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Conor Kelley

At the Broken Places

I drove slowly up and down the hills, watching the landmarks of 
my childhood pass. Thankful for each red light I approached, I 

breathed deeply as I tried to take it all in. The sky was cloudless 
and blue, and the sunshine fell softly on the streets.

I slowed as a small, unfamiliar restaurant came into focus near 
the top of a hill on an otherwise familiar corner. On the roof, a 
large Italian flag waved gracefully in the breeze. Cracked white 
plastic chairs and tables had been moved outside to enjoy the 
sunshine, but they were empty, bleaching in solitude. I had never 
been to this restaurant. Throughout my youth, here stood a corner 
store where the chubby little boy I used to be bought Snickers and 
Pepsi on his way home from middle school.

Paintings used to hang on the white picket fence next to the 
store, and each time there was a new one, I stopped and stared at 
it. There was a new one almost every day and a price tag on it in 
the form of a Post-It note.

I was excited by—and a little frightened of—the paintings. 
The figures in them were sometimes bleeding and the women 
were sometimes topless, which piqued my pubescent curiosity. 
Each day I looked forward to my walk home. When I was alone 
with my thoughts, I always fit in. When I ate my snacks, no one 
was there to make fun of me. I never told anyone about the paint-
ings—they were my secret.

The thought of where they came from tantalized me. Who 
was this artist? Where did he come from? Where did he live? Was 
it the old Indian man who worked behind the counter? Some days 
I saw the artist as a cliché Frenchman in a beret and black T-shirt, 

with a long cigarette in his hand. Other days I saw him as a mad 
genius with hair like Albert Einstein. But he always had a beard. 
I never knew a person with a beard. My mom said my dad had a 
beard, but she didn’t keep any pictures of him in the house. Even-
tually the image of the artist in my mind was too blurry to see, 
like a penciled sketch that had been erased and drawn over too 
many times. The image was a smudge, and the paper was torn. But 
he had a beard. He must.

Only on television did I see them, those men with beards. 
They seemed to gain power from their beards like Samson gained 
power from his hair. I wanted power like that. I didn’t have any 
power—all I had was a liberal arts degree from a tiny school 
across the country and an apartment in the basement of my 
mom’s house. She didn’t have any power left either; these days, we 
mostly just sat around the house while she told me stories about 
Dad and I told her stories about the snowstorms and the fish flies. 
I was sitting around waiting for something and she was waiting 
for something too, maybe to die. Maybe we both were.

I stepped out of the sunshine into the blindingly dark restau-
rant. I was standing just inside the door, waiting for my eyes to 
adjust, when the waiter came through the kitchen doors to wel-
come me. He asked me where I wanted to sit. I looked around; the 
restaurant was empty. I asked him if the table by the back window 
was okay. He placed a menu on the table and walked back into the 
kitchen.

My eyes wandered around the restaurant. Italian soccer 
jerseys hung high on the walls next to small televisions tuned to 
different, muted news channels. A large ceiling fan circulated 
the hot air with a soft hum. The air from outside was rich with 
the sounds of birds and people moving around and everything 
smelled like something. I looked through the window toward the 
backyard. That’s when I saw it.

In the corner of the small yard behind the restaurant, in the 
shadow of the brick apartment building next door, nearly covered 
by bamboo, something was hidden. At first glance, it looked like it 
might have been a doghouse. But when the wind blew the bam-
boo a little, I saw that it was a tiny little yellow shed with a black 
roof and chipped shingles. When the gust of wind moved on, the 
shed was nearly invisible again.

I didn’t dare to look away, in case I wouldn’t be able to find it 
again. If I didn’t hold onto it, it would stop being real.

My foot began tapping. I glanced at the televisions, then to the 
kitchen, then back to the shed. The little glimpse of yellow beck-
oned to me from beneath the bamboo. The curiosity pounded in 
my head. My chair squeaked hard as I stood up, walked through
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the front door, and turned left.
The sunshine was bright, but I walked toward that fence like 

I had a thousand times before. I placed my hand on the fence the 
paintings used to hang on, debating the merits of trespassing. The 
wood was rotted green with age, and the gate looked like it hadn’t 
been opened in quite some time. The wood was malleable, worn 
down by years of rain.

“Sir?” I heard the waiter call from inside the restaurant.
I bit my lip.
“Hello?” I heard him say, closer now.
I walked through the gate and closed it behind me. Trees 

and vines hung over the narrow pathway and leaned against the 
restaurant, thick enough to almost entirely block out the sun and 
cool the air underneath. “Hello?” I whispered, low enough that 
the waiter wouldn’t hear me. I stopped walking and listened to see 
if there was anyone back there. The only reply was the sound of 
cars zooming by on the street behind me.

