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Before getting into all things literary, a word of thanks goes to the Council of 
Literary Magazines and Presses (CLMP), and the New York State Council on the 
Arts (NYSCA) for their support in 2005 and 2006. They have truly helped 
encourage and inspire us in the work we do to bring you the fine literature you 
see on our pages. 

Our Lit Pick of the Quarter is from the Georgetown Review's Spring 2005 issue
—a piece by Ben Brooks entitled "Wildflowers." (The newly re-emerged 
Georgetown Review, by the way, is in Kentucky.) We found this short story to 
be wonderfully imaginative, telling the tale of a husband and an accident, his 
dreams and quest for understanding. Here is an excerpt:

"I stood fidgeting with a pad of paper in my hand, a rag hanging 
loose from my belt, waiting for them to place their order. 
Charlotte's skin was completely transparent, that of an X-ray or 
of a cartoon ghost, her bones visible inside her—her entire 
skeleton laid bare—but still, her features were recognizable, and 
her black hair was as shiny as ever. Ricky was his usual solid 
self. Like a slab of meat, I thought, while she has turned liquid, 
some rarified cream." 
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We start our Winter 2006 issue with a story by Barbara Jacksha entitled 
"Beneath the Starfish Sky." Of all things, a mail slot plays an important role in 
the development of an adorable relationship, and the author's use of imagery 
rivals the dreams in Brooks' story, as well as anything else we've ever read. 
The author informs us that her reading of "An Odd-Looking Catfish" (by B.J. 
Hollars in our Summer 2005 issue) is what compelled her to submit the story 
to us. We're very appreciative. Karen Grunberg's graphic, "Mail Slot" 
accompanies the story, and as you read it you will see several beautiful 
connections. 

Those who may have grown up in the era of the muscle cars will appreciate 
Arthur Saltzman's essay, "Driving Concerns." While "no one in a classic GTO 
remains forlorn for long," as he says, don't we feel sometimes that the days of 
Rally rims and four-bolt main bearing caps is long and regrettably gone? 

You'll go to a wood-carving and stick-stacking tournament in Steven Gillis' 
piece, "The Girl with the Diamond Tattoo." There's an admirable voice here, as 
the story explores the concept of beauty in many of its forms. 

Finally, Mary Lynn Reed gives us little takes and perspectives in her 
"Existential Thread from the Cheap Seats." Over a span of twenty-two years, 
her character provides snippets of a world of rock and roll concerts, and the 
life and times surrounding them. 
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The First Time 
Clad in pollen-yellow waders, Mellie Beauchamp knelt within the shallow sea 
she'd made of her front foyer. Cleanser suds sloshed above the soaking tiles, 
while Mellie scrubbed a stubborn scuff mark just inside the entryway. 

Outside, she heard footsteps, muffled and slightly slick from rain, and then 
her mail slipped through the slot in the door. Letters fluttered down; they 
floated like white barges above the tile. Mellie uttered a thin wispy gasp, one 
the postman could not have heard, but he pushed the mail slot open. 

"Miss Beauchamp, is everything all right?" he asked. His voice was deep and 
pleasant to the ear. On his breath, she smelled the faint odor of sushi and 
melon. 

"I'm fine," she replied, stifling a surprising urge to tidy her hair. 

"Are you sure? Would you like some water or iced tea? Maybe a pretzel?" 

"You're kind, but no. The letters just took a bit of a swim." 
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"You're a most intriguing woman, Miss Beauchamp." 

The Gift 
The next day the postman knocked and waited for Mellie to approach before 
he slid her mail through the slot. It was bundled with a yellow ribbon. 
Beneath the ribbon, a salmon-flecked starfish the size of her palm clutched a 
hand-written note. I saw this star and thought of you. 

Like a girl, she saved the note to tuck beneath her pillow. She housed the 
starfish in a crystal vase by the front door. 

The next day she fed the starfish flakes of tuna and waited for the postman 
to arrive. When he knocked, she unlocked the door and pulled. It would not 
budge, as though the postman held it from the other side. She decided he 
must be shy. 

"Thank you for the starfish," she said through the door. "He's quite 
affectionate. I've named him Jean-Claude." 

"Excellent choice. Starfish are fond of the French." 

"I had no idea." 

"I've heard it's their favorite vacation spot. Nobody knows for certain, of 
course; they're very private about such things." 

Mellie sat by the door and lifted the mail slot. She peered through. The 
postman's thigh faced her—a smooth, starless field of blue. 

"Miss Beauchamp? Forgive me for being forward, but I see from your 
publications that we have many interests in common. With your permission, 
I'd like to call on you." 

Mellie felt her heart flutter. An old-fashioned word. Flutter. Yet there it was. 

"Call on me?" 

"I'm an old-fashioned man," he said. 

That sealed it. "I'd be honored." 

She eased the mail slot down. She lay on the polished tile and watched Jean-
Claude scale the facets of his crystal palace. She let out a long sigh. 

The Courtship 
Every day, with her mail, gifts slipped through Mellie's mail slot. A Chinese 
paper lantern, folded flat. A striped gull feather. An antique volume of sea 
shanties. A laminated letter from Thailand in a script so beautiful she had it 
framed. A second starfish, this one smaller, a pale yellow, that Mellie named 
Helene. 

Every day, after delivering her mail, the postman sat on a small milking stool 
on her porch. One day Mellie sneaked a peak through the slot. There he was 
with his back to her—to protect her modesty, he'd said—but she was content 
to watch the rustling waves of his blue uniform shirt. As she watched, two 
women walked by on the sidewalk. They smiled at the postman, and from 
the blush on their cheeks, Mellie decided he must be quite handsome. 

She learned the postman's name: August Todd. 

They talked of philosophy, of the sciences, biology in particular. One day he 
told her that many birds' eyeballs are incapable of motion. 

"Really? Why would that be?" 

"It allows them to sense the movement of their prey."

"Nature offers such a miraculous, delicate balance." 

Page 6 of 32



"Yes, and speaking of the physiology of eyesight, did you realize that when 
we enter a dark room, in that instant before the baton of vision is passed 
from cone cells to rods, we are completely blind?" 

"I had no idea." 

While August told another amusing ocular anecdote, Mellie studied him 
through the slot. He sat with his shoulder to her. But then he raised his arm 
and she saw a flash of tan skin, a strong bicep muscle—a black-haired whale 
breaching the surface of her vision before dropping back down out of sight. 

"Marvelous," she said. 

"Miss Mellie, I think it's time we had a proper date." 

The Picnic 
Mellie covered her foyer with her grandmother's hand-tied quilt, then set out 
a picnic basket, a pitcher of hand-squeezed lemonade, and plates of 
homemade delights. Jean-Claude and Helene roamed a shallow china bowl 
and snacked on minced sardines. Mellie leaned against the door. Beside her, 
a flowering lilac sprig propped the mail slot open and filled the foyer with its 
perfume. 

At the far edge of the quilt, a discrete distance away, Mellie's mother Piscus 
chaperoned from a lawn chair. Piscus fanned herself and complained. It was 
too hot. There were too many flies. And all that food was certain to draw a 
swarm of nibbling ants. 

August lunched on the porch. 

Mellie offered to pass him some melon balls through the mail slot. When he 
slipped delicate, tanned fingers inside, Mellie moved to touch them, brush 
against them as though by accident, but Piscus cleared her throat. "No," she 
said. 

Mellie sighed and forked melon balls onto a small plate, which she passed to 
August. 

They talked of childhood adventures, pets they missed, the exotic ports 
they'd like to visit. 

"My grandfather discovered a hidden passage through the Andes," Mellie 
said. "He could have made a fortune, but never told a soul." 

"Why such a secret?" 

"The animals he found were shy and easily frightened. Light from 
Grandfather's lantern seemed to hurt their eyes. He finished his work by the 
dimmest of candlelight." 

"He was both adventurous and kind," August said. "One of my ancestors 
sailed aboard The Beagle. I'm told he gathered mussels with Darwin 
himself." 

"How exciting. Was he also a biologist?" 

"A cook's hand, though while sharpening his knifes on a boulder, he 
discovered a unique genus of blue-horned starfish, one found only on the 
northern beaches of the Galapagos." 

"Enough," Piscus snorted. "I'm getting sand in my eyes!" 

"Forgive me," August said, then put his mouth to the mail slot. 

Mellie gasped when she saw the coral-hued lips, the white reefs of his teeth. 
August began to sing—whale songs, haunting, fluid, and yearning. After a 
moment, Mellie felt faint. Piscus nodded, then slipped from her chair. She 
curled like a cat on the quilt and drifted off to sleep. 
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The lilacs retreated from the slot and a pair of eyes appeared. His eyes. Grey 
blue oceans, flecked with aquamarine. Two eyebrows like trimmed forests 
along the shore. A pale streak bridging his nose. Then he must have smiled, 
for small rivulets dipped from the corner of each eye. At that moment, Mellie 
knew those eyes belonged to her. 

