Get Volume One in Print

Editors' Notes
Bathtub Mary - a story by Allie Larkin
Little Witches - a short short by Bill Cook
True Love and Paranoia in the Hermit Kingdom - an essay by Jack Cobb
What the Dolls Are Telling Me - a photo essay by Didi Wood
Sea Change - a story by Naomi Leimsider
Standing Woman - a story by Catherine Brown
Contributors' Notes

Fifty-for-Fifty Contest for Readers
Questions for Reader Group Discussion

Guidelines for Submissions
Previous Issues

Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2008. Republication or redistribution of any material on this web site should not be
done without permission from the originator.

Page 2 of 70

In November 2007, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) released a
follow-up report to their "Reading at Risk" study done in 2004. This new
report, titled "To Read or Not To Read," goes further into the matter of
literary reading on the decline. The NEA raises an important issue, and we
need to recognize this and conceive ways of turning around the trend.
At The Summerset Review, we've experienced this a bit ourselves. Our
guidelines page far exceeds all others as our most read page, suggesting
that the majority of people who visit our little online magazine (actually,
we have one print issue and hope for another in 2009) are more interested
in getting published here than reading the stories. We suspect this may be
true for many other literary magazines as well.
Additionally, our free Fifty-for-Fifty Reading Contest brought in minimal
entries this quarter. We pay fifty dollars to the person who writes a fifty-ormore-word commentary on a story read in the magazine. This is twice the
amount we pay an author whose story or essay is accepted here. Still,
we've received almost five hundred submissions of stories and essays last
quarter, while in the same time frame the number of entries for our
reading contest could be counted on one hand.
To take our own next step in addressing the issue that the NEA is
reporting, we are increasing the pay-out of our reading contest to $150 for
the current issue. Though we realize this is still small potatoes in the big
scheme of things, it comes from a source that has a total staff of two
unpaid volunteers, an organization that you won't find listed on the
NASDAQ. We are also continuing to give you a short list of questions on
the pieces appearing in our issue, for use in reader group discussion or
simply for individual thought. See the Guidelines for Submissions and
Questions for Reader Groups pages for more information.
Additionally, we have a recommendation for the NEA and the literary
community. There is a national program currently underway called The Big
Read, where groups around the country are reading American novels with
hope of improving the overall situation. Though we applaud the attempt,
we do not think the concentration on one or a very small set of books is
the optimal approach.
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Many people believe the root of the solution lies in getting our younger
people to read more, particularly teenagers. No single book is the perfect
book for everyone; there is a wide variety of tastes among us all. The
important thing is that people read, not necessarily that they read a
specific book, regardless of its acclaim. Imposing on younger people the
requirement to read a book they do not like serves to de-motivate, and
may instigate more damage than repair. The solution, we believe, is in
offering a wide variety of material, and setting up the means of having the
reading of the book fairly evaluated by a cognizant person or group.
It should also be noted that almost all of the Featured Books of The Big
Read are classics and do not reflect the state of literary writing today in its
contemporary form. We feel there is just as much, if not more, to gain
from contemporary literary writing as there is with the classics.
As part of The Big Read, we think it would be a good idea to promote
literary magazines. These have a wide variety of writing styles and plots in
a single issue, and readers could be given the suggestion of trying the first
story/poem/essay, and stopping and moving on to the next if they do not
like it. Chances are favorable that by the time the reader reaches the end
of the issue, they would have settled on and read at least one piece.
Though this would not constitute a book-length read, it is a start, and
could serve to give the world more exposure into literary magazines—a
seriously under-recognized source of literature.
A different and equally important perspective exists in an essay in the
Winter 2008 issue of The Southern Review, entitled, "The Death of the
Death of the Novel," by Robert Clark Young. This piece sheds positive light
on the health of the literary world, and is a comfort to read. The author
argues that "...the Internet and iPods and DVDs are not responsible for
turning book publishing into a money loser," and that "American literature
is not only alive but immortal."
We invite you to read Young's essay, as well as the NEA report, and we're
interested in your comments. Write to us and tell us what you're thinking.
Or doing. We genuinely want to know.

