now I doubted myself, and gags that had worked earlier were falling 

flat, like the air had been let out of my tires.  We all have slumps, my pals 

reminded me. But this felt different, like my life was slumping, not just my  

timing. 

 The strange thing is, the more lost I felt, the more I wrote.  The new 

stuff was darker than my usual material.  Instead of asking why, when we 

shower, do we spend more time washing our bellies than our feet, I began 

questioning  my life.  I wondered aloud how many people on their 

deathbeds wished they'd watched more television?  I still got laughs, but 

not the raucous, woo-hoo type comics live for.  The sound of the audience 

made me uneasy. 
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 Don Ivey, the owner of a club in Bayonne, New Jersey, cornered me 

after my new act.  "I hired Rocky Green," he said.  "Rocky Green keeps 

customers happy, and happy customers buy beer and nachos.  You wanna 

keep working here, make them laugh.  You want them to think, go find a 

coffee house called The Morose Hippo or some shit like that."  He pointed 

his index finger at my chin.  "Unnerstand?" 

 I wanted to tell Mr. Ivey where he could stick his finger.  He had 

hired me, Roger Greenbladt, not some nacho shill named Rocky Green.  

Then I had a few drinks with my pals who assured me that Rocky Green 

didn't need to change.  "Stephen Wright never changed his act," is the way 

one of them put it.  After a few beers, it made sense. 

 Of course, a lot of dumb things make sense after a few beers. 

 I woke up the next morning with a redhead--a natural redhead, no 

less--named Gretchen. The lines under her eyes told me she was no Jane, 

but one look in the mirror reminded me I was no George Clooney.   Hell, I 

wasn't even a Louis C.K. 

 I spent the rest of the afternoon wondering what I was afraid of.  Was 

I scared my new act would fail?  Sure.  But what the hell?  If you do stand-

up, you're gonna have nights where you feel like you're buck naked and 

everyone's pointing.  No, I realized if I was afraid of anything, it was that 
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I'd succeed. 

 I'd already been what some would call a success.  Before I got into 

stand-up, I pulled in six figures doing public relations for a company that 

thought addicting kids to sugar snacks a sound financial model.  My ex-

wife, with her MBA, made even more money.  We had the big house, fancy 

cars and clothes.  But I always felt like an imposture. 

 Probably because of my old man, who had worked as a butcher most 

of his life.  I know he felt proud I made big money, but sometimes I'd catch 

him looking at me like I was from another planet.   

 I'd often see that same look in the mirror. 

 I started doing open mikes soon after my parents died in a car crash.  

My wife's friends assured her it was my way of grieving and I'd give it up.  

But the first time I stood on stage and heard the crowd laugh at my jokes, 

some I wrote and others I grew up with, I knew I was on to something.  I 

felt alive, as if I was doing something that connected me to real people, 

something I wasn't ashamed of. 

 My wife never understood.  We divorced, amicably enough.  She got 

the house and half our savings.  I got the cars and a shitload of ex-wife and 

divorce lawyer material that I'm still using today.   
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 So I suppose Don Ivey hit a tender spot with his index finger. 

 That night, I managed to combine Roger Greenbladt and Rocky 

Green.  I killed.  I mixed my new stuff with gags so old I feared Milton 

Berle might rise from his grave to sue me.  The audience howled, and I did 

ten extra minutes.   

 There's nothing like the adrenaline kick after a kill. I felt so good, I 

stayed up most of the night working on jokes with my buddies. Making 

people laugh was worth more than convincing them to buy sugar-coated 

snacks.  What's more, I was happy.    

  I even called Jane and left a message.  I told her if she wanted to see 

what happens when Rocky Green meets Roger Greenbladt, she was 

welcome.  I told her to check my Facebook page for my schedule. 

  It felt good taking myself seriously again.  And my pals treated me 

with a new respect.  I even helped them with their jokes.  It was only right, 

I said, since I'd been stealing their material for years. 

 So now I'm honing my act, tightening some of my old material and 

writing new stuff, not to impress Jane--she may never show up again--and 

not to fall into bed with the next Gretchen, but to challenge myself. If it 

leads me to Vegas or Letterman or the college circuit, so be it.  If not, that's 

okay, too.   
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 I seem to be playing a lot of gigs in Atlanta and Greenville lately.  

Who knows? Maybe I'll settle down, meet a good Southern girl and learn 

to like grits.  One thing I know for sure.  I'll tell her right off my name is 

Roger. 

 

 

Wayne Scheer has been nominated for four Pushcart Prizes and a Best of 

the Web. His work has appeared in a variety of print and online venues, 

including The Christian Science Monitor, Notre Dame Magazine, The 

Pedestal, Smokelong Quarterly, Hobart and Everyday Fiction. Revealing 

Moments, a collection of twenty-four stories, can be downloaded at 

http://www.pearnoir.com/thumbscrews.htm. Wayne lives in Atlanta 

with his wife and can be contacted at wvscheer@aol.com.  
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Drowning 

by Eric Litra 

 

 The apparatus was terribly simple in its design.  Deceivingly so.  The 

banality of its evil would no doubt have gone entirely unnoticed if not for 

the harsh, shrill ringing that filled the boy’s head just as his body would 

finally surrender to the comforting blanket of sleep and at last welcome the 

shade of the soft, swaying wisteria of dreams.  But that horrible bell would 

sound and the wisteria would turn to witch grass, that weed that devoured 

the dreams whole.  Night after night the boy’s dreams were stolen from 

him and no ransom note was left.  His prison became his little twin bed, 

with its faded Star Wars sheets and racing car headboard, and his sentence 

was sleep. 

