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CHICKEN AND FLOWERS 

by 

Ilana Tal 

Tri-Valley Writers 

 

The air smells so good when the sun rises. So cool and fresh, with a bit of moisture that will dissipate in a few 

hours and yield to the warm, dusty smell of the afternoon. I am alone in the garden while Grandpa is getting ready 

for work and waiting for the nanny to arrive. Grandma already left after making sure I was well-dressed, and now 

I am way too warm. In a few minutes, Grandpa will come out and grant permission to take off the sweater, the 

stockings, and the ugly head scarf tied tightly under my chin. I love Grandma, but I donôt like looking like her. 

Still, I donôt dare take all these unnecessary clothing items off until I get permission to do so, in case Grandmaôs 

spirit might detect my disobedience from far away and get offended. I am not worried about punishment, never! 

My grandparents are too kind and love me too much to punish me or even raise their voice. But the idea of making 

them sad is too much to bear. So I keep the sweater on, even though I am already quite sweaty. 

I watch a precious drop of dew on a delicate petal and inhale the freshness radiating from the flower. I am 

not much taller than the flowers, and they practically demand that I bring my nose close to each one, find out 

which smells best, the pink or the yellow one? All summer, something is always in bloom on that small strip of 

soilðso many colors. The tulips are my favorite. There are white, and pink, and yellow, and red, and orangeé I 

wake up every morning and go to see the flowers right away. Never get tired of watching their petals open up 

slowly to the sunlight. I could spend the whole day in that garden all by myself, which is what I do on most days 

anyway. Nanny and I have a gentlemenôs agreement: I donôt bother her, she doesnôt bother me.  

The house is small and awkwardly built. There are two rooms, connected by a double door. The only way to 

get to the second one is by walking through the first one (or through the window, when no one is watching). The 

house has no bathroom or even a toilet. There is an outhouse across the yard in a shed Grandpa built himself out 

of rough wooden planks, which warped and shrank over time, and now have gaps between them, so if I get close, 
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I can see what the person inside is doing. Itôs basically just a large hole in a wooden floor. Of course, I am too 

small to use it. I might easily slip into the hole, and it would be difficult to fetch me out, so Iôve been kindly 

requested to stay away from that structure and use my baby potty inside the house. Which is quite embarrassing, 

because I am big enough to use a regular toilet, if only we had one. 

Behind the house, there is a large cage with chickens, which, you guessed it, Grandpa built of the same 

wooden planks. So we have fresh eggs, and every now and then, he kills one of them for dinner. A chicken always 

puts up a good fight. I try to get away as far as I can, but sometimes morbid curiosity pulls me back, and I peek 

from behind the corner while trying not to see too much.  

Chickens move and make eye contact. They talk in their own language, so full of emotion, and if I listen 

carefully, I almost begin to understand what they are saying. Or, at least I can make up a good story. Sometimes 

they are allowed to walk freely around the yard. They are very bossy and project confidence, and I keep a polite 

distance, but if I try to get closer, they squawk and run away like chickens. So they are quite entertaining. 

But the flowers are beautiful, and smell so good early in the morning, so I always like spending time with 

them first thing after I wake up.  

When Grandpa returned after the war, it was hard to buy anything. My mother was four years old when they 

met again. Still, he managed to buy a piece of candy for her, but she wouldnôt take it because she was taught never 

to take anything from strangers. He marched all the way to Berlin, slept in trenches, rain or snow, with a spoon 

stuck in one of his boots and a knife in the other. His only possessions. And the gun.  

Grandpa, have you ever killed a man?  

He starts singing, pretending to be busy doing nothing important. He never talks about the war. My sweet 

little Grandpa wonôt even harm a mosquito. But by the cold efficiency he kills those chickens, I think we know 

the answer.  

When he returned from the front, all his hair had turned gray.  

After the war was over, it took another year until the family could locate each other and bring everyone back. 

They lived in a cellar of an empty house that was destroyed by a bombing. They were hungry all the time, but 

they were happy because all the relatives had survived. 

They saved money for a really long time, and in the meantime, my two aunties were born. So by the time 

they finally decided to build that house, there was just enough for two rooms without a bath or a toilet.  

But when I inhale the magical freshness of the morning tulips, I secretly believe that we are quite wealthy. 

 

 

Ilana Tal has a degree in Electrical Engineering and worked in high-tech. She later studied 

Graphic Design and Sculpture. She worked as an ESL and WRAC tutor while taking Creative 

Writing and English literature classes at Chabot College. Ilana writes poetry and creative 

nonfiction.  
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ñMaking people believe the unbelievable is no trick; itôs work. é Belief and reader absorption 

come in the details: An overturned tricycle in the gutter of an abandoned neighborhood can 

stand for everything.ò 

ðStephen King 
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SWEPT UNDER THE RUG  

by 

Leslie C. Moore 

North State Writers 

 

I scrunched up my face grimacing feeling the wet slobber of the kiss on my cheek. I tried a fake smile after all I 

was a nice girl. I was always to be nice and always to smile. My parents always said, ñif you canôt say something 

nice then donôt say it.ò Standing in our entry way of our Suburban ranch styled home in a neighborhood of homes 

built in the 1950ôs my energetic and boisterous six-year-old self stood half in yearning anticipation and half in 

seized up restraint. 

Grandfather Leon had come to visit and with him he brought his old-world Italian ways. Speaking with a 

thick Italian accented English of macho bravado. He was a man and when he walked in the door he was boss. 

ñHow ya doôin give me a kiss.ò 

 He stood out in our Zen designed entry way with the Buddha and Japanese Bonsai arrangement. It was 1968 

and we were in one of the newer suburbs of San Francisco with fresh cut lawns bordered by white picket fences, 

rows of roses and windows framed by wood shutters.  Clean, organized, structured lives. Tidy, polite and polished. 

Grandfather was callous, crass, bold, belligerent, and slovenly. He would glare at my mother in a demanding way.  

ñHello Alice, how is life treating ya?ò My mother would respond with a mocking sneer of a smile.  

ñHello Leon. I am doing fine. John will make you a martini, let me take your coat,ò as he headed down to 

the family room with a ñhumph,ò knowing that behind his back my mother was judging. My red Keds and playful 

pigtails leading the way with sassy exuberance.  

 Frank Sinatra would be singing in the background spinning round on the record player while my mother and 

I would be in the kitchen putting together crackers and cheese. My father was the master martini maker. The 

Martini was an ice breaker. Smoothing out the underlying currents of tension between the old and the new.  

 ñHere you go Leon cheers.ò My father would not look at Grandpa directly he would hand him his drink in a 

sidewise manner avoiding eye contact and head for his recliner angled in the family room corner with a view of 

the whole room.  The rest of us would crowd together on the family room sofa bunched up.  My brother sitting 

with one leg crossed over his knee, twitching, his foot going up and down, ready to take off. Me, sitting compactly 

my knees and arms held close together like a cocoon buried in myself every core of me squeezed tight. My mother 

sat elegant and composed one leg crossed over the other a cigarette in one hand and a martini in the other. Grandpa 

took the one side chair which gave us all air to breathe.  

 It was family and family visited. It was duty to have Grandpa over. He was not even my dadôs real dad. It 

would dishonor his mother not to have Leon, his stepdad over. Grandma Madalena was no longer living. Grandpa 

Leon wore a sad, dejected look grief pouring out of his brown, soulful eyes. ñI miss tu mama, grazie for having 

me over. Famiglia is so importante. Not much famiglia left.ò 

Leonôs proud Roman nose protruded beneath a hat exposing a large, bald forehead. He nosily munched on 

crackers slurping up his martini with a loud sucking noise. His dark brown eyes flashed with intensity as he spat 

out his words with a gruff Italian accent. ñWhen ya comôin to visit!? Joyce and the kids come every weekend.ò  

My dad gave an evasive look with a barely heard ñhumph, Alice will have to check her schedule, and I have 

a few business trips coming up.ò  
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ñThen drop the kids off itôd be good for them to see thaô cousins.ò 

 With a grunt Leon was ready to leave his rumpled slacks unzipped, his haphazard look held together by a 

tightly cinched belt right below his rib cage. 

ñCome visit. Just drop the kids off if ya donôt have time. Your ma would want you to do that. Do it for her.ò 

He demanded. 

 I called him ñGrandpaò and my parents called him ñLeon.ò Yes, it was 1968 and my parents said I was to 

never call my elders by their first names. My father, John, did not consider Leon to be his elder. He was the man 

who married his mother. His mother who had died leaving him with his stepdad. The stepdad that he had once 

thought was his real father. He had never liked his stepdad. He was a thorn of guilt and shame. 

 They called him ñJohnny.ò Being the only boy in the house he was the apple of his motherôs eye and his aunts 

adored him. His sister Joyce looked up to her big brother he was so cool. His blonde wavy hair brought adoration 

ñlook at his wavy blonde hair all the girls are after him!ò Yes, he was a dreamboat at school, cool, suave and he 

had groove and moxie. Only his father didnôt seem to approve of Johnny. 

 It was 1938. They lived in the Mission District of San Francisco.  Rent was cheap and they had three steep 

floors to do life in. It was one of the Italianate styled Victorians that lined the Streets off the Avenue. His three 

Aunts on the top floor, the main living area and kitchen on the second floor and his parents and sister and him on 

the first floor.  A blue-collar neighborhood of manufacturing plants bordered by truck farms, warehouses, pasta 

and macaroni factories. 

 His father struggled as a jitney driver one of the few jobs for men who did not speak much English.  He drove 

a secondhand Plymouth Coupe their one and only household car. His mother stayed home. ñNo mia Bella in this 

casa is going to work,ò his father proudly stated. His Aunts helped with the rent as they all were working gals and 

so did twelve-year-old Johnny. He had to pay his own room and board.  

ñThis is the Italiano way. You are a man of la famiglia. Men and boys work,ò his father harshly demanded. 

He had a narrow cot along one side of the hallway. This was Johnnyôs ñroom.ò  Joyce had her own room; she was 

a girl and the youngest. 

Johnny was always singing ditties and rhymes. His foot tapped to the beat of Louis Armstrong and Benny 

Goodman. His Aunts were professional swing dancers who taught at the Betty Mae Dance Studio. A way to make 

extra money and get some dancing in. Johnny would hang out there weekend evenings doing the Jive, Jitterbug 

and Lindy Lou his black patent Derbyôs doing the side- to- side triple step.  

ñMairzy doats and dozy doats and liddle lamzy divey,ò heôd sing as he did one slow, slow, quick step back. 

Billie Holiday her jazzy blues singing out of the megaphone.  

 

Johnny come lately. Johnny come home. Johnny was a working boy, who paid for room and board. 

Johnny had moxie. Johnny was an ace. Johnny was a jive bombing hipster. A jitterbug dancing 

dreamboat.  

After school Johnny would hustle over to the Ghirardelli Chocolate Company to work. Standing on a ladder he 

would stir huge metal vats of thick, rich chocolate rotating around in a mixer. Mr. Ghirardelli was nice, it was a 

family business with the family living above the factory. For a Part-time job it was better than most. At least he 

lived in a tight knit community that helped one another. They looked out for each other. 

 

Rat a tat-tat. Mixing chocolate in a vat. Rich and thick. Better than laying brick. Earn your keep, so you 

can sleep. In the middle of it all. In the hall. 

 

While Johnny was away at school and work, he never knew how his mother was doing.  He would come home 
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and see bruises on her arms, legs and face. Smacking, hitting, outpourings of brutality pouring forth in sprays of 

spit that sat on her cheek, a glob of spite and outrage. Johnny always had a pocketknife on him, all boys did, it 

was part of being a man. He was ñthe manò in the house. ñThe protectorò and if he had known back then that 

Leon was not his father, he would have thrashed him with it. He would have ordered him out of the house as an 

alien. An imposter. ñGo back on the boat you came on. Go back to Italy where you came from.ò   

Instead, he held his tongue, almost biting it. He was well trained in respect and honor towards his father. His 

mother would whimper and cry, sometimes scream like a tortured animal and scurry down to her bedroom in 

retreat. Some days nothing seemed to stop his fatherôs rage. He was like a caged lion and would storm down the 

hall after his mother with a roar. Other days he was satiated and would let out a long- winded wheeze of tiredness 

as if all that spite and anger had hit him. 

 Johnny had just graduated from Mission High. Class President and debate team champion. He had a lot going 

for him. It was the year he found out that Leon was not his real father. 

 

Cut a rug, doing the jitterbug. Youôre a real killer-diller. The gals all love ya. Life is a gas, until you get 

home. Then itôs a bender. Your parents are sauced. Taken a swigger. Spewing the buzz. Doing the 

jitterbug. 

 

It was 1943. Johnny had just graduated from High School. He was seventeen. Eager to enter the army, a way ñto 

get out of dodgeò and he would get military pay. A way to work his way up, earn money and receive education 

and housing benefits. First, he had to go to the county office to get his birth certificate.  

 Anger and shock burned through him. ñHis name was not John Parenti!ò Staring back at him was the name 

John Clifford Moore. ñWho was John Clifford Moore!?ò He went up to the counter ñmiss, there must be a 

mistake.ò The lady pulled down her reading glasses and looked intently at Johnny. ñWhat is your social security 

number and your date of birth?ò Johnny recited them back to her. ñHold on a second,ò she said. Johnny was 

miffed. He paced back and forth his 

fists clenched as he waited for her return. ñSorry sir, this is what we have. There is no error from what we can 

see.ò  

 Johnny stood there a knot in his stomach. The sting of the lie sat bitter and sour in his mouth. He felt nauseous. 

He had the urge to run home and confront Leon and his mom.  The only thing holding him back was Leonôs rage. 

His mother would pay if he got Leon too upset. He was angry at his mother, however, he did not want her slapped 

around. He did not know what he would do if Leon took his rage out on his mother. Leon never liked to be 

questioned. He would not like to be told that he was a liar. No one questioned Leon. He might hit Leon. The 

pocketknife in his saddle shoe rubbed irritatingly on his ankle a forbidden temptation.  

 The blood rushed through him as he sprung home in his scuffed- up saddle shoes. He entered the first floor 

of their flat, his fists clenched, and his tongue untied. ñYou lied to me. Both of you. I am going in the military and 

leaving soon.ò ñNo longer will I have to call you father. You are Leon, you are not my father!ò He shouted. ñI am 

no longer Johnny Parenti, and I no longer have to honor and respect you as my father. My name is now John 

Moore. No more óJohnny.ô I am John to you,ò he spat.   

Leonôs face turned purple red with rage. His eyes burned like two hot coals. His mom wrung her sweaty 

hands on her apron, her cotton housedress looked sad and forlorn along with her worn peep-toed cotton slippers. 

Her hair was tied back in its usual bun, wisps of hair coming lose as the sweat rolled down her face. Leon shook 

with rage. He raised his hand to hit Johnny.   

ñStop!ò Screamed his mom. ñJohnny, please Johnny, let me explainò his mother whimpered. ñI love you, 

Johnny. Please donôt be mad at me.ò  
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ñHow dare you speak like that to your ma and me, tu have no rispetto!ò Leon spat out, a spray of spit landing 

on Johnnyôs cheek.   

His mom scampered down to their bedroom like a frightened mouse banging the door behind her and locking 

it with a loud click. He could hear her wailing and crying. Johnny stormed out of the house banging the front door 

behind him. 

 His head pounded.  All the years of sacrifice, bowing down, showing honor and respect and biting his tongue 

because Leon ñwas his father.ò He never wanted to be like Leon. He hated how Leon treated his mother. He hated 

how Leon spoke half English, half Italian with a strong accent. He was always talking about the old country, 

comparing everything to Italy. His Italian pride protruding in obnoxiousness and belligerence.  

ñYou owe your ma respect and me respect. In Italia tu lavoro and help la famiglia. I worked at twelve helping 

to put food on el tavolo.ò Leon would grumble.  

 The next day Johnny went down to the San Francisco County Office and changed his name. He was no longer 

John Parenti. He was now John Moore. Whoever his real father was he didnôt care. The only thing that mattered 

was that he changed his name and could rid himself of the distaste that sat on his tongue and the feeling of 

revulsion that clung to his skin like rough salt. It festered and left a layer over the years that never washed away. 

 It was 1968 and our family had a mystery. A mystery I wanted to solve. I had a curiosity they said that could 

kill a cat. I was voted the most inquisitive girl in my first grade class. On my report card it stated that.  

I asked my mom, ñwhat does inquisitive mean?.ò  

My mother chuckled and said it ñmeans you ask a lot of questions.ò  

My Great Aunts now had white cotton ball hair and wore old house dresses with aprons.  My six-year-old 

mind could not imagine how they once were professional swing dancers. My Grandma was no longer alive, 

however, I still had two Great Aunts I could try to get to help me solve the mystery of who my ñrealò Grandfather 

was.  

No matter how often I asked they would say ñItôs a family secretò as if that was a good enough answer.  

ñHumph,ò I would say as I determinedly told myself, ñI was not going to give up!ò 

 My father did not want to know. He would squirm in his recliner and look away in avoidance anytime I 

brought the subject up. My mother was just as curious as I was, however, she let me be the persistent one. It was 

best she did not ñrock the boat,ò she knew how much it upset my father. I was way too curious to worry about 

offending anyone. I was raised Gigi Moore, and I wanted to know who Grandpa Moore was.  

  It was 1968 and the only Grandpa I had was Grandpa Parenti. I made up my stubborn mind to ñlike him.ò I 

might as well make the most of what I did have. 

In my six-year-old mind my ñGrandpa ñwas better than no Grandpa. Besides, as I said, ñhe was kind of puppy 

dog sad in an appealing way.ò 

I knew my Grandpa liked me. His grumpiness and sternness became much softer whenever I was around. I 

called him ñGrandpa Parentiò and he called me ñmia Gigi amorina.ò He was the only Grandpa I knew. I was torn 

between liking him and knowing that I was two-sided. After all, he was not nice to my father growing up, he was 

mean to my grandma and my mother did not respect him. My thoughts were always in a whirlwind when my 

grandpa came to visit. I wanted to hug him and run away from him all at the same time.  

 It was 1968 and Leon never got back on the boat. He stayed and he was still living part time in the old country. 

He still spoke half Italian and half English, and he still demanded that he was ñcapo . . . the boss.   

He crowed and strutted like a rooster, a cock. He was in the family room, still making demands and still 

wearing, it looked like, the clothes he wore in 1944. He liked to smoke a cigar, however, due to respect to my 

mother he relented. ñShe did not want her house smelling like a cigar.ò 
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My Grandma was no longer living. He loved and cherished what was now gone, he spoke of her like she was 

the love of his life .The only reason he existed was to continue reminiscing about her. The romantic Italian. Two 

sides of the same coin. Hot and cold. Sweet and sour. ñBella and brutto.ò 

 It was 1968 and Grandpa was ñGrandpaò. I knew the story. My father would lick the wounds of salt and not 

say anything, however, like Leon, there were times when he would 

remember and the anger would come spewing out of his mouth  

ñYour grandfather is not my real father. He lied to me and I am not Italian like him! Only half Italian. I am 

not like your grandfather! I donôt care if you and your brother go visit him. If you want to go ahead.ò  

I wanted him to be my ñGrandpa.ò I wanted to like him. To me he seemed like a teddy bear underneath the 

brusque exterior of a proud lion. Yes, he strutted, he demanded, he slobbered and he looked like he just woke up 

and rolled out of bed. I liked that he was rumpled and not so put together. He repulsed me at the same time 

fascinated me. I loved how he stood out foreign.  He was who he was and he was proud. That was the Grandpa I 

liked. It was the only Grandpa I had. 

 It was 1968. Grandpa had left, the martinis drunk, Frank Sinatra no longer spinning around on the record 

player and the crackers and cheese gobbled up. It was time to clean up the crumbs on the coffee table, gather up 

the rumpled cocktail napkins, wash the plates and get ready for Monday.  It was time to put things back together. 

Get back to normal. To let the past be the past and brush it all away.  

ñSwept under the rug.ò 

 

 

After decades of putting creative writing to the side, Leslie Moore has returned with butterflies 

of anticipation earnestly reading, writing and being creative for creative sake. A leapfrog of 

courage for her after years of hiding her writing within journals, on random scraps of paper, 

restaurant napkins, and half-typed written poems and prose on her computer. Never taken too 

seriously in fear of her inner critic.  
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CARNIVOROUS CABBAGES AND HERBIVOROUS HERBS 
by 

Richard Zone 

High Desert 

 

 

The restaurant shimmered with the subtle glow of candlelight and polished silver, each table a little enclave of 

luxury and quiet murmurings. Chester Buntain adjusted his blazer and leaned slightly forward as the maître dô 

placed an elaborate menu in front of him and his companion, Sally David. Above them, the restaurantôs nameð

The Philosophical Plateðgleamed in brass lettering, an invitation to both fine dining and refined debate. The 

tagline beneath read, Where Every Bite Inspires Thought. 

 ñThis place is absurdly specific,ò Sally said, flipping through the menu. ñGluten-free rigatoni, soy-free tofu, 

andðah, look!ðgrass-fed, humanely raised scallops. How thoughtful of them.ò 

 Chester smirked, tracing his finger down the long list of entrées. ñThis place is less a restaurant and more a 

metaphysical experiment, Sally. Here, culinary desires and dietary dogmas collide in a delicious dialectic. Care 

to wager what side the scallops would take?ò 

   ñDialectics already, Chester? I was hoping for at least three courses before the philosophical fireworks 

started.ò 

 ñI canôt help myself.ò He gestured vaguely toward the menu. ñTell me, though, are you team omnivore or 

the ever-moralizing plant enthusiast?ò 

 ñOh, I dabble in the moralization game.ò Sally leaned back in her chair and sipped her water. ñIôve toyed 

with veganism but gave it up because I missed cheese. Donôt look at me like thatðit was a very principled 
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decision.ò 

 ñPrincipled?ò Chester raised an eyebrow. ñCheese strikes me as the Achillesô heel of many so-called 

principled dietary regimes.ò 

 Sally grinned. ñDonôt mock my journey. I m curious, thoughðwhere do you fall on this spectrum of culinary 

virtue?ò 

 Chester rested his elbows on the table, his expression turning mock serious. ñIôm glad you asked. For you 

see, I have a theoryða profoundly rational one, if  I may say so.ò 

 ñOh, this should be good.ò 

 ñIt is,ò Chesterôs tones was faintly theatrical as he continued. ñIn the end we are what we eat. And that, my 

dear, has implications most vegetarians and vegans fail to grapple with. Consider cows for instance. What do they 

eat?ò 

 ñGrains and grasses, I suppose.ò 

 ñPrecisely. They do not eat meat. Thus, by any reasonable deduction, they are, in essence, vegetables. A 

steak is nothing more than a tenderized, protein-rich carrot.ò 

 Sally laughed, the kind of laugh that told him she was enjoying their discussion. ñThatôs a creative take, Iôll 

give you that. But arenôt you overlooking something? Animals are conscious beings. Vegetables are alive, sure, 

but not sentient.ò 

 ñAh, but wait.ò Chester raised a finger, signaling that he wasnôt done. ñLet us move to the world of plants. 

They grow in soil fertilized by fish meal, manure, and other organic matter. Some even thrive on bone meal. 

These plants, my dear, are fed by meat. They are carnivores in the vegetable kingdom.ò 

 ñCarnivorous cabbages,ò Sally said, shaking her head. ñYoure trying to undermine the entire concept of 

vegetarianism.ò 

 Chester grinned. ñNot undermineðredefine. And the brilliance of it lies in the simplicity. If  we are what we 

eat, then plants are carnivorous creatures, and cows are herbivorous vegetables. Ergo, thereôs no escaping the 

great food chainðomnivore, vegan, or otherwise.ò 

 Sally tilted her head and tapped her lips with a finger, as though deep in thought. ñI donôt know, Chester. 

Youôre collapsing distinctions left and right. Plants arenôt carnivores. They donôt hunt, digest, or even chew. They 

just . . . exist. Absorbing what they can from the soil.ò 

 ñAh,ò Chester smiled knowingly. ñAbsorbing, you say? Isnôt that merely a passive form of consumption? 

And yet, their survival depends on what they absorb. Fish meal sustains them, and they sustain us. A chain of 

consumption binds us all.ò 

 ñYouôre really trying to sell this, arenôt you?ò 

 ñOf course.ò Chester feigned indignation. ñBut I admit, itôs not easy to have these rigorous intellectual 

discussions with meat eaters.ò 

 Sally raised an eyebrow. ñOh, really? Whyôs that?ò 

 ñWell,ò Chester said, his voice dripping with mock seriousness, ñitôs just so difficult  to converse with people 

in a vegetative state.ò 

 Sallyôs laugh was loud enough to draw a glance from the waiter, who approached their table with a practiced 

smile. ñYour Cabernet Sauvignon,ò he said, pouring the wine into their glasses with a flourish. ñFull-bodied, with 
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notes of blackberry and a touch of earth.ò 

 Chested nodded sagely. ñAh, earth, the great mediator of life and death. The grapes, nourished by soil 

enriched with organic matterðperhaps even animal remainsðare yet another example of the carnivorous 

tendencies of so-called herbivores.ò 

 When the waiter hesitated, clearly unsure how to respond, Sally waved him off, still laughing. ñIgnore him. 

Heôs philosophizing his way through dinner.ò 

 The waiter nodded politely. ñWould you like some freshly baked bread? Itôs served with herb-infused olive 

oil.ò 

 Picking up the breadbasket as though it held the secrets of the cosmos, Chester breathed deeply and sighed. 

ñBreadðthe staff of life. And yet, here lies another mystery. Yeast, a living organism, sacrificed its existence for 

this loaf to rise. More evidence of the great food chain.ò 

 Sally rolled her eyes and raised her glass. ñTo wine, bread, and olive oil. May they silence your absurd 

theories for at least five minutes.ò 

 ñTo the great food chain, Sally,ò Chester said, clinking his glass against hers with a mischievous grin. ñMay 

it nourish both body and mind.ò 

 

 

Richard Zone passed away recently but he left us a treasure trove of stories that feed our 

imaginations in his book, Paint a Duck, and, at the same time, educate us in his soon-to-be-

published book, The Philosophical Plate. He was a brilliant writer, artist, musician, grad 

school professor, and, in his former life, a key player in Jerry Falwellôs Moral Majority 

movement.  
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FOREST PRATT 

by 

Tom Foley 

High Desert 

 

Forest Pratt was a ladies' man, a gambler, and after the war, traveled across the country from Ohio to make it big 

in the movies. His strikingly good looks, pencil-thin mustache, and snappy suit resembled those of many others 

at the stage door and casting calls. He tried singing at several clubs around Los Angeles, but he was no Frank 

Sinatra.  

 He landed a gig in Bakersfield that lasted six months and ultimately broke his spirit. At twenty-six, living in 

rundown motels with other actors, singers, and band members, he had had enough. He didnôt have enough money 

for a decent car, but a drummer in town was selling an old 1938 Harley UL with a sidecar. It was an eighty cubic 

inch side valve that ran well and only smoked a little. The best part was he got it for fifty bucks. 

He glanced at the map and figured he would visit an old buddy, John Clark, up near Lake Isabella. It was less 

than fifty miles from Bakersfield, and it would be nice to see the crazy old bastard.  

John was a retired boxer who began his career at the age of sixteen and ended up with all the damage from his 

trade: cauliflower ears, a crooked nose that spread across his face, and hands the size of sledgehammers with 

broken bones in both.  

He was called Three Finger John. If he held up three fingers, you better run, cuz you just pissed him off, and 

youôre gonna get a beating. John called Forest, ñPretty boy.ò John had taught Forest how to defend himself in a 

fight so he wouldnôt end up looking like him. John had one shot at the Middle Weight title and lost. So, he went 

back to what he knew bestðbeing a ranch hand. 

The two had met in the Army, survived North Africa, D-Day, the Battle of the Bulge, and General George S. 

Patton, whose nickname was Blood and Guts Patton. ñIt was our blood and his guts,ò John enjoyed saying. 

Forest took Highway 178 to Caliente Bodfish Road and found the Rolling S Ranch. He pulled up to the barn and 

shut off the bike. A grizzled old cowhand with a handlebar mustache and an attitude walked out carrying a 

smoking branding iron in his gloved hand. ñWhat ya want?ò 

ñLookinô for John Clark,ò Forest stated. 

ñHeôs workinô till six or seven.ò 

ñCould you tell him Forest Pratt is stayinô at Camp 9?ò 

ñDo I look like an eefin secretary?ò and walked away. 

Forest shook his head and started to put on his glasses and gloves when a kid came running over, ñYou lookinô 

for Three Finger John?ò 

ñYeah, can you tell him Pratt is stayin' at Camp 9?ò 

ñSure, Iôll tell him.ò 

Forest thought out loud, ñThat was fifty years ago.ò 

 

*  *  * 

 

As the sun set behind the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the lake reflected the scarlet clouds while the water lapped 

gently at the shoreline of Camp 9 at Lake Isabella.  The air felt crisp and smelled clean, with a gentle breeze 
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creating small whitecaps on the lake. The old man sat at the water's edge in his wooden slat folding chair, which 

looked as old as he was.  He wore a straw hat, an untucked denim shirt over his bib overalls, and lace-up work 

boots.  

He reached over, grabbed another spark plug and some sewing thread, and tied it to his bait line. Carefully, 

he drew back and let the sucker fly. The weight of the plug carried the line past the offshore shelf into deeper 

water. As the plug hit bottom, the old man gave a tug; the thread broke, and he slowly trolled the bait in.  

Without warning, his Ugly Stik fishing rod doubled over, and he set the hook. ñItôs a nice one,ò he said as the 

pole danced in his hands while he reeled her in. Guiding the fish into the net, he smiled at a seventeen-inch 

rainbow trout. ñSheôll bake up nicely.ò 

Gathering his gear, he hiked up the hill to his camp. The opening of the green Army pup tent had come untied 

and flapped in the light breeze, exposing his sleeping bag and bedroll. The faded black paint on his 1938 Harley 

UL with a sidecar was parked on the asphalt beside the tent, fire ring, barbecue pit, and the largest cottonwood in 

the campground. His old, beat-up ice chest, with " Schlitz " written on the side, was large enough to hold six long 

necks and sat in the shade of the bike, but these days, it held ice for the whiskey. 

He set his fishing creel on the picnic table and pulled out his backpack, which held the cooking utensils and 

plates. Then, he walked over, grabbed the icebox, poured himself a whiskey with one ice cube, and sat down to 

enjoy the view. 

ñHey, mister, it looks like you and I are the only campers here today. Would you mind if I camped here with 

you?  

Forest sized the kid up. He appears to be in his mid-twenties, wearing a bodybuilder t-shirt with a low-cut 

neck and no sleeves. He's tall and muscular, sporting full-sleeve tattoos on both arms.  He sports a full beard and 

a ponytail braided to his waist. 

  ñI didnôt hear you pull in. Go ahead, park next to my bike. Leave room for me to walk around the sidecar. 

Thatôs how I get all this stuff up here,ò the old guy replied. ñYou got a name, boy?ò 

ñIôm Kelly. How about you? Do you have a name?ò he asked. 

ñCall me Pratt,ò he replied. I donôt use my first name since the movie Forrest Gump came out. 

ñI donôt know why, but my engine died at the top of the hill. It just up and quit about the time I saw you were 

the only camper here at Camp 9. Itôs odd for it to be empty this time of year. How long have you had the bike?ò 

Kelly asked. 

ñBought it right after the war. Been working on it ever since,ò he replied. 

ñAll stock. Donôt see that much these days,ò Kelly marveled. 

ñYours says Indian, but what is it?ò Pratt asked. 

ñPolaris bought the monogram and the name. This one is called the Indian Springfield. I liked it because it 

has the full Indian fender in front,ò Kelly replied. 

ñI expect a buddy pretty soon; he rides a genuine 1950 Indian Black Hawk with an eighty cubic inch engine.  

He used to handle all my electrical wiring. If you canôt locate the problem, he might be able to help,ò Pratt 

said. ñHow do you like riding that big old bagger?ò 

Up until today, there were no issues. But this afternoon, while descending Walker Pass, I got caught up in the 

twisties and switchbacks and laid the bike down. I scared the hell out of myself. I thought I was a goner there for 

a second. But I got up, managed to stand the bike upright, and she started. Well, until now,ò Kelly said. 

ñIt's going to be dark soon, so you might as well hold off on troubleshooting until tomorrow. After all, the 

fish are biting,ò Pratt said as he pulled out one of his rainbow trout from the fishing creel. 

ñHoly crap! Can I borrow some bait?ò Kelly asked. 

ñGot this beauty on a mealworm, just off the bank over there,ò pointing to the spot. Pratt explained the spark 
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plug technique, and Kelly was off. 

In the distance, Pratt heard the distinct rumble of a V Twin as she rolled down the access road toward Camp 

9. The exhaust bellowed off the valley wall and reverberated across the water. It grew louder on the straightaway 

and decelerated entering the curves. He heard the downshifts as the bike entered the campground, and the engine 

loped along at idle as he rolled into camp. The grizzled face of the old man riding was Pratt's long-time friend, 

Three Finger John. 