It's with a tear in our eye that we give you our Lit Pick of the Quarter. The
story comes from a literary magazine that is closing down, one we've loved
for twenty-two years: Other Voices. Based in Chicago, this journal
published much innovative fiction, and "Morphogenesis," by Aimee
Pokwatka, in the Spring/Summer 2007 issue (#46) is no exception. Here is
an excerpt It started with a swirl of green in my fingertips. Jeremy was
the one to notice it, of course; he looked at me so much more
carefully then.
"What the hell did you get on your fingers?" he asked.
"What do you mean?" I pulled my hands out of our tiny
pool. The water was clear except for a few flowers from the
yuccas I didn't have the heart to skim off the top. My skin was
cinched and puckered everywhere except for the knuckles.
"It looks like you got ink all over them," he said. "Like a
police lineup or something."
"Maybe it's paint," I said. I hadn't been using green paint
that day, but I was messy, always dripping something over the
side of a drop cloth and onto the sawdusty floor of my studio.
He took the index finger of my right hand in his mouth and
let his tongue swirl around it. When he gave it back, the green
was still there, etched into the whorls and loops, an ugly,
foreign tattoo. Jeremy sank neck-deep in the water and
shrugged, and there was something about him at that moment
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that looked diluted and free. The sun striped his body like a
zebra, distorting itself as it crossed through our ripples and
worked its way down.
Though Other Voices is closing, we'd be remiss to omit mentioning that OV
Books continues. OV Books is a small book press that sprung out of Other
Voices in 2004, having the very honorable mission of publishing forms of
literature that are being marginalized more and more these days, namely
short story collections and anthologies. We wish all those connected with the
OV Books project much success.

Some of our fans often ask why we do not have a donations page.
Actually, we do, in a sense. We are selling Volume One, a print issue
collecting work from our first five years. Ten dollars brings this little
treasure right to your door. Though you can't claim this as a donation per
se, for tax purposes, we think it is something you may come to appreciate
far greater and longer.
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There are thirteen bathtub Marys between our house and the middle
school. There used to be fifteen, if you counted the one we had, plus
the one at the Hwangs'.
I wanted to keep ours. It was my favorite thing about the house when
we moved in, but as soon as we were done unpacking our stuff and
setting up everything all nice, my mom went outside in her cutoffs and
gardening gloves. She dug Mary up and put her out on the curb with
the garbage.
When she came back inside, she pulled off her gloves, smacked her
hands together and held up her palms. "Glad that's all taken care of,"
she said, sighing. She had a big smudge of dirt across her cheek.
"Now, it feels like we live here."
"Can't we keep her?" I begged, holding my hands up to her, folded in a
teepee like Mary's. "We can put her in the backyard, maybe?"
"We're Jewish!" she said, wiping her face, making the dirt smudge
wider.
"You always say Jewish is our ethnicity, not our religion." I traced the
line of one of the floorboards with my toe. "So, what I figure is that our
religion is up for grabs."
"No, it isn't."
"Well, if it's not, then what are we?" I asked, hands on my hips, using
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my annoyed voice as much as I could get away with.
"Realists," she said, raising her right eyebrow at me as a warning.
I tried to move Mary from the curb while my mom was in the shower
washing "all that holy dirt" off of herself, but Mary was too heavy, and
I only succeeded in knocking her over.
She was a beautiful Mary too. Not just plain concrete, or concrete
painted white. She was painted all over in full color. Her face was pale
peach, and her lips and cheeks were just the slightest bit darker. She
had bright blue eyes and her hair was covered with a matching blue
scarf that waved and draped like it was real silk, not stone. She looked
so sad, laying there in the gutter on a bed of rotting leaves and broken
sticks that were all bunched up by the drainage grate, but I wasn't
strong enough to save her. When the garbage men came on Monday
morning, I couldn't even look.
About a week later, my mother came home with a big ugly gargoyle
and stuck it in the bathtub. "Isn't it a hoot?" she said, smiling, trying
hard to get me excited about it. "Why don't you name him? We can
dress him up for holidays. Maybe a sheet for Halloween. Some antlers
at Christmas."
"We're Jewish," I said. "We don't celebrate Christmas."
So, she named the stupid gargoyle Harry and put these big tacky
sunglasses from the discount bin at Ben Franklin on him. His gross bat
wings were too wide for the bathtub, so she had to turn him crooked to
get him to fit.
For awhile after Mary came down and Harry went up, cars slowed down
when they drove past our house. Elderly couples going by on their
after-dinner walks would stop, stare, and shake their heads at our
house from across the street. "Such a shame," I imagined them
whispering to each other. "Such a shame."