 The apparatus was a pad about two-and-a-half feet square and at least 

three-quarters of an inch thick.  Made of a hard, jagged plastic mesh material 

that was rough to the touch, it was also heavier than expected.  It felt as if there 

were a small, flat lead weight resting in the  center of the square, like some cold, 

futuristic robotic heart. 
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 It was placed under the fitted sheet of the bed, ostensibly to hide it from 

view, but it still was glaringly obvious to the eye by the square-shaped bulge it 

made under the linen, not unlike a cancerous tubercle festering just below the 

skin.  The pad was placed about midway down the length of the mattress, about 

where the boy’s waist would be when he slept.  Grown out of one side of the 

apparatus were two tendrils – umbilicals really – that splayed out from under 

the rumpled electric corners.  One umbilical ended in a two prong Edison plug 

that locked itself into the wall socket just behind the headboard, while the other 

terminated into a small white plastic box that rested unassumingly on the 

bedside table.  The box appeared to be little more than an archaic tinny speaker, 

but the noise that it made when the moisture hit the pad was like a cacophony of 

tortured souls--as if the ground had yawned and swallowed the dead whole.  

Somehow, from that unassuming little white box, came the monophonic 

equivalent of the Last Judgement. 

 And so it lay there quiet under those sheets, that pad, biding its time like a 

lioness hunting on the arid African veldt, waiting for the boy to show weakness, 

waiting for him to lower his guard and close his eyes.  But it was almost 

impossible for the boy to fall asleep straight away.  The lump from the apparatus 

arched his spine just enough to be uncomfortable, so he would just lie there on 

top of that cancer and think.  Think about how hard he was trying in school in 
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order to make up for his failure at night.  Think about why this was happening to 

him and not, as far he knew, to anyone else.  As he lay there thinking, his eyes 

flitting from side to side, staring at the shadows of his parents as they would 

reach under his bedroom door and quickly disappear over and over again, his 

gradually began to fall asleep and give way to the waiting lioness.  When his 

eyelids refused to follow the shadows any longer he would at least acquiesce and 

agree to rest them, promoting his ears to the front guard and demanding they 

follow the soft thump of his parents’ footsteps on the other side of the door.  

After a while even his ears would give in and all would, at last, be quiet. 

 For as long as he could remember the boy had been haunted by a recurring 

dream.  In this dream he was drowning. 

 He slept so soundly at night, did the boy, because he played so hard during 

the day.  Clinical hyperactivity, with which he had been diagnosed from an early 

age, takes its toll on a person’s body.  His parents must have understood that, he 

thought.  That wasn’t his fault.  When he finally was able to soundly fall asleep, 

his quiescence was so rich and deep that everything he dreamt seemed real.  

There were colors and smells and varying planes of focus, just as in a waking 

state--only in sleep there was no fear.  No embarrassment.  No secrets.  He was 

drowning in his dream, but it was okay.  Somehow he could still breath, or he 

didn’t need to.  He was comfortable under the water, warmed by the inviting 



Anatomy                                                                                                                                                38 

pressure and roll of the currents.  The boy floated peacefully under the surface, 

finally happy and secure.  Even in his dream, when all seemed right, he would 

close his eyes. 

 And then would come another Last Judgement. 

 The faint buzz would gradually grow into a curdled wail as it penetrated 

the boy’s mind.  His parents would often wake him, shaking him until he was 

forced to pull open his moist, sticky eyelids, and help him swing his leaden feet 

over the edge of the bed.  It didn’t take long for the boy to be able to sleep 

through the ringing.  It had grown less terrifying to him the more he got to know 

it.  The parents, however, were light sleeper and even from as far away as their 

bedroom down the hall, they could never sleep through it.  Often taking turns on 

those nights, they would help him out of bed and lead him to the bathroom, their 

soft, meaty adult palms pressed lightly against the back of his head, pushing him 

down the long, dark corridor toward that tiny, brightly lit bathroom with the dull 

green tiling that always smelled of bleach.  It was a ritual played out night after 

night.  He felt like some lab experiment--a starving mouse successfully 

maneuvering through the maze and pressing the lever at its end to receive its 

reward, only to find that the lever it presses merely gives out a painful electric 

charge rather than a crumble of dried cheese.  Although the boy desperately 

wanted to please his parents, he often found it impossible to perform that simple 
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task in the middle of the night that was so easy to accomplish in the light of day--

at least to their satisfaction--and his shame would only increase, as would his 

anger, as he wished he could return to the peace of his underwater life. 

 His parents had first taken him to a psychologist when he turned seven.  

They had felt guilty for having ignored the magnitude of the problem for so long, 

putting it out of their minds, initially reinforcing themselves with the notion that 

their son would outgrow this shameful condition.  Now they had begun to blame 

themselves for the problem.  They felt that it was their fault he so few friends.  

They felt a shame not unlike their son’s. 

 The boy had no recollection of the psychologist – Doctor 

Somethingorother – ever actually talking to him beyond the requisite hello-and-

how-are-you-feeling initiations.  The doctor spent much of the time conferring 

with the parents about things the boy could not begin to comprehend, using a 

garble of words and phrases that completely confused him and shut him out.  