John pulled into the campsite, flipped the kickstand down with the heel of his boot, laid the bike over, and 

stepped off simultaneously. He had restored his 1950 Indian Chief Black Hawk, including painting the flawless 

Indian Red paint job. John was meticulous during reassembly and nickel-plated the parts rather than re-chroming 

them; he thought it looked more vintage. 

ñBeen a while, Pratt,ò he said as they embraced. ñItôs good to see ya. Wish it was under different 

circumstances. You got any whiskey?ò 

ñOf course, just the way you like it. In a bottomless jug,ò Pratt said with a smile. 

ñDidnôt expect any tag-alongs this trip,ò John said. Nodding toward the kid. 

ñHe found me. Happens sometimes,ò Pratt explained. ñSeems like a nice kid. I guess he will want to come 

along with us. Weôll see how it goes.ò 

John walked to the picnic bench and sat down. He found two glasses and ice in the cooler. A smile of 

contentment changed the direction of many wrinkles on his face. Time had been hard on John. His eyelids 

drooped, making him look perpetually tired; the corners of his eyes resembled canyons of worry, and the edges 

of his mouth appeared permanently angry. The road map of scars and cuts displayed the years of abuse he received 

in the ring. 

His monstrous hands were now gnarled with arthritis, and unattended broken fingers were permanently 

misaligned. ñYou need a drink?ò John asked. 

ñNo, I have one going. We have two trout in garlic butter with onions and a couple of potatoes slowly baking 

in the coals. Should be done in a bit,ò Pratt said, walking over to join John. 

ñI was thinkinô while I was fishinô. Weôve done some shit, seen things no man should see, and lived to tell 

the tale. Weôve dated and married pretty girls, had a passel of kids, and lived to be bold, old men.  Weôve ridden 

a million miles together and seen a million more. Who would have thought weôd live past twenty, much less 

thirty,ò Pratt said, shaking his head and chuckling. 

John looked across the table, raised his glass, swirled the ice cube, and said, ñWe danced as if no one were 

watching, we sang as if no one were listening, and we lived every day as if it were our last, ðwho could ask for 

anything more.ò 

ñHere, here,ò Pratt proclaimed. ñYouôre miss quotinô them Irish again, not bad.ò  

ñJohn, I sat down at the lakeshore all afternoon trying to recall all the places weôve been. North Africa, 

London to Berlin during the war. Weôve zigzagged all over the US, Canada, and Mexico on these two old bikes. 

ñRemember that rain storm we ran into outside Truckee? It was cominôô down in buckets. You looked like a blurry 

bug spot in front of me. We got soaked to the bone and pulled into an empty campground just as the rain stopped. 

I wish I had a camera when those two young girls pulled in and saw us naked, wringing out our boxer shorts, with 

nothinô on but a smile and hanginô the rest of our clothes out to dry. Bet they talked about us for a month. They 

just kept on going! Wonder why they didnôt stay?ò Then they both laughed. 

ñRemember the Tombstone ride and the belly dancer?ò Pratt asked. 

ñRemember, she asked for five quarters, then laid them across her belly, heads up, as she leaned back. Then 

she flipped them over one at a time.ò How many times did you ask her to marry you?ò Then they laughed some 

more. ñThen, you cheap bastard, you asked for your quarters back to play pool! Boy, was she pissed!ò and they 
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laughed some more. 

ñWell, I caught one,ò Kelly said. 

ñLooks like bait to me,ò John responded. 

ñMight make a couple of tacos,ò Pratt chimed in. ñBut it will cook up fast!ò Then, they both laughed at his 

ten-inch-er. 

ñItôs pan size,ò Kelly said defensively. 

ñThere is a pan over on the fire ring,ò Pratt said. ñAnd butter in the container. Have at it; ours are just about 

done. Sorry, kid. We only have two plates. I wasnôt expectinô ya.  Youôre going to have to eat out of the pan.ò 

ñThat will work. Thanks,ò Kelly replied. 

As they finished their meal, Pratt poured a round of whiskey and placed one Ice cube in each glass.  

ñSo you two have known each other for a long time?ò Kelly asked. 

ñMost of our lives,ò John said. ñWe were eighteen when the war broke out. We enlisted on December 8th, 1941, 

and met in boot camp at Camp Wheeler, Georgia. Once they knew we could march, salute, fold our underwear, 

and shoot a gun, we were off to Africa.ò 

ñSo you saw action?ò Kelly asked. 

They roared until tears were flowing, and they had trouble catching their breath. ñYeah, we saw a little action 

before them Germans gave up.ò 

ñSo, sonny, how long you been ridinô?ò John asked with a knowing look. 

ñThis is my first street bike. But Iôve been dirt bikinô since I was ten,ò Kelly replied proudly. 

ñI see,ò John said, looking over at Pratt. ñThat explains a lot.ò 

ñWhat do you mean,ò Kelly asked, irritated by the comment. 

ñThatôs why you can only catch ten-inch fish!ò and the two old-timers started laughing again. 

ñHave another shot,ò Pratt said as he poured more whiskey into Kellyôs glass. 

As the sun rose, the alcohol-induced snoring resonated through the campground like a freight train. John was 

the first to make a couple of short snorts, waking himself up. He walked over, stoked the coals, and added more 

wood to the fire. Pratt had made a pot of coffee the night before, so John slid it to the edge of the fire ring grate 

to heat. 

Pratt was next, his hair going every which way. He walked over to Kellyôs bag, but it was empty. Looking 

toward the lake, he saw him at the water's edge fishing. 

ñSoon as the boy gets back, weôll have some eggs and get packinô, Pratt said. 

John nodded as he reach for the percolating coffee pot with a red shop rag. ñWant some?ò 

ñSure, pour me a cup,ò Pratt said. 

ñI saw you had eggs, so I thought I would cook up a little catfish to go with them. What do you say to that?ò 

Kelly asked. 

ñGood, let's see if you cook better than you fish,ò John said with a smile. 

As Kelly cleaned up the dishes and Pratt packed them in his backpack, Pratt looked at Kelly and asked, ñYou 

want to ride up to Lundy Lake with us? We want to see if the fishinô is better up there. 

Before he could answer, he heard John fire up Kellyôs Indian. It sounds pretty good. Weôll let it run for a bit and 

see if it shuts down. 

ñPratt,ò Kelly said, ñIôd like to tag along, Iôve never been to Lundy.ò 

ñGreat, you can ride in the middle, between me and John. That way, we can keep an eye on your bike,ò Pratt 

explained. 

ñSounds good to me,ò Kelly replied. 

The trio packed up the bikes and cleaned the campsite. Pratt and John checked the oil levels and fuel before 
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warming up the bikes. Pratt took the lead with the sidecar, followed by Kelly and John. 

Serra Highway led them to Highway 178, and they continued toward Walker Pass. They traveled through 

Weldon, Onyx, and Canebrake before starting to climb. Halfway through the second set of curves, traffic came to 

a halt, prompting Pratt to pull the sidecar to the side of the road and turn off the engine. Kelly and John followed 

suit.  

John walked forward about fifty feet and stopped. ñThere is a tow truck blocking the road. Someone went 

over the cliff,ò John said flatly. 

  Kelly kept going with Pratt, following in his footsteps. As they walked past a car, they heard the driver tell 

his wife, ñTheyôre pulling the body up using a Stokes stretcher. It was a guy on a motorcycle.ò Turning to look at 

his son, ñBilly, this is why you will never own a motorcycle!ò  

Kelly and Pratt kept walking, crossing over to the cliffside of the road. ñGeez, thatôs quite a drop,ò Pratt 

exclaimed. 

The EMS team brought the stretcher over the top edge of the shoulder and sank to their knees, exhausted. 

Kelly stopped in his tracks; it was his body on the stretcher. Pratt watched his expression: eyes wide, slack-jawed 

in disbelief, ghostly white, and speechless. He looked over the cliff and saw his Indian impaled in the rocks below. 

Pratt put his hand on Kellyôs shoulder. ñI was sent to pick up my friend John; he died about the same time you 

did. You were drawn to me like John was, without saying a word. Iôm an escort; I can make your transition to this 

side . . . easier. "  

ñI died ten years ago, about ten miles further up this road. My front tire blew, and I centerpunched a boulder 

with John right behind me. It was over in a millisecond. An old biker buddy from Berdo, Stan Long, was sittinô 

on a boulder with a cold beer when I woke up. He said, ñBoy I bet that hurt . . .for a second!ò 

Kelly was half listening, looking at Pratt, and then focused on his broken body. No one around them seemed 

to notice. 

ñSo, Camp 9 wasnôt empty?ò Kelly asked. 

ñNo, they were there, just in another reality. With time, you will learn to see them.ò 

ñBut I feel fine! " Kelly exclaimed. 

ñBut he doesn't,ò John said, pointing to the stretcher. Pratt walked back to the bikes.  

ñDid he figure it out?ò John asked with a grin.  

ñJust now,ò Pratt said. ñLetôs give him a minute.ò  

ñPratt, I want to thank you for the reception,ò John said. ñTwo of my favorite things to do are fish and drinkinô 

whisky. You fish, and I drink.ò He chuckled a bit, then said, ñWhen I woke up dead, lookinô down on my own 

carcass, I thought, holy crap, this is it, face down in a cow pasture!  

ñWho would have thought thatôs the way I was gonna go. I walked over to the barn, where I keep the bike, 

feelinô the need for a ride. I put on my gloves and glasses, and the bike started on the first kick. I felt the need for 

speed, so I wicked it through town, and no one cared.  

ñThen, somehow, I knew you were at our old drinkinô spot at Camp 9 with a bottle in hand. I throttled up, 

pushed her through all the twisties, and let the engine do the braking. Ainôt like Iôm gonna die!ò He laughed again. 

Kelly walked back, shakinô his head. ñGuess I didn't make it,ò 

ñWell, nugget,ò John said sarcastically, ñThatôs called riding over your head. You probably did it in the dirt 

and got away with it! You got cocky on the pavement and thought you were a better rider on a bike you didnôt 

fully understand. You got what you deservedðdead! Weôve seen it a hundred times.ò 

Kelly took a swing at John. But he opened his hand and stopped the punch mid-swing like it was hitting a 

wall. 

ñDonôt think thatôs a good idea, kid,ò Pratt said. ñYouôre not going to hurt him. Just take a breath, take in the 
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moment, understand what has happened, and let's move on.ò 

ñIôm not hanging out with you two losers; Iôm out of here! Kelly exclaimed. He jumped on his bike, hit the 

starter, and flew, like a bat out of hell, down 178. 

Pratt looked at John and said, ñI see dead people!ò They both started laughing uncontrollably as they walked back 

to their bikes. ñWeôre gonna be dead a long time, but we have people to see and places to go. Letôs go see if the 

fish are biting at Lundy Lake.ò 

 

  
1950 Indian Chief Black Hawk 80ci 

Photo courtesy of creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/ 
1949 Harley Davidson U / UL 80ci 

Photo courtesy of creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/ 
 

The Rest of the story: 

 

For years, we have camped and gone fishing at Lake Isabella, the upper and lower Kern River on our Harleys. 

We have seen motorcycles impaled in the grille of a car passing on a blind curve; the rider went through the 

windshield, and the wife was thrown over the roof of the car to the asphalt behind. When we arrived, a buddy of 

the rider had his finger stuck in the severed carotid artery in the rider's neck.  The driver of the car was last seen 

running across the field, chased by angry friends of the victim. We have seen riders thrown off the highway to 

their death after riding way too fast, and others ricochet off the guardrail and slide along the asphalt, suffering the 

unavoidable head-to-toe road rash.  

Walker Pass can be a beautiful ride but can also be deadly. 

 

 

Thomas J. Foley was born and raised in California. He was a jet engine mechanic for four years 

in the Navy, traveled overseas from 79-86, supporting various airlines, and he worked at the GE 

Ontario engine overhaul facility. He published his memoirs, Chasing the Elusive Dream (2022) 

and The Rest of the Story (2024), and four stories in the Unforgettable and Conflict anthologies. 

He lives in Phelan, CA with his wife, Susan, and their five dogs. Tom requests that suggestions 

or comments be sent to him at tfoley587@gmail.com. 
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FOR SALON INFORMATION 

CHECK WITH JENNY MARGOTTA 

jennymargotta@mail.com 
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                                                                                                                                           (J.P. Garner) 

 

WAKE UP. KICK ASS. REPEAT. 

by  

J.P. Garner 

High Desert 

 

Heôs scheduled to see the Wizard today. 

Itôs a Thursday, and itôs hot and humid which, in Duarte, is a common occurrence during August. The fragrant 

scent from the many flower gardens that adorn and brighten the hospitalôs landscape is thick in the air. It smells 

sweet yet soothing. The setting is so calm and serene itôs hard to imagine that, at this place, in the tall building 

beyond the spacious and luxuriant grounds, people are fighting death each day.  

Some will be blessed with a cure . . . others will not.   

Beneath the weight of the laptop computer tucked into the cushioned compartment of the camouflage 

briefcase Gabriel has draped over his shoulder, he sweats into his polo shirt during the short walk from the valet 

parking area in front of the Brawerman building at the City of Hope to its entrance, so that when he enters the 

reception area, he is wet and clammy.   

Turning to the right, he strolls to the check-in counter where he is fitted with a white wristband containing 

his patient information and handed a schedule of his appointments. After his blood is drawn, he makes himself a 

cup of coffee and sits among the other patients waiting their turn to have their lab work done. In this room, the 

largest of the waiting areas in this building, there is always fresh coffee for them and their family members, but 

anyone can partake of the offering which he does, each time he comes to this hospital for a CT scan and an 

evaluation of his cancerôs progress. 

Except that todayôs scan is out of sequence. He felt a lump in the armpit of his left arm and arranged to be 
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examined early. Heôs nervous and the wait to be scanned then see Doctor Trisal is long and heôs hungry.    

The room is loud because of the television and crowded, but the patients are easily spotted among the many 

family members and friends who are here to offer comfort and support because they too are wearing the white 

wristbands.  

Glancing back at the filled seats in the room, his attention is drawn to two children who are seated with their 

parents as he stirs his coffee. One child is playing a game on an iPhone while the other is reading a Harry Potter 

novel. The one reading the book is wearing a white wristband and is missing his hair beneath a blue LA Dodgers 

baseball cap.  

Gabriel guesses the boy is not older than twelve. He reminds him of Noah, his young friend from Beaufort, 

South Carolina. He too was missing his hair, but he never wore a hat. He wanted the world to see that, as he put 

it, he was ñkickinô ass.ò Gabriel wishes that he was here todayðthat he could speak with him as he desperately 

needs cheering up. That which he feared can happen, apparently has.   

The cancer is back. 

Looking up at the clock above the exit leading to the elevators, he sees that it is 8:15. His scheduled time on 

the scanner is 9:45, but he must be at the clinic an hour before to load up on Barium, which is a contrast medium 

that is not absorbed by the body so that the diseased area can be readily seen by a scan. He needs to walk to the 

Radiology clinic at the hospital and check in. Glancing back quickly at the boy in the baseball cap, he is again 

reminded of Noah. A sudden and unexpected feeling of anger surges through him. Not at the boy but the cancer 

that inflicts him.  

The disease is insidious. It is completely indifferent to gender, race, or age and in the seconds it takes Gabriel 

to suppress his anger, to push past it, he wishes he possessed the power of God. Just for this moment; just to reach 

out and touch that little boy and cure him then send him back to sun-filled days and to the game he apparently 

loves to play. There are so many losing their battle to cancer that Gabriel questions the love of an almighty God 

who seems unmoved by their suffering. Why do we bother to pray to him, he asks. 

Turning away, he swipes at the tear that has formed in the corner of his eye. Heôs not sure if the tear is for the 

little boy or himself. He hurriedly leaves the waiting room, still feeling angry and steps into the hallway leading 

to a rear exit that will take him to the hospital and a CT scan that he suspects will reveal his deepest fear. 

After checking in at the clinic, he is given a quart of Barium to drink in two portions, a half-hour apart. The 

liquid is mixed with a lemonade-flavored powder to make it potable. Gabriel tries not to think about what is to 

come, but that is exactly what he thinks about. The CT scan, itself, isnôt painful, but the results, if itôs bad news, 

can be.  

Gabriel is expecting bad news.  

He looks about the waiting room, which is full, and on seeing that no one is paying attention to him, he slips 

his right hand under his left arm and feels the lump there. Itôs small but it looms large in its potential impact on 

his life. 

If the Merkel cell has returned, he will need surgery and radiation treatments just like last year, and he 

wonders if he can still coach. It is this nexus of thoughts about the cancer, the radiation treatments, and football 

that causes him to resurrect the image of Noah. It takes very little to recall him. A day rarely passes that Gabriel 

doesnôt at some time think about him.  

He pours the lemonade powder into the bottle of barium and shakes it. As he does, he thinks back to the day 

he met Noah. He had reported to the radiology clinic in the basement of the Brawerman building for his morning 

dose of radiation. They met over a cup of hot chocolate. GO COCKS! Thatôs what the white lettering on the bald 

boyôs maroon t-shirt boldly proclaimed. Gabriel recognized the slogan immediately.  

 "Are you from South Carolina?" he inquired as the young man drew hot water into the cup containing 
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chocolate powder. Gabriel knew the phrase was an abbreviation for óGamecocksô, the mascot for the athletic 

teams at the University of South Carolina. 

 "Yes sir" the boy replied. He stepped back, allowing Gabriel to draw hot water. Gabriel guessed him to be 

twelve-years old. He was skinny and drawn, and when those features were combined with his bald head, he 

seemed small and fragile. "You guessed that from my shirt?"  

 "Yes," Gabriel said.   

 The boy smiled. "Many people think it means something else." 

 "I can imagine." They both laughed. The boy then pointed at Gabrielôs wristband. 

 "Youôre here for treatment." 

"Yes." 

 "Me too." 

 "I kind of figured. Your hairdo gave you away." 

 The boy smiled again. The smile was easy, almost electric. "I don't have any hair," he said. 

 "I know." Again, they shared a laugh.   

 "My name is Noah. Noah Atchison." He extended his hand to Gabriel. "But sometimes I'm called No Me." 

 The unexpected introduction surprised Gabriel. He stopped stirring his hot chocolate and accepted the boy's 

hand, shaking it gently. "Gabriel," he said. "Gabriel Messenger. Why No Me?"  

 "It's a nickname," Noah explained. "When I was younger, I always wanted to do things for myself, and when 

my grandmother tried to do them for me, I would say, óno me.ô  I guess I said it so much she started calling me 

that and it stuck." 

 "Interesting," Gabriel replied with a smile. "So, what should I call you?  Noah? Or No Me?  

 "You choose,ò Noah suggested. 

 "Okay. I choose Noah. It's biblical, and itôs strong." 

 Noah smiled. He apparently liked the choice. "Where are you from Gabriel?"  

 "Barstow. It's just up the road a bit, about an hour and half away. How about you?" 

 "Beaufort, South Carolina" Noah stated with some pride. "You know it?" 

 "As a matter of fact, I do. I was there in 1970." 

 "That's a long time ago." 

 "It is," Gabriel agreed. "I don't remember it all, but I remember the good times." 

 "You remind me of my grandfather," Noah interjected. 

 Gabriel paused, unsure how to respond to what was obviously a compliment. "Well, thank you Noah. I gather 

you are close to your grandfather." 

 "I was," Noah replied. He looked down into his hot chocolate, suddenly cheerless. Gabriel immediately 

deciphered his reply and demeanor to mean that his grandfather had passed on. He laid a hand on Noahôs shoulder. 

 "I'm sorry." 

 Noah nodded. Regaining his composure, the young boy straightened up like a balloon filling with air. "Sit 

with me Gabriel," he suggested. "There's an empty seat next to me." 

 Gabriel studied the boy while pondering the innocent request. That he reminded Noah of his grandfather 

undoubtedly explained the young boy's attachment to him. "Will your mother object?"  

 "It's my grandmother, and no she won't. Iôve made many friends since coming here. We can talk about 

Beaufort and your time there." 

 "Well, when you put it that way, how can I refuse?" 

 The boy smiled then coughed into a handkerchief he extracted from his back pocket. The handkerchief was 

spotted with blood. "Follow me," he said as he stuffed the handkerchief into his back pocket and lead Gabriel to 
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the far side of the room where, in the row of seats against the wall, a matronly but smartly-dressed woman 

contemplated their approach. Her gaze fell on Gabriel. He could not imagine what she was thinking as he trailed 

Noah to the two empty seats next to her, but he instantly felt like a stray dog the young boy was dragging home. 

 "Grandma," Noah said as they drew close to the woman, "this is my friend Gabriel. We just met. He's from 

Barstow but he's been to Beaufort."   

 The woman extended her hand to Gabriel as her blue eyes looked him over, keenly taking in every detail, 

from what he was wearing to how he combed his thinning hair. "How do you do?" she said coolly. "I'm Eleanor, 

Noah's grandmother." 

 Gabriel shook her hand gently while trying to convey as much warmth as possible so that she might feel safe 

and secure with this stranger that her grandson had just befriended.   

"I'm Gabriel," he said. "I'm a patient here," he added for her benefit.   

 "And what do you do, Gabriel?" Eleanor asked as Noah positioned himself in the seat between them. The 

question caught Gabriel unprepared. Clearly, she needed credentials and reassurance. He placed his camouflage 

briefcase on the floor beside his chair and, cupping the hot chocolate between his two hands, he leaned forward 

and replied, "I coach." 

 Eleanor started to speak when Noah interrupted her. "You coach!?" he exclaimed, looking at Gabriel with 

new eyes, suddenly impressed. "What do you coach?" 

 "Football," Gabriel answered. 

 Noah was abruptly animated. "I play football," he blurted out. "I played last season, before the cancer.ò 

"Me too," Gabriel said. "I coached last season." 

 "I love it," Noah said, as he laid his hand on Gabrielôs forearm. He stared off to the opposite side of the room 

as if looking back to those long days of autumn that he had spent among his friends, playing the game he loved.  

Except for the bald head and slight build, Noah didn't look much different from the kids Gabriel had coached the 

previous year in Barstow's youth football association.   

 "I love it as well," he remarked, his heart aching for this young boy who had inexplicably befriended him and 

drawn him into his small circle.   

 "Will you coach this year?" Noah asked. 

 "Yes. At the high school. Will you play?"  

 "Yes," Noah said adamantly. "I'm going to play football this year, aren't I Grandma?" He turned and looked 

at Eleanor who glanced across at Gabriel and, without smiling, nodded. "Yes, sweetheart," she said. "We just need 

to put some weight on you." 

Noah looked back at Gabriel. "So, what were you doing in Beaufort?ò he asked.   

 "I was in boot camp." 

 "So, you were at Parris Island," Noah said. 

 "Yes. You know it?" 

 "Everyone in Beaufort knows about Parris Island. You were a Marine?" 

 "Yes, I was. I was also in the Army." 

 "The Army too? Why?" 

 "Well, the simple answer is that I wanted to live in Europe. But the truth is I was very confused when I was 

young." 

 ñConfused? Really? Are you still?ò 

 Gabriel smiled. ñNo. Not as much.ò 

 "Did you live in Europe?" 

 "Yes. For eight years." 
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 "Did you go to war?" 

 Gabrielôs eyes widened. He had served in the military for twenty years. Half that time in the infantry, but he 

had never gone to war. He had trained for it, even volunteered for it, but he had never been chosen. Was it luck or 

fate? He wasnôt sure which had kept him out of harmôs way. Maybe both. "No," he answered. 

 Noah looked at Gabriel long before responding. "Good."   

 Noah's reply wasn't what Gabriel expected. "Why good?"  

 "My grandpa went to war. Vietnam. He had nightmares. Bad nightmares. Even when he was awake. Do you 

have nightmares, Gabriel?" 

 "No, Noah, I don't." 

 "Me neither," Noah said. "I dream only about good things. I dream about what I'm going to do when I'm done 

with the radiation treatments." Again he pulls the handkerchief from his back pocket and coughs into it. 

 "Like play football," Gabriel said. 

 "Yes, like play football. Like go to college and play football for Coach Spurrier and South Carolina."   

 "Is that your dream, Noah, to play for South Carolina?" 

 "Yes, it is. And then I want to go to medical school. I want to be a doctor." 

 "What kind of doctor do you want to be, do you know?" 

 "Yes, I do," Noah said with surprising conviction. "I want to do something with cancer, some kind of 

research." 

 "I can understand that," Gabriel replied. "Is it because you have cancer?" 

 "Had cancer!" Noah quickly inserted, correcting Gabriel with some emphasis on the word "had."     

 Gabriel considered his next question carefully. He wasn't quite sure how to word it or that he should even 

ask, but he was curious. In his time at the City of Hope, whenever he saw a bald young boy, he was usually 

wearing a baseball cap to conceal the loss of hair. Noah did not. "May I ask you something personal Noah?" 

 "Yeah, sure.ò 

 "You don't wear a hat like the other kids. Why?"  

 "Because é" he paused and looked back at his grandmother who was listening.   

 "Go ahead," she said, encouraging him but to what end wasn't immediately clear. Gabriel was perplexed. He 

didn't understand why Noah needed permission. 

 Noah looked back at Gabriel and threw back his shoulders. "Because I want everyone to see that I'm kickin' 

ass." 

 "Kickin' ass?" 

 "Yes, kickin' ass!" 

 Noah laughed. Gabriel did too. He loved the attitude. The kid was defiant after all. GO COCKS, he thought, 

as he watched Noah's eyes light up. The two words on Noah's t-shirt leapt up at Gabriel. He too had once dreamed 

of playing college ball but for the University of Oklahoma. The dream had been spawned on those Saturdays his 

Sooners played at home, and his real father took him to the games in Norman. Those were the magical days.  

 Now he dreamed of surviving the cancer that the good doctors at the City of Hope had removed with the aid 

of a robot. Looking at Noah and his smiling face, Gabriel realized that this young man had no doubts about his 

outcome. He was kicking ass. In his mind, he was already a survivor.     

 "Good for you Noah," Gabriel said. ñGood for you.ò He was about to say more when the intercom interrupted 

them. He was being called back to the treatment room. He looked at Noah who was smiling at him. Gabriel was 

amazed at this young man's resiliency, his sense of victory. He had already won. He had already defeated the 

cancer. About that, Noah had no doubts. 

 "I have to go," Gabriel said. "I'm being called back." Reaching down, he grabbed his briefcase and stood up. 
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He turned back to Noah and this time; he extended his hand. "It was good meeting you Noah. Real good. Do you 

come here at this time every day?" 

 "Yes," Noah said, shaking Gabrielôs hand. "We try to get here early in the morning. How about you?" 

 "Me too." 

 "Good," Noah said, "Letôs look for each other." Noah allowed his hand to linger in Gabrielôs long after the 

handshake had ended. Gabriel sensed that Noah didn't want him to go. He instantly realized that he didn't want to 

go either. He liked this bald-headed kid who had the gumption to kick ass and wear a "GO COCKS" t-shirt.    

 "I'll see you tomorrow," he said, full of hope. He turned to Noah's grandmother. "Good-bye Eleanor and thank 

you. It was a pleasure meeting you." Eleanor nodded. She was grave and withdrawn which troubled Gabriel. 

Maybe she didn't like him. No sweat, he thought. 

 Before Gabriel exited the waiting room, he laid a hand on Noah's shoulder and leaned in close. "Go Cocks," 

he whispered, and Noah smiled.  

It was the last thing Gabriel said to the boy from Beaufort, South Carolina as he never saw him again. Two 

days after their accidental meeting, he was given a brown-paper gift bag while checking into the radiation unit. 

The bag contained a small "GO COCKS" t-shirt and a note that, at its top, read ñWake up. Kick ass. Repeat.ò 

Beneath was the brief statement that Noah had passed away in his sleep. The note was written on scalloped, 

lavender paper and was signed, "Eleanor".  

The bold young man Gabriel had shared hot chocolate with was goneðtakenðso that now, a year later, as 

he waited to be administered a CT scan, Gabriel wondered if itôs his turn, if because of a lump under his left arm, 

he will experience the same fate as Noah.  

Eventually maybe. But not now. Not today. 

 A nurse appears at the entrance to the waiting room and calls out his name. "Gabriel Messenger," she says as 

she looks about the small space where others, like him, are waiting silently for a scan as well.  

The silence is palpable and heavy. 

 "Here," Gabriel says, as he raises his hand. He tries not to be a distraction as he rises from his seat.  

 "May I see your wristband?" the nurse asks, as she grasps his forearm and twists it gently so that she can read 

the information printed on it. "What is your birth date?" 

 "March second, nineteen-fifty," he answers. 

 "Good. Weôll go back now." She looks up into Gabrielôs face and notices his tears. "Are you in pain?" 

 "No," he replies as he swipes away a tear. "Just remembering." 

 

 

J.P. Garner is a retired veteran and high school football coach who has written two books about 

the game he loves and Book One of a romantic trilogy entitled, That Comeback Season. He 

routinely writes for the Pulse newspaper and once wrote, engineered, and narrated a two-hour 

radio documentary for NPR St. Louis (KWMU-FM 93) about the plight of Vietnam veterans 

returning home entitled, ñA Coming of Age.ò  
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                                                                                                        (U.S. Military Forum) 

 

IN THE ARMY NOWI 

by 

Melvin Corren 

San Joaquin Valley Writers 

 

It was March 16th 1943 and we were 58 Enlisted Reserve recruits who had spent our first night in the Army 

talking about old times, discussing hopes for our assignments, and, finally, those of us who could, fell asleep. 

The next day was filled with aptitude testing of every kind, which, we discovered, had nothing to do with the duty 

to which we would be assigned. Finally, on departure day, we were awakened by the blast of a bugle, and, for the 

first time, were introduced to what we would come to accept as part of Army life: ñSweating It Outò. 

My best friend, Bud Marks, and I were disappointed to learn that we werenôt shipping out together, but we 

bravely bid each other goodbye, and boarded trains going in different directions. 

I had been on a train before, but never a Pullman Sleeper. Now, as a guest of Uncle Sam, I was on one, going 

all the way across the country to a place called Aberdeen Proving Grounds, near Baltimore, Maryland. 

Bud went on to Fort Leonard Wood in St. Louis Missouri, and later to college in the Army Specialized 

Training Program under the auspices of Uncle Sam. 

Although apprehensive on the train to Aberdeen, I was also quite excited. I believed ï quite prophetically ï 

that this was the beginning of a great adventure in which anything could happen. I wasnôt disappointed, because, 

on the second day out, we all lined up at the bathroom door with the first case of the ñGIsò any of us had ever 

experienced. 

A few days later, after a million clickety-clacks and an interminable number of card and dice games, I and a 

few others arrived at our destination, Baltimore, Maryland. 

We had several hours between trains, so we went to the YMCA, where we all enjoyed what later became 

known to us as the four Sôs: sh-t, shave, shower and shampoo. 
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I remember to this day the feeling of that warm water after those days on the train, and am often reminded of 

that sensation when hearing or reading about victims of deprivation, such as prisoners of war or holocaust victims. 

The Basic Training Area of Aberdeen Proving Grounds ï where I think they sent me to prove that almost 

anyone can become a soldier ï was a dismal place, made up of long, olive drab, tarpaper-roofed two-story 

buildings without trees. Not a very welcoming place, although that first night I slept so soundly that the morning 

found me late for reveille and struggling to pull my pants on as I ran to join the ragtag bunch of "civi-soldiers" 

already standing at quasi-attention on the parade grounds. 

My first impression of the top sergeant was that he seemed quite friendly as he immediately engaged me by 

asking if I liked water. When I answered yes, he informed me, with an abrupt change of voice and demeanor, that 

I was on latrine duty for the rest of the week. That was my introduction to my first sergeant and things went 

downhill from there. 

Thatôs not to say he wasnôt on my side ï he constantly reminded me that he was my best friend and was trying 

to teach me how to stay alive, against all odds. 

My fondest recollections of Basic Training were chow, calisthenics, drills, and parades. However, I excelled 

only in chow. I remember going to lunch that first Sunday in camp with a fellow soldier from Kentucky and 

afterward telling him how surprised I was that the lamb chops were so delicious. ñDais not lamb chops; dems 

pohke chops,ò he informed me. From then on I ate everything. 

The places I remember best were the mess hall, where you could eat all you wanted (it was before Hometown 

Buffet) and the day room, where letters were written, books read, games played, and rumors spread. 

The rifle range was not my best shot, as somehow the phrase ñkill or be killedò never caught on with me. I 

did, however, discover that target practice was somewhat sexy, since every time I fired a shot, the sergeant hollered 

out, ñMaggieôs Drawersò ï a reference to a large white flag that looked like bloomers and was waved wildly by 

an observer when the target was completely missed. 