When the Hwang family moved in three houses down, they had a
landscaping crew come and pull up their Mary, bathtub and all. Theirs
wasn't a real bathtub like ours. It was a concrete one, and the whole
thing came up after a few hours of digging and some guys tying ropes
around Mary. They looped the ropes through the back of a pickup truck
and drove away until Mary broke off of the rest of it. Then they started
all over again to get the bathtub out of the ground.
The Hwangs' Mary was little; she only came up to my knees. Sunday
night, after my mom fell asleep on the couch watching Cagney and
Lacy, I snuck out the back door in my nightgown, loaded the little Mary
in my wagon and dumped her in the weeds behind our house.
When I got back inside, I tried to be so so quiet, but the door slipped
away from me and slammed shut. My mom sat up on the couch and
yelled, "Oh God!" She held her hand over her heart. "Damn it, Margie!
What are you doing?"
"I was just looking outside," I said. "I thought I heard a raccoon."
"So you went outside? They're not tame, Margie. You don't go running
outside to see wild animals."
"I didn't even. I just opened the door," I said, hoping she wouldn't
notice my dirty bare feet. "I may have even been sleepwalking."
"Yeah, well, you sleepwalk yourself back to bed and stay there." My
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mom lay back down on the couch and pulled the turquoise afghan back
up to her chin. She never slept in her bed. If I ever caught her on the
couch in the morning, she'd say she just fell asleep watching TV, but
her bed was always made, and it didn't sag in the middle the way the
couch and my bed did.
I went back to my room and scuffled my feet on the dark brown carpet
to get the dirt off before I climbed between the sheets. I closed my
eyes and pictured my new concrete Mary's heavenly face watching over
me. "Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you for saving me, Margie."