Words like latency, anti-cathexis, and endo-psychic conflict.  It was Doctor 

Somethingorother that first recommended the bed-wetting apparatus. 

 By the time the boy turned eight, the parents’ attitude began to change, 

growing less sympathetic and more hostile.  In their eyes, their son wasn’t 

getting any better because he wasn’t trying hard enough.  To them it was the 

nail-biting problem all over again.  The boy had begun biting his nails when he 
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was four.  The habit became so severe that the tips of his small fingers would 

often bleed, having been chewed down to the pink, pillowy skin under the nail, 

and he would have to wear Band Aids on as many as seven fingers at once.  His 

parents had researched many treatments for such a condition.  One supposedly 

foolproof remedy was the Bitter Orange Liquid.  This wonder cure was little 

more than an updated version of castor oil.  A drop or two was applied to the 

fingertip and every time the nail was brought up to the mouth the taste was so 

horribly bitter that, in time, the very idea of biting one’s nails would make one 

sick.  A simple, crude form of aversion therapy.  However, like most anything 

else, one can build a stern tolerance to uncomfortable things and, in time, the 

boy could not differentiate the bitter from the bland, and his nail biting 

continued unabated. 

 But he was trying. 

 What eight year old wants to be different from everybody else?  What eight 

year old wants to wet his bed?  He knew his parents would be hard pressed to 

find anybody who would wish so horrible a curse upon themselves but he was 

unable to form the right words to express such a sentiment. 

 One night, shortly after his eighth birthday, a new image began to haunt 

the boy’s dreams.  In this new dream his parents were drowning. 

 They were each, the mother and the father, tied to a chair, although not too 
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tightly or violently.  They sat there in the middle of a large sterile room with 

walls covered in dull green tile, unafraid and unconcerned of their predicament, 

even as the room would start to list and roll and then slowly fill with water.  The 

parents would make no motions to escape as the water pressure would squeeze 

tightly against their chests.  The boy would toss and turn in his bed, his own 

chest feeling a heaviness and compression, unable to look away from the horror 

of his dream.  It was only when the water reached the tops of their heads--and 

they would take in large gulps of liquid, their thick necks expanding and 

contracting like the gills on a fish--that an unmistakable panic would at last set 

in.  They would squirm and tug at their ropes.  They would try desperately to 

stand up, stretching their necks toward the taunting surface of the water that 

waiting just above their floating sea of hair.  The mother and the father would 

continue to furiously gulp in the water, hoping to harvest for themselves 

whatever bubbles of air they needed to stay alive. 

 Then they would stop.  The only movement would be the lilting roll of his 

mother’s yellow hair against the dull green background in the soft, silent 

current. 

 The boy bolted upright in bed, his forehead beaded with a fever sweat, the 

tips of his dark brown bangs drawn together in wet points, only to find his 

parents, as dry as the mouse’s cheese, standing over him, reaching behind the 
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white plastic speaker box to turn it off.  Again.  As he threw aside the bedcovers, 

he slid across the round wet stained on the fitted sheet that had greeted him so 

many nights before. 

 That night was the last time he heard the ringing.  He started having this 

new dream nearly every night now.  The old dream of his own tranquil life under 

the sea had stopped visiting him and was growing more and more dim in his 

memory.  His sleep had become fitful and light.  He would fall asleep right away 

but regularly wake up three or four times a night, pulled from his slumber by 

anything from the distant drone of the window air conditioner in his parent’s 

bedroom to the faint crackling glass of the window panes as they expanded and 

contracted in their frames on blustery nights.  The slightest noise brought the 

boy back to the waking state, and it would take what seemed to him like hours to 

fall back asleep. 

 The boy’s parents finally put away the bed-wetting apparatus one warm 

and sunny Saturday morning.  His mother tossed it into an unmarked cardboard 

box and laid it to rest next to the stack of her high school yearbooks in the back 

of the storage space above the garage. 

 The boy had developed a slight lisp ever since he could form sentences.  

The lisp had gradually become more prominent as his vocabulary grew.  He liked 

this particular affliction, however.  He enjoyed the feeling of the air rushing 
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across the top of his tongue and tickling his upper lip when he spoke. 

 Less than a month after putting away the bed-wetting apparatus and at his 

parents’ insistence, the boy began seeing a speech therapist. 

 Three days a week after school the therapist – Misses Somethingorother – 

showed him flash cards of seashells and sailboats and snakes, making him 

repeat the words over and over again, forcing him to keep his tongue planted 

firmly against the inside of his mouth, until he hated those words and all the 

images they brought forth. 

 In time he knew he would be cured of this adversity as well, which only 

saddened him.  He had never wanted to be perfect, not like his parents wanted 

him to be.  He had only wanted to be good, really good, at something.  One day 

the boy found that he missed the bed-wetting apparatus.  He was good at that, 

he thought.  Eight years of experience.  A lifetime.  What he was good at, he 

found – though again he could not put it into words – was failing.  He bit his 

nails, wet his bed, and slurred his words...and there was no turning back.  Nine 

was just around the corner and, the boy figured, so was another affliction, 

another doctor, and another cure.  At last he had something to look forward to, 

like the warm, comforting current of water that held him under, and kept him 

safe. 
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The Real World 

by Sean Pravica 

 

 I like Anthony a lot.  It’s hard not to like a guy who’s convinced he’s Jesus, 

unless you actually believe in Jesus.  Then he’s probably a pretty tough sell. 