Off-time was best because then I could go to Baltimore, a city like none I had never before seen. The row 

houses with their front stoops and the old buildings of red brick intrigued me. I walked around, taking in every 

new sight, sound, and experience and relishing it all. I attended parties at the USO and services at the temple 

which led to more parties. 

I was fascinated by the Pennsylvania Railroad trains, which whizzed by so fast we were warned not to stand 

too close as the speed of the trains creates a vacuum which might pull you right onto the tracks. 

One weekend, a fellow soldier took me home to his family in Rochester, New York. They were all so warm 

and hospitable it made me a little homesick. He took me to a company dance, where he introduced me to the 

greater family of Kodak Camera Company. It seemed to me that everything in the city centered on the company 

store, and everyone loved it. 

The racial segregation in the South was unfamiliar to me, as I had never been exposed to ñseparate but equal 

facilitiesò. One day, on a city bus I offered my seat to an elderly black woman. She would not accept and I was 

read out by the driver who called me a troublemaker and suggested I either sit back down or get off the bus. I told 

him about all Americans being equal and got off the bus. I canôt say that my action meant anything to anyone but 

me, particularly since the woman continued to stand. However, as I strutted away, I felt about 10 feet tall. 

 

 

Melvin Corren is a World War II veteran, was born in Stockton and has lived there for 101 years, 

and was married to the late Harriet Corren for 76 years. He has two sons, Howard (Marty) and 

Donald (Richard), 2 grandchildren, Daniel and Talia and 2 great grandsons, Archie and Killian. 

Along with several short stories, he has written a memoir entitled: I've lived It, I've Loved It 

(Amazon) 
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GORGEOUS BEAUTY ñSALOONò 

by  

Reena Kapoor 

South Bay Writers 

 

The first time I met Manjeet was also the first time I went to her beauty salon. My mother called her to tell her 

that I was coming. Presumably, also that I was a fussy client and only willing to give Manjeetôs place a try out of 

sheer desperation. When I pulled open the door to the cramped two-room shop refashioned into a salon, I almost 

turned around and fled.  

The place reeked of fresh paintða mint greenðand was overflowing with beauty supplies. Half open 

cardboard boxes with bottles, jars, smaller boxes, and all ilk of devices for steaming faces, heating wax, drying 

and styling tresses sat on counters waiting to be stuffed into hungry cabinets all of which stood with their doors 

ajar. Three oversized adjustable salon chairsðone in use and two still wrapped in plasticðsat like thrones facing 

a wall of mirrors, along with a clearly still-under-construction shampoo station. The latter had been improvised 

with a white plastic, decidedly non-tiltable garden chair, and a deep black professional ceramic sink, fitted with 

what seemed like a garden hose instead of a handheld showerhead. The place was clearly in the throes of being 

set up. To top this, it looked like theyôd just received a new supply shipment, and several boxes sat right in the 

middle of the floor leaving just enough room to squeeze around if you needed to get past.  

Manjeet was the first person I saw. Actually, what I saw was her head behind the boxes. She was talking, 

apparently instructing one of her assistants who I couldnôt see. She too saw me right away. Before I could 

withdraw, she squeezed past the boxes, and stood before me, clasping one of my hands.  

ñWelcome, welcome! Aunty called me to tell me you were coming!ò 

Her broad smile and her sturdy body radiated a pleasant, practical quality, as if reassuring me I was in good 

hands. I relaxed a little but withdrew my hand.   
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This visit was an act of desperation, against my better judgment. That day, I needed a reliable salon for an 

emergency visit, preferably not too far from where my parents lived. I had to get rid of my graying hair roots 

before I went to visit an aunt who was as judge-y as she was old. 

The fancier salon I typically patronized had disappeared without a trace. For two days I called them for an 

appointment, but no one picked up. Finally, I decided to just show up, since walk-ins are the norm at such 

establishments in India. When I got there, I found the place boarded up. The building was ñkunn-dumò 

(condemned), I was informed. 

ñThe contractor is in jail, didi. Many cases on him. Parlor ka patah nahin,ò a passer-by about my age, if not 

older, nevertheless addressing me as ñolder sisterò shrugged. He shook his head in a signature pendulum move 

that suggested neither yes nor no. No one seemed to know if the ñparlorò had shut down or set up shop elsewhere. 

In India these places are called parlors. They provide head-to-toe beautification servicesðhead oil massage, 

haircut, hair ñdyeingò, eyebrow threading, and waxing of hair on various body parts being the most popular. The 

latter entails hands-on hair removal for a fraction of what Iôd pay for it in the US. Plus, in India, the staff always 

offers to bring you a stiff, sweet tea or ñsomething softðThumsup, Limca?ò  

The service invariably involves one or two young women waiting on you. They get through the services with 

speed and precision you canôt get elsewhere. Not for this price anyway. Besides, class differences, and the equally 

acute consciousness of it in Indian society, means youôre attended to like royalty. Many Indians living abroad like 

me indulge such luxuries when visiting India, marveling at the incomparable level of service, yet comfortably 

blind to the substrate upon which its differentiation persists.  

That day after I ran out of options my mother suggested I try Manjeet with a list of reasons I couldnôt argue 

with, ñSheôs just starting out. She gave me a very good haircut. Her prices are reasonableéplus she needs help.ò 

ñWhy does she need help?ò I asked, even more peevishly, thinking everybody here needs help! 

Apparently, Manjeetôs husband had been in the infantry and had lost a leg in a skirmish with Pakistan. He 

was summarily discharged from the army and awarded a small sum to start a business.  

ñHeôs not doing anything. Sits around all day. So, Manjeet has started this salon with the money. Give her a 

chance.ò 

I relented, swearing this was the only time. It was just a hair color touch up and I was going to insist they 

only use my preferred brand of hair color.  

Manjeetôs salon was housed in a building Iôd driven by dozens of times. I didnôt like the haphazardly planned 

market the building was located in, the open sewer that flowed shamelessly by the market even less. The building 

looked like it had not received another coat of paint after its original construction. I doubt anyone knew what the 

original color might have been. Inside the building, dust piled in every corner as if only that portion of the floors 

was swept where shoppers needed to walk. Paan-spit stains marked random yet specific spots on the outer walls, 

a result of a strange collusion among the spitters. I discovered that Manjeetôs salon was the only somewhat clean 

and well-lit space in that entire building. Still, I became irritated with the signboard that announced Gorgeous 

Beauty ñSaloonò. No one corrected it. Neither did I. I wasnôt coming back.  

But then Manjeet turned out to be goodðbetter than my preferred fancy salon. She listened carefully to 

instructions, her carefully threaded brows raising slightly as she listened. Then she worked fast, without missing 

my micro demands and only used quality products. I found myself watching her as she dashed about the salon, 

multitasking endlessly in her eminently practical and well-fitted salwar kameez and sneakers. She never bothered 

with a chunni that would only get in the way. I figured the chunni was tucked away somewhere only to be deployed 

across her shoulders when she stepped outside the salon. She stood barely a couple of inches above five feetð

petite by American standards but above average in India. Yet she towered over her reed-thin assistants whose 

frames could easily be mistaken for those of ten-year olds in richer societies. The kind of shortness and thinness 
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that comes from early childhood malnutrition, bodily imprints so common that most of us didnôt notice them.  

Amidst the bustle of work, Manjeet asked me how my parents were doing and listened to my answer. Later 

I came to notice how she always asked about them, seemingly to sense the angst beneath my frequent India visits. 

Sheôd say, ñAunty has a big heart. It must be hard for you living so far away?ò  

At the end of that first visit, my hair looked amazingðstyled, smooth and pampered. Even my judge-y aunty 

wanted to know where Iôd had it styled.  

ñThank you mamiji, just some corner place,ò I replied, laughing.  

I wondered if Iôd underestimated the place. Plus, the virtue pointsðafter all by patronizing ñGorgeouséò I 

was helping another woman, an army wife with a disabled husband trying to make it in a merciless world. My 

resolve to never return faltered.  

 

* * * 

 

The second time I saw Manjeet was three months later. It was in the middle of my next visit to India. Iôd still not 

looked for a fancier place. So I went back. I was surprised by how much nicer the inside of the salon lookedð

even though it was still inside the shabby building, in the even shabbier market, next to the still open sewer. All 

the supplies had been put away. The countertops were clean, and the mirrors shone. A makeshift space had been 

created in the back with a curtain that ran on a curved railing, for privacy for clients who needed waxing services. 

Manjeet had a larger staff now. Two new girls who couldôve been twins but werenôt. Not even sisters. Same 

profileðpetite, dusky, reed thin.  

Manjeet listened to my requests, carefully clarifying any questions and then had the assistants attend to me.  

ñHowôs aunty?ò they both asked almost simultaneously, as if theyôd been trained to supply concern as part of the 

service. Manjeet kept checking on them and correcting their work, never once forgetting my minute instructions. 

Before long I was out of thereðhappy and satisfied despite the misspelled sign board, the dusty building and 

the sour smell emanating from the sewer. 

 

* * * 

 

The third time was during my next visit to India, six months later. The salon had doubled in size. Manjeet had 

bought the store next door and expanded into it. When I saw her she looked harried. She smiled. ñHowôre your 

parents?ò  

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My father was fading before our eyes from Parkinsonôs and my mother 

was aging doubly fast caring for him. But who was without worry or misery here? 

Her expression softened. ñCome with me. Iôll do your work today. My girls are busy.ò She motioned me to 

follow her to a new back room. As I passed through, I noticed a man working in the salon. She addressed him as 

ñMr. Kumarò, rather formally. He seemed to be assigned to hairðcutting, coloring, shampooing and head 

massages. Gaunt, with hooded eyes, he was only a couple of inches taller than Manjeet. He didnôt look at me, just 

nodded, maintaining a respectful formality. But he seemed social with Manjetôs girls.  

ñIf you dress in rani pink, some shahzada will carry you off. Then what will wedo?ò I heard him teasing one 

of them. They all laughed.  

ñYour business is doing well,ò I said to Manjeet, as I sat on a chair and leaned back for her to start threading 

my eyebrows. She nodded, turning away.  

When she turned back to me, I could have sworn her eyelashes were wet but she refused to look at me. As 

she rolled back her sleeves, I noticed bruises on her wrists. 
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She saw me notice them but didnôt say anything. 

ñAre you OK?ò I bumbled. 

She nodded. ñNormal. Donôt worry.ò  

I didnôt push it.  

 

* * * 

 

The fourth time was when I got a call from the salon. They were canceling my appointment. Manjeet had been 

taken away by the police, one of Manjeetôs girls on the phone told me.  

The girl hesitated. ñHer husband killed himself. That kamina used to beat her. Even by committing suicide 

heôs created problems for her. Her in-laws are blaming her. The police took her away.ò 

ñWhich police station?ò  

ñSector 20 thana.ò 

I asked my parentôs driver to take me to the police station.  

My mother wasnôt so sure. ñWhat can you do? Especially if sheôs been arrested? Theyôll involve you too!ò 

The driver didnôt approve either. ñDidi, the thana is no place for you.ò 

ñNothing will happen. Letôs go.ò 

So, he drove me, sitting stiffly in his seat, after I insisted. 

Just as we reached the police station, I spotted Manjeet walking out across the street. She reached the edge 

of the road and stood there alone, looking lost. I told the driver to stop, rolled down the window and called to her. 

She looked at me in surprise then walked over and burst into tears.  

ñGet in the car,ò I insisted, opening the door and sliding over. 

ñI have to pick up my daughter from school. Iôll go to my sisterôs.ò 

ñWhat about your parents?ò 

ñNo, not them.ò She shook her head.  

We went to her daughterôs school. Manjeet went in while I waited in the car. She came back with her eight-

year-old daughter and they both sat down quietly inside the car. I asked Manjeet to give the driver her sisterôs 

address. I had no idea what I was doing but I didnôt know what to say or ask, especially with her daughter right 

there. We reached her sisterôs home in about twenty minutes. She got out with her daughter and looked at me.  

ñThank you.ò  

I nodded.  

The next day I called her cell phone. The same number I would call to schedule appointments. It was the only 

number I had. No answer. Then several more times. No one picked up. No one uses voicemail in India, but I left 

a message anyway. She never called back. Then I had to leave for the US. I had a feeling Iôd never see her again. 

But I did. 

 

* * * 

 

The fifth time I saw Manjeet was back at her salon. My mother told me sheôd heard that Manjeet was doing well 

but hadnôt seen her in months. My fatherôs fast deteriorating condition meant my mother focused on little else, 

despite my exhortations to take care of herself. Another battle I couldnôt win. But I didnôt want to think about 

such impending givens.  

I decided to go to the salon one afternoon for a quick visit. I wanted to see how Manjeet was doing. When I 

walked in, the salon was abuzz. Mr. Kumar was working three clients, managing a couple of girls, barking orders 
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at them. He appeared larger than I remembered. 

ñArre hold the dryer straight. Arm is too weak or what? Common sense!ò 

And  

ñShampoo massage. Scalp needs blood circulation. Ten minutes.ò 

He smiled ingratiatingly at the women clients who smiled back.  

The girls looked a little sullen but carried out his wishes. Manjeet was working behind the curtain of the 

makeshift space in the back. When she came out I noticed her kameez hung much looser on her. She looked at 

me and nodded. Probably working too hard. The client she was working on came out from behind the curtain after 

her. It was a woman about my age.  

ñHow much?ò she asked. 

Manjeet looked at Mr. Kumar who gave an imperceptible nod. This was new! Then Manjeet looked skyward 

as if counting in her head. This was also new. She always counted out loud, transparently adding up the prices for 

the services rendered.  

Then she said, ñFifteen hundred and twenty-five.ò 

The woman looked up from her purse. ñPrices increased?ò 

Manjeet nodded slightly, looking over at Mr. Kumar. So did the woman. Mr. Kumar ignored them both. The 

woman paid and left.  

Manjeet looked at me as I stood there speechless. I pointed to my eyebrows. She motioned me to one of the 

swivel chairs, tilted me back and began threading my eyebrows. The one end of the thread in her mouth meant 

she couldnôt talk. I had the feeling she wasnôt going to say much anyway. And that Mr. Kumar was not taking 

instructions from her anymore. 

 

* * * 

 

The sixth time I saw Manjeet was three months later. I was back for a longer visit. My father came home from 

the hospital and passed on. Two weeks after completing his death rituals, my mother encouraged me to go to 

Manjeetôs salon to ñget a facial or something, to feel better.ò So, I went. It was early and the salon had just opened. 

No other client was there. 

When I entered, Manjeet wasnôt there. I assumed she was in the back. Mr. Kumar was sitting upfront, 

laughing at a raucous video he was watching on his phone. One of the girls came forward, smiling in recognition.  

ñEyebrows,ò I said. 

She asked me to sit down in one of the tiltable, swivel chairs. 

ñWhere's Manjeet?ò I asked as she tilted me back. 

ñToo lazy to come in on time these days,ò quipped Mr. Kumar, speaking to me directly for the first time. But 

he wasnôt looking at me. I stiffened at his insolence. The girl about to thread my eyebrows wasnôt smiling 

anymore. 

ñManjeet works hard,ò I protested, trying to sound stern. 

ñJust joking, didi,ò said Mr. Kumar, and laughed.  

The girl tittered. I wanted to walk out saying I'll come back when Manjeet is back, but I stayed put. No need 

for drama, I told myself. This was Manjeetôs place after all. I would tell her though, I resolved.  

 

* * * 

 

The seventh time I saw her was four months later. The front of the salon was spruced up with fresh paint. It had 
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a new board, which now read ñKumarôs Gorgeous Beauty Saloonò.  

Was Manjeetôs last name Kumar as well? No, it was Singh.  

I took a deep breath and entered. And there she was, bending over a customerôs eyebrows. She saw me and 

gave me a feeble smile.  

Mr. Kumar was seated behind a shiny new counter. Heôd grown a pot belly. He looked at me this time. 

ñEyebrows?ò  

I ignored him and looked at Manjeet and nodded. She looked at him. And he signaled to one of her girls.  

ñIôll wait for Manjeet,ò I said. ñSorry,ò I mouthed to the girl.  

Mr. Kumar shrugged and went back to his phone.  

I looked at Manjeet, puzzled. She was so thinðand so very pregnant! What is this! Her husband is dead. Is 

she seeing someone?  

Soon Manjeet came over, led me to an empty chair, leaned me back and stared into my eyes. She must have 

seen my panic because she held my gaze for a second, then pulled the thread off its spool, put one end into her 

mouth and started to work on my eyebrows. I didnôt trust myself to say anything.  

Finally, I blurted, ñCongrats!ò motioning towards her expectant belly. 

She nodded; tried to smile. Her eyes looked so empty. Soon I was done and paid. 

As I was leaving a man entered. He stood grinning before Mr. Kumar.  

ñHaircut please, Kumar ji! Thought of a name for the baby boy?ò  

I looked back to see Mr. Kumar nodding. Both men looked over at Manjeet. She was looking intently for 

something inside a box, but I knew she wasnôt looking for anything. I tore myself away and left.  

 

* * * 

 

The eighth time was three months later. My mother, alone now, was aging even more rapidly. I was visiting her 

every few months, still pretending sheôd come out of her grief to make a full recovery.  

I made an appointment at Manjeetôs parlor. Mostly I wanted to know how Manjeet was doing. She wasn't 

pregnant anymore. I could smell the usual baby smells. When she saw me, she brought it out to me. A little girl, 

swaddled in her cotton blanket, fast asleep.  

She cooed to her, ñSee aunty. Say hello.ò 

The little girl opened her eyes just barely, then closed them again. Manjeet was smiling. Still thin and haggard 

but perhaps happier, I told myself. Just then a scooter horn sounded outside. Manjeet stiffened, hugging her 

daughter close. Minutes later Mr. Kumar appeared. He nodded to me, then looked at Manjeet. 

ñNeed 3500 rupees.ò 

ñI only have enough for supplies here.ò 

ñGive me whatever you haveò 

ñI have to order wax and...ò 

ñShut up! Give me the money.ò 

The man had zero concern that I was standing right there. Manjeet handed the baby to one of the girls, went 

to the till and counted out the money. She handed it all to him. He left. 

I stared at her. 

ñManjeet? Whatôs going on?ò 

She cut me off. ñHeôs my husband. My daughterôs father.ò  

Then she motioned me to a chair. I sat down with a thud, and she proceeded to thread my eyebrows. Her eyes 

looked dead. The thread broke many times. She finally spat it all out and barked at one of the girls to take over. 
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I didnôt see her for the rest of the visit although I could hear her cooing at her baby behind the curtain. 

 

* * * 

 

The ninth time I saw Manjeet was in the local paper. In the photo, she was standing flanked by two women cops 

under the headline, ñNoida woman burns down own business.ò There was a picture of the inside of the salon in 

shambles, burnt, black. The report alleged she was accused of arson after a ñdomestic disputeò. In the photo her 

hair was awry, and she had a black eye. She was looking directly at the camera. Same dead eyes Iôd seen the last 

time.  

 

* * * 

 

The tenth and final time I saw her was when I went to visit her in jail a couple of days later. The inspector wanted 

to know if I was kin. I lied to his stupid face.  

ñIôm her cousinðMasi's daughter.ò  

He looked me over and nodded. In such places, where ideally more questions should be asked, markers of a 

higher socioeconomic classðdivined entirely from attire and diction of languageðcan get you a free pass.  

Manjeet didnôt smile nor look shocked when she saw me.  

I sat down, mumbled, ñWhat happened?ò 

ñHe canôt take that away from me.ò  

ñAnd your daughter?ò 

ñSheôs with my sister. He didnôt want a girl anyway. Started telling me to spend less time with her. Said I 

wasnôt bringing in enough from the salon. At least, sheôll not grow up watching her mother being beaten every 

day.ò  

I asked her if she had a good lawyer. ñYou could fight this. Get out, get a divorce?ò 

She shook her head. ñMy daughter is safe. Iôm better off here, away from him. Outside, heôll kill me if he 

canôt make me work for him. Now he can prey on someone else. Itôs OK didi. This is how it is for women like 

me. Khoti kismet.ò 

This was the first time sheôd called me didi. It means elder sister, but is used causally, without much meaning. 

I knew she meant it. I put my hand on hers. We sat together for a few more minutes and then I left.  

 

* * * 

 

I never saw Manjeet again. When my mother passed suddenly, I rushed back to India in shell shock. After I 

completed her last rites, I felt like a banished soul in the city of my birth, a part of me torn out, my home in India 

lost forever.  

For days, I wandered about bereft, my motherôs driver driving me places for no good reason. One day, I found 

myself back at the shabby market. The shabby building had been razed to the ground.  

ñAfter the fire, the building was not safe for anyone,ò someone said. 

As I stood staring at the empty lot, part of me hoped Iôd see one of Manjeetôs assistants and ask them for the 

whole story. But I never did. How could you lose someone so suddenly, so completely, without notice?  

Thatôs the thing with India and its teeming millions. Fewer than ten encounters with someone and you could 

find yourself in an unnamed relationship, just enough to torture you for a lifetime, yet not enough that you could 

do anything about it.  
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SUNSETS 

by  

Joyce Wade 

High Desert 

 

 

George slowly made his way to his favorite spot on the campus of Sunset Manor. He had lived here about five 

months, after deciding he needed a bit more help with everyday chores. After checking out a few places, he 

decided on a comfortable apartment, with amenities, and an opportunity to meet new friends. 

He liked reading every afternoon. The old, gnarled oak tree with its enormous branches made the perfect spot 

to while away the time. He sat down on the bench under the tree. In the past few days, while reading, something 

piqued his interest. It was a woman. He thought, I donôt remember seeing her around her until recently. 

She walked across the grassy retreat to the opposite corner each afternoon close to three oôclock. George 

pulled the sleeve of his shirt up and looked at his watch. It was almost three. His eyes strained to see across the 

grassy expanse. Aha! There she was, just coming around the corner. Though he wore glasses, George could see it 
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was her. She looked to be on the small side and he guessed her weight at about one hundred pounds. 

He glanced at his book and then peered over the pages as she passed. She was not close enough to say hello, 

but he enjoyed watching her. Something about her interested him. He had almost given up on women. However, 

he felt compelled to find who she was and where she lived. 

The next day, he had breakfast with a friend named Don. They had been friends for some time, occasionally 

sharing stories and a meal together. They both loved to read and felt the need to learn new things. They would sit 

for hours and discuss and debate every subject, including politics, religion, and women. 

  ñI guess I never will understand how the feminine mind works,ò George said to Don. ñDonôt laugh when I 

tell you thereôs a woman Iôm interested in.ò   

ñWell, Bud, I would not put it past you. I gave up trying to figure out women a long time ago.ò 

Earlier that afternoon, George began to look forward more and more to his reading time. He picked up his 

book and walked to the tree and his bench. It was 2:45. Promptly at three, the mystery woman strolled across the 

lawn. After almost a week of seeing her daily, he made his move.   

    As she approached the bench, George stood up and walked toward her. She stopped dead in her tracks, a 

slightly frightened look across her face. 

    ñHello, my name is George. Mind if I walk with you a bit?ò   

    ñOh, that would be fine. Iôve seen you here each day Iôve have walked around the campus. My name is Liz. 

Do you live near this wonderful oak tree, George?ò 

    While pointing his finger toward his apartment, he said, ñRight over there.ò She certainly was not shy; she 

spoke right up, he thought.  ñAnd where do you live?ò  

    ñIôm just around the corner; Iôm an artist and Iôm thinking of painting this oak. Thatôs why I take my walk 

this way. Itôs nice here and Iôm fairly sure Iôll like it.ò 

    ñOh, you will,ò George said. He paused. ñWould you have breakfast with me tomorrow?" 

    Liz turned to George, smiled sweetly, and said, ñI canôt tomorrow. Iôm going away for a few days. However, 

when I come back, Iôd love to. How about next week? Would Wednesday work for you?ò 

    ñYes, that would be just fine. Iôll see you next Wednesday. Is seven-thirty good for you?ò George asked. 

    ñGood, Iôll be there. Iôm heading back to my place now. Are you going to stay here and read?ò  

    ñOh no, Iôll walk back with you.ò  

    They had walked almost back to the corner. Liz turned toward her bungalow, then turned back toward George 

and reached out her hand, ñSo nice meeting you here. I look forward to our breakfast next week.ò 

    George watched her walk with some difficulty as she went to her door. She entered the doorway, turned, and 

waved goodbye to George.   

    He raised his hand and gave her a little wave. He thought, Is this really going to happenðbreakfast with Liz 

next Wednesday? 

    The next few days dragged on. It seemed Wednesday would never arrive. It is strange that, when you want 

something to happen, it seems to take forever. He continued his daily habit of reading each afternoon under the 

oak tree. He missed seeing Liz walk across the knoll. 

    On Wednesday, he awoke to glorious sunlight streaming in through the window near his bed. He flew out of 

bed, shaved, and combed his hair. He dressed quickly and picked up the local paper from the porch. I will read 

that later, he thought. He turned quickly to see the clock. It was close to 7:30. 

    He found himself a lovely table, perfect for the two of them. He sipped his coffee and waited. It was 

Wednesday, was it not? Do you suppose she forgot? He looked at the big clock on the wall. It was eight o'clock. 

He knew he should eat, but he had lost his appetite. He walked back to his room. 

    Sitting in his big comfortable chair, he picked up the paper. This little rag sheet they called a paper, he thought. 
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What a silly name for a paper, Sunset News. Sunset this, Sunset that. It was Georgeôs custom to read the obituaries 

before he read anything else. He opened the page and scanned the names, stopping when he read: ñLiz Donnell, 

80, new resident to Sunset Manor, passed away while visiting her daughter. Known for her beautiful landscape 

paintings, particularly sunsets, it is a shame we barely got to know Liz, and she will be missed.ò He read it again. 

He could not believe she was gone. Here one day, making plans, and now gone. 

Never to be seen again. 

    He picked up the book he had been reading for two weeks and slowly walked to the old oak tree and his 

bench. He found himself gazing across the lawn where Liz used to walk. Reaching to his back pocket, he pulled 

out a tissue and wiped his eyes. He went back to his apartment and rested in his favorite chair.  Before he knew 

it, he had fallen asleep. It was an hour later when he awoke. He pulled the curtain on his window to the side and 

saw that it the light was changing.  It was dusk.   

    Known to have beautiful sunsets, Sunset Manor sat up on a slight knoll. George grabbed his jacket and made 

his usual trek to the bench to watch the sky change colors. 

    As the sun continued to set, the sky turned into a spectacular array of colors. It was one of those glorious 

nights, with a purple and orange sunset of such magnitude only an artist could have painted it. Once again, he 

dabbed his eyes, knowing it was indeed a message from Liz.   
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                                                                    (Shutterstock) 
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                                                                                                         (Paul Sebastian) 

 

LEARNING IS PERPETUAL 

by 

Paul Sebastian 

High Desert 

 

Curiosity is a human trait and I have been fortunate, or cursed, to feel its compulsion with a death grip.   

Many times, I have wondered why I get so interested in a subject that I feel a deep need to delve into the 

topic and read everything about it from every angle and understand the roots of its beginning or motivation for its 

continuance. It may begin simply as a conversation about any subject, watching a documentary, or suddenly 

wondering about why things work the way they do.  

In my case, it resembles a bee sting of inquisitiveness concerning an interest that I have not had before or of 

questions that Iôve always had but now feel compelled to explore. The resulting welt requires an application of 

intellectual calamine lotion such as buying books, reading articles, going to lectures, and exploring museums in 

order to scratch that mental itch. It temporarily relieves the symptoms until I discover another cerebral poser then 

I begin to remedy myself again.  

One of my self-medicating triages began with working on two student films in college. The original ideas for 

each film came from a friend who directed the films and enlisted my support to complete them. What was begun 

then consumed me for years and concreted in my mind that learning never stops. It perpetuates itself through 

curiosity and becomes a flywheel of desire for knowledge.   

It was at my second university (the first was University of Maryland, Munich Campus) the University of 

North Carolina at Wilmington, that I met one of the most important people in my life. When I first met W. Terry 
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Rogers, I felt as if I was meeting a latter-day Bohemian Beatnik who had forgotten to shave for several years.  His 

iron-grey beard was full and covered his face like a hibernating raccoon. He had laugh lines around his eyes and 

an evil glint in his eyes that belied his intellect and Merlin-like quality. His clothes reflected a ñwhatever came 

out of the dryer firstò look and his socks were in defiant rebellion of matching. In casual conversation I found out 

he was my faculty advisor and I thought that this was someone that I need to get to know.  

Over the next 3 years Terry taught me in depth about Dramaturgy, Film and Stage theory, analysis of each 

function of both Theater and Film technical fields in mind bending details. We studied and discussed all aspects 

of the artistôs vision and if it was successful and why. Especially the WHY! None of my answers seemed correct, 

I was always being challenged to come up with better arguments in defense of my position.  When I presented 

my work, I received annoyingly accurate and detailed feedback on why I hadnôt hit the mark which made me 

regroup, dig down, and improve my analyses.  

I felt those 3 years were among the most mentally challenging and the most rewarding because together we 

found the answers to many questions as well as give me the mental tools to develop an aesthetic towards the arts 

and craftsmanship. We did develop a close friendship and after graduation I stayed in contact with him and at 

times we would get together and discuss plays, films, criticism, etc. I also still read my schoolbooks and bought 

more books to continue to supplement the things he had taught me. He allowed me to read his doctoral dissertation 

which only confirmed what I already knew, which was that his theories about theater and film could stand on their 

own with contemporary theoreticians.   

One of the last times we spoke I was commenting on the content of a book called Myth and Tragedy in 

Ancient Greece.  We discussed it at length and at the end of the conversation he said, ñHow long has it been since 

you were a student in my classes?ò  I answered, ñAbout 25 years.ò  He said, ñIôm very proud of you and very glad 

to see youôre still studying the art.ò  His comment stunned me and I stammered out a thanks.   

Afterwards, thinking about what he said, I thought I had given him a gift that teachers may often wish for but 

rarely get. I acknowledged his impact on my life for the better and he was complimented that I retained what he 

taught me and in some, way, was carrying on what he taught.   

The impulse to learn is perpetual. 

Itôs why I believe people form collections and suddenly pursue careers theyôve never been associated with 

before.  Itôs because they want to learn about things that strike them as interesting and they feel a need to improve.  

Learning is the optimal means for people to improve themselves and those that feel that urge need not be limited 

by any barriers that we impose upon ourselves.   

 

 

Paul is a Certified Specialist of Spirits with the Society of Wine Educators. He was born into a 

military family that encouraged education and a curiosity about the world around them. He 

became interested in whisky distillation at age 8 when he sneaked a taste of his father's bourbon 

and enjoyed the flavor.  He spent 5 1/2 years in Europe on military bases, learning about how 

beverages are produced as well as how to appreciate the craft that created them. 

 

From John 2:1-11 New International Version 

 
6 Nearby stood six stone water jars, the kind used by the Jews for ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty 

to thirty gallons. 7 Jesus said to the servants, ñFill the jars with waterò; so they filled them to the brim. 8 Then 

he told them, ñNow draw some out and take it to the master of the banquet.ò They did so, 9 and the master of 

the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into wine. He did not realize where it had come from, though 

the servants who had drawn the water knew.  
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                                                                                                                          (J.P. Garner) 

 

A SLICE OF LIFE: THE GIRL IN THE RED HAT 
by 

 J.P. Garner 

High Desert 

 

It was her red hat that caught my eye. It jumped out at me from all the plainness behind her. She had nothing else 

except a red bag and a sign that read ñIôm pregnant and hungry.ò The sign didnôt astonish me as much as her age 

did. She looked so young to be alone and on the streets.  

My friend, Danny, was with me. We were on our way to the Commissary at the Marine base. We had stopped 

on Main Street at the light on Mountain View, where she was standing at the corner, waiting, it appeared, to cross 

the street. In an instant my heart was broken. I rolled the passenger side window down and asked her to meet us 

at the Del Taco where I do my morning prayers. It was a short distance from the intersection.  

When I went to the drive-thru, I purchased a grilled chicken burrito, a large fry, a large Coke, a water, and a 

slice of carrot cake. She was seated on the curb at the exit and I gave it to her. She was so grateful she started 

crying. I did as well. I couldnôt help it. It hurt that I had so much and she so little. I gave her all of my money, and 

then I went and parked where I could watch her without her seeing me. I called the police.  

I explained to the dispatcher that it wasnôt an emergency but a young girl was in distress and needed help. I 

didnôt know who else to call. She understood and said sheôd send an officer to the Del Taco. As I waited, the 

officer called me and I explained the situation to him. He sounded young too. I hoped I had done the right thing.  

 But I cried again. I cry too much anymore. It is perhaps my age. I cry when I look upon photos of my great 

grandson. But they are tears of joy. That which I shed that morning came from sadness and despair. Anger, too, 

that we live in a country with so much that so many have so little . . . or nothing. Growing oldðdamn it!ðis 

getting to be too much.  

And yet, I hope we will all be so lucky . . . and so willing to do the right thing. 
 