The next day, after school, I tried pumping our neighbor, Mrs. Bianchi,
for tips on how to care for my Mary.
"Mrs. Bianchi," I said, being careful to pronounce it Bee-on-key, like
she taught me, "your Mary is so beautiful. How do you take such
beautiful care of her?" I brushed pizzelle crumbs off of my T-shirt and
took a polite sip of my milk instead of gulping it down, so I'd look more
adult.
"Well," she said, making a tinkling sound with her spoon while she
stirred her coffee, "Mr. Bianchi paints the shrine every year. In the
spring. The blue, I picked out myself." She got up and went over to the
junk drawer. After riffling through rubber bands and twist ties, she
came back with a little paper card that was blue on one side and blank
on the other. It was the same color as the inside of the bathtub.
"Tiffany blue." She handed the card to me.
I ran my hand along the blue. It was smooth and the paper was thick.
It said Robins Egg in black letters on a white bar at the bottom.
"My mother had this necklace," Mrs. Bianchi touched her neck right at
the part where it dipped in and made a little cup, "with a real pearl. My
father bought it for her at Tiffany's when he went to New York on a
business trip. And it came in a box that was just this color blue. Exactly
this color." She pointed to the card. I handed it back to her.
"When my mother died," Mrs. Bianchi crossed herself and looked up at
the ceiling, "my sister took the necklace. I wanted it so badly, but it's
material. It's not the most important thing. The most important things
are God and family. I don't fight with family over a necklace." She took
a sip of her coffee. Maybe it was too hot, or maybe she really was sad
about the necklace, because her eyes teared up a little.
She sniffed and looked at me. "The next time Mr. Bianchi paints the
shrine, I tell him you help. Huh? You like that idea?"
"Yes," I said, nodding my head and helping myself to another pizzelle.
My mother said I was too old for a babysitter, so I had to go home by
myself every day after school until she got home from her shift. I wore
my house key on a piece of yarn around my neck like all the other
latch key kids. But one day, after we'd only been living in our new
house for three weeks, I forgot my key in my gym locker. While I was
sitting on the steps crying, Mrs. Bianchi walked by on her "afternoon
constitutional." She took me home with her and gave me a
handkerchief with pink flowers that smelled like face powder, and
showed me how to make pizzelles with a special kind of waffle iron. I
had so much fun that I forgot about being locked out of the house until
it was dark outside, and I had to run to get home before my mother
started to worry.
Mrs. Bianchi said that she had fun too because I was delightful
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company, and I was welcome over for coffee (even though for me it
meant milk) any time I wanted. So I went over for coffee a lot. Not
every day. Sometimes, I liked to sit on the couch at home and eat
those little bags of chips that my mom bought for me, have a few
Capri-Suns and watch cartoons while I did my homework. But
sometimes, I wanted company, and it was nice that Mrs. Bianchi did
too.
The summer after sixth grade, I spent a lot of time at Mrs. Bianchi's
house. She taught me how to garden, and she gave me a necklace that
wasn't really a necklace and taught me about penance and Hail Marys
and Jesus. Mrs. Bianchi gave me a piece of lace to wear in my hair that
was just like hers only my size. She made it herself with thin thread
and tiny needles. We lit candles in the afternoon and murmured while
we touched our beads, kneeling on the living room floor in front of a
picture of Mary with big blue eyes like puddles.
"Hail Mary, full of grace," I would murmur, making my voice low and
somber like Mrs. Bianchi's.
"Thank you," Mary would whisper back to me in my head. "Thank you
for praying for me, Margie."
On the days when Mrs. Bianchi played canasta, I took my beads and
my lace out to my Mary in the weeds. I'd wash her with hose water to
baptize her, and line pine cones up around her feet pretending they
were candles.
"Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed are thou
amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus." When I
got to the part about Mary's womb, my belly always felt funny and my
hands shook a little. Sometimes, Mary would whisper back in my head,
but mostly that only happened in Mrs. Bianchi's living room.
I was always careful to lie Mary down in the weeds when I was done,
and hide my rosary and lace under my mattress before my mom got
home.
In August, just before I had to go back to school, the Bianchis' son
Blake came to visit. He was pale and thin and didn't look anything like
the high school picture of him that hung on the wall next to the Mary
with the puddle eyes. Sometimes when we were praying to Mary, I'd
heard Mrs. Bianchi mention Blake, but otherwise she never really
talked about him.
Blake spent most days on the porch swing wearing big black Wayfarer
sunglasses, wrapped up in Mrs. Bianchi's orange crocheted afghan,
even though it was eighty-five degrees. When I went over there, after I
was done praying with Mrs. Bianchi, I would sit on the swing with Blake
and try to be still, because swinging "didn't agree with him."
He told me stories about Miami, where he lived, and his best friend
Bart. "It's so warm," he said, "like wearing a blanket all the time."
"It's warm here too," I said, "right now at least."
"Here," he said, "It's cold in more ways than one, if you get what I
mean."
"Yeah," I said, even though I didn't.

Later that night I was doing the dishes with my mom after dinner.
"Oh, Rio, Rio, dance across the Rio Grande," I was singing, trying to
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teach my mom the song that Blake taught me.
"Does she walk on water, this Rio lady?" my mom asked.
"I don't know, Mom, it's just a song," I said, shrugging and trying to
remember what came next.
The doorbell rang.
"Keep scrubbing," my mom said. When she opened the door, Mrs.
Maguire came barging in.
"Now, I know it's none of my business, but you work hard and you're
all alone and someone needs to look out for that little girl when you're
not here," Mrs. Maguire said, like she'd rehearsed it.
Now, I know it's none of my business was her favorite way to start a
conversation. Now I know it's none of my business, but your lawn is
awfully long—that was my mother's favorite one. She would slam the
door behind Mrs. Maguire and have a glass of wine to toast to
busybodies.
"I know it's none of my business," Mrs. Maguire said again, "but I saw
little Margie with Blake Bianchi today."
"So?" my mother said. I couldn't see her, but I could picture her with
her hand on her hip and her hip jutted out far so she looked tough.
"So, you don't want her to get infected, do you?" Mrs. Maguire said the
word infected like she was whispering, but it was still loud enough for
me to hear.
"I certainly don't," my mother said, in her fake smile voice, "so I think
you'd better leave. I hear ignorance is highly contagious."
Mrs. Maguire left in a mess of stammering and stomping feet. My
mother slammed the door behind her. She came into the kitchen,
poured herself a glass of wine and leaned her hip against the counter.
"Sing me some more about this Rio lady," she said, tugging my
ponytail.
"What was Mrs. Maguire talking about?"
"Don't worry about it, kiddo. She's an old bat." She clinked her wine
glass against my empty milk glass on the counter. "To busybodies!"