 But I couldn’t give two shits about the King of Kings, save for the fact that 

saying so used to make me feel a little guilty.  It’s just those weird altar candles 

you see in the grocery store sometimes, with illustrations of David and his sheep 

or Mother Mary.  Jesus’ own portrays Him in full crucifixion mode, blood oozing 

down from the crown of thorns and His eyes wide with holy sorrow.  He looks 

like an extra in a death metal music video. 

 But Anthony helped quell my remorse for turning the other cheek on the 

Son of God.  An  unassuming looking Joe on the street, he has bad skin and 

black hair pulled straight back.  He wears unassuming clothes: plain colored 

shirts, khakis and black shoes.  But in his eyes it’s a whole different story. 

 He looks around in sheer wonder and says breathlessly, “How did I come 

up with all this?” 
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 His eyes aren’t like those of the Nazarethian Jesus, piously devoted and 

full of pain.  Instead they’re wide and questioning, always blown away, always in 

perpetual shock and wonder, and always...sort of distant. 

 Anthony believes this world is an illusion.  He didn’t always.  He once tried 

to be an actor.  He once tried to sell tools.  He once tried to manage a restaurant 

and raise a family.  But all of these modest ambitions failed.  It was only when he 

realized there was no such thing as failure that he stopped trying anything all 

together.  That was when he woke up after nearly dying in a car accident, having 

left his body for some timeless passage into the real world, only to come back 

forever altered, once and finally reborn. 

 “Look at that train,” he’ll say to me, studying its speeding wheels and 

imagining all its inner ingredients steaming furiously.  “What was I thinking?” 

he’ll ask with a laugh. 

 I wander around with him on my lunch break sometimes.  He’s homeless 

by now, but that doesn’t bother him.  I give him the hair gel he likes in exchange 

for a 45 minute vacation from what I know as the real world, certainly much 

different from his version.  He likes to look like he’s not homeless, so every now 

and then I buy him a new shirt, or invite him over for dinner and let him use my 

washer and dryer. 
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 I’ve even invited the guy to come and stay with me, but it’s not his way, he 

says.  The street life makes him feel more alive, more at home in this strange 

world, the one that he used to get so caught up in, used to struggle with so 

hardily in the pursuit of happiness, every man’s dream.  Living in one, constant 

moment of worthless, wandering, unanchored chaos, he said he feels most 

closely connected to the absolute abstraction that is the real world, his real 

world.   

 “It’s all just one thing,” he says.  “You, me, the train, all the living Christ.”  

He shuts his eyes and looks peaceful, like a little child waiting for something 

really great to happen any moment, and says, “I am,” and opens his serious eyes 

to the world. 

 “You are?” I joke. 

 “I am,” he says seriously.  “It’s the most I can ask for so long as I live here, 

traveling in this bag of bones and flesh, with its beating heart and electric brain, 

a child’s toy, the universe’s day care for young souls.” 

 “What about the old souls?” I ask him.  “Like you,” I say. 

 “We’re here all right, but not for the reason you think we are,” he answers 

cryptically, and smiles the same. 
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 Anthony says everyone is Jesus, they just don’t know it yet.  And it will be a 

long time before they do.  About my own awakening, he just chuckles and says, 

“Who knows, my friend.” 

 A big part of me wants Anthony to tell me I will wake up, and soon.  I don’t 

want him to say it because I pine for the world he knows, for that special place of 

light and grandeur where there is no pain and no suffering, no sickness nor 

malice, but because I don’t like the way he looks sometimes when he sits down, 

when the reality of this bag of bones and flesh catches up with him.  Those eyes, 

when not caught in rhapsodizing wonder at this alien, human world that is our 

own, sink heavily into the most desperate aloneness I’ve ever seen.  It’s like he 

forgets I’m there, and just stares into the gutter, searching for answers to why he 

made something he could feel so miserable about inhabiting. 

 I know he’s not long for this world, and that’s fine.  He’s been swaying as 

he walks lately, talking about miracles more and more, about the true lightness 

of the body.  He’s on an eight-day fast right now, and he’s not looking good, even 

though he says he’s never felt better.   

 I just wish that one of these days he could think that someone else knew it, 

too: the secrets of the universe, a glimpse behind the veil, to see what he sees 

and share in it with him.  It’d be something if he could just relate, just one time, 

even though it’s his inability to do so that makes him who he is today, that gives 
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him reason for being an old soul among the young, the risen Jesus awakened to 

Himself and walking as man again in this dying, illusory fabric thinner than a 

fingernail. 

 He may think he knows why he’s here, but like our real worlds differ, so do 

our perceptions of his place among the living.   

 I like Anthony a lot.  I think if he knew that, if he could bend his 

stubborn thinking just enough, he would know why I’m here, too.  And by 

I, I’m not just talking about me. 

 

 

Sean Pravica is a journalist and photographer living in southern 

California. 
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by Tom Sheehan 

The House That No One Lived In 

 

 They considered themselves midnight adventurers, coming off the hill they 

so lovingly called Henshit Mountain, to cross the pond in the dead of winter with 

sleds to “borrow” lumber from Artie Donolan who had ”borrowed” it from 

Breakheart Reservation, a state park. The park, at its deepest end, bordered on 

land that the Donolans had worked for years, including timber they ripped out of 

the state park as long as a few eyes stayed closed. To the boys from Henshit 

Mountain, the Donolan rape was not unknown, not to these teenagers, who were 

only enacting their own form of justice, borrowing enough lumber to build 

themselves a clubhouse at the thickly-treed section of the mountain. With 

various spurts of energy, even in summer when they floated rafts of lumber 

across the same pond from the same lumberyard, rooms were added to the 

clubhouse. The building rose majestically, they all agreed, they who had to a 

man become proficient carpenters and finish men.  