 

J.P. Garner is a retired veteran and high school football coach who has written two books about 

the game he loves and Book One of a romantic trilogy entitled, That Comeback Season. He 

routinely writes for the Pulse newspaper and once wrote, engineered, and narrated a two-hour 

radio documentary for NPR St. Louis (KWMU-FM 93) about the plight of Vietnam veterans 

returning home entitled, ñA Coming of Age.ò  
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LONG BEACH AQUARIUM 

Scene 14 ï Sea Horse 
 

 
                                                                                                                                          (J.P. Garner) 
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A GAME OF CHANCE 
by 

Michael Raff 

High Desert 

 

My great-granddaddy, Billy ñTexò Stockwell, was a whopping ninety-six years old when he galloped off into the 

sunset. He was wearing his boots at the time, not to mention a wily grin on his face. He lived to see John F. 

Kennedy become president and the dawn of the space program. For him to survive to such a ripe old age is 

especially amazing considering he smoked cheap cigars and hand-rolled cigarettes, chewed tobacco, drank rotgut 

whiskey, ate red meat, gambled obsessively, and, even when he had to get around with a pair of walking canes, 

chased after the ladies. I don't know why he was nicknamed ñTex,ò because he was born and raised in Colorado. 

But I consider myself lucky to have been related to him, even if he was a shifty old rascal.  

Tex was born in June of 1870, and from that day on, he embarked upon a lifetime of the most outrageous, 

tallest tales a great-granddaddy could ever imagine. As a matter of fact, I must have heard the majority of his 

stories six or seven times. They aged like fine wine, becoming even more grandiose as the years rolled by. 
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According to Tex, he saved this wonderful country at least three times, swam the length of the Mississippi, and 

rubbed elbows with everyone from the likes of the Dalton Gang to the charismatic Rough Rider himself, Teddy 

Roosevelt. Of course, no one in our family ever believed a word he said, except for an impressionable young boy, 

namely, yours truly.  

My great-granddaddyôs most convincing yarn, however, remained highly consistent over the years, which 

was indeed a rarity. It was about a lowdown, underhanded, rip-roaring poker game, and thanks to the internet, 

Iôve done considerable research and canôt find a single concept to refute it. 

The year was 1884, and Tex was fourteen years old, living with his folks in the mining community of 

Leadville, Colorado, which, oddly enough, was a silver mining town. My great-granddaddy was never keen on 

education and spent his formative years hanging around in all types of undesirable locales, such as gambling 

houses, brothels, and gin joints. ñRedò Conway, the owner of the Buck-Eyed Saloon, took a shining to young Tex 

and hired him to clean out the spittoons, sweep and scrub the floors, and a mixture of other, less-glamorous chores. 

According to Great-granddaddy, this particular saloon saw more than its share of seedy characters, including 

bushwhackers, rustlers, train robbers, and even, by golly, tax collectors. There was a trio of no-goods that Red, 

for some undetermined reason, put up with. Bud ñSwindlerò Jones, a crossed-eyed, illiterate hooligan, was the 

leader of the trio, if you can imagine that. Then there were his two cohorts: Lewis ñAceò Gunnison, a nervous, 

two-bit half-wit who could never appreciate the value of a hot bath, and a gargantuan hombre who was simply 

known as ñthe Swedeò because his last name was about thirty syllables too long. 

Well, these three so-called desperados fancied themselves as card sharks. In all actuality, they were rank 

amateurs, hopelessly incompetent, and the biggest buffoons that ever fell off a mule and landed on a cactus. As 

Tex liked to say, ñIt was a downright miracle they never got a load of buckshot in their hind ends.ò 

This down-on-their-luck gang hung out at the Buck-Eyed Saloon, hoping that some poor slob who knew nothing 

about poker would drop all kinds of money into their laps. Then, one dark and rainy afternoon, the trio finally 

stumbled upon their pot of gold or, as they often called it, their ñlittle fish.ò 

Iôm not sure how Swindler found the gent, but he looked to be an easy enough mark. He was of average 

height but scrawny, with a well-kept mustache and, judging by his fashionable attire, from somewhere back East. 

What they called ña civilized fishò or, sometimes, even a ñtin horn.ò The gent claimed he didnôt know anything 

about poker but was willing to give it a go. The trio darn near had conniption fits right then and there.  

Over some cheap cigars and even cheaper whiskey, they sat the stranger down and ñlearnedò him the game 

to end all gamesˈfive card stud. They even let him win the first few hands at a measly two bucks a throw. 

Incredibly, the stranger never took his eyes off his cards. Even my great-granddaddy couldnôt believe it. Ace 

would wink and the Swede would fold, or Swindler would tug his earlobe and Ace would ante up. The stranger 

never seemed to notice a thing. So the Swede would win one hand, then either Ace or Swindler would win the 

next. The stakes kept growing, and pretty soon the three so-called card sharks had a hefty pile of chips amongst 

them. 

Swindler kept the conversation going, which was in all probability just another one of his ploys to distract 

the stranger. The assorted topics ranged from the local silver mines to the ever-expanding railroads and, naturally, 

to the finest brothels in the glorious state of Colorado. The stranger hardly said a word. He just nodded and 

responded when he had to. In fact, sometimes, he barely seemed to be breathing.  

Tex watched the entire game. He would walk by their table on the pretense of sweeping the floor. He even 

stood behind the stranger for a full minute, and the man never seemed to notice. Trying not to break down with 

laughter, Swindler, Ace, and the Swede were all bursting at the seams. 

After a few more shots of whiskey, Swindler at long last noticed that the stranger spoke with a Southern 

accent. Probably more out of curiosity than anything, he inquired where the man had come from. 



43 

 

Still keeping his eyes fixed on his cards, the gent replied, ñI was born and raised in the sovereign state of 

Georgia.ò 

With the pot rising to an obscene amount, Swindler kept trying to distract the stranger even further by asking 

him what his name might be. The man sighed, reached down to his holster, pulled out a shiny Colt .45, and placed 

it on the table. Then, finally, he looked away from his cards and gazed at each of them in a hard, icy manner that 

would make the most hellbent rattlesnake jump out of its skin. 

ñJohn Henryôs my name, but people call me Doc, Doc Holliday.ò 

Well, Tex claimed it got so god-awful quiet you could hear a mouse fart from all the way across the street. 

The looks on the trioôs faces were the makings of yet another tall tale. Swindlerôs jaw dropped open, the Swede 

nearly fainted, and Ace had something dripping out from the ankles of his dungarees. Needless to say, the 

remainder of the hands went to the stranger. Whenever one of the three tried to quit, all Doc had to do was to look 

his way, and the poor chump sat back down.  

Before long, the trio had lost everything. Swindler even had to wager up his boots, pocket watch, and gold 

tooth as collateral. Considering the stranger was a dentist, it was a lucky thing Swindler came up with the cash. 

Tex estimated that the gang lost over five hundred dollars, mere pocket change for the notorious Doc Holliday. I 

guess you could say that the ñlittle fishò munched up three card sharks for lunch that day. Afterwards, Holliday 

didnôt even offer to buy them a drink. 

Of course, I would like to think that this little saga was authentic right down to the mouse fart, but considering 

the source, I canôt really say. Like I mentioned, I conducted my own investigation by means of the internet, and 

Doc Holliday was indeed living in and around Leadville during that time. To his dying day, Great-granddaddy 

swore that every word of his ñgame of chanceò story was entirely factual. He even pledged it on a Bible, which, 

I have to admit, meant no more than a lick to him. Then again, he also swore that he once courted Annie Oakley. 

After Texôs funeral, I was rummaging through his belongings and, much to my surprise, came across an old, brass 

spittoon. Engraved on its rusty bottom was the faded inscription, ñProperty of the Buck-Eyed Saloon, Leadville, 

Colorado.ò  

Iôm sorry to say that my great-granddaddyôs lifelong pursuit to be buried at the infamous Boot Hill graveyard 

was soundly rebuffed, and now for all eternity, he resides at Shady Hills Cemetery, Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

Beneath an old, sprawling cottonwood tree, his weathered tombstone reads, ñWilliam ñTexò Stockwell, 1870-

1966, End of an Era.ò 

 

 

Michael Raff fell in love with writing at the age of thirteen. After publishing his romantic memoir,  

he completed four horror anthologies, a non-horror anthology, three horror novels and recently 

published his memoir, Surviving My Career As A Psychiatric Technician. Michael co-founded 

Nevermore Enterprises and has been active in the High Desert Branch of the California Writers 

Club since 2011. 
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Read, read, read. Read everything ï trash, classics, good and bad, and see how they do it. Just 

like a carpenter who works as an apprentice and studies the master. Read! You'll absorb it. Then 

write. If it's good, you'll find out. If it's not, throw it out of the window.' ï William Faulkner 
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HOMERôS BEST SELLER 

by  

Wanda Sue Parrott 

Central Coast 

 

Part I 

 

After Pollyanna and Andrew Wilson left home, weeds took over the fertile bottoms where crops had once been 

raised. They snaked onto the cabinôs porch, then crawled up the chimney and curled around window panes. And 

darkness replaced the light.  

By the time Sarah died, Homerôs mind was flipping. He propped her up in the wood rocker on the porch and 

talked for years as if she were alive. ñThe kids ainôt been back in years. Donôt yet know youôre gone, Sarie. But 

theyôll come home and find it outéò Sarahôs flesh had withered like an apple core, and vines crowned the cabinôs 

roof. Only the door, like a gaping mouth, opened into the dark interior; roots and twisted stalks covered the 

windows. ñYou wouldnôt recognize the old home place, Sarieéò He reminisced, remembering his red-haired Irish 

wife who had so feared winding up in the poor farm, she was forever laying away stores.   

ñYour vittles fed me for three years,ò he said to the mummified corpse. ñBald Mountainôs reclaimed the little 

plot we called Ozarks Eden.ò 

 Her sharp Irish tongue responded as a hiss in Homerôs memory, ñYar dang laziness let it happen, Homie. Ya 

warked the kids to death so ya could dream about creating a best selleréò 

ñYou knew I was a writer when you married me.ò 
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ñAh, sure. And ya promised me poetry.ò 

 ñWe got a slice of Eden. Ainôt that poetry?ò 

   ñSure. Poetry spelled with a V is Poverty.ò 

 ñSarie, donôt git yer Irish up. . .ò 

 ñWe shoulda stayed in New Yark. Now look at what ya delivered.ò 

 

*  *  * 

 

Mountain lions, skunks and wild turkeys had moved in close, and a thicket of wild blackberries grew over the 

path leading away from the hollow. When Homer took sick with sentiment, he relived the night he watched from 

behind a tree as Sarah marched their son and daughter down the path when she thought he was asleep, her finger 

waving like a willow witch wand. ñGit! You kids, git while ya got the gittinô of God in ya. Git book larninô first. 

Then git money. Donôt come back till ya do.ò 

Homer was pretending to be asleep when Sarah climbed in bed, sniffling like she had a summer cold. He lay 

awake all night. When the children never returned from their visit to Sarahôs brother, Homer fell victim to writerôs 

block. His notebooks moldered and paper mites ate his poems. Sarah used Homerôs papers as kindling for the 

wood-burning stove. 

 At times, anger rose like heat inside his withered old body, and his rheumy blue eyes flashed, as Homer 

cursed his secret resentment. ñWitch woman! You drove our own kids away!ò 

 Homer thought he heard Sarahôs response, ñTheyôll be back. Someday.ò 

 ñWhen?ò 

 ñWhen the timeôs right. Ya mark me word, Homie.ò 

 ñMy timeôs running out. Iôll be joining you soon, Sarah,ò Homer said to the withered bag of bones with 

thinning wisps of penny-colored curls. She opened one blue eye and stared at him. 

 ñAnd just when do ya suppose I can expect ya at the pearly gates?ò 

 ñIôm praying for deliverance now.ò   

 It was true. As the sun set early in the low valley on peach-toned afternoons, Homer sometimes glimpsed  

Jesus arising from the mauve shadows where Sarahôs mummy was sitting. ñLord, Iôm offering my hand. Take it.ò 

The bony fingers that rejected Homerôs grasp brought him back to reality, and he listened to the sounds moving 

closer and surrounding him. ñGodôs coming, Sarie. Heôs just slow getting here.ò 

 

*  *  * 

 

Toward dusk of a Thursday in October, soft thrums answered Homerôs prayerful mutterings. ñTurkey season,ò 

Homer remembered. ñRun outa shotgun shells years back.ò Cupping his good ear with his hand, Homer listened 

to putts and clucks in the woods. The air itself was throbbing with churrs, and the chirts of hens were like voices 

he felt compelled to answer. ñNo, I donôt walk to town for my meals. No, I donôt miss having people around me.  

Yes, I get along fine.ò 

 ñLiar,ò Sarahôs mummy said. ñYar a bag of bones.ò 

 ñWhen all the vittles run out, I took to eating wild berries, then roots and leaves.ò 

 ñA real man needs meat and potatoes.ò 

 The sounds from the woods added, ñAnd blood.ò 

 

*  *  * 
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When an early snow fell, Homer moved Sarah indoors, feeling his way through the one-room cabin the size of 

the fourth-floor walk-up the newlyweds left when they fled New York after Homerôs draft notice came. Heôd 

burned it as she watched. ñWhy die when I can create best sellers? Come with me?ò They hitchhiked to the Ozarks 

a week before D-Day. The billed cap Homer had worn as a subway conductor now hung from a nail above the 

bedpost. Homer tugged and pushed Sarahôs body onto the mattress beneath it, tucking her tightly against a chink 

in the wall through which frigid air was flowing. He pulled the cap around her withered ears, tenderly tucking the 

straggly straw-stiff strands of hair inside it. Homer kissed his wife, rolled up in their threadbare patchwork quilts, 

and mumbled words heôd stolen from Shakespeare to win the Irish maidenôs love.   

ñGood night, sweet princess. May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.ò Then he waited. 

 As he fell toward sleep, she giggled, ñPoet, my eye. Yar nothinô but a barn liar and cheat, Homer Wilson.ò 

 In the dimming shadow of sleep, Homer saw Sarah come alive again--young, luminous and smiling. He 

became again the pending poet, composing mental masterpieces that never ended happily. 

 Come and hibernate with me, my blushing bride, my Sarie.   

 And if our kids donôt come in time, these vines we two will bury. 

 The nearness of Homerôs sudden snore snapped Sarahôs nub-like nose. He was unconscious when her nostrils 

flaked onto the pillow where his mouth was a gaping black maw. He inhaled Sarahôs magical dust. It caused his 

skin to glow. Homer was incubating. 

                                                                       

Part II 

 

Homer awakened a time traveler, pausing in the past as he dreamed again his aimless stride along Fifth Avenue, 

trying to ignore the parade of proud uniformed G.I.s home on leave from the war.  Homer shrugged his shoulders 

around his chin, as if to become invisible. But accusative eyes probed: Why aren't you in military uniform? Why 

aren't you willing to die for your country? How'd you avoid the draft? 

 ñI didn't manage to avoid being drafted,ò Homer lied. ñThe army rejected me. Classified me 4-F.ò 

 A lilting voice laughed. ñYar either talkin' to yarself or yar talkin' to me? Which is it?ò 

Homer spotted her mass of red curls. She was standing in front of Macy's, an open shoebox on the sidewalk. She 

broke into a soft-shoe jig as she hummed The Irish Washerwoman. Homer pitched a dime onto the coins in the 

box. She tapped his arm. ñI'm new to America. Please tell me what people mean by 4-F.ò 

 ñFlat-flat-flat footed,ò Homer guessed. ñI can't march. . .ò   

 ñBut can ya dance?ò 

 ñNo. . .ò 

 ñSure ya can. See!ò She took Homer's hand and pumped his arm. ñSway sideways and let yar feet follow.ò   

 His body moved back and forth. His feet stayed put. Her rhythm filled Homer with something he'd never 

known before.  His voice squeaked, ñAre you a professional dancer?ò 

 ñNot yet. Me brother Liamðhe took me in from Irelandðhelped me find a job.ò 

 ñDoing what?ò 

 ñScrubbin' toilets. What's yar work?ò 

 The lie just popped out. ñI'm . . . uh . . . a writer.ò 

 ñWhatta ya write?ò 

 ñPoems.ò 

 Yar published?ò 

 ñ I'm aspiring. . .ò 
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 ñLike me favorite? Willy. . .ò 

 ñWho?ò 

 ñBill Shakespeare. Ya wouldn't be fibbin' me now, would ya?ò 

 ñWhy?ò 

 ñYar face is red.ò 

 ñSo is your hair.ò 

 She giggled. ñThat's why I was driven outa Ireland. Haven't ya heard the story about us Irish redheads?ò 

 ñSorry, I haven't.ò 

 She said, ñWe're supposed to be . . .ò She whispered a word Homer couldn't quite make out. It started with 

the letter ñwò and ended in ñch.ò 

 ñYou're a witch?ò 

 She giggled again. ñI said wench.ò 

 ñWhat's the difference?ò 

 Her green-eyes danced. ñI'll teach ya if yar interested.ò 

 Homer's brown eyes crinkled into a smile that faded as his flashback ended. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Hunger pangs gripped Homer's belly. He sat up, stretched, opened his mouth to expel gas, and all but one of his 

remaining teeth fell out. The canine tooth was long, hollow and rooted like a kudzu vine. Homer sucked the tooth, 

forcing air through its cavity. It whistled. Then it tooted. 

 He turned toward his companion. Dust motes danced in morning beams streaming through cracks in the wall, 

illuminating the triangle where Sarah's nose had been. ñHow'd you do that trick?ò 

 Her response was barely perceptible. ñYa know how.ò 

 ñYou're the color of old saddle leather, and skinny like one of Hitlerôs starving Jews . . . Wench, wait here. 

I'll fetch lunch.ò He propped Sarah in her rocker, then scanned the woods. He spotted Andy and Polly down by 

the fence, but they vanished when Homer lumbered toward the trees, tooting his tooth. A hen turkey answered.  

He practiced trilling. He blew a few putts and clucks, adding several whistles. Homer squatted behind a tree and 

played his new-found instrument like a rapt piccolo player practicing scales. 

 When a curious tom strutted into the clearing, Homer's hand shot out and snatched it by the neck. ñFlat 

footed's one thing, but my fast hand's an óFô they never gave me credit for,ò he grinned, staring into the flabber-

gasted fowl's face. ñAnother F's for fun. Ready for the thrill of your stupid life?ò 

 Homer laughed and swung the turkey round and round overhead, shouting, ñLike this dance? You stupid, 

stupid, stupid... ò 

 The tom's neck snapped, its body flew free, ran in circles, and flopped near the blackberry patch. Homer 

dragged it by the wattles across twigs and pebbles. His tooth trilled like a traveling troubadour as Homer pressed 

the glassy-eyed bird's head into Sarah's palm. ñA gift, sweet princess.ò One of Sarah's thumbs fell off. 

 Then he heard sounds in the woods, subtle, like a church choir singing in sotto voce, the unmistakable murmur 

of gobblers gossiping in turkey talk. The back of Homer's neck prickled. Instead of gathering firewood, hauling 

water from the creek and setting the kettle to boiling while he plucked the turkey's feathers, Homer followed his 

instincts. He tasted the fresh blood coagulating on the bird's neck. It was lukewarm, salty, and its aroma tingled 

Homer's tongue. The words that came from his mouth were thick, passionate. 

 ñLet's cast a witching spell to bring our kids home!ò 

  He smeared a glob of blood over Sarah's parched lips, lifted the turkey, and sucked from the bird's neck like 
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a drunkard draining a flacon of wine. Then, removing the conductor's cap from Sarah's body and pulling it over 

his sparse white hair, Homer cut the bird into pieces with his old rusty hunting knife. Spitting out feathers, he 

devoured both legs and a wing raw. He salted the remains and hung it over the porch rail to dry. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Next morning the meat was gone. Sarah had also disappeared. Homer followed mountain lion tracks to the 

blackberry patch, where Sarah lay minus the turkey head and hand that had held it.  Homer lifted her by a sleeve, 

brushed her off, and propped her against the sagging fence his son and daughter had been erecting when Sarah 

forced them to leave Eden.   

 Homerôs mind time-traveled to that afternoon. 

 Sarah was unfolding a letter from her brother Liam in New York and reading it to the family. ñDear Sarah: 

Well, the U.S. finally elected its first Catholic president,ò she read by the light of their oil lantern. ñHe's a fine 

young Irish American senator named John Fitzgerald Kennedy . . . he's a Democrat. . .ò 

 Andy interrupted. ñIf you'd get electricity, Dad, we could have heard that news on the radio three weeks ago.ò    

 ñOr television,ò Polly said. 

 ñCarrier pigeons are faster than the U.S. Mailéò Andy pouted. 

 ñWere. Theyôre extinct.ò Polly rebutted. 

 ñSays who?ò 

 ñI read about them in the school library, stupid.ò     

 ñShush!ò  Homer demanded.  ñShow some respect for your mother.ò 

 Sarah continued reading the letter about the president-elect's wife Jackie and children Caroline and John-

John.  ñHis father was a different story. He made the family fortune by running bootleg whiskey from illegal stills 

in your neck of the woods.  By the time prohibition ended, the hillbillies had made him a very rich man.ò Sarah 

paused.  ñHomer Wilson, when was prohibition?ò 

 ñThe 1920s and 1930séò 

 ñAnd what exactly are hillbillies?ò 

 Andy and Polly shouted in unison, ñWe are!ò 

 ñWhy?ò Sarah asked. 

 ñBecause the rest of the world is laughing at people like us,ò Andy erupted. 

 Polly added, ñThey think we're ignorant white hicks.ò 

 Sarah wagged her finger at Homer.  ñProve to the kids theyôre wrong.ò 

 ñHow?ò Homer asked. 

 Andy said, ñTell us today's date.ò 

 When Homer couldnôt answer, Sarah witched him with a spell he couldnôt shake. That night, the children  

departed on foot from the very spot where he now stood with Sarah's dehydrated remains.ñBerries'll soon be ripe,ò 

he said. ñYou know how the kids love 'em right off the vine, but the crows'll get them unless. . . ñ Homer snapped 

his fingers and tooted his tooth. ñUnless, you witch óem away!ò 

  Homer felt a surge of energy. He dug a hole deep enough to hold his handmade plank cross upright in a 

windstorm, and he lashed Sarah's body to it with old clothesline rope. He trudged back to the cabin and returned 

with her yellow polka dot sunbonnet and plaid apron, which he secured with double knots. A soft breeze whipped 

the hem of Sarah's orange flowered skirt. A flock of crows cawed at the scarecrow.  

 Homer expected that Jesus would take his wife's place, but Sarah remained in full view. Swaying. Bending.  

Almost like dancing an Irish jig on air. 



49 

 

 Homer was so moved, he cried out, ñDarling, I know what the 4-Fs mean! Flat-footed, fast, funny and fool-

ish.ò   

 Sarah's voice answered softly as it faded into silence: 

 ñ I'm sorry ya stole another poet's poem, 

 For the price ya paid was the loss of yar own. . .ò 

 

Part III 

 

The more Homer tooted his own tooth, the longer it grew.  By the time his fang resembled a walrus tusk, he had 

mastered turkey chat so well he could seduce both toms and hens. He laughed and told each victim, ñYou're even 

stupider than me.ò     

 From the corner of the porch, Homer performed spell-casting sonics. Mating calls resounded through Bald 

Mountain's natural-amphitheater bowl, where his audience responded from secret hiding spots. Before Homer 

slaughtered his meal of the day, their hooming was barely perceptible. While he gummed raw chunks and spat out 

gristle, the live turkeys squawked. When he tossed leftovers into the trees, and picked his tooth with tail-feathers, 

the woods filled with screeching so shrill Homer trembled.   

 The day Homer beheaded an elder male whose beard touched his talons, the din exploded into a deafening, 

shrill roar, like legendary Indians bemoaning the death of their chief.   

 ñWhat do you stupid birds want?ò 

 ñWe want you!ò  The biggest gobbler Homer had ever seen was blocking the door. Instead of red wattles, this 

bird looked like it had a black beard, and its face mocked the portrait of Jesus from Sarahôs long-disintegrated 

Catholic Book of Prayer. 

 Before Homer could move, the turkey began drumming the blood-soaked boards with one foot, and the floor 

started to ripple in waves of red, white and blue.  Old Glory! Homer saluted and fell through time into boot camp. 

 ñMarch, soldier!ò 

  ñYes, sir,ò young army recruit Homer Wilson said, trying to match his feet to the cadence count. 

 ñLeft-right, left-right, soldier. You do know your left from your right?ò 

 ñYes, sir!ò   

 ñThen prove you ain't got flat feet!ò 

 When he tried to lift his feet, he flopped backward onto the floor as hundreds of turkeys ambushed Homer, 

feasting until his bones were picked clean. Homerôs last memory was being discharged as 5-F.   

F stands for failure! 

 A crow carried Homer's tooth toward its nest, but it slipped free and fell to the foot of Sarah's cross. 

                                                                        

Part IV 

 

The balding man in a business suit followed the red-haired professor in the NYU sweatshirt down Bald Mountain 

on foot. ñThe Internet has created a lucrative international folk art market. If we find any Ozarks artifacts I can 

reproduce cheaply, we can make big money, Sis.ò 

 ñDo you see our cabin, Andy.ò 

 ñNo, but, thereôs the fence we were building when we went to live with Uncle Liam thirty years ago.ò 

 Polly spotted the shriveled scarecrow and pointed with delight. ñAndy! Weôll make Halloween broomstick 

witches!ò She tucked Sarah's remains under her shirt. ñI wonder where mom and dad are buried.ò 
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 Andrew shrugged and lifted a hollow ivory cone from the ground. ñThis looks like a whistle,ò he said, blow-

ing into it.  A turkey answered the shrill toot. 

 Andrew blew again. Three turkeys responded. 

 He held his breath and blasted one loud, long note. The woods came alive with a cappella choral sounds. 

Turkeys were joined by frogs and crickets, birds and bees. 

 Andrew waved the yellowed tooth over his head. ñEureka, weôve found it!ò 

 ñWhat do you mean, it?ò 

 ñOur deliverance into wealth, Sis.ò 

 Polly stroked Homerôs hollow fang. ñThis thing looks like an expensive antique. . . ñ 

ñLike ivory. . . ñ 

ñMore like rare enameléò 

ñOr topaz-colored marble. Probably too expensive...ò 

ñThe Chinese market can produce anythingéò 

ñAnd it is cheap.ò 

 A breeze like an Irish zephyr whistled, ñSure and begorrahé ò 

To which Polly and Andy responded in tandem, ñWeôll label it Wilsonôs Wild Witcher.ò 

 

Part V 

 

Six months later, Homer Wilson became the anonymous posthumous creator of the worldôs first Best Selling 

cheap plastic turkey call. 
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HAIL MARY 

 

Arc of leather, dizzy brown, 

Spinning tightly, round and round,  

Curving earthward, downward bound, 

To upstretched hand, or plush, green ground. 

Eyes turned upward, and spellbound, 

Await the outcome, without a sound. 

 

J.P. Garner 

                                                                         (Soonersports) 
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                                                                                                                                                  (Alan Bardsley) 

 

THE 300 SAVAGE 

by 

Alan Bardsley 

Orange County 

 

It was cold in the bedroom of his grandparentsô house. The chill of the October night seeped inside through the 

cracks in the tar-papered walls, overtaking the lingering warmth of the day. Adam lay wide-awake under piles of 

ancient quilts. He stared at the shadows on the water-stained ceiling. It was getting late. 

Adam heard a truck on the gravel outside. He heaved back the covers and ran to the window to see if it was 

them. He watched until the headlights became taillights. The truck passed the house and continued on the country 

road towards the four-lane, probably hunters getting in late from Denver. 

The only thing he could see now was the lamp on the tall wooden pole at the edge of his grandparentôs drive. 

It was an icy blue gem against the black velvet night. The light created an eternal full moon over the tiny house. 

Adam turned from the window and began searching the room. Where could they put something that size? It was 

impossible to hide anything from a curious 12-year-old boy. He reached under the bed as far as he could stretch 

and swept the dusty floor in an arc with his arm. There was nothing there but the same old Sears and ñMonkey 

Wardsò mail-order catalogues. So, he went to the closet and in the dim-light felt around for something new. There 

it was, right away, wrapped in an old Indian blanket and leaning against the wall just inside the door. There it 

was. 
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Adam took the long blanket-wrapped package in both hands and carried it to the dresser. He set it down and 

carefully peeled back its covers. Revealed, the roomôs pale light converged on the thing producing a glint that 

seemed to give the inanimate object life. Adam stared at its sculpted beauty. He ran his fingers down the cool 

smooth steel and across the hand-carved wood. This was his fatherôs rifle, the 300 Savage. 

Every fall his father returned to the mountains where he was raised to go deer hunting with Adamôs grandpa. 

Settled, now, in a suburban grid, the need to hunt was gone, but the ritual remained. His father had taken Adamôs 

older brother, Ron, for the past three seasons, but this year Adam was allowed to join the men.  

Adam studied the etching on the smooth flat facing of the gun. So perfect, so precise, so powerful. He picked 

it up and felt its weight in his hands. Then he put the rifle to his shoulder and aimed out the window to the 

lamplight. The trick to shooting was to level the metal point at the tip of the barrel down into the notch of the 

sight at the other end and to squeeze the trigger, that much, he knew. He practiced lining up the imagined shot, 

his finger well away from the trigger. How deep in the sight was too deep? 

Just then, another truckôs headlights came into sight. It turned off the road and into the drive. His father and 

Grandpa were home. Adam hurried to wrap the rifle up in the blanket. They were talking loudly as they parked 

the truck and got out.  

ñOh, jeez,ò Adam thought, ñthe barrel is sticking out the top.ò  He couldnôt leave it like that. Dad and Grandpa 

were at the small porch when Grandpa stopped.  

 ñDo your business out here,ò he said. He sounded strange, talking loud making every word a declaration. ñI 

donôt wanna run the pump.ò He started to relieve himself in the bushes.  

 ñYou sure, Daddy?ò Adamôs father asked.  

ñThe place is mine, I can piss where I want,ò was the answer. 

Adamôs father stood next to the older man and followed suit. It was a good thing for Adam, or he never would 

have gotten the gun put away in time. When the two men finished, they climbed back onto the porch, loudly 

wiped their feet and flung open the front door. A light came on inside.  

ñWhere have you two been?ò Adam heard his grandma sharply ask. 

ñGet to bed,ò grandpa gruffly replied. ñWeôre going hunting in the morning.ò    

Adam heard his dad huff out a laugh. ñNight, Ma, Night Daddy,ò Adamôs father called.  

ñHush up,ò she replied, ñOr youôll wake the boys.ò   

Adam was safely back in bed, now. The 300 Savage was back in the closet. He found it strange that his father 

still called Grandpa ñDaddy.ò 

Adam pretended to be asleep as his father came in the room. He stood at the dresser and sighed, then emptied 

his pockets. He tossed his cigarettes on the night table then put his billfold on the dresser. As he pulled out his 

pocketknife and change, several of the coins fell to the floor. ñWell, shit,ò he said and continued to undress.  

His father fell into bed and jostled with the pillows. All Adam could think was how uncomfortable it was 

sharing a bed with his father. It was too close. He smelled of stale beer and cigarettes. And he was just too close. 

His father let out another long sigh and lay still.  

Finally, his dad pulled a cigarette off the night table and lit it with a snap of his Zippo. Adam watched him 

draw on the cigarette making the ember bright. Then his father pulled it away as he released a plume of smoke. 

This action was repeated over and over without variation. His eyes stared ahead without focus. Adam wondered 

what his father was thinking. 

 

*   *   * 
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The sound of an idling truck and voices on the porch woke Adam several hours later. It was still dark outside. 

Suddenly, the voices stopped, and Adam heard the truck drive off. He turned toward the door. It was half-opened. 

He could see the reflected light from the kitchen. The oil stove was going full blast and the room felt warm. At 

last, it was time. The day had finally come.  

Adam popped out of bed, pulled on his jeans and sweatshirt, and headed out of the room. There, curled up on 

grandpaôs old green Naugahyde recliner reading a True Detective magazine while absent-mindedly chewing on 

his thumbnail was Ron. He acknowledged Adam with only the slightest glance and went back to his story. ñI beat 

you up,ò he said flatly. 

Adam could hear their grandma in the kitchen, but there was no sign of anyone else. ñWhereôs dad?ò he asked.  