The Unexpected 
One afternoon, when the knock came and Mellie opened the mail slot, two 
pairs of eyes greeted her. The same grey-blue as August's, but not as sharp 
and clothed in folds of clam-colored skin. 

"We're Flora and Wayne. Augie's parents." 

Flora squinted, eyed Mellie's eyes up and down. She grunted. 

Behind them, Mellie saw a neighbor's dog lope by; it appeared to leap from 
Flora's ear to Wayne's. Mellie blinked and choked back most of a laugh. 

"Not quite what I was expecting," Flora said. "Do you need a pretzel?" 

Wayne frowned. "We have some questions." 

Mellie pulled back just in time. A long roll of paper unfurled through the slot. 
Then came a pen, a ticking kitchen timer tied to a string. 

Wayne said, "You have fifteen minutes." 

Mellie grabbed the pen, reviewed the list of questions. Beside each were 
three boxes: YES, NO, NOT SURE. 

Do you floss three times a day? 

Do you cheat at Yahtzee? 

Do you have any relations in Ecuador? 

Do you support the genetic modification of gourami fish? 

Have you ever correctly guessed the number of jellybeans in a jar? 

And so on. 

Mellie finished the questions with nine seconds to spare. She wiped sweat 
from her cheeks, terrified that her mascara had run. She returned the test, 
then picked her cuticles, waiting—for what she wasn't sure.

"Would you like some tea?" she offered. "Or I have several baby starfish if 
you'd like to take one home. They're quite affectionate." 

Plastic, long-handled salad utensils speared through the slot. A gift, she 
supposed. They were followed by the test, marked with red pen. 

She'd scored a fifty-three. 

The Wait 
It was Labor Day weekend. No mail delivery for two unbearable days. Mellie 
fretted that she'd failed the test. She ate onions to dull the power of her 
tears. She unplugged her phone, tired of her friends' advice. If you send 
more letters, you'll get more in return. Some letters need more than a 
stamp. 

Starfish covered the door, crawled the walls. Mellie slept with them at night 
despite the damp, scratchy way they cuddled and the whistling way they 
sang to each other as they dreamed. In her own dream, Mellie swam the 
pale ocean of August's eyes. 

The Three Days 
No letters arrived. Fish scales did—by the hundreds. 
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Mellie collected the iridescent petals, each the size of a dime, each inscribed 
with India ink—a fine, hand-drawn calligraphy that extended from scale to 
scale. 

Mellie cleared her foyer of everything but the starfish vase. She worked the 
puzzle of the scales, fitting them line to line, curve to curve, breathing in the 
briny scent of the words as they came together: Will you marry me? 

The Big Day 
They wrote their own vows, which would be witnessed by Jean-Claude and 
Helene. On the big day, Mellie waited in the dark womb of the confessional 
and listened to the shuffling silence coming from the other side. She 
adjusted her gown, her headpiece and veil, which Helene held fast with 
suckered feet. 

"Am I doing the right thing?" she asked. Though Helene offered an 
affectionate, reassuring squeeze, Mellie still wondered. In some ways, she 
knew August so well—his love of old hotels and finely-wrapped toiletries, his 
dislike of bagged tea and foundries, his belief in hand-delivered invitations, 
his quest to acquire strange and exotic antiques—yet she knew so little about 
his appearance. How could she vow to be a good wife if she didn't yet know 
the heft of his shoulders, the cut and curl of his hair? 

The confessional door flung open, revealing the smiling face of the priest. 
Behind him, Mellie saw streamers of flowers strung across the sanctuary; 
demure sprays capped the pews; splendid bouquets perched like pelicans 
atop each organ pipe. A crowd swelled amid the flowers, and their chatter 
echoed that of the gulls circling the rafters. 

Mellie dared not look to her right, where August waited behind the 
neighboring confessional booth's thin red curtain, but from the corner of her 
eye, she saw the fabric flutter. She leaned toward him, hoping to hear him 
speak, but instead she heard a faint humming. She recognized the tune and 
sang softly with the refrain: Yo, ho, blow the man down. 

Dearly Beloved. The priest's words drifted over the flow of August's breath, 
which grew louder, pulsing like waves, a soothing in and out that rocked the 
rising heat of the confessional. They exchanged their vows, and when Mellie 
turned to accept August's ring, when his hands finally parted the veils 
between them, his long delicate fingers were damp like Jean-Claude's and 
Helene's, but hardly scratchy. 

Into the Ever After 
These were the fingers she embraced her wedding night. Eyes closed, she 
felt each line and whorl, the patterns they embossed into her skin. When she 
finally dared, Mellie opened her eyes and locked onto his. In the edge of her 
vision, she saw his long, wavy hair, the slope of his nose. But to look any 
farther would be overwhelming, blinding. 

August's eyes never left hers. "Marvelous," he said. 

Later, fingers entwined, they stared at the ceiling—a sky of stars, which the 
family of starfish had choreographed so affectionately for their wedding 
night. 

Mellie stared up at the starfish until August slept and a slice of moonlight slid 
across a portion of his shin and knee. She climbed this mountain with her 
gaze, hungry to see the depth of him, the detail. She realized that this was 
the way she'd come to know him—inch by inch, hair by hair, cell by cell—a 
delightful, lifelong task, learning and loving the whole of this marvelous man. 

Copyright © Barbara Jacksha 2005. Title graphic: "Mail Slot" Copyright © Karen Grunberg 
2005. Used by permission of the artist.
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". . . and all that road, all the people dreaming in the immensity of it . . ." 

— Jack Kerouac, On the Road 
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Visiting a friend one Saturday afternoon, I happened upon his fifteen-yearoldson, Ron, who was sitting in his father's parked car. Squeezing the wheelat ten and two o'clock, he seemed to be gazing wistfully at the headliner, asif mesmerized by the pattern of perforated stars. Certainly he was toopreoccupied to notice me until I rapped on the window to ask what he wasup to. He did not shift position at all, except for the slightest sorrowful shakeof his head. "I'm waiting for my life to begin," he answered.



Your high school civics class to the contrary, America is an autocracy. Take 
the term literally: ours is a country ruled by cars. "These dreaming vehicles 
of our ideal and onrushing manhood," John Updike calls them in one of his 
stories, and the epithet holds true outside of fiction. If you buy into the 
commercials—and the sales figures prove that most of us, our sophistication 
about the deceptions of advertising notwithstanding, still do—cars are at 
once the means to freedom and the embodiment of that freedom. This may 
be the only thing that for all their whiny promotion of sun and sand the 
Beach Boys got right. Surfing takes us only so far, then we run aground, our 
bodies grown brittle and our aspirations grown up. On the other hand, as the 
band attests in at least half a dozen songs, an open stretch of road remains 
unassailably sublime. 

The way Ron idles inside his dad's Accord is the way millions of American 
boys imagine their manhood: the seduction of uninterrupted fifth gear on an 
impossibly untrammeled expressway. Sex may be the essential mystery 
separating youth from adulthood, but driving is the indispensable means of 
transportation between them. (Even in the event one does find a young 
woman with a low threshold of amenability to the ragtag charms of a 
teenage boy, it still takes a car to carry the seduction off.) Once I got my 
own license, I no longer cursed and cooed at pinball games or contented 
myself with all-night poker, my companions as stationary and predictable as 
the machines at the arcade. Although pinball is passé and, by his account, no 
one under thirty plays poker anymore, I predict that Ron will discover that 
his pastimes are rendered just as paltry and just as outmoded as mine were 
by the sensation of starting up his first car. He'll put away childish things, 
whether experimenting with pot or gliding through cyberspace, in favor of 
cravings more appropriately hormonal, such as throaty V-8s and virile 
torques. Instead of World Series-winning home runs, he'll fantasize about 
spine-jarring overdrives; instead of touchdowns, turbo-chargers will fill his 
visions and define his dreams. 

"Nobody with a good car needs to be justified," insists Flannery O'Connor's 
Hazel Motes, whose own rat-colored, rattletrap Essex would seem to belie his 
confidence. But if Motes, the itinerant anti-preacher, claims to be clear-
sighted about Christianity, he still succumbs to worship of the automobile, 
which represents a religion that, in America at least, is no less pervasive. 
Some psychologists and school principals—those who aren't making 
payments on pricey throwback Thunderbirds of their own, that is—say that 
an obsession with cars unnaturally protracts adolescence when, according to 
the obsessed adolescents themselves, they seek only to give it a classy ride. 