I didn't go to the Bianchis' the next morning. My mom took a vacation
day so she could take me shopping for school clothes. We went to Kmart and Sears, and had lunch in a restaurant, and she let me buy a
pair of pink sneakers with double Velcro straps even though she said
the sound of the Velcro made her teeth itch.
When we got home, we pretended I was putting on a fashion show.
She turned the radio up loud and I walked down the hallway to Stevie
Nicks, putting my hand on my hip and twirling around when I got to
the end.
When I was done, I sat on the couch next to her with my pink sneakers
on, holding my hand over the first Velcro strap. "I'm going to do it," I
said, laughing.
"Don't do it," she yelled in fake horror. "Don't do it, Margie." She dove
across me to knock my hand away from my shoe in fake slow motion.
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I laughed until tears ran down my cheeks and I got the hiccups. My
mom went into the kitchen to get me a glass of water. Someone
pounded on the front door, hard with their fist, even though we had a
doorbell. I jumped up and opened the door just as my mom yelled,
"Ask who it is first, Margie."
Mr. Bianchi stood on the front step in his white undershirt and trousers,
with his forehead all wrinkled up. His eyes looked runny, like he'd just
sneezed. He walked past me into the house like I wasn't even there.
"I didn't hear you ask who it was," my mother said, flicking off the
radio on her way back from the kitchen. When she saw Mr. Bianchi, she
stopped and put my glass of water on the coffee table without looking
for a coaster.
I hiccupped, but neither of them looked at me.
"Margie said you're a nurse," Mr. Bianchi said to my mother.
"Yes," my mom nodded. She walked over to the door and stepped into
her shoes.
It felt like they must have said something to each other in secret adult
language because my mother seemed to know that she should go with
Mr. Bianchi, even though he didn't say anything else to her that I
heard.
"Stay here, Margie. There are toaster oven pizzas in the freezer." Her
voice was calm and slow, but her fingers moved fast, taking the rubber
band off of her wrist and twisting it around her hair to make a bun. "O.
K.?" She grabbed my arm and put her face close to mine. "If you need
me, you call the Bianchis' house, O.K.? Don't come over. Call." She
pushed my bangs away, kissed my forehead and was out the door with
Mr. Bianchi before I could say anything.
I wiped her Chapstick off of my face and sat down on the couch. My
hiccups were gone, but I fake hiccupped a few times just to make
some noise. I grabbed the glass of water, wiping the water ring off of
the coffee table with my sleeve. When I gulped it down, the swallowing
sound my throat made was loud and horrible. I pulled my feet up next
to me and fastened and unfastened my new Velcro sneakers until I
thought my teeth were itching too. I was too nervous to be hungry, so
I wrapped myself up in the turquoise afghan and turned on the TV.

I was asleep when my mom came home. The sound of the door
opening made me jump like when you have a dream that you're falling
and your whole body jolts you awake before you can hit the ground.
Most of her hair had fallen out of the bun, and her makeup was pooled
under her eyes like a raccoon.
She sat next to me on the couch and kissed my cheek. Her lips were
dry. "Let's get you to bed, kiddo."
"What happened?"
"We'll talk about it tomorrow," she said, but then she put her head in
her hands and started crying. I'd never seen her cry before. At least
not where I was sure. Sometimes, after my dad left I'd catch her alone
and her eyes would be red, but she always had a good reason: hay
fever, or she just yawned, or she'd been rubbing her eyes because
they itched. This time she was really crying, and I didn't know how to
make it stop.
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"Blake died," she said into her hands. She looked up at me and pursed
her lips together. "I did everything I could." Her nose pinched in at the
sides and her chin wrinkled up. I took the afghan off and wrapped it
around her shoulders.
We slept in her bed that night. Both of us, on top of the covers, still in
our clothes, huddled under the turquoise afghan. When she fell asleep,
I went into my bedroom and got my lace and beads. I didn't want to
wake her up by opening the front door, so I knelt at the side of my bed
and prayed. "Hail Mary, full of grace," over and over. Finally, in my
head I saw Mary with the puddle eyes. "No one could save him," she
said, "Not even me."