ñI dunno,ò Ron replied as he took a sip of coffee. ñMaybe he and grandpa already left.ò 

ñUh ïuh, shut up,ò Adam said. ñThey wouldnôt leave us here.ò   

ñBet me,ò Ron said. ñGrandpa doesnôt want to take you because youôre too fat to keep up and theyôre leaving 

me, so you wonôt be alone in the house.ò 

ñNo sir - and I wouldnôt be alone, Grandmaôs gonna be here.ò 

ñHuh, Grandma has to work at the cabins. Sheôll be cleaning over there almost all day.ò   

Doubt was beginning to creep into Adamôs mind when his grandmother walked into the room with a platter of 

bacon, eggs and biscuits. ñGrandma,ò he asked, ñWhereôs Dad?ò 

ñYour dad is loading things into the pickup so you can go hunting. You two should be out there helping,ò she 

replied as she set down the food. ñHere, eat your breakfast.ò   

Just as Adam sat down to eat, his father came into the house. He was dressed in orange coveralls. ñYou better 

get moving if youôre going hunting today. The deer ainôt gonna wait on you,ò he said. ñMa, did you fill the 

thermos?ò 

ñYes, I got your coffee ready. Now, you let the boys eat. Those deer ainôt goinô anywhere.ò   

Grandpa came in the house just behind his son. He was hunched over and moving slow. He was halfway into 

the room when he saw that Ron was in his chair. That chair was Grandpaôs throne. No one else was allowed in 

the chair when Grandpa was in the house. 

Not changing his expression, he motioned with his hands. ñUp, upò, was all he said. Ron dropped his magazine 

and scurried out of the chair so quickly that Grandpa didnôt need to wait even a second before he eased down into 

the recliner. He tucked his right hand under the waistband of his green workpants and said to his wife, ñGet me a 

glass of milk, my bellyôs acting up.ò 

ñWell, it serves you right, you old fool. Out drinking till after midnight at the Diamond J.ò 

ñGet me a glass of milk, damn it. My ulcer is acting up,ò he said. 

She muttered under her breath as she went into the kitchen.  

ñYou boys hurry up and finish,ò he said to his grandsons, ñLee, you get the guns.ò   

ñYou taking your rifle, Daddy?ò 

ñYeah, Iôm not gonna walk far, but you three might scare something to me,ò he said. 

Adam stuffed the last biscuit in his mouth and ran to join his father as he took the 300 Savage from the closet. 

Adam was afraid that his father would know the gun had been unwrapped, but nothing was said as the rifle was 

pulled from the blanket. It looked even more magnificent with the lights on. 

ñDad?ò Adam asked. ñWhen can I carry a gun?ò   

ñWell, youôre not ready, yet. You donôt know anything about guns.ò   

ñYou could teach me. Iôd be careful. How old were you when you killed your first deer?ò 

ñI donôt know. It was different then. Living up the crick thatôs all we knew. It ainôt like livinô in Denver.ò 

ñI could just take the 22 in case you needed to finish one off,ò Adam said 
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ñGet your jacket and your hunting cap and letôs get going.ò  Adamôs father turned his attention back to the rifle. 

He made certain the chamber was empty before he carried it out of the room. Adam went to his suitcase and took 

out his favorite knife. He strapped the leather scabbard on his belt, checked himself in the mirror, then ran out the 

door. 

 

*   *   * 

 

The whine of the transmission was the only sound as the old four-wheel drive truck crept up the mountain along 

the rutted dirt road and the only sight was the bouncing yellow headlights struggling to cut through the thick 

blanket of darkness.  

Adam and Ron were in the cab with Grandpa. Their father rode in back. When it was light he would stand and 

scan the horizon for deer, but for now he sat on the hard bed of the pickup with his back to the cab staring off into 

the blackness. No one spoke a word. 

Ron was curled up in a ball against the passenger door trying to sleep. Adam was wide-awake. He didnôt want 

to miss any part of this journey. It was as if they were floating on a sea of darkness. Just following the winding 

road, as it rolled out in front of them a bit at a time. They were passing through a portal. When the sun came up, 

they would be deep in a pine forest. 

ñGrandpa, whatôs the biggest deer you ever shot?ò Adam asked.  

ñHmm, I donôt know,ò he replied. ñThere used to be some big bucks in this country. I donôt know any more.ò 

ñHow old were you when you killed your first deer?ò  

ñYounger than you.ò   

ñHow old was Dad?ò 

ñLee?  Huh. I donôt remember.ò 

Suddenly, Grandpa slammed on the brakes and there was a thud at the front of the truck. Adam and Ron were 

sent flying and they both hit the dash hard. ñJesus Christ,ò Lee cried out, and scrambled to his feet to see what is 

going on.  

ñGod damn deer, they ainôt got a brain one,ò Grandpa said as he climbed out to examine the damage. ñFind 

that cigarette that dropped,ò he ordered the boys. 

Lee came out of the back, ñWhatôs the matter, Daddy?ò   

ñItôs a fawn, come outta the brush onto the road.ò 

In the cab Ron scrambled for the lit cigarette and when he found it, he started stealing puffs. Adam eased out 

of the driverôs side to see what had happened. His father and grandfather were standing over the injured fawn. 

The stunned animal began to twitch and convulse. Grandpa reached for his knife and put his knee on the young 

deerôs shoulder. 

ñHold his legs,ò Grandpa called to Lee. Adam watched motionless from behind the door as his grandpa slit the 

fawnôs throat. Life quickly emptied out of the small body. They held the animal down until they were certain the 

job was complete. Grandpa wiped the knife blade on his pants and returned it to the sheath.  

Dawn was just breaking. The deep black of night was dissolving into gradient shades of blue and the world 

was slowly becoming visible. Suddenly, Grandpa raised his head towards the ridge. ñGod damn Carters. Help me 

throw him over the bank, here,ò he called to Lee. ñTurn off those headlights,ò he ordered. 

Again, Ron was quick to respond to Grandpaôs command. Holding the cigarette in one hand he reached over 

from the passengerôs seat and turned the lights off with the other. 

Adam looked to the hillside on their right. There, drawn across the scrub oak and sage brush was a jagged line 

of hunters. In the dim light, they were visible only as dots of red and orange jackets. There must have been twenty 
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of them. The line was slowly moving down the hill. 

ñWho is it?ò Adam asked. 

ñThatôs the Carters,ò Lee replied. ñThey hunt like a damn army. Every man and boy old enough to pick up a 

gun puts on somethinô red and joins the party come huntinô season. It ainôt right if you ask me. Theyôre as bad as 

the Texans. I got no use for them.ò 

ñHow come, Dad?ò Adam asked. 

ñTheyôll shoot anything. Doesnôt matter if itôs a doe or a buck or a fawn.ò  ñLong as they get their kill, theyôre 

happy. That fawn we hit probably run onto the road trying to get away from the Carters. Thatôs why there arenôt 

no more deer around here. People like the Carterôs liked to wipe them out. Your grandpa never kills anything but 

a buck.ò 

ñOk, get back in the pickup. Letôs go,ò Grandpa said. ñI donôt want to get shot by that army on the hill and I 

sure as hell donôt want to have tô talk to them. Come on.ò   

Adam jumped in back with his dad and held on as the old truck climbed slowly up the mountain. They were 

just passed the hill full of Carters when they heard popping sounds, almost like someone had lit a string of 

firecrackers. Adamôs dad shook his head and muttered, ñDamn fools.ò 

 

*   *   * 

 

About 45 minutes later the truck pulled to a stop. Adam was overwhelmed by the landscape. There were pine 

trees, aspen groves and jagged mountain tops as far as he could see. Not a single sign of man outside the crooked 

dirt road they followed here. It was so beautiful and so ancient Adam felt he was in another world. Ron stepped 

out of the cab combing his hair. ñWhere we at,ò he asked?   

ñThis is Belly-ache Ridgeò, Grandpa said, from the driverôs seat.  

ñOh yeah,ò Ron said. ñThis is where the big bucks are.ò  With that he gave Adam a hard punch in the arm. 

ñOw,ò Adam cried. ñDadéò 

ñHush up, there wonôt be any deer for fifty miles, if you keep up that racket,ò Lee said.  

ñSorry, Dad,ò Ron said.  

ñLeeôs right, you keep it down if we wanna see any deer today,ò Grandpa said. 

ñWant me to get your rifle, Dad?ò Adam asked his father.  

 ñNo, Iôll get it, you help Ron with the canteens.ò 

When they had finished collecting the gear and loading the rifles the group gathered around the tailgate of the 

truck to devise a plan. Grandpa was giving the orders. ñLee, you and the boys walk that ridge ahead of us till it 

lets down into the bowl. Then take that bowl down the hill till it narrows into the gully with the aspen grove.ò  He 

pointed to his left to show where he meant. ñIôll take the truck down around to where the gully lets out and Iôll 

meet you there.ò  

ñAlright,ò Lee said, as he slung the strap of the 300 Savage over his shoulder. The gun looked powerful and 

magical. Except for a small moving dot of white, the deep dark blue metal of the barrel absorbed the early morning 

sun. 

ñDad, can I carry the carry the extra bullets?ò Adam asked.  

ñI got óem,ò Ron said stuffing a box of shells into his jacket pocket.  

ñLeave those here,ò Lee ordered. ñI got plenty with me.ò  ñNow, come on, letôs go.ò 

So, the father and his sons began climbing the hill toward the ridge in front of them. It was a fairly steep hike 

and Adam soon found himself panting for breath. ñStop breathing so hard,ò Ron turned around and told him.  

ñI canôt help it. Slow down.ò  



56 

 

Lee stopped. ñKeep up or weôll leave you behind. When I was your age, I could run up and down these 

mountains all day.ò   

ñIôm trying,ò Adam said.  

ñHush, now,ò Lee ordered in a low voice.  

They continued up the hill, Adam struggling all the way. Finally, they arrived at the top. The hike got easier as 

they walked along the flat ridge. Adam tried to catch his breath and to keep going. He hummed to himself to 

regulate his breathing and to take his mind off the growing pain in his side. Despite his difficulties, Adam felt on 

top of a glorious world. From this vantage point all he could see for miles was layer after layer of natural beauty. 

He felt like a mountain man or a trapper. 

When they reached the end of the ridge Adamôs father stopped and held out his hand like a traffic cop signaling 

to Ron and Adam. He stared straight ahead as he crouched down and slowly slipped the 300 Savage off his 

shoulder. Ron crept forward and asked what he saw. His father said nothing and Ron searched the landscape with 

his eyes.  

Adam crawled up and asked, ñWhat is it, Dad, a deer?ò  

ñBiggest goddamn buck Iôve ever seen,ò he answered.  

ñWhere?ò Adam whispered.  

ñThere. Way on the other side of the bowl.ò  

 ñI see it,ò Ron exclaimed.   

ñI donôt see it, Dad,ò Adam said.  

ñThere,ò he pointed across the field. Adam still did not see the buck. ñThere,ò he said and brusquely took 

Adamôs head and aimed it in the direction of the deer.  

At last, Adam saw him. He was a long way away. But, even from that distance Adam could see that the buck 

was massive with a wide rack of antlers and a thick neck to support the incredible weight. They watched the deer 

for a minute while he grazed near the top of the bowl, lifting his head at regular intervals. 

Finally, Lee reached with his finger, took the safety off his rifle, and put the stock to his shoulder. He looked 

down the sight for a long time. Then he slowly brought the rifle down. ñI canôt do it,ò he said. ñHeôs too far away.ò  

ñDad, you can get him,ò Ron said. ñI know you can.ò  

 ñAll right, now, wait. Maybe heôll come this way, and I can get a better shot,ò Lee said, not taking his eyes off 

the buck.  

Another moment passed and the buck just kept grazing near the rim of the bowl. Lee raised the rifle again. 

ñCome on, Dad, you can do it,ò Ron said. 

ñYeah, you can,ò Adam added. 

ñChrist, I donôt know,ò the father said. ñItôs gotta be a clean shot. God damn thatôs a big buck.ò 

Just then the buck started moving away from the hunters, toward the crest of the ridge. If he crossed over that 

and went into the trees, they would never see him again. Lee and the boys tensed. ñSon-of-a-bitch heôs gettinô 

away,ò Lee said, as he aimed at the 300 Savage.  

ñShoot him, Dad,ò Ron said.  

ñShoot him,ò Adam repeated.  

ñHeôs getting away,ò Ron warned. 

The gunshot happened in slow motion. Adam saw his dadôs shoulder jerk back and he saw the buck stumble 

before he heard the sharp crack of the explosion. The echo rippled down the countryside for what seemed like 

minutes. Adam could smell the burnt gunpowder hanging in the air. 

An empty brass casing whizzed to the ground as Lee quickly worked the lever on the 300 Savage putting 

another round in the chamber. The buck was running awkwardly down the bowl heading for a patch of aspen 
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trees. Lee was standing now. He shot again. ñI didnôt get him, God damn it, I didnôt get him. I should have never 

let you two talk me into shooting,ò he yelled. He started running across the basin to intersect the path that the 

buck had taken. The boys scrambled after them as quickly as they could. Adam fell several times trying to catch 

up. 

When he reached his father, Ron was already there. His dad was searching the ground frantically. Finally, he 

found what he was looking for. He touched the ground and then looked at his hand. Two of his fingers were 

covered with thick blood and a green pasty looking substance.  

ñWhat is it Dad, did you get him?ò the boys asked. ñWhat did you find?ò   

ñHeôs gut-shot,ò their father replied. ñI should have never listened to you.ò  

 They were stunned and ashamed. ñWell, what are we gonna do?ò Adam asked. 

 ñWeôre gonna find that buck,ò Lee said. ñHeôs most likely gone downhill into the trees to lay down. It looks 

like heôs shot up pretty good.ò   

Ron was poking the ground where his father had found the blood. ñGod, that green stuff is food from his 

stomach.ò   

ñShut up, now,ò Lee ordered. ñHelp look for him.ò   

They lost the trail of blood as the grass gradually gave way to pine trees. So, the hunters spread out and quietly 

searched through the patchy forest. They didnôt see anything as they continued downhill and entered a grove of 

aspen. The tall white trees stretching up to the sky with shimmering autumn leaves made the grove seem like a 

cathedral. Even the air felt different there. Adam stopped for a minute in awe. He listened to the wind rush down 

the mountain and through the trees. He watched a few small golden aspen leaves flutter down to the forest floor.  

Then Adam heard a snort. About 40 feet to his right, he saw the injured deer. The buck tried to stand when 

Adam looked at him, but the effort was too great, and he collapsed back into the underbrush. The buck was 

looking directly at Adam as his head slowly lowered to the ground. Adam started to call out, but he couldnôt make 

a sound. He just stared at the dying deer. He looked over his shoulder to see where his father and brother were. 

They were deep in the grove, still searching for their wounded prey. 

Adam didnôt know what to do. He wanted to help the buck. He wanted to yell for his father, and he wanted to 

leave. All Adam could do was stare at the magnificent beast as its life drained out of him. Just as the buck 

surrendered his body to the world a shot rang out from below. 

Adam turned and saw his father and brother hurrying through the trees down the hill. He ran as fast as he could 

to try and catch them. ñDad, wait,ò he called. ñDad!ò  But his father never slowed. Lee and Ron didnôt stop until 

they reached the clearing. Finally, Adam caught up to them. ñWhat happened?ò he asked. His father never 

answered, he just motioned with his head. 

Thatôs when Adam saw Grandpa kneeling in the tall grass.  

 ñWhere the hell you been?ò Grandpa called. ñThereôs a buck over here needs dressing out.ò  

Apparently, they had chased another buck down the ravine right to where Grandpa was waiting. Just like he 

figured they would.  

ñCome here,ò he said. ñA nice little two-point. Got him right in the head. What were those shots I heard?ò 

ñDad shot a huge buck and weôve been trying to find him,ò Ron answered.  

ñWhat?ò Grandpa asked. ñYou get a deer?ò 

ñShot him in the belly, heôs got green stuff coming out of him,ò Ron replied. 

ñAwe, the sight on this 300 ainôt worth shit,ò Lee answered. ñI gut-shot himé pretty good-sized deer. I gotta 

take this damn gun in.ò  

Grandpa looked disgusted. ñWhat did I tell you?  If you canôt make the shot, donôt take the shot, you knot 

head,ò he said.  
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ñHe was hit pretty good. We could find him. He couldnôt have gotten too far,ò Lee said. 

ñLeave him be. If heôs gut-shot and heôs been running the meatôs ruined. Leave him be,ò Grandpa ordered. 

ñGet over here and gut this two-point.ò 

The sun was well in the sky now and it was warm. Flies were already buzzing around the blood and the wet 

eyes of the dead young deer. Ron said, ñLet me use your knife,ò as he took the hunting knife from Adamôs belt. 

Adam didnôt resist.  

It didnôt take long for them to remove the organs from the deer and to bleed him out. They put the heart, liver 

and kidneys into plastic bags and scattered the rest. Lee and Ron dragged the carcass to the pickup, loaded it onto 

the bed. The body was dusty and stiff. It didnôt seem like a deer any more to Adam. It was more like a stuffed 

piece of hide with glass eyes like youôd see in a museum.  

They hunted the rest of the day slowly working their way back down the mountain. Adam stayed mostly by 

the truck while Lee and Ron trekked out into the woods. He said that he was feeling tired. Grandpa certainly 

seemed tired. He slept open mouthed in the cab of the truck while the others were away. Adam wandered around 

nearby and drew meaningless lines in the dirt with a stick.  

Finally, when they decided there were to be no more deer that day they started on the road home. About halfway 

down, their descent was halted by a flock of sheep in the road. Adam could hear the dull clang of their bells 

mingled with the sharp barks of a dog. ñWho is it Grandpa,ò Adam asked? 

ñItôs the old Greek that works for Jousphif,ò Grandpa said. ñDamn sheep run off everything else.ò 

Adam saw a dark man with a graybeard and a strange hat at the edge of the road. The man whistled, yelled to 

the dog in a language Adam couldnôt understand, and pointed across the road. Then the man started walking 

toward the stopped truck.  

The shepherd nodded a greeting of recognition to Grandpa and Grandpa returned the nod. When he reached 

the driverôs side everyone leaned in to hear what he had to say. He spoke with a thick accent. ñIôm sorry. I move 

the flock to a lower field. Sorry, you wait, okay?ò he asked. 

 ñOkay,ò Grandpa said. 

ñYou hunting, yes?ò 

ñWell, weôre fooling around a little bit,ò Grandpa answered. ñTrying to get some meat for winter.ò 

ñThere are not deer like there used to be,ò the old shepherd said. 

ñNo,ò Grandpa said, ñToo damn many people.ò 

ñAhhh,ò the old man made a guttural sound of disgust. ñThe people, they do not care. This morning, I found a 

little deer killed and thrown in the ditch. A waste.ò  He shook his head. 

Lee spoke from the back of the truck, ñProbably Texans, either that or the damn Carters.ò 

ñSons a bitches,ò Grandpa said. ñAlright, weôll wait, and you move your sheep. Then we can all have our 

supper.ò 

The shepherd looked straight at Adam. He felt the old man could see the images of the dead fawn and the gut-

shot buck he held in his mind. Adam stopped breathing. The old shepherd looked back at Grandpa, nodded his 

head slowly and turned to walk away. He stopped for just a second to examine the grill of the pickup, then he 

yelled and waved his arm at his dog and joined the flock. 

 

*   *   * 

 

That night grandma fixed kidney stew and fried heart for dinner. Adam couldnôt eat anything. When his father 

tried to force him, Adam got sick. ñWhatôs a matter, boy?ò Grandpa asked. ñYou got buck fever?ò 

ñYou get to bed if youôre sick,ò his father said. ñYou get to bed.ò 
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So, Adam crept back to the dark room and crawled under the covers. He lay staring at the ceiling and listening 

to the clatter of dishes and muffled words from the next room. Somebody flipped on a staticky radio and then 

turned it down low.  

There in the dark, Adam thought of the aspen grove, white pillars with golden leaves holding up a crisp blue 

sky. He remembered the gentle wind, the soft earth beneath his boots and how the air smelled so fresh it almost 

took his breath away. Then, Adam felt sick again thinking about the wounded buck trying to stand as his body 

betrayed his will. Adam ached as he thought of the fawn, thrown in the ditch. 

Before long, Adamôs father came into the room. He was carrying the 300 Savage. He pulled the Indian blanket 

from the closet and carefully wrapped the rifle in it. When he was done, he placed the gun back in the closet, took 

off his shirt and pants and climbed into bed.  

He lay still for a long time. Finally, he reached for his cigarette pack and lighter. Eyes wide open he repeated 

the ritual of breathing in smoke over and over. Adam stared at the burning ember and wondered what his father 

was thinking. 

 

 

Alan Bardsley began his career as a song and dance man/actor. Thatôs when he fell in love 

with words. When he became a father, he sought a more secure profession and transitioned 

to the business side of entertainment where he has remained for the last 30 years. It is 
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VLADDY, THE EX-HIPPIE SHAKESPEAREAN ACTOR 

by 

Ken Yoder Reed 

Fremont Area Writers 

 

 

ñLadies and Gentlemen!  Iôve advertised this as a story-telling trip.  So Iôm going to give you an opportunity to 

warm up your engines.  Tell us what you did in real life before this trip to Israel. 

ñYour fellow travelers would like to know if  youôve danced with the Rockettes in Radio City Music Hall.  If 

you rode a Harley across the Trans-Canada Highway. Or worked with Secret Service guarding President Obama.  

If this whole story-telling rigmarole frightens you, Iôll make it easy.  You can embellish or even invent a story and 

let us decide how much of it is true.  You all picked up a list of your fellow travelers when you came in this 

afternoon. . . .ò 

I held up my ship-list and flapped it. 

ñMake notes on it in the column next to the personôs name so you remember them.ò  I nodded in recognition 

of the couple entering the banquet room, towing suitcases with the blue belly-band with bold white letters óFOR 

ZIONôS SAKEô identifying this couple as members of our tour group.  ñThere are a few more travelers still to 

come.ò  I addressed the incoming couple.  ñIlse there on your rightðyeeees!  That Ilse.  Sheôll give you your 

tickets. Then help yourself to the buffet.  Weôve all eaten our share of the pasta, the coleslaw, the Swedish 

meatballs.  Donôt miss the lime pie!ò 

Iôd already forgotten the name of the man now waving at me from the chair kitty-cornered in our circle of 

twenty-some, which is why I like the get-acquainted game and play it every trip.  After twenty years of tours, I 

forget peopleôs names.  I never forget a story. 

ñYouôre ready with your story?ò I quizzed the man. 
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Every detail of his six-foot-three-or-four-something proclaimed engineer.  He peered through thick lenses 

and the way he cleared his throat and bobbed his head before speaking indicated a man with a highly developed 

right brain and underdeveloped social skills. 

ñWell first, actually.ò  He hacked again and covered it by smiling.  ñWhat about the contest?  And the all-

expenses-paid trip to Israel?  Does that start now?  We know so few detailsðñ 

Several others interrupted.  ñPastor Vladdy!  Pastor Vladdy! The contest!ò 

ñIn due time,ò I said.  ñAnd not today.  We have a plane to catch at midnight.ò  I glanced at my iPhone.  ñFive 

hours from now.ò 

ñWell, then. . . ñ  The Engineer barked for the third time.  ñMy story.ò   

ñGive us your name, so people can track you.ò  I punched the travelersô list with my pen. 

ñKepler.  My company, the Scripps Institute of Oceanography in San Diego, sent me to Antarctica in 2008 to 

investigate another reported Miracle of Evolution.ò  Once the train of his story left the station he had no problem 

keeping it rolling.  ñAs it turns out, the extremely long, cold Antarctic winters have forced the Adelie penguins to 

adapt by regaining their ability to fly. Thatôs right, evolution.  Flying penguins.  I saw them do it, standing beside 

a BBC cameraman while I recorded my observations into a tape recorder for the Scripps Institute.  To keep warm, 

penguins huddle, correct?  These Adelies on King George Island have evolved a better way to survive the harsh 

winter.  They run down the ice and take flight.  Looking like feathered bumblebees.  They fly over the icebergs 

on the start of a two-thousand-mile trip to the South American rainforest, where they winter.  The BBC cameraman 

documented this phenomenon and you can see his footage posted on YouTube.  That will be me, standing right 

beside him!ò 

Kepler grinned and bobbled around in our circle.  What  to make of his silly grin? 

ñAstonishing!ò  I spoke.  ñFirst Iôve heard of penguins that fly!ò  I would of course think penguin whenever 

I looked at him from this day forward, so I scribbled onto my passenger list, next to óKeplerô, my nickname for 

him: óPenguin.ô 

A second traveler raised her hand, right on his heels.  ñMy story is different.  Iôm RosaSharon.ò 

Iôd noted her arrival with the elderly man, who walked with his unsteady hand attached to her elbow.  She 

was an Asian version of Cher Bono in her glory days, with luminous movie screen eyes in a perfectly oval, 

perfectly olive-toned face and gorgeous, glowing locks that swung with every move of her head, well below the 

shoulders and a blouse thatðGood Grief!  Theyôd boot her off the Temple Mount if she came in a blouse gapping 

like that. 

ñI worked on Oprahôs Final Season show,ò she said.  ñDid you all see the show?ò  She looked around.  No 

one indicated they had, which pretty much confirmed there is zero cross-over between those who love prophecy 

and listen to For Zionôs Sake and those who watch Oprah Winfrey.  But here she sat, the one exception. 

ñMay 25, 2011, Oprah did her final show at the United Center in Chicago.  Aretha Franklin, Tom Cruise, 

Stevie Wonder, Patti LaBelle, Will Smith.   .   .   ..  I worked a whole year in Oprahôs offices and met every one 

of those superstars over the phone.  I set up their appearances!ò 

The Babeôs (mentally, I had already named her) body language of self-confidence and easy rapport seemed 

to reinforce the veracity of her story.  Except that the elderly man, her uncle, had confided to me when he registered 

last summer his plan to bring his niece on the trip as a way to roust her out of her Hollywood air castle and into a 

real world of conflict and war that the Messiah had come to save and was coming again, and he wanted her to 

know him before that Day. 

ñMy story is more modest and wonôt make headlines like penguins that fly or Oprah.  Iôm Chris.ò  He wore 

his blonde hair army-style, in a crew cut.  He was the youth in this band of fifty and sixty-somethings (although 
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perhaps the Babe was also mid-thirties).  It was the fifty and sixty-somethings who could afford trips to the Holy 

Land and most of them had saved up money for a lifetime to make this trip. 

ñI did two tours in Iraq with the U.S. Army.ò  His short shirt sleeves fitted snugly around well-developed 

biceps and the shoulder muscles, out of sight but visibly bulging his shirt, sent a message about his regular nights 

at the gym.    

ñWe were Civil Affairs, attached to the 101st Airborne.  I missed the invasion but my unit deployed to Samarra 

in Oh-Five.  My job was to meet with tribal chiefs and sheiks to plan the rebuilding after the war but the war kept 

right on going.  The half-track I was driving hit an IED and blew up.  But, Iôm here in one piece. Praise the Lord!ò 

Chris paused.  Iôd label him as the Warrior, maybe the Wounded Warrior, because his eyes held sorrow in dar

  pools.  Unlike the first two stories, his seemed freighted with pain. 

From across the circle, the Babeôs uncle raised a clenched fist.  ñThank you for your service.ò The Warrior 

acknowledged him with a nod.. 

After what seemed a pause adequately respectful to Chrisô soul-baring, the African woman spoke.  ñAnd ours 

is a refugee story.  Iôm Abby Tesema.ò 

She and her husband were the only black faces in the group.  This surprised me.  African-Americans have 

been strong supporters of my prophecy program and of Israel. 

ñIôm from Eritrea and Tesfaiôs from Ethiopia, although his mother is Eritrean.  Because of the civil warð.ñ  

She spoke with a cute accent, which I presumed was East African.  Isnôt that where Ethiopia was?  ñBecause of 

the war, Father smuggled me out of Eritrea into Sudan when I was seventeen.  We were terrified because the 

Dergðthatôs the Communistsðand our Freedom Fighters were battling every day along the border.  If the Derg 

caught you, they shot you on the spot.  If our Freedom Fighters caught you, they sent you to camp to train as a 

soldier.  Father knew the smugglers.  They were men on camels who traveled back and forth across the 

Eritrea/Sudan border.  He trusted them to get me across safely.  We travelled nine days by camel.  I prayed six 

months, every day, for our safety.ò 

ñGod must have heard your prayers.  Here you are!ò 

ñHere we are!ò she said.  I scribbled on the side column next to her name: óThe Refugeeô. 

ñYouôll all have opportunity to tell a story,ò I said.  ñBut right now, Iôm going to tell mine.  Weôll be together 

fourteen days (and nights) and I want to set some expectations.  What will you see?  What should you look for?ò    

ñAmerica elected a president two days ago who promised to move our countryôs embassy to Jerusalem.ò  Yes, 

some hisses and some chuckles. ñ I donôt care what you think of this president.  Everyone has an opinion about 

him.  Heôll make the country great again!  Heôs a devil, or maybe the Antichrist! It could be that the only reason 

he was elected was to declare Jerusalem to be the undivided, eternal capital of Israel, which he has promised to 

do.  And our network LOXI, the League of Christians for Israel, stands one hundred percent with that decision. 

ñWhy is that?  Isaiah the Prophet, Chapter Eleven, verses eleven to twelve.ò 

I usually carry my Bible as an iPhone application but tonight I gripped my black leather hard copy, the same 

one Iôd been gifted by the Jesus Freaks forty years ago, with the cover and frontispiece hanging by a few threads 

to the book itself, so I have bound them into one piece with two broad rubber bands.  Some still donôt trust these 

omnipotent little cellphones, especially the older set.  They would rather believe something that comes out of a 

black leather cover.  I get that.  I accommodate. 

óóHe will raise a signal for the nations 

And will assemble the banished of Israel, 

And gather the dispersed of Judah 

From the four corners of the earth.ô 

ñWhat is the signal?ò  I asked.  ñThe modern state of Israel is the signal.  Never has a people suffered their 
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deliberate targeting for annihilation in what we call the Holocaust and then gathered together to form a nation.  

HeðIôm speaking about the Holy One, whom the Jews call Hashem, the Lord and Creator of our worldðis 

drawing them from the four corners of the earth.  And who is the signal for?  The nations.  The goy-im.  Us 

Gentiles.  When you see this signalðñ 

Iôm in reasonably good shape for a sixty-three-year-old.  I did a five-kilo run last fall to benefit LOXI on 

campuses.  Taking that into consideration, I lifted one foot onto the hotel chair  and flung my hand to the chair 

back, then grasped the back with the second hand and hoisted the second leg. The chair teetered, which caused 

three of the travelers to leap up, their hands extended, to steady my legs.  I was going to wave my black leather 

sword but decided at the last moment to wave something more memorable.  As I adjusted myself on top the chair, 

I peeled off my white windbreaker and waved it back and forth overhead like a NASCAR flagman.   

ñDo you see the sign, People?  Itôs a sign Yeshua HaMoshiach is soon to return.  Itôs a sign for us, the goy-

im.  Lift up praise to God for what you see happening.  After two thousand years of exile, he is restoring Israel!ò 

I jumped down, but not to sit.  Once you seize the crowdôs attention, you need to hold on tight.  So I stand 

whenever I tell my story. 

ñHow did this hippie dude (my hair down below my elbows), this guitar-playing, weed-smoking (God did 

tell Adam he could have every green herb!), Shakespeare-in-the-Park . . . .Yes!ò  I dropped to one knee and did 

my impression of Romeo. 

óBut soft, what light through yonder window breaks? 

It is the east  

And Juliet is the Sun!ô 

I was back on my feet  ñ. . . .Son of a Polish immigrant, decorated Korean War pilot.  How did this guy who 

rejected flat-out and completely the Lutheran faith of his mother and fatherðwhich I didðhow did I end up 

speaking every week about Biblical prophecy and Israel to a national radio audience of 200,000?  And running 

tours to the Holy Land? 

ñIôll tell you.  We were a travelling drama troupe, twelve hippies and three dogs, in a fifty-passenger converted 

school bus spray painted white and then graffitioed with the three witches from Macbeth, the lovers from Romeo 

and Juliet, the leering face of wicked Richard the Third.  Based out of a one-hundred-forty acre dairy farm in 

Fremont, California, where the farmer gave us free parking and a sewage and water hookup, doing summer stock 

plays under a National Endowment for the Arts grant in Golden Gate Park and travelling winters to the Central 

Valley and up into Oregon and Washington.  I was living the dream.  Smoking dope all day long.  Unfortunate for 

me, the dream turned a nightmare.  I was bored, unsatisfied and at age twenty-five I remember one miserable 

night in Oregon, in a hailstorm, asking:  Is this all there is?  Is this how Iôm going to spend the rest of my life? 

ñRight about then we started running into Jesus Freaks, it seemed one or two every week.  We were in 

Ashland, Oregon, sometime during the Oil Embargo.  A Freak knocked on our bus window.  I was sitting in a 

long queue at the gas station.  Some of you remember.  Even numbered license plates gas up on even-numbered 

days.  Odd-numbered license plates gas upon odd-numbered days.  We carried two sets of plates.  We couldnôt 

take a chance. 