In his poem "I Know a Man," Robert Creeley's speaker stammers to his 
friend, "the darkness sur- / rounds us, what // can we do against / it, or 
else," to which his friend offers this brusque reply: "drive, he sd, for / christ's 
sake, look / out where yr going." The metaphysical implications of this 
interchange merit considerable class discussion, but let us not neglect the 
sage advice that lies on the surface: a working automobile rather than an 
overwrought consciousness may be better equipped to convey us out of 
malaise. In short, don't philosophize, floor it! 

Now, far be it from me to want to deflate this essential American mythos, 
but as a man in my fifties I must report, not without shame, that the 
mystique of cars still persists for precious few of my peers. "Just get me 
there" is hardly the sort of motto to inspire a multi-million-dollar ad 
campaign, but it's basically what our vehicular desires have come down to 
nowadays. Buyer surveys reveal that men in my age and economic bracket 
name "reliability" as the primary feature they are looking for when buying a 
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car. Reliable: it's a pretty dismal adjective, I admit, befitting dime storeclerks who give correct change or mail carriers chugging ten feet at a time intheir shapeless vans. Reliability is about as stimulating to a teenaged driveras Saturday morning cartoons; reliability doesn't rev the senses or flutter theblood. Yet apart from the occasional mid-life crisis, which is conventionallyappointed by a sports car whose bucket seats fit a bit too snugly below the



 
belt, yearnings tend to shift down into a less adventurous gear. When did 
driving our cars become extensions of the work we did to pay for them? 
When did travel become just one more way to spell travail? Remember the 
time you asked about what the warranty covered before you wondered about 
horsepower? Those priorities switched places at least a few miles back. 

And so I am reduced to a commuter, a runner of errands. The sensible cars I 
consider today are as indistinguishable from one another as so many sofa 
cushions. The contrast to the richly individuated, uniquely truculent cars I 
lusted after during the Sixties is startling—humiliating, really—and a fatal 
mitigation of my Walter Mitty-ish reveries, now decades out of date. Back 
then, we boys believed our irrepressible prospects (no matter the fact that 
we were socio-economically swaddled in the suburbs) would soon be 
conducted in undomesticatable cars. None of us could concentrate on 
studies, not with the high school less than fifty yards from the street. A whiff 
of gasoline, its honest, unmistakable stink on someone's jeans, soon 
rerouted any conversation; needless to say, the French Revolution and 
binomial equations could not withstand it. Was it gears under duress that 
made us so digress? 

There was a dealership on the way to the ballpark where we played, and 
models we ran our hands over whenever we passed it provided all of the 
longing and all of the poetry we thought we'd ever need. There was the 
Charger, named for a horse but looking more like a wicked fish, whose 
grillwork extended the sense of predatory menace. There was the 
Challenger, sleek and mean and aggressive and spoiling for a race. There 
was the Corvette, that embodiment of aerodynamic urgency, whose 
retractable headlights were like the seeled eyes of falcons, and whose hyper-
pronounced front end represented an evolutionary leap on the order of the 
enlarged brains of Homo sapiens (enlarged, we might have assumed back 
then, to contain the images and statistics of cars). Charger, Challenger, 
Corvette: bodies and power trains to salivate over, and these were only the 
C's! There were dozens of other "high-performance cars" (a transparent 
euphemism for zoom, possibly designed to allay parental concerns) whose 
résumés we argued over, all of which sported curves like expensive 
courtesans and seemed eager to be had. It wasn't Playboy but Motor Trend 
whose hot new models aroused us and adorned our walls. 

This all sounds pretty lascivious—a textbook case of displacement it doesn't 
take Freud to detect. But I submit that there was a spiritual commitment to 
our hopes as well. If sex was the overt lure—the "Buy a Sports Car, Get a 
Girl" causal logic of almost every advertisement—transcendence was the 
subtle one. There was the promise of going from zero to sixty in mere 
seconds: that sort of escape velocity could snap a Sufi into a higher state of 
being faster than any stay-put ritual he might practice. There was the vision 
of breaking from the jammed pack of traffic to experience a form of 
liberation no Founding Father (and, for that matter, no driver who had to 
hazard the glacial progress of the Dan Ryan at rush hour) had ever known. 
And there was the totemic sight of the motorist sent from the skies in the 
Hertz commercial, who inexplicably eased directly from heaven into the 
driver's seat as the car cruised at highway speed. Admittedly, he did not 
captivate my friends because he wore a suit and tie and wasted his magic on 
a rental. But for me he was nevertheless the avatar of driving, the 
supernatural validation of the amalgamation of human and vehicle. The 
wildest hybrids out of Greek mythology could not compete with him and 
never commanded so fierce a faith. 

The Camaro, by the way, should have qualified for esteem, seeing as it was 
as sporty a C-car as the aforementioned aims of my affection. But since my 
mother drove one, it was disqualified. True, my friends thought it cool. While 
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their moms shopped in station wagons or in mid-sized family vehicles whose 
safety features and unambitious engines left them no more attractively rabid 
than a housebroken cat, mine tooled around town in a zippy red Camaro, a 
car renowned for how very close to the asphalt you sat your ass to operate 
it. Bad enough that such intimate anatomical considerations might be visited 
on my mother instead of on some fleeting, anonymous blond—worse that my 
mother had contaminated a perfectly good car for me—and I had to scratch 
the Camaro from my wish list. Let's suppose that instead of trading hers in 
on a new car she bequeathed it to me. No matter how pristine she'd kept the 
jet interior, no matter how provocative the exploits I might plan for it, I'd 
always feel as though I were bringing home groceries or picking up my kid 
brother from school. Better to take the bus or to double with a buddy with a 
junker whose soul was wholly his than to be seen idling at a stop sign in a 
car once owned and lately spurned by a housewife. 

Strangely, no one I knew had his dreams of speed slowed by the splatter 
films we were required to watch in Driver's Ed. Designed as cautionary tales, 
films like Signal 40 and Wheels of Tragedy were bloodier than revenge 
tragedies and, because of their documentary explicitness, potentially more 
traumatic. In fact, thanks to the intervention of kinder, gentler PTA's, mine 
was the last generation of rising drivers to be exposed to them. The stronger 
indictment, however, was not that these films made us afraid but that they 
made us arrogant. The same clownish bravado that caused some of us 
specifically to target in our simulators the blind guy with the cane or the kids 
who always ran out into the virtual street after the soccer ball carried over 
into these screenings. Interjections of "That's gotta hurt!" and "That'll get 
your license revoked!" were as predictable as the catastrophes that inspired 
them. In other words, blood didn't deter us; cautionary tales were lost on us. 
They might as well have tried to sell a school of sharks on vegetarian fare as 
hoped to instill an instinct to hesitate in a bunch of sophomores crying out 
for ignition. 

Actually, I felt a little sorry for our poor Driver's Ed instructor, a gym teacher 
who must have committed some unspeakable crime against pedagogy to 
have had this extra task inflicted upon him. Indeed, Mr. Byrum was a man 
whom no one remembered ever having cracked a smile, much less hazarded 
a joke, in his whole career; the guy permanently resided ten degrees south 
of dour. But the reason I sympathized with him was not that he suffered us, 
which every high school teacher had to do anyway. (At least we were hungry 
for the subject. Special dispensations should have been reserved for those 
saddled with grammar and remedial math.) No, I felt sorry for Mr. Byrum 
because the thrill of driving had been ruined for him. To adapt Wallace 
Stevens's phrase, instead of bringing requital to desire, driving was a part of 
labor and a part of pain. In short, it was a job like any other—worse, really, 
when you consider the writhing, raucous, incorrigible fifteen-year-olds in 
whose daily presence he had to perform it. The professional golfer who sighs 
about having to haul himself over another eighteen holes at Pebble Beach 
and the movie actor who must kiss his gorgeous co-star in take after take 
might have some notion of the exasperating conditions Mr. Byrum faced, 
with one of life's profoundest delights distorted into a chore. 

For weren't we born to cherish our cars? We may complain when the toaster 
gives out or the air conditioner goes down. We may derogate our 
refrigerators and telephones when they suddenly implode into useless hums, 
then contrast their treacheries to the quality of their ancestors, which we 
somehow remember as superior. We may contend that the appliances of the 
past accommodated us better than the supposed advances of the current 
generation, in which a congenital obsolescence manifests like hemophilia. 
Yes, we may recollect all of the other machines of our past and even, when 
the dishwasher dies or the computer crashes, maintain that we prefer them. 
But it is only our lost cars we truly eulogize. 

And as I say, it is not only the cars we lose but the means of loving them as 
well. It is a secret even to us just how we turn into the people who rail 
against those rotten kids who race down the blocks we're trying to manicure 
or even, like John Irving's Garp, chase them through the neighborhood to 
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avenge the assault on our safety and equanimity. This, when we were once 
the would-be racers; this, although we then became the racers ourselves. 
Somewhere along the impacted highway leading to maturity—the road that 
knows no turning—the Indianapolis 500 became nothing but loud and 
NASCAR baffling, a worthless purgatory of left turns. At some point our 
passion for acceleration subsided, and instead of breathing heat behind the 
wheels of Porsches and Ferraris we became the parents who shake our fists 
at whoever did. 