 Over a number of years, as they grew toward a global war surfacing on 

both oceans, meetings were held, elections concluded, designs and 
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improvements of all genres initiated, trysts enamored, hope burst continually 

from that domicile in which no one lived, not as a home site. 

 When the town, through the office of the chief of police, demanded taxes 

be paid on the property, thus quickly abandoned by the clubmen to the town, to 

the weather, to the times. They relocated their activities to another phantom 

house they’d build on land without a road, deeper in the tall pines, stray apple 

trees feeding off the ground since the Civil War days, and tyrant oaks that held 

their territory.  

 The membership included Frank Parkinson, Eddie Oljay, Bud Petitteau, 

Homer Barnard, Allie Devine, Clete Weavering, Asa Parnell, Poker Symonds, 

Nial O’Hara, Chuck Grabowski, and others, by adoption or temporary 

association, whose names will only resurface as the story progresses. Some girls, 

of course, toward that quick run at war building in Europe, had honorary 

admission at all hours of day or night after a code of secrecy had been imposed. 

Not one of those girls, from what I have heard over the long years, ever broke 

that code. 

 Even as the members pillaged materials in small doses from ready sources 

on Route One, begged and borrowed in addition to the stealing, the noises on the 

far side of two oceans began to sift into their meetings.  

 “Hey, guys,” Poker Symonds said one night as the moon sifted down 
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through the trees, “I just heard today Buzz Marchowski joined the Canadian Air 

Force and is already in Moncton or Shediac or St. Something somewhere. Eddie 

Smiledge down The Rathole told me. Says Buzz’s all pissed off about the 

Germans screwing up Poland where his grandparents are living on the family 

farm.” 

 Symonds, his name changed from hard–to-pronounce beginnings like Sczy 

and whatever, kept shaking his head as if he wondered why his name had been 

hidden behind soft edges. As it turned out, he was the first to leave the 

clubhouse one night, never to come back. Under the moon that night and light of 

kerosene lamps, others knew what was cooking in him; his eyes told the deep 

unrest so recently kicked free. 

 Each knew his turn was coming, that he was bound elsewhere on the 

globe’s face. If it touched Saugus in any manner at all, all swore an oath they’d be 

in the first line of recruits. 

 Germany was making too much noise, stepping on too many toes, bustling 

and bragging of their great inroads on small nations guarded by token armies, 

and Japan, like a lecher, was stretching its imperial hands across the rich skin 

and into too many orifices of the tasty Orient. In a matter of a week the balled 

fist of war came at them; one classmate, flying for the RCAF, was shot down over 

the English Channel; another enlistee, a neighbor of Parkinson’s, was missing 
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from an RAF flight over France; an uncle of Clete Weavering was stomped to 

death on the China coast as he tried to sneak out to sea to board a submarine 

after secret service on the mainland, and Oljay’s distant cousin was shot in front 

of a firing squad  at the edge of a ghetto in Poland.  

 War, in its demand for enlistment, called them, young and exuberant in 

their outlook and it was in the next week they gathered in the clubhouse, the 

house nobody lived in, and made their plans to help save the world. 

 Frank Parkinson said, “We don’t go as a group. We don’t get in one line to 

any branch of the service, and end up in one squad or one flight or one patrol, go 

down with one bang. We each go our own way. If we come back, or those who do 

come back, we’ll meet here. No Trafalgar Square for us or even under the clock 

at The Ritz. We will celebrate here someday. We ought to go down to see the 

Chief and tell him our plans. He might understand. If not, we’ll tell him not to 

tell us.”  

 “Why can’t we go as a group, the whole club of us?” Oljay said, seeing the 

whole group as a squad of its own, firepower from the start, Robin Hoods or 

Lone Rangers waging battle. 

 Parkie said, “No matter if we walked in and got consecutive numbers, 

they’d split us up. They do things like that so we don’t clique it up. Makes sense 

to me, so we should each go our way. I’m going in the army. When I heard about 
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Big Red in Burma, it said I’d join the army.” 

 In a day’s time, it was all decided, for each of them, and all services were 

involved. 

 The war to end all wars bruised them all, each one, each in different ways, 

some with dread permanence. Clete Weavering was blown off the deck of a Navy 

supply vessel in the Pacific, never to be seen again. A year later an envelope 

ended up at the Legion Hall, from Clete, simply addressed to The Boys of 

Henshit Mountain, Saugus, Massachusetts. The Post Office, having no proper or 

known address, delivered it to the Legion Post, #210, to hold for any survivors of 

the war who might have been The Boys of Henshit Mountain. As it was, one old 

WW I vet said he knew of them and would deliver it to the first one who came 

home. The Legion held the letter for almost two years. 

 Then it was delivered to Bud Petitteau one evening at the Meadowglen 

Club as Bud had come home from two years in the far Pacific and hospital time, 

one hand gone from a nasty grenade. The old Legionnaire had heard Bud was 

home, spending time at The Meadowglen with some guys who had come home, 

and made a trip to deliver the letter, which was simple enough in its message: 

“Miss you guys like hell, but some good guys here. I just wanted to see if this gets 

through to the clubhouse or to any of you. We have heard stories about 

miraculous deliveries of real short addresses. If I don’t get to see you on the 
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mountain, I am sure that we will catch up to each other sometime, someplace. 