ñAnyway, the Freak knocks on the driverôs window.  I pushed it open.  óHey, do you guys know the Lord?ô 

he says.  I said, óSort of.ô  I threw my long hair back like this.ò  I demonstrated a head toss large enough for 

eighteen inches of my blonde mane to travel out of my eyes and around to my back.  óCan we come in and talk?ô  

He says.  I open the door and itôs two of them, Noah and Rainbow.  I kid you not.  They plop themselves down in 

the front seat across from me.  I wasnôt leaving the driverôs chair because I had to keep nudging the bus forward 

toward the pumps and all of my mates were in the back, beyond the hanging blanket that walled off our bunks 

from the living area, doing some weed and listening to the Grateful Dead.  óOur Father has a destiny for you,ô 
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Noah says.  óHe knows every hair on your head,ô Rainbow says.  óReally?ô  I said. Doubtful about that.  I had a 

lot of hair.  I was watching to see if the cloud of cannabis sativa visibly drifting from the bunk area would drive 

them out but they didnôt seem to notice it.  He started talking about Jesus, (a topic I was not familiar with), but 

two hours later when he popped the question, I said: óWhy not?  What do I have to lose?ò  Thatôs how I got saved 

and since we were in Ashland for a week and they were too. Noah biked over every morning and gifted me with 

this very Bible, which I started reading and shortly our whole troupe was converted.  Except for the woman who 

always played Juliet opposite my Romeo.  She would have nothing to do with Jesus Talk and she and Richard the 

Third left us one night and never came back. 

ñAs it turns out, these Freaks were also from the Bay Area, where they had their own farm and church about 

ten miles from us.  They lived in what they called an óintentional communityô named Nicodemus House and they 

didnôt trade bed partners like we did, up until we got saved and cleaned up the sex and pot and music.  They 

brought us honey and fresh milk regularly and we started attending the church on their farm. 

ñ I started my studies in communications and broadcasting at S.F. State right about then and landed my first 

job as a deejay with KCBS and after that the manager sat me down one Friday night to ask: Could I host an open-

mike sports show?  Always had a gift of gab.  So I said Yes.  I got my beautiful mane chopped off and shingled.  

I got married.  Unfortunately, she divorced me but in 2013, God gave me a second chance.ò  I pointed across the 

room toward the love of my life.  ñIlse!ò She was presenting plane tickets to a large-bellied man with the classic 

Midwest farmer lookðboots with a bucking bronco tooled into the leather over each ankle, a wide belt buckle 

and a ginormous Stetson.  She glanced when I said her name and waggled her fingers at the group. 

ñA beautiful Christian girl.  I should be SOOOOO fortunate.  Do I deserve this amazing helpmeet?  Nooooo!ò  

Making sure she heard my compliments.  She waggled her fingers again. 

ñBack to 1977.  Noah and the Freaks kept on discipling us.  He led us through a study of the eight covenants 

in the Bible.  Thatôs an inspiration to contemplate, if youôve never studied them.  God is a God of covenants, 

Noah said.  óHeôs a promise-making, promise-keeping God.  Look at the Jews!  Have you seen what heôs doing?  

Heôs bringing the Jews back to the land he promised to Abraham and his descendants forever.ô   Noah would quote 

chapter and verse out of the Prophets because the Freaks just believed the literal words of the prophet would be 

fulfilled in our world before the End.  They were not anti-Israel and not anti-Semitic, like the bulk of Christendom 

for the last two thousand years.  Who only like their Jews on crosses.  And hate living Jews and the modern state 

of Israel. 

ñA couple of us got fired up by Noahôs covenant series.  We wanted to find out for ourselves what Jews 

believed so we went to some AIPAC lectures in San Francisco.  AIPAC -- the American Israel Public Affairs 

Committee.  The lobby pro-Israel in Congress.  They run educational meetings out of their ten regional offices, 

of which San Francisco was one.  I met my first Jews at one such meeting.  

ñThen Nine One OneðIôm jumping ahead a few yearsðand suddenly the whole world was asking: Who are 

the Muslims really? And some of us were also asking:  What do the prophets have to say about our times?  I was 

now hosting a Christian talk show for the Family Channel. since 1997. Pastor Killibrew, the Family Channel 

owner, approached me at an AIPAC dinner for Jew and Christian leaders in ô96 and asked Would I develop a talk-

show, call-in type, on Biblical prophecy?  Just keep it fair when you answer peopleôs questions, he said.   

ñTwo Thousand Four was a milestone year.  I already told you I met Ilse in Oh-Three.  Because of our visits 

to AIPAC, Ilse and I had become friends with Caroline Stein, the mother of one of the AIPAC rabbis and one of 

their national leaders.  Listen up!  It shows what can happen when we stop talking newspaper headlines and 

speaking knee-jerk out of prejudices we drank in with our motherôs milk and we build relationships with real, 

living Jews. We got to be friends, like family, I would say, with Caroline and her extended family. We had the 

Steins for dinner, they had us for dinner.  My boy and girl played with her two grandchildren, and so forth.  
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ñI started a program in our church, meeting together in our small social hall with a room full of maybe fifteen 

Jews and Christians, more Christian than Jew, to plan community events.  This was Pastor Killibrewôs idea for 

churches like ours.  At one such meeting our dear friend Caroline came into the meeting room and sat down very 

quietly. If you knew Caroline, this would tingle your antenna, as it did my wifeôs.  Caroline is no dormouse but 

this particular evening she came in and sat right down with her arms crossed, her eyes on the carpet.   

ñIlse asks:  óIs something wrong, Caroline?ô  And Caroline bursts into tears.  óOh my gosh, whatever 

happened, Caroline?ô óIôm so sorry,ô Caroline says.  óIôm sorry.ô  She gets up to go but Ilse gently pulls her down.  

óWhatôs wrong, Dear?ô she says.   

ñCaroline tried several times.  Finally she chokes out: óItôs the new Mel Gibson movie.  I am so concerned.  

For this to come out at this timeðó 

ñYou mean Passion of the Christ?ò  One of our travelers asked, somewhat of a dormouse herself, (She wore 

a Snoopy cap with ear flaps that were pinned up now but which she would lower like storm windows in the 

coming days, whenever a cold wind blew off the Judean hillside or down the transept of a cathedral.  For this, I 

scribbled my name for her--óSnoopy Capô.) 

ñYes, she meant The Passion.  It had not been released yet but the press was boiling over with articles and 

editorials, back and forth, about Gibsonôs movie, and Was it anti-Semitic?  Caroline took a clipping from the 

pocket of her very nice jacket.  Her generation, which is my momôs, knew how to dressðpowder-blue wool suits, 

the Katherine Hepburn look, a string of real pearls.  She prefaced reading by saying, in tears again, óAnother 

passion play at this time, when the climate is more dangerous for Jews than any time since 1939,ô she said.   

ñMy Ilse spoke up and said she had something important to say to all our Jewish friends in the room.  She 

said I want to apologize for the horrid history of Christians toward you.  Can you forgive me? It was the first I 

had ever heard a Christian ask a Jew for forgiveness for history.  Ilseôs words stung.  I had read enough already to 

know the history of the relationship between our two peoples.  It is indescribably rotten and the Holocaust is only 

the last straw.    

ñThe next day I went on the research warpath.  How bad were things, really?  We donôt know what we donôt 

know.  I have a little quiz for you.ò  This was an opportunity to trot out a litmus test Iôve used to show my tourists, 

year after year, to check how much they know or donôt know about our own history.  I pulled this one out of my 

attach® and read it to them. 

ñôSet fire to their synagogues and schools.  Take the Jewish prayer books and Talmudic scriptures away from 

them. Forbid their rabbis to teach on pain of loss of life and limbs.  Take all their cash and treasure of silver and 

gold.ô 

ñWho would you guess wrote that and before you answer, let me give you a multiple choice.  Was it: Adolf 

Hitler? 

Lincoln Rockwell, founder of the American Nazi Party? 

David Duke, Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan? 

Martin Luther? 

They were going to be a good tour groupðthey all had their hands raised.  I asked for their answers.  Most 

guessed one of the first three.  One person got it right, Tesfai Tesema, the refugee Ethiopian pastor. 

ñMartin Luther,ò he said.  Well, Tesfai was a Lutheran, I found out later, so perhaps he had dug deeper into 

this manôs history than the average person. 

ñExactly.  The great Martin Luther, hero of the Protestant Reformation.  He started out with high praise for 

the Jews as Godôs chosen people.  When they didnôt respond to his invitations to convert, he turned hostile and 

wrote that.  His seeds of hate lay fallow four hundred fifty years until a German demagogue repeated Lutherôs 

words literally and created a plan for a ófinal solution to the Jewish problemô.  Ask a thousand Jews today and 
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nine hundred fifty of them will answer óLutherô to my multiple choice.  They know.  Ask a thousand Christians 

and nine hundred fifty will guess wrong.  We donôt know what we donôt know.ò 

ñWhy do I tell you all this?  By the way, Iôm going to sit down myself right now.ò  I did so.  ñIn about twenty 

minutes the bus will be here to take us to the El Al desk in JFK.  Twelve hours from now you will disembark at 

Ben Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv.  Over the next ten days, youôll take hundreds of photos.  Youôll buy suitcases full 

of souvenirs. Itôs my prayer and hope you will also feel the heartbeat of the Jew you meet in Israel.  How many 

of you currently have a Jewish friend, at least one?ò 

As usual on these trips, only two raised a hand. 

ñTomorrow youôll all be able to say, óI have one friend who is a Jew.  Youôre going to meet Major Avi Bloom.  

Heôs a man you wonôt forget.  A Renaissance man, as they say about a man accomplished in many fields.  He and 

his friends from Chicago founded a town in the Galilee.  He bakes his own bread, brews his own beer, and heads 

up counter-terrorism for Northern Israel and goes to work every day to prevent attacks by terrorists.  Heôs also 

gentle as a St. Bernard pup thatôs just drunk a bowl of milk.  This story idea was his.  Run a contest, Avi said.  Ask 

people what they experience at the Biblical sites and ruins, the places where Jesus and the prophets walked.  What 

does it awake in you?ò 

ñIs this contest thing for real?ò the Penguin asked.  ñSomeone is really going to get a free trip out of this?ò 

ñFor the best story,ò I said. 

ñWhoôs going to be the judge of that?ò  The Penguin asked. 

ñMaybe we all get to judge.  Avi and I will weigh in too.ò 

ñIs this a story about me?  Or what Iôm experiencing when I see Israel?  Or . ..  Could you clarify?  When do 

we tell the stories?ò  This was the woman I came to label The Librarian in the coming days. 

ñYour choice,ò I said.  ñAnd when the Spirit prompts you.  Weôll have regular opportunities on the bus.  Weôll 

have time at the dining table every night.  You can do it while weôre soaking together in the Dead Sea.  You can 

do it on the Galilee Boat.ò 

ñLike the Canterbury Tales,ò the Librarian said. 

ñI donôt know Canterbury,ò I said.  ñWas he a tour operator?ò 

She giggled in that way that says:  This is something you, as a modern educated man, should know, and the 

fact that you donôt know tells me something about your grade point average in high school. 

ñLetôs go, folks.  The bus is out front.ò  The driver, resembling the Michelin Man in his cap and stuffed 

overalls, blocked the doorway of the conference room and signaled me.  ñGet your suitcases,ò I said.  ñLet me 

remind you: We are not the Marines.  We will leave you behind if youôre not ready.ò 

They were on their feet immediately, pulling on coats for the walk outside into the North Pole Wind that was 

flinging itself against New York City on this November night, with no leaves left on the trees to slow it down. 

ñCan I take a selfie with you, Pastor Vladdy?ò 

I wheeled around.  It was the Babe, sandwiched into her parka now with its fur collar of pink rabbit fur 

ringing her pretty face.  She attached her phone to the fold-up selfie stick she must carry with her in her luggage.  

She grabbed my elbow and I stood politely and scooted my eyes toward the doorway to see if Ilse was noticing.  

She trusts me, I know.  And itôs mutual.  But does she see what I get to put up with on every one of these trips?   

 

Ken Yoder Reed has authored four historical novels. The story above is excerpted from his 2021 

novel, Prize-winning Story. Reedôs novels feature the Mennonites of Pennsylvania, his boyhood 

home before moving to San Francisco in 1977, where he became a recruiter for Silicon Valley. In 

his memoir he explores how his artistic voice emerged from a tradition that often limited creative 

expression. 
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EXERPT: THE RISE OF COLIN DUNCAN 

by  

Richard S. Thomas 

High Desert Branch 

 

Prologue ï ΞΜΜΦ 
 

I OPENED MY EYES when I heard the familiar click, click, click of Nurse 

Clarkôs heels on the tile floor. She worked the night shift and mostly took 

vitals and passed out meds. She was by the book and allowed no nonsense 

into her carefully crafted routine.  

ñCorporal Duncan, Lieutenant Nelson has ordered a mild sedative to 

help you sleep through the night.ò She tactfully avoided mentioning the real 

reason for the drug.  

I had arrived here six days ago, barely alive. Last night, Iôd been plagued 

with vivid dreams that not only disturbed me but also everyone else in the 

ward. 

ñThank you. Iôm sure everybody here thanks you as well,ò I said with a smile. 

She missed my attempt at humor and busied herself injecting the syringe full of liquid into my IV. 

By the time sheôd finished checking all the other tubes and wires attached to my body and started back to her 

nurseôs station, I could feel the effects of the drug. Maybe her definition of ñmildò was different from mine. 

Far into the night, the effectiveness of the sedative diminished enough for my subconscious mind to reassert itself. 

The first thing it decided to do was replay the events that landed me here. 

 

* * * 

 

I was in a small bedroom that I had entered through the window. I faced three men with knives. Wicked, curved 

things called jambiyas. I didnôt complain. I mean, it couldôve been guns.  

I was here to assassinate the one in the center.  

He was a terrorist. Responsible for the deaths of six US servicemembers. Heôd lured them into an ambush 

and then turned on them. After all of them were down, heôd cut the throats of the wounded. It was my job to 

ensure he never did it again. 

It was supposed to be simple. Dress like a local, slip into the village, find the right house, enter through the 

window, and kill him in his sleep. The fact that he was awake, dressed, and had two friends told me Iôd been 

betrayedðagain. 

The bed on my left was my best bet. While all three men laughed, confident in the outcome, I vaulted it and 

lifted the mattress from the far side. With something between us, they could only come at me one at a time. 

The first one lunged for my chest. I deflected his knife with my left hand, but he still got in a good slash 

across the right side of my torso. The blade cut through my shirt and into my flesh. Pain flared and blood flowed. 

I stuffed the pain into that place Iôd built in the back of my mind for times like this. The blood I would have to 

deal with later. 
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His smile was replaced with surprise when I buried my own knife in his throat. Using both hands, I pushed 

him backward into the other two.  

The second man was fast. Before I could recover, a jambiya was headed for my neck. I drew back enough to 

ensure the knife missed me, but it gave him an openingðand he took it. He embedded the point of his blade into 

the left side of my upper torso. More searing pain erupted, but I stuck it in the same place as the first batch.  

My movement and his forward momentum threw both of us off balance. We went down between the bed 

frame and the wall, bumping my head against a nightstand. On the way down, I was able to get my knife low into 

my attackerôs abdomen, severing his lower aorta. His blood pressure dropped to zero, and he was unconscious by 

the time we hit the floor. He died on top of me with his head on my chest, covering the hilt of his jambiya. With 

the wall on one side and the bed frame on the other, I couldnôt get him off. 

The last one, the one I was there to kill, dove at me with his jambiya raised. My right hand, along with my 

knife, was under the dead man, so I used my left to deflect his blade. It was a close thing. The knife, with his full 

weight behind it, was embedded in the lower drawer of the nightstand about four inches from my left eye.  

I was now on my back with two large men on top of me. My right hand was still trapped, and the guy was 

trying to get his knife out of the drawer. With only my left hand in play, I was in deep trouble. 

He couldnôt get the jambiya out of the drawer, so he gave up and started choking me. By leaning to his right, 

he was able to trap my left arm against the wall.  

He was strong, with big hands. I could feel and hear my trachea being crushed. Our eyes were less than a 

foot apart, and his were filled with hate and blood lust. At this point, he was more animal than human. 

Unable to breathe, my vision grew blurry and dark around the edges. I couldnôt bring either arm to bear, 

and  . . .  

* * *  

I sat up in bed, drenched in sweat. My breathing was ragged, my mind shaken. Forcing myself to take long, steady 

breaths, I fought to regain my bearings.  

I was in a Navy hospital recovering from knife wounds and a badly bruised trachea. I had survived the attack, 

but I couldnôt escape the nightmares. 

 

 

Chapter One - 2016: 

 

 

IT WAS LATE SEPTEMBER in Fort Collins, Colorado, and I had just started my junior year at Colorado State 

University with a major in Medieval Studies. 

It was Tuesday night, so, of course, I was in Carmichaelôs Brewing Company on Second Avenue. The place 

was as close as you can get to a real Scottish pub in America. At least that was what the regulars said. Iôd never 

been to Scotland myself. 

It had lots of well-polished dark oak, a gigantic bar, and a massive framed mirror behind it. Even the floor 

was real wood. The tables had plenty of room between them, so it never seemed crowded, even when it was full. 

The food was simple, hearty, and delicious, with an aroma that started your mouth watering long before you took 

the first bite. 

Most of the regulars were there, so the Gaelic was flowing almost as freely as the beer. The local Scottish 

community made up the lionôs share of the regulars, and joining them gave me the chance to keep my own Gaelic 
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sharp. I had learned the language from my grandfather, and making it a big part of my life helped keep his memory 

alive. 

I was looking for a place to sit when Gavin McDougal called my name. ñColin, over here. Mark and I need 

someone to talk to.ò 

He was at a table with his brother Braden, Evelyn Cramer, and another man I didnôt know. Braden and Evelyn 

were deep into a conversation, so I pulled up a chair next to the man Gavin had called Mark and put out my hand. 

ñHi, Iôm Colin Duncan. Pleased to meet you.ò 

ñYour ears must be burning,ò the man sitting next to me said. ñGavin was just talking about you. Iôm Mark 

Cramer, Evelynôs husband. Not that you could tell by the way she and Braden are huddled over there.ò He said it 

with a smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye, so I didnôt think it bothered him. 

ñYouôd think theyôd get enough of that at work,ò I said. 

ñI used to think that.ò Mark continued. ñBut  Iôve realized that teaching students who donôt already know 

what youôre talking about is different from talking with someone who does. I donôt begrudge her these times when 

she can get elbow-deep into a subject she loves. In the meantime, Gavin and I were discussing something 

important. Like what the Broncos need to do to beat the Chiefs this week.ò 

I laughed. ñWell, I have some thoughts on that myselfðò  

The three of us proceeded to solve all the problems of the Denver Broncos. 

Meanwhile, Braden and Evelyn, linguistics professors at CSU, were in an animated discussion about the 

origin of the Gaelic language. This was nothing new; theyôd been debating the topic for years, and neither would 

concede an inch. 

Evelyn believed Gaelic had evolved along with the other five Celtic languages over thousands of years. 

Braden held the radical belief that Gaelic was a stand-alone language without the evolutionary history of the 

others. 

As I sat with my friends, enjoying good food and lively conversation, it dawned on me how much my life 

had changed. Now I was just another college student working my way toward a degree.  

What a contrast to the six years I spent in the Marine Corps. There, I had been part of a secret special ops 

group that operated mainly in the Middle East. We would seek out threats to US servicemembers and eliminate 

them. 

To do this, we were highly trained in weapons, explosives, advanced hand-to-hand combat, and no small 

amount of spy-craft. I had put my training into practice many times in various places around the world where Iôd 

had to do ugly things to ugly people. 

However, that kind of work carried a high personal price tag. I spent 20 percent of my enlistment in hospitals 

for knife, bullet, and torture wounds, and my nightmares were vivid and frequent. 

I didnôt regret the things Iôd done or the price Iôd paid; it had saved a lot of American lives. In the end, though, I 

much preferred my current, quiet life. 

As the conversation waned and people started saying their goodbyes, I had one more pint of Tennentôs Lager 

before I headed home. 

I was in a great mood, and it had nothing to do with the brew. School was going well, I had a good group of 

friends, money was not a problem, and I hadnôt had a nightmare in over a week. The drive was pleasant, and the 

weather was crisp and clear with millions of stars shining like diamonds on black velvet. 

My house was a modest 2,000-square-foot, three-bedroom ranch style on a lake in the southeastern part of 

Fort Collins. Iôd never been one to flaunt my wealth in anything I did, and my house was no exception. Most of 

the people I knew had no idea I had a lot of money. You attract better friends that way. 

Only one thing remained on my Tuesday evening agenda, and I got to it. 
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I didnôt want anyone to see what was going to happen next. The blinds were already drawn, so I sat cross-

legged on the rug in the living room and took three steadying breaths to clear my mind. I held my right hand out 

in front of me, palm up, and concentrated. I took one last deep breath, visualized what I wanted to see and exhaled. 

There it was . . . a small yellow flame danced in the palm of my hand. The flame was real. It would burn me if I 

touched it. If I left it there too long, it would blister my hand. I didnôt know what to call it. Heck, I didnôt even 

know how I did it. I assumed it was some kind of metaphysical manifestation, like telekinesis or precognition. 

When I was twelve, my sister and I watched the movie Krull. The critics found it underwhelming, and it 

crashed at the box office. However, it had one element I thought was fascinating. The prince could create a flame 

in his hand. At the time, I thought it was cool and that night I sat on my bed and tried to conjure one of my own. 

Give me a break. I was twelve. 

To my surprise, it worked. The flame was closer to blue than yellow and about two inches tall. It sounded 

like a propane torch and lasted all of four seconds before it burned my palm so badly that it required serious 

medical attention. 

To hide the truth, I told my parents I had been playing with matches. I got the standard ñdonôt play with 

matchesò lecture and they grounded me for a week. 

After the bandages came off, I tried again with a lot more caution. After some experimentation, I found I 

could control the size and temperature of the flame. I settled on one that resembled a candle, and that was what I 

used ever since. Back then, I wanted to show someone, but I didnôt want people to think I was weird. So, I showed 

my sister. She already thought I was weird, so I had nothing to lose. Her extreme reaction convinced me never to 

show anyone else, ever. 

Luckily, she never told anyone about what sheôd seen and, as we grew older, we both understood the 

importance of keeping it a closely guarded secret. 

There was one other secret between the two of us. When I was fifteen, I started having the dreams. Although 

they happened when I was asleep, they were more like visions. They were mostly images, like a slideshow in my 

head. They were vague in the beginning; however, I remembered them all. Based on them, it was clear I would 

need to be prepared to face life-threatening situations in the future. 

They had a medieval feel to them with lots of swords and horses, nobles and peasants, stone castles, and 

thatched roofs. Nothing in the visions and images contained anything remotely modern. 

As the dreams gained more clarity, I noticed notations in Gaelic on some of the images. Of all the languages 

in the world, why would they be in Gaelic? That question had haunted me for over ten years and I was no closer 

to an answer now than I was in the beginning. 

The dreams repeated themselves over the years and each time through, I would notice more details. However, 

I still had no clue what they meant or why I had them. 

I forced my attention back to the flame in my hand. I was reaching my limit of about thirty seconds, so I 

exhaled again, imagined it disappearing, and it was gone. I found it so frustrating to know nothing about the 

ñhowò of what Iôd just done. I had often compared my flame to my television set. I could turn both on and off, 

but I had no idea how either of them worked. 

As always, I immediately felt tired. It was as if I had run hard for five miles. I didnôt understand that, either. 

After my weekly ritual, I often wondered if there was more. Could I do more than create a flame in my hand? If 

so, what would it be? I sighed in frustration. I longed for understanding, but it was always just out of my grasp. I 

robotically readied myself for bed and crawled under the covers. One day, I hoped Iôd be able to understand the 

how and why of what I thought was an amazing thing that only I could do. 

 

* * * 



71 

 

 

Several hours later, I felt a momentary increase in air pressure against my eardrums. If you have ever slammed 

the door on an expensive car from the inside, you know what I mean. I was fully awake in a heartbeat and glanced 

toward the bright light that shouldnôt be in my bedroom in the middle of the night. 

Just in front of my window was a seven-foot-diameter circle of blueish light, darker at the edges and lighter 

in the center. The surface was smooth and looked like water, and as a person stepped through, he disturbed the 

surface and sent ripples out toward the edges. The sight was so surreal that, for a moment, I thought I had to be 

dreaming. 

The intruder wore a long black robe that reached his ankles, made from what looked like silk. It had an 

elaborate collar heavily embroidered in red. The sleeves were pleated and gathered at the wrists with cuffs that 

matched the collar. A six-inch-wide panel ran from collar to waist. It was trimmed in red and filled with what 

looked like runes. The robe was split from waist to hem down the front and revealed black trousers and soft black 

boots. The intruder wore a red sash around his waist, and the small cap on his head reminded me of a World War 

II Army garrison cap. 

He was fair-skinned, and light brown hair covered his ears. He was clean-shaven and had an arrogant, 

malevolent glint in his eyes. The part that concerned me most was the six-inch ball of fire in his raised right hand. 

The fire sat in his palm. It was hot; I could feel the heat from where I lay. It didnôt seem to burn him, and it didnôt 

seem heavy. He might as well have been holding a softball. 

Some people freeze in times of crisis, like a deer in the headlights. They know the danger is real, but their 

minds wonôt allow them to deal with it. I had never been one of them. 

Just as the intruder threw the fireball, I rolled to the left all the way off the bed. I landed on my knees as it hit 

and ignited the part where Iôd just been. 

My mind was struggling with the reality of what was clearly not possible. I mean, people donôt step out of 

circles of blue light and throw fireballs at you. In that moment, I felt as close to panic as I had ever been, and it 

made no sense. This was not the first time Iôd fought for my life. What was wrong with me? 

Then my training kicked in and everything changed. Suddenly, I was in that space Iôd created years ago. It 

was like a room in my mind, isolated from the rest of my consciousness. A war room, if you will. In that space, 

doubts, fears, questions, and confusion canôt intrude. Itôs a place of profound clarity where only actions and 

reactions exist. Itôs where subconscious reflexes and muscle memory replace slow and indecisive conscious 

thought. There, calm assurance takes the place of panic. 

I pulled the drawer of my nightstand onto the floor, grabbed my 9mm Glock 17, and spun to face my attacker. 

He stood there with his hand outstretched, a new fireball growing in it. It was as if he thought the entire world 

should pause and wait patiently until he was ready for it to continue. 

I didnôt wait. I didnôt shout a warning or ask for an explanation. I didnôt stand and demand his surrender. You 

see people in the movies do that stuff and, for them, it works. However, doing it in real life can get you killed. 

Me, I put two rounds into the center of his chest. 

He looked surprised and indignant as if Iôd just violated one of the sacred rules of the universe. The fireball 

vanished from his hand, and he stumbled backward. As he fell into the blueish light, he and the circle of light 

disappeared. 

I sprinted for my open bedroom door and into the hallway where a fire extinguisher hung on the wall. My 

9mm went under my arm as I removed it and returned to my bedroom. The fire, still confined to the bed, didnôt 

take long to extinguish. I put the empty extinguisher on my nightstand, got the 9mm back in my right hand, and 

looked around the room. 
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Other than the blackened bed, the drawer on the floor, and two shell casings, you would never know anything 

unusual had happened. I put the drawer back in place and picked up the shell casings out of habit. 

A bunch of questions flooded my head at once. Who was he? Where did he come from? What was that blue 

light? Why was I the target? Were the dreams related to this? I had a lot more questions than I had answers. But I 

knew one thing for sure. I should be dead. Iôd gotten lucky this time, but if I wanted to stay alive, I had to find a 

way to be ready next time. Yeah, I had a gut feeling there would be a next time. 

The big question was, what do I do now? 

When caught by surprise with no obvious way forward, fall back, analyze the threat, and formulate a 

response. I could still see Gunnery Sergeant Samuels in the classroom at Camp Lejeune, pounding that concept 

into my head. 

I went to my closet and dressed in jeans, a shirt, and hiking boots. I put my Glock in a shoulder holster and 

added a jacket and a generic ball cap. 

I grabbed my go bag and laptop and headed for the garage. Both went on the passenger seat of my white 

Chevy Tahoe. Then I took two bags from a shelf and threw them into the back of the SUV. One held a wide 

assortment of clothes and a fair amount of cash. The other contained weapons, ammunition, and other equipment. 

I didnôt know how my intruder had found me, so I took the battery out of my phone to be safe. 

As I left my house, I wondered when or if I would see it again. A sense of sadness washed over me as I 

realized the impact this would have on the people I was leaving behind. My abrupt and wordless departure would 

worry some, anger others, and please a few. 

Then my sadness turned to smoldering anger. Someone wanted me dead, and it wasnôt the one Iôd shot. He 

was just the poor schmuck sent to do the dirty work. Someone else was behind this, and I intended to hunt him 

down. Then the two of us were going to have a heart-to-heart talk. I had no idea how it would happen, but it would 

happen. I saw it as a plain and simple fact. 

With that settled, I drove uptown to my lawyerôs office and dropped a handwritten note in the mail slot in the 

door to let him know what had happened. He would know how to manage all the loose ends my sudden departure 

would create. The cover story was simple. A Marine Corps buddy needed help, and I was answering the call. 

My attorney would also call my sister and tell her the truth. She and I had very few secrets, and she deserved to 

know what happened. 

I had done everything I could think of on such short notice. It wasnôt nearly good enough, but it would have 

to do. 

With a keen sense of resignation, I drove out of the parking lot and headed for Interstate 25 North out of Fort 

Collins. 

 

Richard S. Thomas is a Navy vet, woodworker, and lifelong adventurer turned author. When 

vision loss curtailed his woodworking career, he pursued his dream of writing. Now he crafts 

epic fantasies with the same care and passion he brought to everything else in life. Fans of 

Raymond E. Feist, David Eddings, and Stephen R. Donaldson will feel right at home in his 

action-packed, magic-rich portal fantasy.  

 
 

ñI donôtô care if a reader hates one of my stories, 

just as long as he finishes the book.ò 
 

Roald Dahl 
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THE BRIDGE 
by 

Bill  VanPatten 

San Joaquin Valley Writers 

 

 

Jason stumbled to the bridge, each step a struggle, his body heavy with grief, his mind fuddled by alcohol. He 

wasnôt sure what day it was, how heôd spent the last eight hoursðexcept for the bar. The days always ended at 

the bar. Sometimes they started there. Earlier, theyôd tossed him out, eighty-sixed him just as happy hour was 

ending and said, ñNo more, Buddy.ò Was he that drunk? He certainly wasnôt belligerent or loud. Just crying into 

his martini, weeping like a five-year-oldðthe salt of his tears mixing with the drink, just like the juice of the 

plump olives impaled and dead within the glass.  

He stepped under the lone light that lit one side of the bridge. It cast his flat, dark ghost of a shadow onto the 

pavement. 

ñJust a few more feet,ò he said as his step faltered, the words slightly slurred, his breath hard.  

He drew the back of his hand across his mouth and stubbled cheek. He reached the rail of the bridge, the one 

that kids liked to hang over and spit. Steadying himself, he stared at the water some thirty feet below as it slowly 

churned in the darkðhypnotic, enticing. It beckoned to him like a soft voice. 

Jason! Jason! 

He breathed deeply, then put one foot on the lower part of the rail, wobbled a bit, and clutched at the top 

support. The cold metal stung his skin, reminding him that he was alive, flesh and blood, beating heart. He ignored 
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the feeling in his hands. 

ñYou can do this,ò he muttered.  

A light late-October breeze pushed past the aspen grove heôd just passed. The rustling sound reached his ears 

as the chant of a sylvan Greek chorus. Like the river, it spoke to him. 

Jason! Jason! 

The slightest of chills enveloped him, but he paid no attention. Soon he wouldnôt have to worry about 

temperature of any kindðhe wouldnôt have to worry about anything at all. It could snow for all he cared. Before 

he could lift his other foot, another sound called to him.  

ñMeow.ò 

He looked down, squinting at the small figure just below and to his right. It was a gray and white tabby, a bit 

scrawnyðnot unlike him in both hair color and physiqueðand it peered at him with iridescent feline eyes.  

ñMeow,ò it repeated.  

He growled his response. ñWhereôd you come from?ò  

The cat sat there, tail twisting in the night, its gaze locked on him.  

ñCome here to watch?ò His mouth twitched into a smirk, and he grunted.  

The cat remained motionless, save for the occasional sweep of its tail. It studied himðor so he thoughtð as 

though gauging him, considering his actions. He imagined it asking, ñWhat are you doing up there?ò He could 

make out its ribs, see the rhythmic breathing beneath them. It peered at him with preternatural green eyes.  

ñWhat do you want?ò  

The cat glanced at the river then looked back at him. He looked over the edge again, the water inky black 

except for the shimmering reflection of the Moonðbouncing off the surface like polished knives slicing into the 

darkness. He wasnôt sure how deep the river was, but he knew it was full of large rocks, smoothed by the liquid 

passage of time, waiting for a decaying tree trunk to thump into themðor a human head. Slowly, he removed his 

foot from the rail and lowered it to the paved path. Again, he swayed but clung to the rail to keep himself upright.  