Age brings no more vicious predicament than this. People who once vowed to 
drive nothing Mario Andretti wouldn't approve of find themselves stuck with 
the Fords they can afford. Deny it all they want, they now have Volvo souls, 
which, tragically, are almost never convertible. 

There was a time when the trappings of romance included a willingness to be 
trapped on the interstate for the sake of one's beloved and, literally, to go 
the extra mile. I was a Chicago teenager, which meant that meeting a girl at 
a club or a concert might have required a commitment of many hours and 
many miles just to keep a relationship alive. I was from the north suburbs, 
but she could have been from the hinterlands of Schiller Park or Berwyn. The 
course of true love never did run smoothly past the Stevenson interchange. 
Yet that would be no obstacle to conscientious affections. Romeo and Juliet 
had but family prejudice and half a stage to cross to earn their embrace; we 
might have downtown traffic and half a dozen toll plazas to traverse. But 
couples who could construct an entire night's entertainment out of cruising 
up and down Sheridan Road would have welcomed the chance to be confined 
together and would have been grateful for the privacy. (Considering what 
alternative settings were available for teenagers to ply their troths, or at 
least practice their techniques—a friend's cellar, a hedge next to the 
elementary school, a bedraggled patch of lawn behind a local factory—the 
interior of a four-door sedan seemed as luxurious as Hefner's penthouse.) 
Love of one another and love of driving would combine to sustain us . . . for 
a while. Then, suddenly, unaccountably, distance turned from an opportunity 
into an aggravation. Prospective relationships were sunk at the outset 
because they were NGF: Not Geographically Feasible. Then Tinley Park might 
as well have been Thailand or Addison above the Arctic Circle for all the 
intention I could muster to undertake the trip. What? You're from Elgin? But 
you speak our language so well! Wheaton? Wouldn't I need to update my 
inoculations to go there? Dolton? Dolton? Does Dolton even make the 
freakin' map? 

Maybe my disenchantment has to do with the way I currently have to insert 
and extract myself from my car in stages. I used to slide cleanly into the 
front seat like a bullet into its chamber and ease out without contortion or 
complaint, or so I continue to tell myself. Now I cannot get in within 
grunting; now astronauts strapped into their capsules and anchovies tamped 
tight in their cans come out with less effort than I depart my compact car. 
Then there is the car itself that, by virtue of my teacher's budget, I've settled 
for and settle into every day. Try just once peeling out in a bottom-line 
Honda, and you'll see how ridiculous a drag racer's impulses become. Not 
even squirrels scurry for the curb when a Civic approaches; no pedestrian 
respects my impending behind one hundred and six horsepower, much less 
is struck with fear and awe. And not even the dealer can say, "Chicks dig 
Civics" with a straight face. 

Once, having the reflex if not the means, I must have stopped at the 
magazine rack to pore over the latest issue of Car and Driver. I must have 
responded to the gleaming cross-section of a cam assembly the way I would 
to a glimpse of breast or a flash of thigh. But if ever I lusted and lingered, I 
no longer do; dutiful as any husband filling a take-out order for his family, I 
pass the new Jag like the nubile cashier, undistracted, undeterred. "I am 
perhaps the first American ever to give up automobiling, formally and 
honestly. I sold my car so long ago as 1919, and have never regretted it," 
wrote that formidable curmudgeon H. L. Mencken. Is it only the absence of 
sufficient public transportation in my town that has kept me from getting as 
old as that?
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But growing old cannot explain that revision alone. Cliches about the aged 
are insufficient. Maybe in our imaginations, instead of blazing off like James 
Dean, the old are going out like odors, rusting out like hulks of abandoned 
cars. Their mobility, or such pitifully delineated movements as remain to 
them, is strictly observed, cautious and muffled as Sunday meals. Yet among 
these senior citizens, barely able to produce enough saliva for a decent spit, 
there are some nonetheless able to savor the details of bygone automobiles. 
Those happy few fill their shelves in the nursing home with more samples 
from their vintage Hot Wheels collections than they do pictures of the 
grandchildren, and memories of uninhibited motors fashion their sleep and 
discharge their snores. Not every retiree succumbs to Florida just to toddle 
out on the patio for his few final afternoons or to bake away to sand on the 
sand. Florida is the home of Daytona, the Holy Grail of Winston Cup racing, 
and a dozen other speedways as well, where, cheering on the supercharged, 
old men might leverage their own absent dash. 

And rumor has it that half of the members of Congress were model car 
enthusiasts, and a good many of them secretly continue to be. Perhaps a 
high a percentage of Supreme Court justices take breaks from legislative 
sessions to debate the alleged upgrades in the Subaru Impreza WRX STi. 
And what about the rabbi who hurries home from Sabbath services to take 
his rest beneath the chassis of his '69 Firebird, with his wrenches laid 
lovingly beside him like a second set of tefillin? And what about the minister 
on his knees before his '66 Mustang, who emerges from his labors with a 
sheen of grease like the requisite aura of rose and gold worn by saints in 
Renaissance paintings? (Woe to the man who takes his car to Jiffy Lube 
instead of proving his virtue himself. Redemption must be especially elusive 
to the driver who cannot diagnosis the sounds beneath his own hood or 
perform the catechism of the overhead cam engine.) And what about the 
billionaire who willed that he be buried in his 1970 Challenger, plutonic 
purple and slick as a cigarette case? No pharaoh can be traveling through 
eternity so lavishly as that; no mythological hero ever arrived in paradise in 
such style. 

As I write, this nation is in the midst of war in the Middle East. In a rush of 
patriotic support, trees in my town wear bright yellow sashes around their 
middles, as though the maples were winning advanced degrees in judo and 
samurai oaks were readying themselves for a last stand. Kentucky Fried 
Chicken announces "Back Our Troops—8-Piece Dinner Only $8.99," as if to 
sustain our soldiers overseas with the knowledge that, in their absence, their 
families were being fortified by the most celebrated chicken the world has 
ever known, complete with two sides at reasonable prices. Pride swells in 
every breast. A local motel proclaims, "God Bless America! We're Pet 
Friendly!" The sentiment is too substantial for anyone to bother with the non 
sequitur. Suffice to say that God is exhorted to love our country and our 
kittens together and with equal zeal. And above a set of ATM lanes is a 
banner that reads, "Pray for America Drive Thru." W. H. Auden called poetry 
the clear expression of mixed feelings, but there is as much sincerity to be 
found in the mixed expression of clear ones. Better yet, here is a core myth 
made overt: America is a massive drive-thru, and religious worship in this 
country is best demonstrated by a road trip. 

An aged Yeats wrote off his native land by complaining, "That is no country 
for old men." Would that he had a muscle car to counter that mood—a car 
souped up enough to outstrip affliction, a car as eloquent as any canto could 
ever be. No one in a classic GTO remains forlorn for long. Would that he had 
not just an anthology to mark his departure but a bad-ass Barracuda to floor. 
Because, as Ron might remind us when we feel impeded, predictable, or just 
plain bourgeois, real achievers have drive. 

Copyright © Arthur Saltzman 2005. Title graphic: "Missing Muscles" Copyright © The 
Summerset Review 2005.
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Laura lives with Max in the cabin next to mine. I'm a planer, apprentice to 
the carpenter. Each day I prepare the wood the lumberjacks bring. Laura 
is a speech therapist. Her clients are kids mostly under the age of ten, 
their ability to communicate complicated by hearing loss, congenital 
stuttering or physical defects. Last winter, an article in The Daily Grove 
profiled Laura's work at the clinic. "Children do better with verbal exercises 
when trying to describe something that excites them," Laura said. Two 
days later, Max showed up at the clinic carrying three large oak stumps he 
carved into a duck, a bowlegged Buddha and a bust of Angelina Jolie. Each 
log was chiseled and slashed at mind-numbing speeds. Watching, the kids 
and Laura fell all over themselves to express their joy and amazement. 
Max invited Laura to dinner that night and moved into her cabin by spring. 

Our summer tournament starts tomorrow. Every day after work I come 
home and take my box of sticks down from the ledge above my kitchen 
sink and pour them out on my table. As a stacker of sticks, I'm a two-time 
champion and hope this year to break Jesse Cane's record of nineteen. My 
own record is sixteen. I've done fifteen twice, though fifteen isn't sixteen 
or even close to nineteen, I know. In the evenings now, with Laura not 
around to visit me as much as she once did, I practice hard and have 
many hours to kill. 