Your clubhouse pal, Clete  

 PS: Say hi to Mildred Derning for me. I got her last letter about a year ago 

and never did answer it for one reason or another. She’s a real cute kid I’ve 

thought about a few times. 

 (A note here: It was not revealed until 1950 that Mildred Derning had an 

eight-year old son she had named John Cletus Derning. She never married as far 

as I know and died in 1981. John Cletus Derning took down his physicians 

shingle in 2002. I don’t know if he ever knew anything about his father, but I 

hope he did. If this tells him, it’s about all I can do.) 

 Homer Barnard didn’t come home from the 2th Infantry Division in the 

Pacific, and the 31st Infantry Regiment of the 7th Infantry Division in Korea, until 

1954 and after he had served in a POW camp in North Korea for two years. One 

of his letters, addressed to The Clubhouse on Henshit Mt, Saugus, Mass., was 

hung up in a dead letter box and a postal center under construction until it fell 

from between the cracks of time in 1963. It was delivered back to Homer by a 

personal friend, an employee of the USPS and an army comrade from basic days, 

who had intercepted it finally en route to Saugus and recognized the sender’s 

name. He drove from New York one day in the fall to deliver it and spent a week 

in Saugus. He even visited the original clubhouse, which by then had been 
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jacked up and a cellar placed under it, three rooms added, and a porch wrapped 

half way and more around the house from  where a huge section of Rumney 

Marsh was visible as well as a great chunk of the Atlantic Ocean on a good day. 

The two men sat on the porch a good part of one afternoon with the owner, in 

Italy with the 10th Mountain Division with a few other Saugus boys, and the beer 

was free. They even went to see the Patriots play the Kansas City Chiefs at 

Fenway Park, which ended up in a tie game. 

 Parkie, who admittedly  only wrote one letter to the guys, which has not yet 

surfaced, but about whom much has been written by me, ended up on the hot 

sands of the Sahara and could have been dead a few times. Of him it has been 

said, him being The Municipal Subterranean in a poem:  

  

 He comes up, goggled, out of a manhole in the middle of a street in my 

 peaceful town, sun the sole brazier, like an old Saharan veteran, 

 Rommel-pointing his tank across the four-year stretch of sand, shell 

 holes filling up quick as death. I think of Frank Parkinson, Tanker, Tiger 

 of Tobruk, now in his grass roots, the acetylene smile on his oil-dirty face, 

 the goggles still high on his high forehead, his forever knowing Egypt’s 

 two dark eyes. 
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 Frank told me his story one evening as we drank beer by old Lily Pond. It 

came around as “Parkie, Tanker, Tiger of Tobruk,” and many people have read it 

elsewhere. 

 Asa Parnell, it has been said, wrote dozens of letters to the guys but sent 

his via Harry Clemson at The Pythian Alleys (The Rathole Poolroom its other 

half), who held them until one of the guys picked them up in 1945, after the big 

boom went down. Parnell had 25 missions as a waist gunner of a B-17 over 

Europe, went to school on the GI Bill, ended up with his PhD, taught at two 

Maine colleges for more than 30 years before he drowned in a kayak ride on the 

Allagash River when he was over 70 years old. He only came to Saugus at the 

Founders Day festivities, out front of the Town Hall in September of the year 

when, at times, 10-15 thousand people might pass through the center of town 

during the celebration, the accompanying mini-marathon race, and the high 

school football game every other year. One year I heard that he found two other 

guys and they sat for four hours on the steps of the library hashing over the old 

days, and then he went north again, for his last ride a few years later.  

 Every so often, as if I’m being summoned by a voice, a face, the edge of a 

shared incident, I leave the vets section of the cemetery and visit Henshit 

Mountain, trying to find any remnant of a clubhouse, cellar in place, second 

floor added, perhaps a porch and a garage, a garden for summer attendance. 
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Once an old fishing buddy, who had lived on the mountain for many years, 

pointed out two or three places that had strange beginnings. “There are no 

shortcuts in those places. They were built well by guys who knew their business. 

They had OJT before there was OJT. Go down alongside old Lily Pond and more 

than half the houses down there were summer camps before the big war, and 

when the boys came back home and were looking for cheap quarters, they 

bought a camp erected on cement blocks and after a while jacked it up, put in a 

stone or poured foundation, got central heating, raised a family, added rooms, 

sold it, bought  or built a new place, all part of the economy. Some of the original 

camps are now so sprawling over the landscape you’d have to get a pre-war 

aerial map to find the beginning forms of them. 

 Parkie carried on for 20 some torturous years before he hugged the earth 

for the last time, but not on Henshit Mountain, home away from home for a long 

time in his short life. Every Memorial Day I re-flag his grave along with a host of 

people, and have done so for more than 25 years. 

 All of them are gone now, some here, some elsewhere. Four of the 

membership share the same plot with Parkie. None of them ever climbed to the 

back end of Henshit Mountain after the war. The house that no one lived in 

really had passed on in their growth, even its nostalgia, for they had rushed onto 

the real estate of the whole globe. 
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 Now and then, usually close to Memorial Day and again at Veterans Day, I 

drive up the hill, for that’s what it really is, a rise of about 500 feet above sea 

level, on a series of paved roads. From the road I can see two houses, now lived 

in for more than half a century, where no one lived when they were built. I can 

visualize the membership crossing the pond in winter on sleds loaded with 

purloined lumber and supplies, or on rafts tied together in the dead of summer 

nights. I know where they kept their beer in underground coolers, where it 

stayed cool and was hidden from the temptation of potential thieves. I know 

some of the girls, still here with us, grandmothers time and again, and great-

grandmothers, who swore to the secrecy code and will carry it away with them.  