ñWhat are you doing out here all alone? Donôt you belong to someone?ò 

Looking at him, the cat tilted its head. He heard a low purr and then it stood, padded the short distance to him, 

and nuzzled his pant leg. He wondered if the cat needed something. It brushed its body up against him, moved 

lithely between his legs, then turned and came back through. It sat again, gazing up at him. He slowly lowered 

himself until he was seated on the hard, cold pavement, his back resting against the rail.  

ñCame to see what I was up to, did you?ò 

The cat merely looked at him, a low purr emanating from its throat.  

ñWell, if youôre here to stop me, I donôt see why. I have nothing to offer.ò 

The cat lifted its paw and rested it on his outstretched leg. He leaned in and examined its neck. No collar.  

ñAre you homeless?ò 

ñMeow.ò 

ñI can relate. Well, Iôm not homeless. I mean, I have a house. Itôs just empty. Only me.ò He sniffed. ñMight 

as well be homeless.ò 

The cat removed its paw, crouched, and then rested its chin on his leg. He lifted his hand, hesitated, then 

reached over and stroked its head. It emitted a loud purr. 

ñDonôt know how it got to this,ò he continued, the tips of his fingers softly encircling the catôs ears. ñWay 

back, life . . .ò Words caught in his throat, thoughts that struggled to come out. He harrumphed.  

ñI was young, eager, ready to start a career. I even loved someone.ò He closed his eyes and sighed. ñAncient 

history.ò 

The soft, contented buzz of the cat matched the volume of the gurgling river below, forming a harmony of 
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contradictory notes. He turned and looked over his shoulder, watching the slow-moving water as it snaked its way 

downstream. Like everything in nature, the river had purpose, the water had a destination. He lifted his gaze, and 

the river narrowed as it made its way toward the horizon, eventually curving away and disappearing into the dark. 

Sometime, very far away, that water would meet the sea. The seawater would evaporate, rise to become clouds 

that gathered into a storm, then rage across the land, just so that the water could start its journey once moreða 

life source, its reason for being. He sighed, then turned his attention back to the cat. 

Heôd been alone for more than ten years, convinced nobody wanted him. He often thought of himself as 

unlovable.  

ñHow about you? You feel like that sometimes? Maybe no one loves you? I mean, you are out here all by 

yourself.ò 

The cat lifted its head.  

ñYeah, you get it, donôt you?ò 

The cat rested its chin on his leg once more. He gently massaged its neck. 

ñLost my job last week, too. I thought I was good at it. No. I know I was good at it. Used to be, anyway.ò He 

drew in a deep breath and then exhaled. ñI was behind on a major project. The client walked. Harold said I just 

wasnôt up to snuff anymore.ò  

ñMeow.ò 

ñHarold? Heôs my boss. Was my boss. I liked him. Still do. Canôt blame him.ò  

He tilted his head backward to rest on the railing and stared out at nothing.  

ñIt was the drink. I know that.ò 

ñMeow.ò 

ñHow? I donôt know. One martini after another. Thatôs the path I took, the road I paved for myself.ò He looked 

down at the cat. ñIôm sure thatôs not your problem, is it?ò 

The cat stood, climbed over his leg, and curled up into his lap. He caressed it with long, gentle strokes down 

its spine, its thin body registering with his touch.  

ñSo tell me about you. How did you wind up here?ò 

The cat rolled onto its backðits paws curved, hind legs splayed out.  

ñWhat? You donôt want to talk about it?ò He stroked its belly, evoking another round of loud purrs.  

He looked down, the catôs eyes reduced to a sliver of an opening. Purr, purr, purr. 

ñI get it. Itôs hard to face up to what you own, what youôve made of yourself.ò  He narrowed his eyes as his 

brows drew together. ñWait. You didnôt get tossed out, did you?ò 

The catôs eyes opened, a soft growl escaping from its jaws.   

ñWell, those bastards! What did they do? Dump you on the side of the road somewhere?ò 

The cat stared at him.  

ñThatôs no way to treat anyone. I bet you were a good cat. Did all you were supposed to do, right? I mean, 

stayed clean. Did your business where you were supposed to. Maybe even caught a mouse or two, kept the house 

pest free.ò He chuckled. ñYeah, you do your best and then look what happens. Nobody wants you. You wind up 

on a bridge.ò 

ñMeow.ò 

ñI know, I know. In my case, I let the booze get in the way. But honestly, I really did try. I really did. Lifeð

life just gets hard sometimes. You get screwed up in your head. Then, one morning you wake up and find that all 

you have is your work, and thatôs not enough. Inside . . .ò He tapped his chest. ñInside, you feel nothing. And 

work doesnôt hug you or greet you when you come home.ò  

The cat rolled to its side and then pushed itself up, standing on its hind legs. It reached upwards with its front 
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paws and placed them on Jasonôs lower chest. He smiled. ñWhat? You want a hug now?ò He reached down and 

gathered the cat in his arms. ñThere. That better?ò 

The cat snuggled against him, its purr renewed.  

ñYep. Everyone needs a little love.ò  He leaned his head toward the cat and brushed his cheek up against its 

side. He stayed there for a minute, letting the warmth of the catôs body seep into him, letting the contentedness of 

its purr fill his ear. He pulled back. 

ñHave you eaten recently? You look like you could use a good meal.ò  

ñMeow.ò 

Jason cocked his head. ñTell you what. Youôre by yourself. Iôm all alone. What say you come live with me? 

We can figure something out, right?ò 

ñMeow.ò 

ñWell, thatôs it then.ò He stood, holding gently onto the cat. Again, he faltered as he rose, steadied himself 

with one hand on the rail while he cradled the cat in his other arm.  

ñItôs about a fifteen-minute walk from here. Not far, except it is a bit chilly.ò Feeling sure with his footing, he 

brought his other arm in to make sure the cat was secure in his embrace. ñReady?ò 

ñMeow.ò 

He bent his head down and kissed the top of the catôs head. They passed under the solitary streetlight and then 

past the clutch of aspens, the rustling of the trees calling out a soft goodnight.  

 

Bill VanPatten has published six novels, with a novella to appear this fall, and is currently working 

on his eighth. He has published three collections of short stories and his fiction and essays have 

appeared in a variety of online and print venues. He is currently president of SJVW and editor of 

the CWC Bulletin.  
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FRECKLES  

by 

Tom Foley 

High Desert 

 

Many tourists drive along sections of old Route 66, noticing closed storefronts, abandoned buildings, faded signs, 

and broken windows. However, they often miss the dynamic lives and communities thriving in the old structures 

today. Clearly, one such buildingða weathered, river-rock edifice set back from the highway just outside Barstow, 

Californiaðhas a long and rich history. 

To the casual observer, it wouldn't be obvious that the location served as a stagecoach stop in the 1850s, a 

grocery market and post office at the turn of the century, and a gas station in the late 1920s. 

The sun-bleached rocks support heavy beams over each window and door. This simple architecture dates to early 

California. You can almost see the cow ponies tied to the hitching post and cowhands with hand-rolled cigarettes 

buying beans and coffee. 

The river rock was brought by mule-drawn wagons from the Mohave River bottom and set in place by Dan 

Wheeler's great-grandfather, Hank, a jack-of-all-trades out of necessity. ñIf you wanted it done, you did it 

yourself,ò he would tell his son.   

Dan remembered playing in the lube pit when his grandfather ran the station. Entering the pit, he would 

explore all the mechanical wonders beneath the cars. His granddad wasnôt worried that he might get hurt. If he 
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did, he would probably heal up fine. Unlike today, he was not required to wear a helmet or knee and elbow pads 

while exploring. 

Danôs grandma, Hilda, had her husband, Hank Junior, remove the hot, corrugated metal roof and replace it 

with terracotta clay tiles. The temperature inside the market dropped significantly in the summer, and it no longer 

sounded like working inside a tin can during a rainstorm. 

They went bankrupt when the Interstate bypassed Grandmaôs market and Granddadôs station. Tourists and many 

locals opted for the Interstate to reach the new supermarkets and the stop-and-go gas stations in town. No more 

shooting the breeze and catching up on local gossip, knowing your neighbors, or keeping an eye on the next crop 

of youngsters.  

His grandparents retired to a property they owned in Barstow. Danôs father took over the old place, started 

working for the railroad, and converted the old building into a three-bedroom house. The former lube bay now 

functions as a single-car garage, with wood planks running down the center to cover the pit. 

They finally quit hauling their water and drilled a well in 1968. Dan and his dad tiled the inside of the old 

river rock cistern and turned it into a swimming pool. Only four feet of it was above ground, but at twelve feet 

deep, it stayed cool even when the temperature soared over one hundred degrees in the shade. They even installed 

a diving board, and Dan became proficient at showing off his diving abilities to his girlfriends. 

Dan was discharged from the Army after his service in Vietnam and returned home. His parents moved to 

Florida when his father retired from the railroad to be closer to Danôs sister, Sally, leaving him the house. After 

thirty-four years working as an aircraft mechanic at various airports in the area and overseas, and after 

experiencing three failed marriages, Dan retired and decided to renovate the old homestead. The building held 

personal and historical significance, and Dan felt it was well worth the effort. 

He worked on one room at a time, resurfacing the heavy-plank flooring, repairing the knotty pine walls, 

cleaning the rolled-tin ceilings, rebuilding the pull-chain toilets, and updating the plumbing. It might not be 

featured in "Homes and Gardens," but it would still be home to him. 

What was once the mezzanine storage above the market became Danôs room as a kid. In the summer, he 

would open all the windows to enjoy a cool cross breeze. Over the years, he transformed it into the master 

bedroom, adding a shower and bath while preserving the cross-flow ventilation. He installed air conditioning but 

rarely used it. 

Early one morning, he heard a splash. He sat bolt upright in bed at the sound and looked out the window 

toward the pool, where, in the moonlight, he saw the silhouette of a figure swimming. He jumped out of bed, 

grabbed his pistol, and rushed downstairs wearing only his boxer shorts and anger on his face. 

  At the back door, he flipped the switch for the floodlights, illuminating the yard. There she stood, a teenager 

on the diving board, a stark-naked strawberry-blonde, blinking at the lights like a deer caught in the headlights. 

Then, as pretty as you please, she bounced once and dove into the pool, resembling an Olympic diver off the 

three-meter springboard, entering the water vertically with hardly any splash. Thatôs something you donôt see every 

day. 

As her head broke the surface of the water, he yelled, ñWhat the hell are you doinô? Itôs two o'clock in the 

morning!ò  

As she climbed the three-bend handrails, she said, ñYouôre never home, so when it's stifling hot like this, I 

come by for a dip. Iôve been doing it for years,ò she explained. 

ñWhatôs your name, darling?ò he asked. 

ñIôm not your darling,ô but itôs Judy Burns, and I live with my grandma, Flora Burns, about a quarter mile 

down the road.  

ñDonôt you have a swimsuit?ò he asked. 
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ñSure I do, itôs called a birthday suit! Donôt be a prude,ò she said flippantly, drying herself slowly. She 

bunched up her sundress, slid her arms through the sleeves, pulled it over her head, and let it fall over her damp 

body as Dan watched the show, enjoying the view a bit too much. 

ñThe state made me put the fence up to keep the kiddies out. I guess Iôll have to add concertina wire to keep 

out the juvenile delinquents! Get out of here,ò Dan exclaimed as he turned out the lights and returned to bed, 

agitated and annoyed by the disruption. 

The next morning, Flora Burns walked up to the open front door and said, ñHello, anyone home?ò while 

poking her head in to look around as she waited. 

ñWhat can I do for you? Dan asked. 

ñIôm Flora Parker Burns. I went to elementary and high school with your sister,ò she said. 

ñGeez, thatôs been a while,ò Dan said, wondering where the conversation was going. 

ñI see youôre back home full-time and no longer working the night shift,ò she said knowingly.  

ñYeah, Iôm retired now. Thought Iôd fix up the house while I figure out what I want to be when I grow up,ò 

he said cynically. ñI understand you met my granddaughter last night,ò she said with a sheepish grin. 

ñOh yeah. Sheôs a peach,ò he said sarcastically. ñJust so you know, I donôt have any insurance on this place. 

No one wants to insure a hundred-year-old masonry building on a bend in the Mojave River! So, if she gets hurt 

. . . Iôm screwed.ò 

ñMay I come in?ò Flora asked as she stepped through the door. 

Dan stepped back. She was coming in, invited or not. ñSure, pull up a chair. Coffee?ò 

ñBlack is fine,ò she replied. ñI understand youôre writing again.ò 

ñI published my memoir two years ago, then published a book of short stories, and am working on another,ò 

Dan said with a smile. 

ñThatôs why I stopped by. Judy wants to write children's books and doesnôt know where to start,ò Flora 

explained. 

ñWhatôs it going to be, Teddy Bear goes commando at Barbieôs nudist colony?ò he said sarcastically. 

ñThat's not fair. As I recall, you were quite the wild child, and thatôs not the first time that pool has seen 

skinny dipping, is it? I remember your sister and me watching all the drunk Harley riders, smoking pot, and skinny 

dippinô . . .ò 

ñOkay, okay, thatôs enough of a trip down memory lane,ò Dan said with irritation in his voice. ñThose days 

are ancient history. Children's books are not my genre, but I can connect her with people who can help. Iôm a 

member of the California Writers Club, High Desert Branch. Thatôs exactly what they do: help writers of all skill 

levels and genres,ò he explained. 

ñNeighò came from the kitchen.  

ñWhat the heck is that?ò Flora asked. ñIt sounds like a horse is in your house!ò 

ñShe is. Itôs time for her morning snack. Come have a look,ò he chuckled as they stood and walked to the 

back of the house. 

Freckles had her head in the open kitchen window above the sink, shaking it side to side, snorting, neighing, 

and groaning. ñI swear, sometimes I hear her talk. Okay, okay, I know itôs time,ò he said as he rubbed her forehead 

and behind her ears. Walking over to the fridge, he found two cold, crisp carrots. Upon seeing them, Freckles got 

really excited, her front hooves dancing.  

Dan fed her one, and she backed out of the window just long enough for it to disappear. She ate the second 

one the same way. Flora walked over to the window and rubbed her nose and ears, ñDoes she help with the 

dishes?ò  

ñAbsolutely,ò Dan said with a smile. ñShe thinks she's a dog. When she was a young filly, I had a Great Dane, 
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and the two of them would play out back in the pasture all day long. A buddy brought over a large ball, and they 

played kickball together all day. They would eat and sleep together in her stall. I saw her pull the blanket over 

both of them so that only their noses were showing. As she grew, I had to draw the line at her coming inside the 

house. She eventually got used to the kitchen window,ò Dan explained. 

ñIf I remember, you were a bookworm as a kid. Are you still?ò he asked. 

ñIôm a high school English teacher. Iôve been teaching for twenty-six years,ò she proclaimed. ñWhy do you 

ask?ò  

ñIôd like to propose a deal. If you read and critique my book, I will help your granddaughter. Be my beta 

reader before I publish. Please review the text for errors and let me know if a chapter or paragraph is effective or 

not. Can you do that for me? Itôs a collection of short stories,ò Dan explained. 

ñThat sounds like fun. Can I grade it?ò she asked with a grin. 

ñSure, if that works for you,ò he replied. 

Flora sipped her coffee and looked around the room. Heavy beams stretched over the windows, while various 

types of knotty pine and walnut complemented the varnished heavy oak planking on the floor. It carried the musty 

smell of an old building.  

ñThis place is incredible,ò she said. ñIôd forgotten how much history it holds. The loft, the beams from the 

Lost Scorpion Mine engraved into the wood, and the walnut, which is from the old post office, isnôt it? Youôve 

turned it into a dining hutch. Youôve cleaned the rolled tin ceiling, and check out all the old lanterns. You still 

have your great-grandfather's knife collection. This place looks almost like a museum,ò she continued. 

ñIôve applied for California's historic building classification so I can insure the place. So far, they havenôt 

responded,ò Dan said. 

ñKnock, knock, is Freckles home?ò a young girl called. 

ñYes, Freckles is accepting visitors!ò Dan said, smiling as he stood and walked to the open front door. 

ñWelcome, Emma. Youôre right on time.ò 

Emma was about twelve years old and wore a colorful one-piece swimsuit, blue sneakers, and blue shorts. 

Her mother, Mary, wore something similar, but with yellow colors, as she followed her into the front room. 

Freckles heard Emmaôs voice, neighed, and snorted at the back door. ñEmma, do you need a carrot?ò Dan 

asked. 

ñTwo, please,ò she said with a grin. 

ñTwo it is,ò Dan replied knowingly. 

Emma opened the back door and offered the carrots to Freckles, who greedily gobbled them up.  

ñTake it outside, ladies,ò Dan cautioned.  

ñBack up, please,ò she requested while gently patting Freckleôs nose, and the horse complied, backing away 

from the doorway. 

By the time Flora, Dan, and Emmaôs mom walked through the door, Freckles was on her knees, and Emma 

whispered in her ear while rubbing her nose. Freckles thoroughly enjoyed the attention. 

Dan smiled at Flora, ñLike, I said, she thinks sheôs a dog 

ñEmma, do you want to help me saddle up?ò Dan asked. 

ñYes, yes,ò she said as she hurried to the tack room, opened the door, found her helmet, and strapped it on. 

Dan got Freckles ready with her bridle and Western saddle. After tightening the girth strap, he gave Emma a leg 

up.  

ñIt's my turn," Mary said as she took the reins and started walking toward the small arena. Emma leaned 

forward and hugged Freckles as she bounced her way to the field. 

ñHow did you meet Emma? Flora asked. 
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ñIôd been traveling, and my house sitter hadn't exercised Freckles regularly as Iôd requested.  So, I thought 

Iôd go for a ride to let her stretch her legs. As I passed by the new neighbors in the next house down the road, 

Freckles stopped. I urged her on, but she wouldnôt move. She was watching a five-year-old girl in the yard. 

  ñFreckles snorted, and the little girl laughed. She stomped her hoof, and the little girl giggled, taking a step 

forward. I dismounted, and the little girl's mom came off the front porch and said, óSheôs never seen a horse 

before. Is your horse gentle?ô 

ñYes. Very good with kids,ò Dan replied.  

ñFreckles took several steps toward the little girl, who reached out to pet her nose. With the bill of her hat 

held in her teeth, Freckles removed the hat and tossed it aside, revealing her angelic face. The little girl laughed 

uncontrollably and couldnôt stop. Freckles stepped forward once more, dropped to her knees, and nuzzled the 

little girl, who hugged Freckles back. They have been best buddies ever since. 

ñEmma and her mom come down once or twice a week for a ride, and if the weather is nice, they go for a 

swim. You should see Emma on the diving board! It took her a while, but she dives off now instead of jumping. 

Itôs great therapy for a kid with Down syndrome." 

ñDid you ever have kids?ò Flora asked. 

Danôs expression darkened. ñYeah, a little boy named Danny. On the day he was born, they told us he would 

never survive a month. He had breathing problems, a heart murmur, and was born prematurely. In the hospital the 

following month, they said he would never live to see his first birthday. He underwent open-heart surgery and had 

persistent lung issues that wouldnôt clear up. He was often in and out of the ICU.ò It was drama-central for our 

little Down syndrome baby.  

ñI started working nights to assist my third wife, Molly, with housework, shopping, doctor visits, and 

managing all the bills and paperwork. Through all the doctors, the pain, the poking, and the prodding, Danny 

smiled his way through the day. That kid began smiling as soon as they stopped prodding, sometimes even sooner. 

They told us he would never see three é and then four.  

ñOn good days, as a toddler, he had one speed: wide open. He ran everywhere, got into everything, and 

babbled endlessly, having a continuous conversation in a language only he understood.  

ñAt five, he had a limited vocabulary and loved animals. One doctor suggested that riding a horse and learning 

to swim would be beneficial therapy for him. Thatôs when Freckles came into our lives with her hazel eyes and 

freckles. She is mostly Appaloosa. 

Freckles was in the backyard with King, my Great Dane, when Danny and I approached the fence for the 

first time. The moment Freckles spotted Danny, she pranced over like a princess to greet him. Unable to hold back 

his excitement, Danny smiled and rubbed her nose, exclaiming, ñDoggie!ò 

ñNo, buddy! Horsie!ò 

Stubbornly, he repeated, ñNO. Big Doggie!ò 

ñI tried another approach, ñHer name is Freckles.ò 

ñDanny accepted that the big dog's name was Freckles, so that complication was resolved to his satisfaction. 

ñOver the next few years, his language skills did not fully progress. We took him to special needs therapy, 

hoping he could reach his full potential. However, he plateaued early." 

ñHis health issues persisted. Asthma would take him to the emergency room . . . often, and he was allergic to 

. . .  everything. He tended to bleed, not a hemophiliac, but close. We needed to keep a watchful eye on him 

constantly. 

He loved riding Freckles, and they shared a bond unlike any Iôd ever seen. Freckles understood Danny and 

kept him safe. 
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ñOne morning, I came home from a double shift, working second and third. Molly asked me to watch Danny 

while she ran to the market. I observed Danny, King, and Freckles playing a game of kickball. Danny was chatting 

and laughing, Freckles was snorting, and King was barking as the ball rolled away from him. They all understood 

the playful conversation.  

ñI dozed off briefly. I awoke with a jerk, greeted by complete silence. Everyone was gone. My heart stopped. 

I had lost my kid! What if heôs hurt? What if heôs . . . I couldnôt think about that. I frantically jumped up, checked 

the house and garage, and then headed to the barn to check the stalls. 

ñI spotted Danny resting comfortably; his head and shoulders were nestled against Freckles while his feet 

rested on King. All three of them were peacefully napping in Freckles' stall, surrounded by straw. My boy was 

safe alongside his two closest friends.  

We had a group of six children with special needs come over to the house for Dannyôs tenth birthday. Danny 

looked a little tired that day but insisted on having his friends over for cake, ice cream, and maybe some games. 

ñHe had a wonderful time and enjoyed the party, but late in the day, he started wheezing. I gave him a bath, and 

Molly and I discussed whether to take him to the emergency room. We used the nebulizer to ease the coughing 

and wheezing, and it appeared to be effective. 

  I tucked Danny into bed and read him a chapter from óHarry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets.' He soon fell 

asleep, as did I, sitting in a chair beside his bed while holding his hand. If his wheezing returned, we would go to 

the hospital. 

As the sun crept across the floor and touched my face, I woke up with Dannyôs cold hand in mine. He had 

died during the night. As the reality sank in, I felt numb, my emotions twisting in my stomach. They burst out in 

uncontrollable tears as I yelled NO! 

ñMolly rushed in, realized what had happened, and clung to his lifeless body. She looked at me with hate in 

her eyes, which made my soul cringe. She blamed me!  

ñI donôt remember much after that. I spent a lot of time outside with Freckles. She knew her buddy, her friend, 

her little human . . . was gone. I could see the pain in her eyes and in her lackluster gait as she trotted across the 

arena. 

ñBefore the funeral, Molly wouldnôt speak to me. After the funeral, Molly packed up and left. A few months 

later, I received divorce papers, which I signed and sent back to an address in Tennessee. I havenôt heard from her 

since. 

Dan looked up to see Flora in tears as she reached across the table and took his hand. ñIôm so sorry for your 

loss. I can't imagine the pain.ò Her voice trailed off as she sat back and tried to compose herself. 

ñMommy said I should ask if I can go swimming,ò Emma stated. ñWill you come watch me dive? Please! 

Please!ò Emma pleaded. 

ñOf course. Come on, Flora, letôs go watch,ò Dan said. 

Flora smiled, wiped her eyes with a tissue, and joined Dan as he held Miss Emmaôs hand as they walked out 

to the pool. ñDid you thank Freckles for the ride?ò 

ñOh yes, we had a long talk, and I told her how much fun it is to ride and how nice she is to let me ride her,ò 

Emma explained.  

ñOkay, show me what you got,ò Dan said. ñNo running. Make sure you see your mom, the lifeguard, and 

climb the steps slowly.ò 

ñOkay,ò she exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. She climbed the steps to the diving board and bravely walked 

to the end. She counted, ñOne, two, three!ò Then, she dove with her hands above her head, making a huge splash. 

Dan and Flora broke out in applause, and Dan whistled. ñGreat job, kiddo!ò He exclaimed. 
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*   *   * 

 

Dan spent a year updating the house and repairing the barn, tack room, and stalls. The building had been 

designated as a significant landmark, the only one of its kind remaining. A plaque was installed at the entrance, 

noting the transition from the stagecoach era to the market era and designating it as the first gas station in the high 

desert of the 1920s. Insurance for the property was no longer an issue. 

ñMary and Emma continued their riding and swimming routine, while Flora and her granddaughter Judy 

became essential in Danôs retirement life. He helped Judy publish her first children's book, ñPrincess Emma and 

her Magical Pony Freckles.ò 

Freckles Therapeutic Riding Academy of the High Desert was established as a nonprofit organization. Dan 

gathered everyone he knew to assist. The old building had come full circle, transforming from a stagecoach stop 

into a riding academy for children with disabilities.  

One of the moms donated one hundred cowboy and cowgirl hats for the proud new riders. Two state-trained 

lifeguards volunteered during the summer months and trained the parents in CPR and swimming. The local Feed 

Barn donated oats and hay for the growing number of horses in the stable.  

One morning, Judy stopped by to discuss a story outline for her new book and show Dan her watercolor 

drawings for the project. Over coffee, she asked, ñWhy was it called Freckles Academy?ò 

Dan looked at her in a quandary, unsure whether he should burden her with the sordid details. ñWhen I retired, 

it was due to a medical issue; I have a bad heart. I underwent open-heart surgery at Saint Maryôs and spent about 

six months in therapy. Once I was strong enough to live on my own, I returned here. To build my strength, I began 

refurbishing the house, room by room. "  

ñI owe that horse a lot. Freckles recognized Emma as a special little person and refused to look away. She 

was just like my son Danny, and Freckles knew it. If she hadn't been so stubborn, I would have simply ridden by. 

I owe Freckles so much for caring for my son, Emma, and every other child whose life she has touched.  

ñMentally, I was in a dark place, passing time . . . waiting to die. My heart is one beat away from stopping. 

It was a chilling fact I wasnôt prepared for, so I shut the world out and was quickly becoming a hermit. The stories 

I wrote were even darker than my mood. 

ñThen, a little girl stole my heart, some stupid girl broke in and went skinny dipping in my pool, and an 

interfering old neighbor woman banged on my door and forced her way into my life.  

ñYou guys gave me a reason to live, a goal to help more kids, and to start the Freckles Academy. I donôt know if 

I should forgive you or thank you,ò Dan said sarcastically with a smile. 

ñNow, I can spend the rest of my life helping kids like my son Danny enjoy magical horses like Freckles.ò 

 

*   *   * 

 

The Rest of the Story 

 

We had a neighbor with a sway-back horse that thought she was a dog, and she spent most of her day at the kitchen 

window with her head over the sink, enjoying the cool air from the swamp cooler and begging for a carrot. I had 

to include the old girl in this story. Mike Raff had a horse named Freckles, and that fact came to my attention 

while writing this story. The timing was perfect! 

 One night on the news, a story aired about a therapeutic ranch closing due to a lack of funds. A little girl with 

Down syndrome was riding a horse and having the time of her life. This had to be included as well. 
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Iôve been coming to the high desert since my dad retired from the Navy in 1960. I purchased ten acres in 

Phelan in 1983 and built my house and barn with the help of my dad. I love the high desert and have spent many 

hours exploring the back roads and admiring the old structures from the past.  

There is an old A-frame motel on the way to Palmdale that has been turned into a staging area for a 

construction company. I wonder who stayed there? 

On the old road between Cleghorn and Devore, there is an abandoned gas station and caf® made of river rock. 

They were asking $20,000 for the place in the 1970s. The barstools and kitchen were still there, with rooms 

upstairs . . . if only those walls could talk. (I didnôt have the money for the down payment.) 

Once in a while, you come across a small motel like the one you see when youôre pulling into Lucerne Valley. 

With a bit of imagination, you can picture a couple on vacation in the 1940s checking in and parking their 1938 

Chevy coupe out front. 

My suggestion is to slow down, exit the interstate, take a back road, and reflect on the challenges faced by 

those who lived here before us. Can you see an old Model T Ford steaming its way across the High Desert on a 

hot summer day, loaded down with kids and groceries? With no cell phone or internet? How did they survive? 

 

 

Thomas J. Foley was born and raised in California. He was a jet engine mechanic for four years 

in the Navy, traveled overseas from 79-86, supporting various airlines, and he worked at the GE 

Ontario engine overhaul facility. He published his memoirs, Chasing the Elusive Dream (2022) 

and The Rest of the Story (2024), and four stories in the Unforgettable and Conflict anthologies. 

He lives in Phelan, CA with his wife, Susan, and their five dogs. Tom requests that suggestions 

or comments be sent to him at tfoley587@gmail.com. 
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LONG BEACH AQUARIUM 

Scene 31 - Purple 
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mailto:tfoley587@gmail.com


85 

 

ͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺ               ͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺ 

 

 

 
                                                                                                         (Pixabay) 

 

A DISTRESSED CAT 

by  

Damon Yeargain 

Tri-Valley Writers 

 

 

He was pathetic. Socially inept. A freak. 

He didnôt think these things so much as they flashed through his mind as he rode the stationary bike in his 

living room. They were like tiny pricks of pain barely detectable except through their cumulative effect.  

The living room, where he rode the bike, sat lower than the surrounding rooms. Cabinets with glass doors 

marked the boundary between the living room and the kitchen, their white trim complementing the light-colored 

hardwood floors. Barbells, exercise blocks, and bands lined the shelves, neatly arranged by purpose and weight. 

It was weird, he knew, to turn a living room into an exercise room. But it had the perfect amount of space, 

and the TV was there too. Besides, who would notice? No one ever visited and he kept the curtains closed so no 

one could see the strange man who worked out in the ñwrongò room. 

His feet pumped the bike pedals as sweat poured off his body. Sophia, who lived two doors down, filled his 

thoughts. He adjusted his schedule so that they would leave for work around the same time. One day, he even 

mustered the courage to say ñhiò (or maybe she said it first?) Either way, it became routine and eventually 

progressed to actual conversations. 



86 

 

Like everything else in his virtually non-existent social life though, he was destined to screw it up. Just after 

getting home from work one day, he heard distressed meowing. The cry was intermittent, and it took him a while 

to locate the source. Sophiaôs tabby was stuck in a hole in her fence.  

He rushed to help, but the striped feline panicked and scratched him as he tried to set it free. Realizing it 

would be easier from the other side, he hopped the fence. The hole consisted of broken wood between adjacent 

boards, big enough for the catôs head and a single paw but not its entire body. He cut his hands and ripped off part 

of a fingernail on the jagged edges of the board. Blood dotted the fence as he worked on enlarging the gap. 

Finally, the cat escaped. Once free, it boltedðthankfully, not toward the street, but rather, it hid under some 

bushes in her front yard. 

Feeling good about himself he hopped back over the fence. Thatôs when the trouble began. 

As his feet touched down, Sophiaôs car pulled up. ñWhat were you doing in my backyard!?ò she shouted 

from the car window. 

He wanted to tell her he had just rescued her cat, but the words got caught in his throat. Instead, he scrambled 

back to his house.  

ñHey! Where are you going?ò Sophia yelled. When he got to his front door he heard, ñIôll call the cops!ò 

That was three weeks ago. The tabby had perched on a ledge outside his bedroom window several times since 

then, so he knew it was okay. And Sophia hadnôt called the police. He had avoided her by leaving for work an 

hour earlier, though this had the unfortunate side effect of arriving at the office two hours before anyone else.  

He pedaled harder, frustration fueling every stroke. Why couldnôt he be normal? Why couldnôt he just say 

that he had freed her cat?  

Just then, there was a knock at the door. It surprised him because, other than the mailman, or package 

deliveries, no one ever came to his house. It wasnôt Christmas or his birthday when his mom would send him a 

gift, and he didnôt remember ordering anything. Then again, with Amazon making it so easy, he often forgot what 

he had ordered. 

He walked to the door and peeked through the peephole. The flowing black hair instantly caught his attention.  

ñSophia!ò He groaned. He thought he was in the clear.  

The stationary bikeôs fan, which was starting to fail, emitted a sound like a percussion instrument. It even 

had a rhythm, and he counted the beats as he stood.   

Shh-shomp. One. Shh-shomp. Two. Shh-shomp. Three.  

If he just stood there, would she go away? 

Another knock. He reached for the handle. His hand hovered over it. Shh-shomp. Shh-shomp. The fan seemed 

to match his elevated heart rate. Shh-shomp. ñAh, to hell with it,ò he muttered and turned the handle. 

ñHi,ò she said when the door opened.  

ñAhéhiò he responded bracing himself for the reprimand to come. But she smiled. She glanced down at a 

pink box she held in her hands.  