Max has won the gold medal for speed carving at our last three 
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tournaments. I look at the wooden dolls, the howling dogs and clown 
heads Max creates with electric saws, rip and cross cuts and Gerber 
hatchets, and am not impressed. His velocity is nothing more than a parlor 
trick, yet because he's the reigning tournament champ, his pieces sell well 
in the city. The novelty inspires galleries and souvenir shops to carry his 
handiwork with bright yellow cards attached: Carved in Under Three 
Minutes by Max Durest. 

Laura says Max has a gift. In private, Max admits his sculptures are 
worthless. He's embarrassed by his ability to produce wild swans, tulips 
and skyscrapers, trolls and trucks so fast that even those competing 
against him are awed. Lately, as a surprise, Max has been working on a 
new sculpture, something he's yet to show Laura and is taking his time to 
carve. When he comes home exhausted from his studio, Laura is there to 
greet him, believing he's spent his day hacking out whim-whams to sell in 
the city. I hear her voice through my window, hear her door open then 
close. 

What a tangle. Last week I set aside my sticks and went with a flashlight 
down the path to the river where Max has his studio. The door was locked, 
but looking through the window I was able to see a dark tarp tossed over 
a broad shape. I tried to wedge the window, only a noise startled me and I 
ran back down the path. I didn't return to the studio for several days, and 
then not until Laura asked me. 

For a week now, tourists have filled our woods in anticipation of the 
tournament. The competition is the highlight of our summer, with cash 
prizes and trophies, large crowds and ESPN2 coverage. Tonight, I clear my 
table and take down my box of sticks. Around seven o'clock, I listen for 
Laura to return from her run. Laura wears light nylon shorts and a gray or 
green sports bra when she trains in the summer. In winter she dresses in 
layers of T-shirts, polyurethane mittens and GORE-TEX sweats. Most 
nights I hear her start off around six and come back an hour later. Rain or 
shine she follows her routine, runs out along the paths toward the river, 
beyond Dulmeir Hill, past the oak and cherry, apple and maple orchards. 
Only if the weather is truly dreadful will she run on the machine I made for 
her, the wooden pedals mimicking the motion of a trot, the joints greased 
and turning, pumping up and down. 

The surface of my table is beige, a Guinness Cooper oak, flat and 
unstained, with natural veins and wiggly clouds throughout. For my sticks, 
I use bits of wood collected from work and sanded into two-inch strips, the 
official size required for the tournament. Each stick is slightly different, the 
shape at the tip or a spot on one side, a natural broadening in the center 
where only 1/100th of a centimeter makes a difference. When I pick a 
stick, I turn her over in my hands, use the tips of my fingers to gauge 
which if any side is best to stack. To qualify as a stacker, a contestant 
must complete a "ten" in one other sanctioned event that year. All sticks 
are examined before the tournament, weighed and measured, inspected 
for illegal grooving or filing for easier stacking. Anyone caught cheating is 
turned over to the lumberjacks. Once, a stacker named Winston Perle 
managed to hollow out and insert microscopic lead shavings into his sticks, 
giving them greater stability. When the judges discovered his ploy, 
Winston ran straight to the river and threw himself in. Crowds gathered at 
the bank, men and women watching as boats were launched to search the 
waters. 
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The carpenter has long gray hair which he ties off with blue yarn as he 
works. There is hair in his ears and nose, hair on the back of his hands 
which has also gone gray between the muscle and veins. Years ago the 
carpenter played bass in a band called The Wooden Nickel which opened 
twice for Buddy Miles at the Fillmore East. The band broke up not long 
after that, over an incident involving a girl with a diamond tattoo, and 
disconsolate, the carpenter has not touched his instrument since. 

A glass panel runs the length of the carpenter's ceiling. At night he pours 
Labrot & Graham whiskey into a wooden mug, adjusts the lens of his 
telescope and gazes at the stars. Sometimes, when I'm missing Laura a bit 
too much, I'll walk from my cabin and sit with my sticks at the carpenter's 
table as he searches for his favorite constellations. "Perseus, Bootes and 
Andromeda," he says. "Lyra and Aquia." He points out Polaris and Cygnus' 
tail. 

Tonight is Thursday. The carpenter has ballroom dancing at the Rec & Ed. 
I stay in my cabin after work, listen for Laura to finish her run. When she 
knocks on my door, I've eight sticks stacked. Laura has dark brown hair 
cut straight across her shoulders. Her cheeks are red from her shower, her 
hair damp and drawn back from her face. I am, as always, happy to see 
her. In sleeping together, once last year before Laura met Max, we 
managed to consummate eighteen months of neighborly curiosity. I woke 
the next morning elated, imagining our future, while at breakfast Laura 
spoke of the weather and did not say a word about what happened. 

I have my ninth stick in hand, ready to stack, when Laura comes over and 
musses my hair. I raise my neck and push my head against her fingers. 
She smiles and asks about my day. I describe the desk the carpenter's 
building. 

"What wood?" she wonders. This is Laura. She more than anyone 
understands what I like about my job. "Cherry," I tell her, and take her 
through the process of planing the wood, how I teased and cured and 
brought all the rich red colors to the surface. When boys new to the forest 
ask, "How much is there to know about being a planer?" I smile behind my 
mask, watch them slide about on wood dust and shavings covering the 
porch, ignoring as they do the way I handle my scrub, detecting flaws and 
strengths, applying different pressures to the razor while my thumbs 
smooth and massage the knots and veins. 

Laura goes to the sink and fills a glass with water. 

"Are you hungry?" I mention the tuna casserole in my fridge. Laura 
removes the tuna, puts a piece on a plate and eats it cold. "Do you mind if 
I take some to Max?" she tells me he hasn't eaten, that he's still at his 
studio, practicing for tomorrow. "He should have been home by now." She 
cuts a second piece of tuna and slides it onto a sheet of tinfoil. Her shorts 
are blue, her long legs bare and smooth and tan. I haven't touched her 
legs in over a year, and still from memory I can feel them. "Maybe you 
could take it to him," she says now, and looks at me in such a way as to 
let me know this was her plan all along. "It'll be good if you go and tell 
him to come home. He'll listen to you, Michael. He likes you," she says. 

I want to laugh and make clear if there's anyone she shouldn't ask to help 
Max it's me, that I wish him all the very worst of luck tomorrow and 
wouldn't care in the least if he stayed at his studio forever. "I don't 
think…," I start to say, only here Laura moves toward my table, her hand 
finding my wrist, baby warm, as tender as a sparrow wing. "So?" she asks. 
"You'll go?" 

Max has rust brown hair, worn in a wild nest of curls. His arms are 
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muscled. He wears large lumberjack boots, has deep sleepy eyes and 
heavy hands which grip and spin the wood as he works. His studio is on 
the north side, near the lake. I walk the quarter mile down the path feeling 
foolish and angry by what Laura has asked me to do, and unwrapping the 
tuna from the foil, I toss it into the woods. 

At Max's studio, I go around back just as I did a week ago and glance 
through the window. Max is sitting on the floor with what seems a 
thousand tiny wooden dolls scattered about. His head is hanging near his 
chest, his hands in his lap, his legs stretched in front of him. The sculpture 
beneath the burlap tarp is uncovered and centers the room. I stare at the 
angles and curves. The back of the piece is arched and rounded, yet cut 
flat across its center, creating points on a circle. There are no limbs to 
speak of, no life-like head or hands, though the figure is clearly feminine, 
with an opening at the top where a face would be, and a second hole in 
the middle—or chest—cut around a mass of wood, the size of a heart 
cleaved and exposed. 

I continue staring for several seconds, then tap the window, startling Max 
who gets up, covers his sculpture and lets me in. Because he's not 
expecting me, he thinks of Laura, says "Mike?" and asks, "Is something 
wrong?" 

I shake my head, step through the sea of trolls littering the floor, and go 
directly to the carving where I pull the burlap cover off again. "It's all 
right," I say, as if I've some special permission. The statue is even more 
remarkable up close. The surface is well planed, sanded and treated with 
oils. The wood is American holly, an enormous cut, over six feet tall, 
smooth and tan, more gold than ivory, with a tight, irregular grain. 
(American holly is a marvelous wood, though it grows slowly and presents 
problems with harvesting, as gray or blue stains appear if the tree isn't cut 
in winter.) I wonder where Max got the wood, search for signs that he's 
somehow culled separate sections together, but find nothing. 

I walk around the entire piece twice, am convinced the sculpture is 
extraordinary, sensual and organic, and am tempted to shout, "Jesus! 
Jesus! Jesus!" but manage instead to say, "What is this?" and laugh as I 
point. 