 It’s on a rare occasion when I come face to face with one of those ladies in 

the aisle of a mall store, or at the library with a chosen book, or in the cemetery 

on a special day, and get a wink acknowledging the deep and mostly hidden 

years. We understand the past, the pact, the passions. We understand what 

loyalty means, and where things have gone in this short passage. 
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Anniversary 

by William Cass 

 

 Late evening had fallen, already dark.  Frogs and crickets groaned in the 

high reeds along the shore of the lake.  Mike stood inside the shed pulling long 

rubber gloves over his arms.  A small, cool breeze moved across the lake and 

through the big doors of the shed that opened onto it.  Occasionally, he could 

hear the distant rumble of the roller coaster from the amusement park at the far 

end of the lake. 

 Tin shades covered the two light bulbs hanging over the boat.  It was 

tipped upside down on sawhorses, its sides and bottom sanded smooth, sawdust 

coating the dirt floor of the shed.  It was a good, old mahogany motorboat, but 

there was dry rot all over it.  Mike had known there was plenty of work to do on 

it when he’d first looked it over.  Mrs. Borden was an older woman who knew 

nothing about boats.  Her husband had bought it just before he’d died, and then 

it sat out in the rain and snow with one oilskin tarp over it for years.  Now she 

wanted to sell it.  When Mike had agreed to fix it, he’d needed the money badly.  

But after he had some of it sanded down and saw the shape it was in, he knew he 
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would basically have to rebuild most of it from the framing. 

 That was the summer before.  After the return from the west coast, he was 

out of work and out of money.  So, when Mrs. Borden had walked over to the 

cottage he’d rented and asked him about fixing the boat, he was glad to start on 

it right away.  Then he found the job at the quarry, six days a week and long 

hours.  And so the boat had sat in the shed afterwards, partially sanded down. 

 In the spring, she called asking about it again.  She wanted to sell it before 

the weather became nice.  That meant he had to finish it.  He told her: two 

months.  It meant working on it nights and on Sundays.  It meant working hard 

and fast to rebuild a nice old boat that had been ruined by letting it sit outside 

too long. 

Mike felt lousy about fixing it now.  He would have to take it down inside, 

too, before he began replacing the bad wood.  That meant crawling in under the 

hull with a chord light, stripper, a putty knife, and everything covered on him 

but his face.  There was no way to scrape or sand the rough, grainy marine paint 

without damaging the curved wood; the stripper burned badly, and the smell 

nauseated him.  Inside the hull, it was close and especially hard to keep the wet, 

falling stuff out of his face and eyes. 

 He had music playing low on the radio that sat on the workbench with his 

tools.  He pulled the rubber gloves up taut over the sleeves of the coveralls and 
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took one of the small buckets over to the sink.  He ran water over the thick, 

short-handled brush in the bucket, softening it.  The music from the radio was 

faint, and the sounds of the crickets and frogs and the slow lapping of the lake 

were quiet.  Mike opened the can of stripper and poured some into the bucket.  It 

made a splashing sound in the cool, still evening.  He poured it carefully, stirring 

it with a paint stick. 

 There was a soft knock on the door of the cottage and then footsteps came 

gradually over the gravel path towards the lake.  When he glanced up, he saw 

Marge in the doorway of the shed.  He stiffened.  She wore a white sundress with 

a beige cardigan sweater and was holding a paper plate. 

 “Hello, Marge,” he said. 

 “I made some muffins,” she said quietly. 

 “Thanks.”  He put down the bucket in the sink and made a space for her on 

a bench.  “They smell nice.” 

 Marge walked over to the bench and set the muffins down.  They had a 

cellophane stretched over them.  Mike leaned against one of the sawhorses, 

pulling at the gloves to remove them and smelling the warm, sweet muffins. 

 “You can sit down,” he said.   

 “Not if you’re working.  I didn’t know you’d be working.  I didn’t mean to 

disturb you.” 
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 “Go ahead and sit down.” 

 “I didn’t think you’d be working.” 

 “Go on with that.  Sit down.” 

“All right, I will.” 

She sat down on the bench next to the muffins.  He looked at her hair that 

was pulled back under a dark blue band.  It was straight and brown.  She looked 

slender and pretty, just as she had when they were in high school not many years 

before. 

 “There you are,” said Mike.  “That’s better.” 

 She sighed.  “So, you’re finally getting the boat ready.  When did you start 

on it again?” 

 “Maybe a month ago.  I don’t know.” 

 “Is it any fun?” 

 “No.” 

 “What do you have left on it?” 

 Mike finished pulling off the gloves.  “First, I have to work on the inside, 

taking it all down.  Then I have to replace the bad wood.  Then there’s re-gluing 

and re-caulking.” 

 “Then are you done?” 

 “No.  I have to clean up all the trim and put it back on….all the siding and 
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gear racks and handles.  And I have to finish it five or six times.  That means 

putting pigment in the resin and waiting for it to dry between coats.  It’s a lot of 

work.” 

 “I guess so.  It sounds like it.” 