ñI brought you something. An olive branch.ò She extended it towards him. ñItôs a cake,ò she said as he took 

it. 

He didnôt respond. 

ñIéuhéwanted to apologize.ò She ran her fingers through her hair. ñDo you know Sally? She is the neighbor 

across the street. She saw you that dayé.ò Sophia paused and looked back towards her house. ñThat day I yelled 

at you.ò 

She reached her hand towards him but stopped short. ñShe told me what really happened. You saved 

Whiskers. Iôm sorry,ò she said. ñI overreacted.ò 
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It suddenly dawned on him that he was holding a cake given to him by an attractive woman who was standing 

in his doorway. For once in his life, he had an answer to the question that forever haunted him: What would 

normal people do? He invited her in. 

She followed him into the kitchen, and he set the cake down on the table. It sat there for a few awkward 

moments before it occurred to him to get some plates. He fumbled with the drawers and cupboards. His hands 

were actually shaking. Out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw her chuckle. What he couldnôt see was that 

it was a pleased laugh. A happy laugh. 

As they both took bites of the cake, he became self-conscious of his sweat-drenched shirt. ñSorry, I was 

working out.ò 

ñ I couldnôt tell,ò she smirked. 

ñMy living room is my biggest room, so I made it my workout rooméA little weird, huh?ò 

ñIt works,ò she said with a smile. ñAlmost living room, workout room fusion. Very feng shuiò 

They laughed. A lot. He interjected questions here and there, but she did most of the talking, sharing stories 

about her cat and job. She spoke easily, gaily. He felt comfortable when she talked. (As long as she talked.) 

Inevitably, she ran out of things to say. Here it comes, he thought, as she glanced at her watch and said, ñI 

should probably get going.ò  He walked her to the door with that sinking feeling.  

Sophia turned towards him when they reached the door. She had an expectant look. Say somethingð

something pithy, something smooth. But no words came. He had that feeling he always had in such moments, like 

his feet were made of marble. He couldnôt move, couldnôt feel anything. She smiled and touched his arm. He 

realized he was smiling too.  

ñYouôre a sweet, sweet man,ò she said softly as she leaned toward him.  

It wasnôt until it started to slip from his hands that he realized he had carried the cake to the door. It flipped 

in mid-air, and the cake landed on the floor with a splat. Pink strawberry filling splattered everywhere, including 

Sophiaôs pants and shirt.  

He expected her to storm off. Instead, she laughed, grabbed a glob of frosting off her arm, and playfully tried 

to smear it on his face. He opened his mouth and caught her finger. She smiled, then slowly pulled her finger out, 

gliding it across his lips as she did. The taste of strawberries lingered.  

He hesitated, his thoughts racing. 

ñI donôt care what normal people do!ò he screamed at the voice in his head. 

His mind finally quieted, he leaned in and kissed her.  

 

 

Damon is an IT Security Professional by day and a storyteller by passion. In his free time, he 

crafts both fictional and non-fictional narratives. His work has been published in outlets such as 

Bust Out Stories, The Toastmaster, Careers and the Disabled, Coping Magazine, The Challenge, 

Dreamers and Half and One. His work will also soon be appearing in the publications Nunum, 

Libre, and Free Spirit. Damon has also completed the draft of a novel about a man who continues 

to pursue his dream despite battling leukemia. 

 

 

Buckling your seatbelt and letting the story take over, howeveré that is called ñstorytelling.ò 

Storytelling is as natural as breathing; plotting is the literary version of artificial respiration.ò 

                                                                                                                          ˈ Stephen King  
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OVER AND OUT! 

by 

Melvin Corren 

San Joaquin Valley Writers 

 

 

Two recent graduates of the same high school, Dave and Cal, were drafted on the very same day in 1944 and 

arrived shortly afterward at the same Basic Training Camp. 

Dave, a good student and gifted pianist is straight forward, goes by the rules, and is anxious about what lies 

ahead in the Army. Cal, on the other hand, had always been more interested in shiny shoes, an extensive wardrobe, 

and his ability to create and recreate himself as circumstances dictated. In short, he was one who was able to slip 

by on the edge, always angling to benefit himself, a virtual chameleon who went to great lengths to maintain 

himself in the likes of "Walter Mitty.ò 

So now these two unlikely bedfellows who will now be sharing a common destiny as they embark on an 

unknown adventure , where anything can happenðand actually does. 

The first morning of basic training, Dave and Cal, come face to whatever, in the medical facility, a place 

where new recruits are indoctrinated as they parade around in their birthday suits. They ask, simultaneously, the 

rhetorical question, "What are you doing here?ò Then, as they continue through the line, Dave notices that Cal is 

carrying a fancy brief case which he never lets out of his sight. Later, while on a break, Dave asks Cal about its 

contents and is answered with a sharp whisper, "Top secret!"  

This strikes Dave as being strange, but knowing Cal he just "shines it on.ò 

The following day Dave finds it difficult to concentrate on his marching, because, he notices that Cal Is 

watching him from the sidelines, with brief case in hand, and the following day Dave is summoned to appear 

before the commanding officer where, on entering his office, he notes that many officers are awaiting him, and, 

the person in command is Cal in a tailored uniform with that brief case in hand.  
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The meeting reveals that cousin, Cal, has sold the C.O. on the idea that a big show would do a world of good 

for the morale of the troops, and, that he was just the man to produce it.....what with all his ties to Hollywood and 

the entertainment business.  

However, the only way he would consider doing this favor for the good of the company, was if Dave, with 

all of his experience in the field, would be the musical director. 

Dave is wincing at this suggestion, having witnessed cousin, Cal's methods of reaching the spotlight, only 

then to leave the bag in someone else's hands. 

Note: Dave, from the beginning, had worried about being with Cal in this unfamiliar environment, but now, 

as he observed him scoping out his usual "Machiavellian" plans, he became even more wary. 

This Army experience was new for all the recruits on the base, but two things set Cal off from the rest, his tailor 

made uniform, and that infernal brief case.  

What was it all about, and how was he so unfortunate to have been caught up in it. 

As Daveôs thoughts continued to wander, he took notice of Cal, with his brief case hanging from his manicured 

fingers, actually conducting the meeting, at which it was decided that "the show must go on.ò 

Dave then pondered the following choices: 

1) He could flat out say that he did not actually have the experience in this field, even though he was a pianist 

and an orchestra leader, that he did not have the actual experience as a director to direct a musical production, 

which, however, might compromise his desire to play in a military band (he had, before entering the army, taken 

up a rhythm horn, because, a piano is hardly ever used in a marching band). 

2) He could feign illness and hope to recover just as he watched his cousin pack and leave for another posting, 

however, he would surely be found out, and this would brand him a "gold bricker" which would have serious 

consequences on his budding military career. 

3) Or, he could go along with this scheme, which he knew it to be, and take the chance that it would actually, 

by some great miracle, work out and open doors to the possibility of bigger and safer things in the future.  This, 

of course, was the only option that made sense, as reluctant as he was to join up with Cal. 

So, having "chosen life" he went with the flow. 

Then, after surviving the first week of Basic Training, which seemed like a month, the week-end arrived, and 

along with it, Dave's parents.  

They came to visit their new soldier boy. who proudly presented himself to them in his G.I. uniform, along 

with cousin, Cal, in his nattily tailored outfit, complete with brief case. Dave's parents, asked him, on the side, 

what the meaning of the brief case might be, and Dave told them he had asked Cal the same thing, only to be 

hushed with finger to lips, and told that it was top secret, and Dave, through fear of becoming implicated in some 

dark espionage, did not press Cal any further, and implored his folks to follow this same course of action. 

Needless to say, during this week-end with Dave's parents, the two cousins were treated royally.   

They went out to fine restaurants, were taken for  rides in the country, and treated to whatever they wished. 

Then the week-end was over, and, the folks, with tears in their eyes, bid a sad farewell to the fledgling warriors. 

who put up a brave front. 

Now, fast forward about two hours, and we find Dave's parents stopping for gas and a bite to eat. They look 

in the back seat, and find that Cal forgot to take his mysterious brief case with him.  

Meanwhile, back at the camp, Cal is running around like a bantam chicken, remembering that his brief case 

was on the back seat of the departing car.  He gestured and hollered at the departing car;  ran, walked, jumped up 

and down, and sobbed for a few minutes, before coming to the realization that it was a fruitless effort. (In the 

present time frame, he and they would have had cell phones) 

He, then, began to plan his next move, which was to just wait, and hope that no one would have the audacity 
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to open the case, which, up 'till now, had not been out of his sight. 

Back, now, to Dave's parents, who are beside themselves with fear and anxiety.  Their minds racing.  What 

if they are discovered with this material, which, they, in their overworked imagination have promoted to highly 

sensitive war secrets of the most revealing type. Could they be considered spies?  Could the contents of this case, 

which was in their possession, actually be critical enough to tilt the outcome of the war? And, if this was linked 

to their son, how could they, somehow, assume the responsibility in order to save him? This was a mother's 

dilemma, and caused her to think unkindly of Cal, whose evil brief case was the root of it all. 

Then remembering the old days in Russia, where, for no reason, a person could be imprisoned and persecuted, 

they reflected on the fact that being naturalized citizens from that country it might make them even more suspect.  

If caught, would they be subject to interrogation in order to find out where they had actually come by this 

contraband?  

Already, in their minds, this had become most critical information which could subvert the cause of the U.S. 

military. And, if questioned under a hot, bright light, would it slip out that they had received it, even by accident, 

from their son and cousin, who might then be courts martialed?  

Now, they began, in earnest, to think and speak to each other about that distinct possibility of  being "caught", 

and began wondering about the penalty which might befall them. Soon, however, their thinking began to focus 

on a more tactical point of view: what to do with the briefcase, itself?  

Maybe they could send it to Cal in the mail, but what if it was intercepted, would the censors (there were 

those during the war) open the package and find this material? Could and would they then trace it back to them?   

Maybe they should send it without a return address? But wouldn't that be a devious move, and cause the authorities 

to be even more suspicious?  What if they were to just throw it in a ditch along the road, or leave it in the bathroom 

at some gas station? How long would the fingerprints last? Or, maybe they should just take a chance on getting it 

home where they could burn it in the privacy of their fireplace. 

Oh, how the mind, and in this case, minds can imagine and invent scenarios which are paralyzing, and capable 

of growing to proportions that swamp the mind with fear and false recrimination. 

However, after having drunk a really hot cup of coffee, they came to the conclusion that the only thing to do 

was to run the supposed gauntlet, and drive back the two hours to camp, and try to evade the guards who, probably, 

were already searching for the case. 

The closer they came to the base, the more fearful these law abiding citizens became, and the knowledge that 

they really didn't know how to contact the boys in the middle of the night became a real challenge. Their goal, 

now, was to find Dave, somehow, and put the briefcase directly into his hands so that it could be passed directly 

back to Cal. So, here they were, having retraced their miles, and, while doing so, practiced how they would inquire 

of the whereabouts of Dave, in the most nonchalant manner, in order not to draw attention to their real mission.  

So, attempting to be carefree, especially while passing policemen and army convoys on the road, they finally 

arrived at the camp, just as night fell, and searched out, through a directory, their sons company, in order to hand 

over the hot merchandise in their possession. They did this in the most nonchalant manner possible, under the 

very noses of the 6'-4" guards, on duty with their M-30 rifles, and their guard dogs snarling at their feet.  All of 

this, while visualizing them as Cossacks with ugly, curved swords. They just simply asked to have Dave brought 

to the orderly room to see his parents. When their bewildered son arrived, they made a little small talk, 

surreptitiously, handed the brief case over to him, and fled the scene, post haste.  

The folks, by this time, were so worn out that they drove a few miles, found a motel and spent a restless 

night. As for Dave, he, very gingerly, returned the brief case to Cal early the next morning, before anyone in the 

camp had arisen.  Being careful not to awaken any of the guards or early morning cooks, he slipped into the 

barracks in which Len was sleeping, and touched Cal softly on the shoulder, which evoked the start of a scream 
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that had to be squelched by hand to  mouth. The brief case now back in the possession of its rightful owner, for 

better or worse, Dave crept back to his barracks and his own bed. 

Suffice it to say that nothing further ever came of this episode.  Nor was that particular show ever put on, 

because, the next morning, as luck would have it, orders came through for most of the group to go to  camps A, 

B, C, or D which initially heartened our hero. However, as fate would have it, the two star crossed cousins seemed 

to be specially selected, and given orders to go, you guessed it, together, to Camp Shelby in Hattiesburg, 

Mississippi.   

Once there, the routine began.  The two of them had joined the 65th Division: Dave was in the 868th Field 

Artillery (105 Howitzers) and Cal just across the parade field in the 720th (155 Howitzers). During the first weeks 

of Basic, Daves aw Cal only once, when he looked up from his duty as a "Policer" (one who, armed with a pointed 

24" stick goes all around the "area" sticking and picking up small pieces of paper etc.). The terminology for that 

duty was "policing the area,ò and the sergeant would call after the "policers", in a very degrading tone, "I want to 

see only asses and elbows.ò  This was a very accurate description of the working position. 

When Dave saw Cal that morning he noticed that he was making very strange gestures and unusual calls 

which lead Dave to believe that he was trying to gain his attention.  This, obviously,  was the last thing Dave 

wanted, as he knew that whatever it was, it was not for the best. However, Cal, finally sidled up to him, and in a 

mysterious sounding voice, whispered:  "Meet me at 600 hundred hours in the Day Room, I have very important 

news to share. 

This message sent a shiver up Dave's spine, causing him to toy with the idea of ignoring the request, but, on 

second thought, this bit of news could have something to do with the family, so, at the prescribed hour, he met 

with Cal, and was told that they couldn't talk with so many guys around. Cal then guided him to a dark corner of 

the yard outside the Dayroom, where Dave's eyes immediately focused on the brief case hanging at Cal's side. 

What could this great secret have to do with the contents therein.   

Then, on gaining a more private space, the news was finally divulged......in a quiet, almost sub voicia tone. 

The two of them were now going to organize a gala camp show at this new base.  It was the same scenario.  Cal 

had already sold the idea to the commandant, and it was decided that Cal, with his contacts, and experience in the 

entertainment field, and Dave,  with his experience in the music field, would be the co-producers. 

However, the Commandant stipulated that they would have to wait until after Basic Training was over; a 

reprieve for Dave of about 8 weeks. During those 8 weeks, Dave had discovered that the 65th had a 20 piece 

swing band without a piano player, and since that was Dave's instrument, he approached the conductor, a Warrant 

Officer, and asked if he could sit in.  Well, he made such an impression on the leader, that he was told that he 

would be considered for the band after basic training.  The conductor, also, asked if he played a marching 

instrument, and it so happened, that as aforementioned, Dave had taken lessons on the E flat horn, a rhythm 

instrument played in marching bands. 

Dave was thrilled with the prospects, and, judging by the way the conductor spoke, thought that this might 

be a done deal. Well, things were looking up, but eight weeks was a long time without playing music so, Irv., 

always looking for opportunities to hone his talent, put together what he refers to as a small dance band made up 

of nice guys, but untalented musicians. They played at every opportunity, especially for the officers' club 

dances.  These guys didn't play well, but the officers were not too discerning, as long as they had music to create 

an excuse for "cheek to cheek.ò 

Now, however,  Basic Training began in earnest, and every day was a greater challenge for Dave than the one 

before. Military life, did not especially agree with this young man, who had been catered to by a doting mother 

and grandmother, and a father who was considerably more a poet than an outdoors man.  

Dave, following his father's example, had, in civilian life,  devoted his time to the piano and school work, 
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and, consequently, never learned  the basic skills of survival. Things, such as, tying one's own shoes, running, 

taking apart, and putting together, broken alarm clocks, washing and ironing clothes, rolling in dirt, and many 

other activities which were not made available to him at home.  Now, he would learn them the hard way....under 

the tutelage of a Master Sergeant, Nortson, who, ever since he had read that Dave came from college life, referred 

to him as, "College Boy,ò when he wasn't calling him by some other less complimentary appellation. 

However,  all things can be learned, so learn, Dave did.....except for the part having to do with, "Kill or be 

killed.ò  That was a tough phrase to digest, on the way to becoming a soldier. But, with all of this drilling, and the 

learning of techniques that could save you, but damn the enemy. He was getting along, but, the mystery 

remainedðwhy and how every now and then, while drilling or doing some other worth while and interesting 

exercise, Cousin Cal would suddenly appear in his immaculate uniform with that infernal brief case in hand.  He 

would be just standing there, a little off in the distance, observing him through  Hollywood type sun glasses.   

The question, which teased Dave's mind, was just how did cousin, Cal, get all of this time off to just hang 

around? What powers had he over the Brass?  Was he actually some kind of a V.I.P., as he was won't to suggest, 

and, what was in the brief case? 

Well, 8 weeks passes quickly when you're having fun, but to Irv. it seemed like a year and a half. But, pass it 

did, and when it had, Dave was called into the Company Commander's Office, where he stood at attention until 

the Captain finally ordered, "At ease", which, actually did not put him the least bit at ease. 

(Aside: During the long walk over to the Company Hq. building, Irv. had many thoughts regarding what this 

meeting would be about, but what all of these thoughts had in common, was something sinister.)  

However, when the Captain began telling what he had in mind, Dave, discovered that, to be sure, the Warrant 

Officer, who was the conductor of the band, had been true to his word, and had recommended that Dave be made 

a Sergent, and transferred into the Division Band after Basic Training. 

This announcement, complete with a display of the orders, caused Irv's heart to race, and, as he was trying to 

comprehend the good fortune which had befallen him, the Captain, in a very matter of fact tone of voice, 

announced that he was not going to approve the order for transfer. 

This pronouncement brought Dave back to reality with a start, and he blurted out the question, "Why not', 

sir? "Because, with the little band you have assembled, you have aided the morale of the company, and the officers 

enjoy the music at their dances."   

This was the reason given by the Commanding Officer, and the discussion was closed. 

Dave left the office dejected and unbelieving.  How could an officer, supposedly interested in his troops well 

being, refuse such an opportunity for one of his soldiers to advance. 

The next question which haunted him was: Why had he formed this little "off Key" orchestra,  just to pass the 

time?  Why couldn't he have just waited to continue with his music until after Basic, at which time, the Warrant 

Officer had practically promised him a spot in the band and orchestra. 

So, what Dave thought would be a step up to Sgt. stripes, and a way to avoid the sure and unpleasant fate that 

might be awaiting him with cousin, Cal, had turned out to be just another "snafu" along the way. The only hope 

he now had was to be shipped out before Cal could get the show into production. 

Well, as luck would have it, the "Battle Of The Bulge" created the need for many replacements in Europe, 

and Dave was finally called to arms, and  sent to the 868th at a Replacement Center at Fort Sill, OK, and, yes, 

you guessed it, Cal was assigned just across the road to the 720th. 

A least for now, the show was left behind, but Cal was still in the vicinity.   

However, since arriving at Fort Sill, Dave noted that, although he didn't miss him, he hadn't seen anything of 

Cal.  Then, a week or so later, he received a phone call from his folks and was frantically asked how bad the 

explosion was, and how seriously he was wounded. He asked what explosion they were talking about, and was 
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told that, Cousin Cal had come home and had already been discharged, and had reported that it was a result of a 

backfire of one of the artillery pieces, while out on maneuvers. He said that several soldiers, including Dave had 

been wounded.  He, Cal, was sent home, because, he was the most seriously.  

This was all unbelievable news to Dave,  who from then on endured army life, with all it's trials and 

tribulations, but never having to give another thought to Cousin, Cal.  That is, until the day he was being 

discharged, and the Sergeant interviewing him noted that he was from the 868th, and exclaimed, "What a 

coincidence, I was in the 720th.ò   

Whereupon, Irv. replied "That is a coincidence, I had a cousin who was in the 720th.  Did you know Calvin?ò  

He didn't have to say anymore, because, at that point the Sergeant. exploded:  "That Son of a .........!  Did I know 

him?  He was bucking for a Section 8 from the moment he came to my outfit. He'd walk around in a tailor made 

uniform, demand special treatment, lie around on the floor, never report for duty, have fantasies like you wouldn't 

believe, and carry an infernal brief case with him all the time. But we couldn't touch him, because, he had some 

special thing going on with the commanding officer who wanted him to put on some kind of a show.   

ñHowever, when the Old Man was shipped out, and we could get the medics to evaluate him, the Psychiatrist 

deemed him a genuine nut case, and got him out on a Section 8.ò 

Now, get this; the first thing this guy does on the way out of the gate, is to take this briefcase of his and throw 

the whole thing into a litter barrel. We couldn't believe our eyes. We stood there watching him leave in a brisk 

stride and cheery whistle. We couldn't wait to dip down into that trash barrel to see what was in the brief case.  

So, when he was finally out of view, we ran over, fished out the one piece of paper which fell from the case, 

and read: Over and OUT! 

 

 

Melvin Corren is a World War II veteran, was born in Stockton and has lived there for 101 years, 

and was married to the late Harriet Corren for 76 years. He has two sons, Howard (Marty) and 

Donald (Richard), 2 grandchildren, Daniel and Talia and 2 great grandsons, Archie and Killian. 

Along with several short stories, he has written a memoir entitled: I've lived It, I've Loved It 

(Amazon) 
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Excerpt from A Band of Brothers by Stephen E. Ambrose 

 

ñThe men of Easy Company, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division, U. S. Army, came 

from different backgrounds, different parts of the country. They were farmers and coal miners, mountain men 

and sons of the Deep South. Some were desperately poor, others from the middle class. One came from Harvard, 

one from Yale, a couple from UCLA. Only one was from the old Army, only a few came from the National 

Guard, or Reserves. They were citizens soldiers. 

     They came together in the summer of 1942, by which time the Europeans had been at war three years. By 

the late spring of 1944, they had become an elite company of airborne light infantry. Early on the morning of 

D-Day, in its first combat action, Easy captured and put out of action a German battery of four 105mm cannon 

that were looking down on Utah Beach. The company led the way into Carentan, fought in Holland, held the 

perimeter in Bastogne, led the counteroffensive in the Battle of the Bulge, fought in the  Rhineland campaign, 

and Hitlerôs Eagleôs Nest at Berchtesgaden. It had taken 150% casualties. At the peak of its effectiveness, in 

Holland in October 1944 and in the Ardennes in 1945, it was as good a rifle company as there was in the world. 

     The job completed, the company disbanded, the men went home.ò 
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THE MONSTER IN THE MIRROR 

by  

Mike Apodaca 

High Desert 

 

Chapter 1: The Rot 

 

Beauty can be an illusion. 

Doula observed Plusias become absorbed with her exquisite 

visage in the full-length, polished mirror. She didnôt just peer at it. She 

embraced her reflection like one who sinks their teeth into the lightest, 

most flavorful layers of a perfectly baked desert. 

She lightly touched her high cheekbone, turning her head from 

side to side, her eyes inspecting every detail. She seemed satisfied 

with what she saw. At least she wasnôt annoyed. 

Doula let her breath escape through her nose. 

Doulaôs own face was hidden behind a mask, her head covered by 

her dark cloakôs hood, the stench of her rotting flesh masked by a series of pungent perfumes. She never looked 

in the mirrors that hung in nearly every room of the underground mansion. She knew all too well the beast in the 

mirror. 

ñYour work is . . . adequate,ò her master declared through clenched teeth.  

Doula nodded, gathered her tools with gloved hands, and, staring at the polished floor, departed. 

She padded through the long stone halls. Rugs extending the length of the walkways felt gentle under her 

cloth-covered feet.  

She reviewed the tasks she would have to accomplish that day. She would venture to the bizarre. She had 

heard of a new skin plaster, one that purported to be so close to actual skin that no one could tell the difference. 

No more cracking, it declared. If it lived up to the hype, her master would be most pleased. 

Doula knew her time as Plusiasô Make-up Attendant was coming to a close. She could feel it in her arms and 

hands. The muscles had recently started to atrophy, the strands of muscle to deteriorate; their elasticity to fail. In 

a matter of months she would be unable to deftly apply the skin plaster. 

She would be replaced. 

What would become of her? 

She knew all too well. She envisioned in her mindôs eye joining the ranks of those who used their backs and 

legs to stay aliveðhauling in fish nets, pulling the elevation ropes, or clearing debris from newly carved tunnels. 

She would do backbreaking work until she was unable and her life would be ended. No one was idle in their 

community. In the life after, while her body fell apart, she would continue her back-breaking drudgery while the 

chosen lived forever in luxury.  

 

The life after is a mirror of the life now 

 

Doula pushed her thoughts away from the dismal future and returned to the task at hand. The bizarre. 
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*  *  * 

 

Haplotes saw the masked woman in a dark cloak enter the bustling bizarre. Sheôd been under surveillance 

for weeks. He found her to be a perfect candidate for their mission. He stood in the very center of the overarching 

cavern, under the largest of the ceilingôs glowing stalactites. 

He had spread the word to the right people that he alone had the perfect skin-like salve. One that stretched 

with the movements of the face and did not dry out or crack. He knew such tantalizing bait would be irresistible. 

The woman approached, her eyes on the floor. 

She stopped a few feet away and asked, ñAre you . . . Haplotes?ò 

ñI am. And you are Doula.ò She tilted her head, probably surprised that he knew her name. 

The woman recovered. ñI am told you haveðò 

ñNot here,ò he cut her off, casting glances from under his blue hood on the many people packed in around 

them, engaged in commerce. ñFollow me.ò  

He turned, striding into the crowd. He knew this woman would have trouble keeping up, but staying with 

him would demonstrate the intensity of her need and her tenacity. 

She did indeed keep up.  

Haplotes ducked into the private cave he had rented for this meeting, flipping the guard at the entrance a coin. 

The guard allowed the two of them to pass, and then took his position before the shimmering kelp ribbons. 

ñI have come forðò Doula began again. 

Haplotes removed his gloves, revealing his nearly perfect hands.  

Doula gasped and her eyes widened under her hood. 

Haplotes raised his arms and wrapped his smooth fingers around the edges of his shimmering hood. 

Doula took a step back and turned away, obviously expecting to see a rotting mass where his face should be. 

ñLook at me!ò Haplotes commanded. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Doula slowly turned toward him. 

Haplotes pulled back his azure cowl, revealing his nearly perfect face. His eyes were green with golden flakes 

dotting the irises. She had never really looked into the eyes of anyone but her masters, the faces of the others were 

too much of a distraction. His cheeks, although not completely free of blemishes, were mostly flawless with 

brown glowing skin. She wanted to touch it, to feel its smoothness under her fingertips. He had long black hair 

on his head and short curls under his nose and across his chin. This was new to Doula. All her masters had hairless 

chins of plaster.  

He smiled wide, his facial muscles tensing, cheeks bunching beside his mouth. 

His face didnôt crack!  

Chunks of artificial skin did not fall.  

Could this really be . . . skin? 

Doulaôs legs gave out and she wavered like she would fall. He reached out to brace her and led her to a stone 

bench against the rough wall.  

Catching her breath, Doula whispered, ñHow?ò She stared at his face. ñItôs not . . .ò her voice trailed off. 

Haplotes smiled again. ñNo, itôs skin. Real skin. My skin.ò He peered into her eyes. ñWeôve found something, 

my friends and I. A serum. A vaccine. It cures the plague that besets our world. But it only works on certain 
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people.ò 

Doulaôs head continued to spin. She was trying to make sense of the strangerôs words while also trying not 

to pass out. ñCertain people?ò 

ñCertain people who are willing to make the ultimate sacrifice.ò  

The words jolted Doula. ñWhat do you meanðultimate sacrifice?ò 

ñThey must be willing to set aside their former existence. You see, the elixir only works when your brain is 

content to succumb to a radical rewiring. You must be willing to set aside all notions of your identity, all former 

understandings of your life. Only then will the elixir take effect and begin reversing The Rot.ò 

The Rot. This was the common name for the illness that tore away at her flesh. It was the plague that was 

about to make her unable of work and change her life forever. Since she was already about to undergo such a 

profound change, what did she really have to lose? 

ñI will need more proof,ò she said firmly. 

Haplotes returned his hood to his head, pulling the cowl far out beyond his nearly perfect face. ñYou shall 

have it. Meet me here a week from today, at the same time, the same place. I have some friends I want you to 

introduce you to.ò 

Doula considered. She could continue her duties for a week, hiding her muscle weakness from her master. 

ñIt is agreed,ò she said. 

The guard poked his head through the hanging, sea kelp door. ñTimeôs up,ò he announced. 

Haplotes rushed out of the cave without a word. 

Doula also walked out into the busy market. She walked in a daze in the direction of her home. She suddenly 

remembered the new skin-cream, but then realized that it was Haplotes who was supposed to have it and that it 

was all a rouse to get her where he could talk with her. She sighed. 

What a strange morning.  

Doula did not allow herself to imagine what might come next.  

It was all too confusing. 

 

Mike Apodaca is an ordained minister with a masterôs degree in theology who pastored a church for 

nine years. He is a retired public school educator, a speaker, writer, and President of the High Desert 

branch. Mike received the Jack London Award for his dedication to the HDCWC and he has written 

eight books (four self-published. 
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Excerpt from The Prince of Tides by Pat Conroy 

 

ñTo describe our growing up in the Lowcountry of South Carolina, I would have to take you to the marsh on a 

spring day, flush the great blue heron from its silent occupation. Scatter marsh hens as we sink to our knees in 

mud, open you an oyster with a pocketknife and feed it to you from the shell and say, óThere. That taste. Thatôs 

the taste of my childhood.ô I would say, óBreathe deeply,ô and you would breathe and remember that smell for 

the rest of your life, the bold, fecund aroma of the tidal marsh, exquisite and sensual, the smell of the South in 

heat, a smell like new milk, semen and spilled wine, all perfumed with seawater. My soul grazes like a lamb on 

the beauty of indrawn tides. I was shaped by life on the river, part child, part sacristan of tides. My heart 

belongs in the marshlands. My heart is a low-country heart." 
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SELF-PORTRAIT: TIFFANIE WILLIAMS 
 

 

 
 

 

ͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺ               ͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺ 



98 

 

ͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺ               ͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺͺ 

 

THE QUIET STRENGTH 

by 

Tiffanie Williams 

Independent 

 

 

I used to think rock bottom was a place. Something you hit. Something final.  

But I learned itôs not a momentðitôs a season. One that creeps in quietly, pulls up a chair, and overstays its 

welcome. 

For me, it began when everything I counted on stopped counting on me. 

Friends stopped calling. Opportunities stopped coming. Even my reflection looked like a strangerðtired 

eyes, fake smiles, soul on low battery. It felt like the world hit mute on me while everyone else kept playing their 

highlight reels. 

I cried in silence because I didnôt want to ñburdenò anyone. I smiled in public because sadness made people 

uncomfortable. I kept being kind because it was the only thing I could control. But inside, I felt invisible. 

Then one night, I sat alone on the floorðno filters, no pretending. I whispered out loud: ñI miss me.ò 

That was the moment it started. Not healing. Not some magical fix. Just awareness. A tiny spark. A voice that 

said, ñHey ... Iôm still here.ò 

I started small. I drank water. Took walks.  

Left kind notes for strangers. Let myself rest without guilt. I forgave people who never said sorryðand 

forgave myself for needing them to. 

Slowly, I realized something: You donôt need applause to have worth. You donôt need a spotlight to shine. 

You donôt need the worldôs approval to be good. Being a good person in a world that forgets you is not weaknessð

itôs power.  

Itôs rebellion. 

I still have hard days. Sometimes I still feel forgotten. But now I know: It's okay to not be okay. It's okay to 

fall apartðas long as you promise yourself you wonôt stay broken. 

Kindness saved me. Not just to others, but finally... to myself. 

So if youôre reading this and feel like you're fadingðbreathe. You are not alone. Your light still matters, even 

if no oneôs clapping. The world doesnôt get to decide your value. 

Keep being good. Thatôs your power. 

 

 

Tiffanie Williams is a resilient voice who writes to uplift those who feel unseen. Through her words, 

she reminds others of the quiet power in kindness, the importance of rest, and the courage it takes 

to keep going. 

 
 

 

ñBetween two evils, I always pick the one I never tried before.ò 

ī Mae West 
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                                                                                        (Janet Elizabeth) 

 

JANET ELIZABETH: AN ESSAY 

by 

Janet Elizabeth 

High Desert 

 

 

A week or so ago I was asked to write this article for the writersô club magazine.  

At that time, it was suggested that I basically introduce myself to the club and explain a bit about who I am, 

what I am, and most importantly, why I am now writing at the age of 73. I suppose that if you have never heard 

my story, it can be an interesting one, but I really hope that it can be an educational one.  

And that only time and you can determine. 

So, who am I? I suppose depending on your political alignment, I am perhaps the biggest boogieman alive 

today. I am a transgender woman. I am 73 years-of-age, and I transitioned from male to female starting about 35 

years ago. Since that time, I have lived and worked across the country in a variety of positions, but mostly as a 

self-employed multimedia artist. Most recently, in the last 20 odd years, I am regionally known as a lapidary artist 