“Hello!” I called, a little louder now. Still no response. Still.
I emerged from the pathway into the sunny backyard and 

crept to the small shed. When I reached it, I brushed back the 
bamboo that covered the two large doors that comprised its front. 
It was shorter than I was. A large padlock, its numbers covered by 
rust and spider webs, held the two doors together. I brushed away 
the webs and stooped to gently pull on the padlock, to keep my 
snooping quiet. The padlock held firm.

I pulled it back again and peered through the crack between 
the two doors. Inside, something stood in the middle of the shed, 
and things leaned up against the walls on both sides. An easel and 
paintings, I told myself. I began pulling harder, the padlock crash-
ing against the wood with each tug.

The padlock sounded like a heavy door knocker. The sound 
didn’t concern me anymore—I had to see those paintings. Fran-
tic, I pulled as hard as I could, back and forth, convincing myself 
that I could feel the lock breaking. I dug my heels into the dirt 
and yanked wildly on the lock. Come on, I thought. Open! Open! 
Open!

“Hey!” a voice behind me yelled.
I stopped. I closed my eyes and took a deep, rattling breath. 

Shit. When I turned, there was a middle-aged man standing on 
one of the balconies of the adjacent building. He looked as if he 
had been there a while.

“Can I help you?” he said in a curious way.
“Uh…no,” I said to my feet.
“What are you doing there?”
“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”
“I…the…uh…mini mart?” I asked and looked up at him. I 

closed my eyes—that was the best I could do?
“Mini mart?” the man asked. His face lit up. He laughed. 

“There hasn’t been a mini mart here for years. How do you know 
about that?”

“Really, huh,” I said. Already sweating from my battle with 
the padlock, the flop sweat now shot out of my pores. I wished I 
were sitting underneath those ceiling fans again. I wished I hadn’t 
left that dark restaurant. “I, uh, used to go there.”

“Me, too. I was here when they moved in.”
“Oh.”
I looked at him with nothing else to say.
“You wanna come up, have a drink?” he asked. “If you’re old 

enough to remember that mini mart, you’re old enough to drink.”
Before I knew it, I had agreed and walked around to the front 

and up to his porch. I stood there for a moment, facing the two 
doors, before he opened up the door on the left.

“Come on in, uh…” he said.
“Vin—Vinny,” I stammered.
“Well, Vin Vinny, I’m Jeff.  What’ll you have?” he asked as he 

gestured to a drink in his hand. He closed the door behind me. 
His apartment smelled of cigarettes and something a little ripe.

“What’s that?”
“A White Russian.”
“A White Caucasian?  Sure,” I said meekly. He gave a deep 

laugh and led me in. After a nervous spell of laughter, I took a 
breath. It’s nice when a Lebowski reference lands. He walked to-
ward the kitchen, and I took a seat on the couch. His living room 
was windowless and cluttered. I wiped my forehead with my hand 
then wiped my hand on my khaki shorts.

“You know, I’ve never had a White Russian before. What’s in 
it?” I asked, loud enough so he could hear me in the kitchen.

“Kahlua and cream and vodka,” he said.
“Could you hold the vodka on mine?”
“So you want a Sombrero?”
“Yeah,” I said. The word hung in the air for a couple beats. 

“Wait, what?”
I could hear him chuckling from the kitchen. He walked out 

with our drinks.
“A White Russian without vodka is a Kahlua Sombrero.”
“Why a Sombrero?” I asked, as I accepted the drink.
“Well, it sure as hell isn’t Russian without the vodka,” he said. 

I laughed and choked on the first sip of my Sombrero.
“What do you do, Vin?” he asked.



2322

“Me? Um, nothing right now. I just graduated from a little 
school in the Midwest and came back home. My mom was…is…
both of us…we’re okay.”

We sat in silence for a couple moments. “Hm,” he said and took 
a drink.

“What do you do?” I asked.
“I work down at that Office Depot. Manager.”
“Oh.”
“So what were you doing over there?” He asked with a smirk, 

rubbing his cheek with his hand. He was clean-shaven. “I was 
watching you for a minute or two; you were really going at that 
thing.”

“Well…”
“I mean, occasionally someone really wants a fresh tomato 

from next door, but I’ve never seen someone try to break into that 
shed. Explain yourself!” he said with a mock royal accent and a 
grand gesture of his hand as he leaned back in his chair. 

I picked up my glass and took a quick drink, trying to compose 
myself before I explained what undoubtedly would sound like 
lunacy. The ice cubes rattled loudly inside the glass as I put it back 
on the table. The glass was sweating on the outside, and I wiped 
the condensation on my pants.

“Well, I was sitting in that restaurant next door, you know, the 
one that used to be the mini mart, and I was thinking about, well, 
whatever I was thinking about, and then I saw that shed, and I 
just couldn’t stop thinking about it and, uh, next thing I knew, I 
was trying to break the thing open.”