 “I don’t care.  It’s something to do.  How’s your job?” 

Marge was sitting with her arms folded out of the light from the shaded 

bulbs.  She leaned back against the wall.  “It’s all right.  I like the people at the 

bank.  The manager talked about a raise.”  She shrugged.  “Really, it’s going 

pretty well.  It’s nice to have a job you can look forward to.” 

 “That’s right.” 

 “It’s a change for me.  I’m pretty happy about it.” 

 Marge stood up and walked over to the sink.  She bent down over it with 

her arms still folded.  “What’s the smell?” 

 “That’s stripper.  Don’t get in it.  It burns.” 

 She pulled back and looked at him.  “It smells like petrol…like when my 

father filled up the fishing boat.” 

 “How is your dad?”  

 Marge looked at him, her lips in a thin, tight line.  “I guess he’s all right.  

He’s still in bed mostly.  He gets outs now sometimes and walks the dog.” 

 “That’s something, anyway.” 
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 “It’s better than it used to be.  At least he’s moving around.  I think he 

might try to go back to work some in the summer.” 

“That’s terrific, Marge.  That’s a step in the right direction.” 

 “He still talks about you.” 

 Mike looked down at the gloves he was holding.  “I’ve meant to go visit 

him.” 

 “You should.  He’d like that.” 

Mike watched her walk over to the window of the shed and look out of it.  

She stood very still with her arms folded gazing out at the lake.  The crickets and 

frogs and low music became noticeable now that they were silent. 

 “It’s a nice, cool night,” she said without turning from the window.  “It 

looks nice out on the water.  I like these spring nights, don’t you, Mike?” 

 “Sure,” Mike said.  “I like them a lot.” 

 He sat watching her breathe evenly, leaning one leg against the other.  

They were quiet.  Then she spoke softly.  “You know, I think it’s been a year now 

that we’ve been back.  I think it’s been exactly a year.” 

 “Is that right?” 

 “I think it’s a year today,” she said.  “In fact, I’m sure it is.  It was just after 

your birthday that we left.” 

 “Is that right?  I didn’t even realize it.” 
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“Well, it’s a year.  A year gone by now.” 

 “That’s something.  It doesn’t even seem a year.  Does it seem that long to 

you?” 

 “Yes, it does,” she said.  “But I’m happy a year has passed.  I feel better 

about it somehow.  I feel stronger now.  I think I can live with it.” 

 Mike said nothing.  He sat watching the side of her at the window. 

 After a while, she said, “It feels funny in a way.  I never thought a year 

would go by.  I still miss you sometimes.  Sometimes I miss you so much, I ache.  

But it’s not so bad now as before.  I think now, after a year, things will begin to 

straighten out.” 

“Sure they will,” Mike said.  “I know they will.” 

 Marge turned around and looked at him.  Then she smiled.  It was the 

same dull, distant, painful smile he had seen many, many times before. 

 “I think I understand, Marge.” 

 “Maybe you do,” she said. 

 “I try to remember the nice things.  For three years, all the seasons turned 

over on themselves.” 

“I see,” she said.  “Then the next part has to do with how you don’t know 

what happened or why it ended, but that we can’t be together.  I pretty much 

have that speech memorized.” 
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 Mike folded one rubber glove over the other in his lap, breathing slowly. 

 “I haven’t met anyone,” Marge said. 

 “All right,” he thought.  He said, “I haven’t either.” 

 “I was thinking today how we used to celebrate anniversaries.  The day we 

met, the first night we spent together, the move out west.  You used to give me 

little things.” 

 “I remember, Marge.  What do you want me to say?  It doesn’t feel good.” 

 “That’s all right,” she said.  “It’s never seemed to bother you too much.  

You seem to manage fine.” 

 “It bothers me, Marge.  Believe me, I think about it.” 

 “About what?  Us ending, or ending the…?” 

He blew out a breath and lowered his head.  He said quietly, “Let’s please 

not do this again. We were too young for that.” 

“We?” 

A skiff went across the near end of the lake.  Marge stood next to the 

window watching Mike.  He sat staring at the gloves in his lap.  The skiff’s motor 

died, and there was the sound of dipping oars on the water.  The skiff bumped 

into pilings, and footsteps went off up a dock.  Then it was cool and still again. 

 “Well, I just brought those muffins by for you,” Marge said.  “That’s all I 

came by for.” 
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 He looked up.  “Thanks, Marge.  It was nice of you.  Do you want one?” 

 “No, I’d better go home.  It’s pretty late.” 

 “Don’t go unless you want to.” 

 Marge shook her head.  “No, I just came by with those muffins.” 

 She walked across the shed to the door with her arms folded. 

 “Can I get you a jacket?” Mike asked. 

 “No.  Goodnight, Mike.” 

 “Goodnight.” 

 He watched the back of her leave.  He heard her go slowly up the gravel 

path.  He sat listening to the sounds of the night, to the low, pleasant music from 

the radio, to the soft, empty pounding in his head.  Faintly, a rumble and 

collective scream lifted from the roller coaster across the lake.  He felt tired.  A 

small breeze pushed back the shed door, and he shivered.  He put the rubber 

gloves on top of the boat’s hull.  He felt now like breaking the boat apart with an 

axe.  He put his hands between his legs to warm them. 

 

 

By way of publishing and personal biographical information, William has had 

a dozen short stories accepted for publication in mostly smaller literary 

magazines.  He lives in San Diego, California, and works as an educator.  
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