Max drops his chin. His shoulders sag as if he's been hit in the gut. I click 
my tongue, tell him half-truths, explain how Laura asked me to come 
check on him, that she's concerned he won't be rested for tomorrow and 
hopes I can be of help. "She tells me you're working too hard. She thinks 
you're practicing for the tournament." I stand with my arms folded across 
my chest. "Obviously, though, you've been up to something else." I wink, 
and laugh again. 

Max remains a few feet in front of me, his face pale, his mouth drawn 
tight, then drooping. "You don't like her?" 

"Honestly?" I look again at the sculpture, imagine what Laura would say. 
"No," I answer. "It's good you tried though," I tell him. "A person can't be 
faulted for that. How else are we to know our limitations?" I remind him 
that he still has his career as a competitive carver. "You're the champ," I 
raise my right forefinger to show Max a number one, the irony of my 
convincing him to focus on the tournament not lost on me. "A person 
shouldn't be greedy." I put my hand on the statue's side, nearly trembling 
as I touch her. "We'll keep this between ourselves," I turn serious, relieved 
when Max agrees we should not tell Laura. 

I send Max home, say "I'll clean up," and wait for him to leave. Max has 
taken his Disston #12 power saw and cut through Beauty's center. There's 
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little left now beyond pulp and splinters, the wood flying up in the air as 
the sculpture shuddered with surprise, her top half split and falling, the 
blade slicing deep into her shoulder, angling down toward the hollow which 
held her heart. I covered my mouth to avoid inhaling fragments, protected 
my eyes with clear plastic goggles, and stood watching until Max was 
finished. 

Alone now, I kneel in the remains, fill my pockets and the front of my shirt 
with slivers, gather nearly a pound of wood before heading out again. At 
my kitchen table, I spend the next three hours turning all I've gathered 
into two-inch sticks. I then select the thirty or so pieces I'll take with me 
to the tournament tomorrow, placing them inside the velvet Crown Royal 
pouch I always use for competitions. At four in the morning, I turn off the 
kitchen light and fall into bed where I sleep until the alarm I've set wakes 
me. 

The arena where we hold our tournament is on the east end of the river. 
Many of the preliminary events are underway when I arrive. Wood carvers, 
bark skippers and the two-man log tossing are each going through the 
early rounds, while stacking is scheduled to begin that afternoon in the 
auditorium. I sit in the stands next to Laura and watch Max defeat his first 
challengers with little trouble. Twice when Max makes a particularly 
impressive move, carving out the shape of a Great Dane and then the bust 
of Albert Einstein, Laura squeezes my arm and whistles. I stare down at 
the ridiculous scrimshaws and applaud politely. 

My sticks have already been presented for inspection when I go into the 
auditorium that afternoon. My velvet bag is tagged and placed at table 
nineteen. (The number seems a good omen.) At two o'clock I take my seat 
and roll my sticks out across the table. There are sixty-four stations in the 
auditorium, sixty-three other competitors. The rules require every 
contestant to stack as many sticks as they can in the first two hours. To 
avoid inflated numbers, with a stacker building threes and fours over and 
over again, only five misses are permitted, with the total from those 
stacks constituting one's score. At four o'clock the top fifteen stackers 
advance into the evening's final where one slip leads to elimination. 

I run my fingers through my sticks, manage in the first hour to stack eight 
and eleven. By twenty minutes until four, I've added an additional ten and 
twelve to my total, and knowing how the game is played, I knock twelve 
down and stack another nine before the buzzer. My total puts me into the 
championship, and leaving my sticks with the judges, I go outside for 
some air and a bite to eat. 

Laura finds me spreading mustard on a hotdog and wishes me luck 
tonight. She's wearing her running clothes and plans a quick jog around 
the river. "Max's finals start at eight o'clock," she says, and promises to 
watch me first, then qualifies this with, "If I can." 

"You'll be done in plenty of time. It's only four thirty." 

"I know, Michael, but," Laura smiles. I bite my dog, wipe mustard from my 
lips. As Laura stretches, arching her back then rolling her hips side to side, 
she thanks me for my help last night. I toss my dog in the trash. "About 
Max," I say. "He can't win." 

Laura doesn't understand, assumes I'm referring to the tournament. She 
stops her stretches, stares at me, her eyes narrowed against the sun. 
"What do you mean?" 

I answer the only way I can, frustrated and with questions of my own. 
"What sort of man can't recognize beauty? How can you waste your time 
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on someone who settles for carving puppets and frogs? Don't you see how 
weak he is? If Max doesn't know what to do with your love," I say. "If he'd 
rather sit sniveling in his studio, then he deserves what he gets and I 
shouldn't be blamed for anything." 

"I don't know what you're talking about," Laura is frightened now and 
wants me to explain, "What are you asking me? Why are you saying this? 
What's going on?" 

And so I tell her. 

At six twenty, I'm inside the auditorium, waiting to enter the main room 
where the last fifteen tables are set. The carpenter is with me. He has on 
his lucky flannel shirt, blue and slightly frayed, the one he wears when 
working on a particularly fine and complicated piece of furniture. The shirt 
is a talisman, the carpenter's way of reminding me to keep my focus and 
wishing me luck without having to repeat all he said to me in the days 
leading up to the tournament. Some of the other planers roll past on 
wooden skates, slap my shoulder and wish me luck. The carpenter sees 
me wringing my hands, watches me look through the front window toward 
the opposite side of the river, and encourages me to, "Keep your focus. 
Now is not the time." He tugs at his tail of gray hair. The judges inside the 
auditorium sound the warning bell and I leave to take my seat among the 
finalists. 

Each table is assigned a counter. When the starting bell rings, I place my 
first stick in front of me, build my stack to five and then seven in just 
under an hour. Six of the other contestants are eliminated by then, and 
three more go in the next twenty minutes. I glance into the stands, hear 
the carpenter tell me again to "Focus," and manage this all the way to 
eleven. 

At twelve sticks Beauty holds. I reach thirteen then fourteen as the last of 
my competition is gone. Those watching in the stands applaud. I continue 
on to fifteen with thoughts of Jesse Cane's record in my head. A mistake. 
At fifteen anything but sixteen is overreaching. Still it's hard not to 
imagine more. I place sixteen on my stack and look again for Laura. 

Seventeen is deep space, is rarified air, as uncommon as the planet-
forming dust disk recently discovered circling the paired-star system 
Stephenson 34 and thought to be twenty-five million years old. I go from 
seventeen to eighteen and then nineteen as a stirring starts in the crowd. 
The reaction I assume is for me, but then I see people leaving. 

I break Jesse Cane's record with my twentieth stick. The cheers for my 
success barely fill the auditorium with echo. At twenty-one, only the 
carpenter, two judges and my counter remain. I get as far as twenty-three 
when the stack gives a little shudder and collapses. The two judges hurry 
over, sign the forms and the official application to recognize a new record, 
shake my hand and hurry off. I have no idea what's happening and follow 
the carpenter outside, into the adjoining Hank Stamper Theater where the 
finals of the carving competition are underway. 

The theater is filled to overflowing. The carpenter and I have to push 
through the crowd to even see the stage which is lit in white lights. The 
rest of the auditorium is dark. I squint, am nervous again for reasons not 
yet clear, think for a moment to go back outside, but the carpenter has 
hold of my arm and is moving me forward. A large stopwatch-like clock is 
set with six minutes remaining. The judges sit in the orchestra pit, an 
electronic recording of Beth Wood's 'Right On Time' plays overhead. Max 
and the other finalist—a man dressed in jeans and a gray cotton T-shirt—
are working away with their saws and sanders. Unlike the other man 
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however, who's completed a half dozen sculptures of a cow, a blackbird, a 
mushroom and what appears to be the head of J. Edgar Hoover, Max is 
still carving his first piece. 

I look through the crowd and back again to the stage before spotting 
Laura sitting on the top step a few feet to Max's left. The wood Max is 
carving is a large silver maple. The crowd is unusually quiet. Even after 
the music stops and the time runs out and the bell goes off and the other 
man is named the winner, the crowd remains still and watching. 

Beauty is there, not entirely in the way she was before, but taking shape. 
The sweet curve of her back is again cut in a confluence of rims and 
angles. The perfect hint of a head remains, as does the heart in her 
center. I watch only long enough to be sure what has happened, then go 
outside. 

The carpenter suggests we have a drink at his cabin. Along the way he 
points out the stars, shows me Corvus and Indus and Berenice's Hair. He 
tells me the story of the girl with the diamond tattoo, how she followed 
The Wooden Nickel Band from Boston to Amherst to Buffalo. "God, Mike, 
but she was lovely," the carpenter remembers. "Her tattoo was in the soft 
fold of skin between her thumb and forefinger. For luck, I liked to stroke 
her diamond before I played. I knew halfway through our tour I was in 
love with her and tried each night to impress her with my performance. I 
was a good enough musician to keep from sounding foolish early on, but 
by Providence I was out of control. I'd solo in the center of a piece, play 
over and around the others. If not for our drummer, Davie Wekcal, I'd 
have ruined the band completely. Davie kept us together. His playing gave 
our music its integrity, despite how wildly the audience cheered my effort. 
I guess the girl knew this, too, because in Shreveport she and Davie took 
off." 