I forced a smile. Jeff stared at me, his mouth hanging open. I 
felt my face get hot. He burst out laughing—deep, almost pain-
ful sounding laughs. Staring down into my beige-colored drink, I 
realized that I had indeed sounded like a lunatic.

“Holy shit, Vinny!” Jeff said. I laughed and shook my head. He 
laughed again. “Was it calling your name?” He hummed the Twi-
light Zone theme music—DOO-doo DOO-doo, DOO-doo-DOO-
doo—and laughed once more.

Jeff walked into the kitchen and returned quickly with the 
bottle of Kahlua. He refreshed our drinks.

“You know, it was just like…when I was younger, there were 
these paintings on the fence next to the mini mart,” I said with a 
smile. “I used to look at them when I walked home from school.  It 
was about the best part of my day.”

The leather chair creaked as he sat up. “Yeah?  Tell me about 
these paintings.”

“I think the first one I saw was a naked woman. I must’ve been 
in fifth or sixth grade.” I could feel myself loosening up from the 

Sombreros.
“That painting was like my first sex ed class,” I continued. “I 

swear I could’ve stared at it for hours. There was something so…
there was something about it.”

“You know, some people would call that kind of stuff smut,” 
he said.

“Not this stuff.  No, it was like, like the purest thing I’d ever 
seen. My whole life, I’ve been shocked at how disgusting people 
are. The world sucks. Out there, I never see anything as beautiful 
as those paintings.”

“Don’t you think those artists are a little self-indulgent 
though?” he asked. “Isn’t it all just ‘look what I can do’?”

I mulled over my answer for a moment. “No. No, definitely 
not, because art is for other people,” I said, feeling my heart beat 
faster and my voice get louder. “It’s everything else in life that’s 
self-indulgent, Jeff. Money, cars, houses, vacations—that’s all just 
show-and-tell. If you live your life for yourself, at the end of the 
day, you’re gonna feel empty. Selfish people are empty people. Art 
is for the people, and you don’t abandon other people when life 
gets hard. You can’t just pick up and move on. There are no such 
things as clean breaks between people because people end up in 
pieces, and yeah, they get stronger at the broken places sometimes, 
but sometimes they’re so shattered that they sweep themselves up 
and head for the garbage. When things get tough, giving up only 
saves yourself, and only for the moment.”

Jeff sat back down on the leather chair, and we tried to work 
ourselves out from underneath the weight of my diatribe.

I slurped the ice in my glass. “Can I get a glass of water?” I 
asked meekly.

“Huh?” he said with his eyes glazed over in thought. “Oh, 
yeah.”

The orange light of the setting sun shone through his kitchen 
window, illuminating the checkered linoleum floor in a fiery 
glow. In the spotlight on the ground, the floor mat in front of his 
back door was covered in bamboo leaves. I bent down, put one in 
my pocket, stood up, and looked out the window. From his back 
window, Jeff had a direct view of the shed. The shed looked alive, 
burning bright in the orange sunlight. There was a dirt pathway 
that led from his back door right down to the shed.

I walked back into the living room. “It’s late.  I should be go-
ing,” I said. Jeff smiled with his mouth but not his eyes. His eyes 
were far away.

“And, hey, what happened to the artist that lived in that shed 
out there?” I asked.

“He’s been gone a while,” Jeff answered. “Why do you ask?”
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Tabatha Moran

Mother
The only house our family owned
that wasn’t condemned

was bought after I moved out. You wanted
a better place to raise your grandson. I grew up
 
in the dank basement of your parents’ house.
A place built after you were old
 
enough to live by yourself,
away from your large family.
 
You moved out, at seventeen,
from the three-room, dirt-floored
 
shack, now a pit in their back yard
forced down, for everyone’s safety.
 
I stayed with you for a week
in the home that was never mine.
 
From the day Dad passed
until the day after we buried him,
 
I never left your side.
To bear the burden together, a glimpse
 
of what our family life
could have been.

“I was just wondering—I was hoping to buy one of his paint-
ings today.”

“Oh yeah?” he asked. I thought maybe I saw his eyes focus a 
little.

“I think there’s a bunch of them just sitting in that shed,” I 
said. “Maybe you should bust that padlock off, huh?” I forced a 
laugh.

He managed a chuckle. “Yeah, maybe. You probably loosened 
it up for me.”

“Well, like I said, I gotta go,” I told him. “It’s been a pleasure, 
Jeff.”

He walked me to the front door. “Thank you, Vinny,” he said. 
We shook hands, and he patted me on the back as I left.

I walked down the front steps and out to the street, the sun 
cooling over the shoulders of the buildings behind me. I didn’t 
turn and look at the shed because I didn’t want to see it closed 
anymore. I thought about what we had hidden in our backyard, 
and I went home to find out. I went home to Mom, to sweep her 
up.
                    