I sit on the carpenter's porch, drinking whiskey from a wooden cup. 
Eventually, I finish my drink and walk back to the theater where the 
earlier crowd remains. Word of my record has spread and several people 
congratulate me, though mostly they continue watching Max. 

I make my way to the stage where Laura sees me and tries to keep me 
from coming up the steps. She's still angry and stands directly in front of 
me. The buzz of Max's saw—a platinum Irwin 24V cordless—is the only 
sound. I've spent the last hour thinking about what to do, have pictured 
Winston Perle laying cold and still at the bottom of the river, and the 
carpenter not touching his bass for thirty years, and how easy to reconcile 
my own missteps with some equally extreme gesture. I consider offering 
my hands to the blade of Max's saw, extending my arms so fast no one 
has time to react, my fingers falling to the stage as everyone looking on 
gasps and shudders. 

As I reached the river however, I changed my mind, reminded of the 
crowds who left the shore soon after Winston Perle threw himself in, and 
the boats which gave up searching for his body. The girl Winston tried to 
impress with his stacking married someone else a year later. I often see 
her dancing with her husband at the summer festivals, and walking with 
her children on clear winter nights. 

We are as people like silver cogs driven by watch springs, our power 
seeming to fall forever outside our control, when, in truth, there's only us, 
only love and redemption. Before I left the porch, the carpenter, too, 
made sure I understood. Over whiskey he said, "How much prettier the 
stars, do you think, each Eridanus, Cetus and Caelum and all the rest, if at 
any time these last thirty years I managed to pick up my bass and play for 
them?" ("Without music," Nietzsche wrote, "the world would be a 
mistake.") 

Max seems to know what I'm thinking when I lean forward and kiss 
Laura's cheek and tell her, "Sorry, sorry." I turn then and Max smiles as I 
apologize to him as well. "Not to worry," he says and shuts down his saw. 
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The crowd thinks he's finished and begins to applaud. Laura waits, then 
walks over and stands beside Beauty. I reach down in front of her and 
gather up a new handful of shavings from the floor. 

Copyright © Steven Gillis 2005. Title graphic: "Diamond in the Rough" Copyright © The 
Summerset Review 2005.
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October, 1983 

The night is cool and I'm not. A gang of girls from my class at Franklin 
High flutter past, their brightly made-up faces glowing. Muffled snickers 
carry far in the crisp autumn air. I breathe in and start to float. I leave my 
body and hover above the crowd. Looking down, I see myself, wispy blond 
hair, baggy white painter's pants, and dirty Nikes. I'm winding my way 
through parked cars and orange cones. I rush back into my skin when my 
cousin Claire grabs my hand. She's eleven and not yet ruled by teenage 
emotional paralysis. 

We reach the Civic Center's entrance. My uncle smiles and hands us our 
tickets. 

"Are you excited?" he asks. 

I shrug and say, "I guess." My first rock concert. It's supposed to be a big 
deal. I am excited, but fear the experience will disappoint me. Most things 
do. 

I am wrong. 

The lights go down and I am transfixed. Our seats are near the top of the 
arena. The band, U2, is too far away to focus on the visual. Audio takes 
over. Percussion, bass, rhythm. Ten thousand people screaming, 
stomping, clapping. Two songs and I realize everyone's looking straight 
ahead. My ex-hippie aunt and uncle are swaying arm-in-arm. My goofy kid 
cousin dances wildly, stomping my toe on the downbeat. And absolutely 
no one is looking at me. I stay solidly in my body for longer than I have in 
days. I close my eyes and feel the thump, thump, thumping of my heart 
as it syncs with the kick drum in four-four time. 

On the way home I declare, "I love rock and roll." 
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August, 1994 

In the amphitheater ladies room, I splash water on my face and eye the 
goth contingency congregating behind us. 

"It looks like a fucking funeral party in here," Claire whispers in my ear. 

I try to smile, but it comes out a sneer. "We should know," I say. 

Claire pats me on the back. 

Death has our family on speed dial. Only three of us remain, and 
Grandma Mo is eighty-eight. Outside we meet up with my soon to be ex-
man du jour. Claire rolls her eyes as he approaches. I try not to look at 
him, but his outfit is hard to ignore. Leather pants, a cape, and a steel rod 
through his recent nose piercing that looks like an upturned Fu Manchu 
mustache. 

"It's The Cure, man," he says. "Look around. I fit right in." 

Claire looks at me and I shrug. He was a decent fuck while it lasted. The 
sex is all that I will miss. 

We arrive in our upper level seats not a moment too soon. The opening 
band is finishing up as the crowd grows restless for their melancholy hero. 
I try to get comfortable, but Freak Boy is crowding my space. I long for an 
escape. There is a sudden heavy pressure on my shoulders. I'm hopeful it 
will whisk me away. 

It doesn't. 

When The Cure takes the stage, it is like waking up in a heroin dream. 
The synthesizers warp time and the lights strobe you into submission. 
Robert Smith appears, his wild mane of bed-hair shining black, red 
kimono gown delicately flowing. I can't take my eyes off him. His voice is 
like a precision blade, slicing pain and dripping morphine regret. 

As the lush vocals fade on another angst-ridden number, Claire puts her 
arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. 

"It's good to see you," she says. I lean in. Her hair smells like gardenias. 

The song ends, the lights dim, and I begin to sob. 

May, 2005 

At first the whole corporate boxseats thing sounds divine. Daniel's boss 
gives us free tickets to concerts and an occasional basketball game, a well-
deserved fringe benefit for all of his long hours and frequent out-of-town 
trips. 

High above the riff-raff cramped into their plastic fold-downs, we float on 
plush cushions and sip Chardonnay. We have our own private bathroom 
and a waitress that checks on us every twenty minutes.

I squeeze Daniel's hand as he kisses me on the forehead. He's a good 
man. He got these tickets just for me. And Claire. Freshly divorced from 
Jimmy, the jobless deadbeat. 

"I haven't been to a concert in so long," Claire says. "Jimmy and I never 
saw a concert together. Can you believe that?" 

I could. 

"I'm glad you were able to come with us," I say, not telling her she looks 
years older than she should. Then wondering what she's not telling me. 
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The light roar of the crowd announces the arrival of Sarah McLachlan to 
the stage. Seconds later, she's simulcast larger than life on two parallel 
jumbo-trons. A white shirt and blond head in the box to our left decides to 
stand, stretch his legs, prop himself upright against the railing. A merlot-
sipping corporate moron makes himself comfortable, completely blocking 
our view of both the stage and the screens. I take a deep breath as a 
gaggle of snipping chicks in the box to our right starts a high-voltage 
conversation about Botox and wrinkle cream. 

Claire forces a smile. 

I grab Daniel by the knee and give him a Do-Something look. 

He waves down an usher and she begins to recite the corporate box 
manifesto. Corporate patrons are free to stand, free to talk, free to ruin 
the evening for everyone who came to see and hear, not be seen and 
heard. 

I close my eyes and concentrate. Blood pumps in my ears, thumping out 
the rhythm of the bass and drums. I say the words I love rock and roll to 
myself and without even trying, I begin to float out of my body. I'm 
startled at first, barely remembering the escapist sensation of my 
childhood. And how many times I'd wished for it since, only to be 
disappointed that it never came. But here it is. And I'm rising quickly. I 
open my eyes and look down at my husband and dear cousin Claire. All 
the family I have left in the world. Three blips of life just below what we 
used to call the cheap seats. 

I relax. Drift. Try to remember it all. But there is not enough time. There 
never is. 

When I look down again, Claire is reaching for my hand. Disembodied, I 
resist – but it is inevitable. My skin prickles with the dread of return. 

Copyright © Mary Lynn Reed 2005. Title graphic: "Back Seat" Copyright © The 
Summerset Review 2005.
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Steven Gillis is the author of Walter Falls (2003), a finalist for both the 2003 Book 
of the Year for Literary Fiction by ForeWord Magazine and the Independent 

Publishers Association 2004 Book of the Year. His second novel, The Weight of 
Nothing was published earlier this year. His stories, articles, and book reviews have 

appeared in some two dozen journals. Steve teaches writing and literature at 
Eastern Michigan University and is the founder of 826 Michigan (http://

www.826michigan.org), a nonprofit mentoring and tutoring program specializing in 
writing. All author proceeds from his novels go to this foundation. Steve lives in Ann 

Arbor with his wife and two children. Write to him at barkingman@aol.com. 

Karen Grunberg, whose artwork "Mail Slot" accompanies a 
story in this issue, lives in San Diego with her husband and son. 
She is a computer programmer and a family photographer. You 
can see more of her photographs and writing at www.karenika.
com. 

Barbara Jacksha is an editor at the literary journal flashquake. Her work has 
appeared in such publications as Beloit Fiction Journal, Peregrine, Mindprints, 

Carve Magazine, Tattoo Highway, Smokelong Quarterly, and Poetry Midwest. In 
2006, her story "Geometry Can Fail Us" will appear in the new W.W. Norton 
anthology, Flash Fiction Forward. Visit her web site at www.barbarajacksha.

com. 
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Mary Lynn Reed's short fiction has recently appeared 
online at Identity Theory, VerbSap, thieves jargon, The 
Dead Mule, and Ten Thousand Monkeys. You may 
contact her at marylynnreed@yahoo.com. 

Arthur Saltzman is Professor of English at Missouri Southern State University and 
the author of several books, including the essay collections Objects and Empathy, 

which won the First Series Creative Nonfiction Award from Mid-List Press, and 
Nearer, forthcoming this fall from Parlor Press. His work has appeared in Gettysburg 

Review, Fiction International, River City, Iowa Review, Cream City Review, Florida 
Review, Southeast Review, Black Warrior Review, and Ascent, among other places. 
He has won the Columbia Journal Nonfiction Award, the Victor J. Emmett Memorial 

Essay Award, and the Nebraska Review Creative Nonfiction Prize. He can be reached 
at saltzman-a@mssu.edu. 
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Writers are invited to submit literary short stories and essays of up to 8,000 
words. Pieces of light or subtle content are likely to be given more serious 
consideration. To get more of an idea of what we are looking for, please read 
The Summerset Review or consult our Recommended Reading List. We suggest 
that contributors be familiar with the writing typically found in literary 
publications such as these. 

Email submissions to editor@summersetreview.org as an attachment in MS 
Word format, or as plain text. You may alternatively submit in hard-copy by 
sending to 25 Summerset Drive, Smithtown, NY 11787. All submissions receive 
replies as quickly as possible. If we have not responded within three months, 
please hassle us. We read year-round. 

All submitted work is assumed to be original. Book excerpts will be considered 
if you believe the work stands alone. Reprints will be considered if the work has 
not appeared elsewhere within the last two years. Simultaneous submissions 
are encouraged. 

We do not give previously-published authors any more attention than new 
writers, and judge submissions objectively on literary merit. Even so, a brief 
note accompanying the submission is preferred. We are not sure what we want 
to read in this note, but would appreciate the extra effort, rather than a blank 
email with an attachment. We are always interested in knowing how you've 
heard of us, and what you like about us. 

Authors will see drafts of accepted pieces for review prior to release. Beginning 
in December 2005, we pay twenty-five dollars at release time to each writer 
appearing in the issue. 

Writers retain all rights to use their work elsewhere in any way they choose, 
however, we reserve the right to republish the material, without modification, 
in a nonprofit print volume. We also reserve the right to quote brief excerpts of 
text at literary events, with no connection to monetary gain, crediting the 
author in all cases. 

We nominate stories annually for the Pushcart Prize, New Stories from the 
South, storySouth's Million Writers Award, and elsewhere. 
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Author Title Source

Aciman, Andre Cat's Cradle From the November 3 issue of The New Yorker, 1997

Altschul, Andrew Foster From A to Z From Issue #1 of Swink, 2004

Anderson, Dale Gregory The Girl in the Tree From the Spring/Summer issue of Alaska Quarterly Review, 2003

Ashton, Edward Night Swimmer Online at The Blue Penny Quarterly, Spring/Summer 1995

Baggott, Julianna Five From Other Voices #28, 1998

Bardi, Abby My Wild Life From Quarterly West #41, 1995

Baxter, Charles Snow From the collection A Relative Stranger, published in 1990

Benson, Amy Vectors: Arrows of Discontent A memoir excerpt in Issue 29.2 of New Orleans Review, 2004

Borders, Lisa Temporary Help From the Spring/Summer issue of Bananafish, 1998

Broyard, Bliss Mr. Sweetly Indecent From the Fall issue of Ploughshares, 1997

Burns, Carole Honour's Daughter From Other Voices #31, 1999

Cain, Chelsea Pretty Enough To Be a Showgirl From the Spring issue of Grand Tour, 1997

Cheever, John The Stories of John Cheever A collection published in 1980

Christopher, Nicholas Veronica A novel published in 1996

Clark, Susan Besides the Body From the Spring issue of Red Rock Review, 2004

Crane, Elizabeth When the Messenger Is Hot A collection published in 2003

Crowe, Thomas Rain Firsts Online at Oyster Boy Review in January, 1997

Dancoff, Judith Vermeer's Light From Alaska Quarterly Review’s Intimate Voices issue, 1997

Dormanen, Sue Finishing First From the Summer issue of Lynx Eye, 1998.

Doyle, Larry Life Without Leann From an issue of The New Yorker in Fall, 1990

Kennedy, Thomas E. Kansas City From Vol 62 No. 4 of New Letters, 1996

McInerney, Jay Model Behavior A novel published in 1998

Millhauser, Steven Enchanted Night A novella published in 1999

Moses, Jennifer Circling From the Spring issue of Gettysburg Review, 1995

Murakami, Haruki South of the Border, West of the Sun A novel published in 1998

Offill, Jenny Last Things A novel published in 1999

Orlean, Susan The Bullfighter Checks Her Makeup A collection of essays published in 2001

Perry, Rachael Sullivan's Inventory From No. 82/83 of Confrontation, Spring/Summer 2003

Raboteur, Emily The Eye of Horus From StoryQuarterly #40, 2004

Robison, Mary Why Did I Ever? A novel published in 2001

Russell, Karen Haunting Olivia From the June 13 & 20 issue of The New Yorker, 2005

Salinger, J.D. For Esme - With Love and Squalor From the collection Nine Stories published in 1953

Tilghman, Christopher The Way People Run From the September 9 issue of The New Yorker, 1991
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Alaska Quarterly Review

Gettysburg Review

Gulf Coast

Hayden's Ferry Review

Mid-American Review

New Letters

New Orleans Review

Other Voices

Puerto del Sol

South Dakota Review

StoryQuarterly

Swink

Quarterly West

West Branch
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Lisa Ohlen Harris, Michael Hartford, Tammy R. Kitchen, Jillian 
Schedneck, Sandi Sonnenfeld 

      Mariel Boyarsky, Michael J. Cunningham, Catherine B. Hamilton, 
Maxi Hellweger, B.J. Hollars

Erin Anderson, Carl R. Brush, Mark X. Cronin, Elise Davis, Shellie 
Zacharia 

      David McKinley Lowrey, Mark Mazer, Corey Mesler, Terry 
Thomas

Julie Ann Castro, Bill Glose, Graham Jeffery, William Starr Moake, 
Philippe Tarbouriech, Carolyn Thériault 

      Karen Kasaba, Chris Ludlow, Court Merrigan, Michael F. Smith, 
Mark Vender

Scott Carter, Alan M. Danzis, Gerard Marconi, Jordan Rosenfeld

      Maura Madigan, Troy Morash, Pam Mosher, Paul Silverman

Aline Baggio, Susan H. Case, Zdravka Evtimova, Tony O'Brien, Tom 
Sheehan, Jennifer Spiegel

      Linda Boroff, Thomas Brennan, Sue Dormanen, James Francis, 
Gina Frangello, Gwendolyn Joyce Mintz

Eric Bosse, Sarah Maria Gonzales, M.M.M. Hayes, Janice J. Heiss, Pia 
Wilson

     Max Dunbar, Jenny de Groot, Soo J. Hong, Rachel Belinda Kidder, 
Michael Marisi, Ulf Wolf

Kit Chase, Diane E. Dees, Edison McDaniels, Regina Phelps, Jacob 
Fawcett

Page 32 of 32

http://www.summersetreview.org/05fall/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/05summer/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/05spring/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/05winter/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/04fall/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/04summer/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/04spring/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/04winter/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/03fall/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/03summer/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/03spring/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/03winter/index.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/02fall/index.htm

	Local Disk
	The Summerset Review
	The Summerset Review - Winter 2006 Table of Contents
	The Summerset Review - Editors' Notes
	Beneath the Starfish Sky - a story by Barbara Jacksha
	Driving Concerns - an essay by Arthur Saltzman
	The Girl with the Diamond Tattoo - a story by Steven Gillis
	Existential Thread from the Cheap Seats - a story by Mary Lynn Reed
	The Summerset Review - Contributors' Notes
	The Summerset Review - Guidelines
	The Summerset Review's Recommended Reading List
	The Summerset Review's Recommended Literary Sources
	The Summerset Review - Previous Issues