My mom checked the paper for calling hours, but there weren't any.
Three days after Blake died, Mr. and Mrs. Bianchi left the house
wearing fancy clothes, and didn't come back until it was almost dark.
When my mom got home from work she made a casserole and told me
to put on my new corduroy school dress even though it was really hot
out. "There will probably be other people there too," she said. "Best
manners." But when we got to the Bianchis' house, we were the only
ones.
Mrs. Bianchi hugged my mother and said, "Bless you," over and over
again even though no one sneezed. Mr. Bianchi excused himself and
went out to the garage.
No one ate the casserole. Mrs. Bianchi showed me pictures of Blake in
his high school play, on the soccer team, missing a tooth, and in
diapers. She dabbed her eyes and wiped at her nose with one of her
flowery handkerchiefs. My mom sat across from us with her hands
folded in her lap, smiling at me whenever I looked at her.
"You're such a comfort to them," she said when we left. "I'm proud of
you."
I didn't tell her how awful I felt the whole time we were there, or that I
didn't think I wanted to go to the Bianchis' anymore. I wanted her to
stay proud of me.

A few nights later, someone stole the Bianchis' Mary. There was a hole
in the ground where her feet had been and a big red X spray-painted
over the perfect Tiffany blue on the inside of the bathtub.
"How Christian of them," my mother said, when she saw it. Her voice
sounded the same as when she toasted to Mrs. Maguire.
After she left for work, I walked to the hardware store, even though I
wasn't supposed to leave the neighborhood. I looked through the paint
chip display until I found the one for Robin's Egg.
I brought the chip up to the counter and tried to look casual as I waited
for the guy behind the counter to mix it. "I'm not supposed to sell paint
to kids," he said, as I handed him three weeks worth of allowance for
the can and a big, thick brush. "But you don't look like a vandal."
I wondered if he said the same thing to whoever bought the red spray
paint.
That night, after my mom fell asleep on the couch, I snuck out the
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back door with my brush and the Robin's Egg paint. I lifted my Mary
out of the weeds and lay her in my wagon. "Hail Mary, full of grace," I
prayed over her.
I heard a voice say, "I'll pull," but it wasn't Mary, and it wasn't in my
head. When I looked up, my mom was standing there. I couldn't see
her face in the dark. She reached out her hand and grabbed the wagon
handle.

Copyright © Allie Larkin 2008.
Title graphic: "Mary Bathed in Blue" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2008.
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Mamma brings home another black man in another pressed blue suit.
My sister and I are sitting on our brown sofa, eating dry cereal and
pretending to read our schoolbooks. Our bright-colored daypacks are
on the floor by our feet. School papers, tests with D's and C's spill out
of their open mouths like crumpled Tarot cards. We say let's go
upstairs, winking at each other. But first, we go into the kitchen, where
my sister takes an old metal stepstool and reaches into Mamma's
liquor cupboard.
She quickly retrieves two tall plastic cups and two shot glasses while I
pilfer the pink lemonade and the big jug of milk.
Hand in hand, we scuttle up the old, creaky stairs, giggling.
Sitting cross-legged on Mamma's bedroom floor, we pour white drinks
and pink shots as she entertains downstairs. Soon we hear roaring
laughter, Mamma's stamping church-white sandals, then her high,
angelic voice, thrumming, "Halleluiah! Halleluiah! Halleluiah!"
We stare at our long blond hairs flung across the wooden floor like
perfect silken threads, silent as angels.
My sister gets up, says nothing, and goes to Mamma's closet.
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Soon, she's back with Dad's old sport coat and tweed fedora. I wear
the dusty hat and my sister dons the big blue coat. It's so large she
disappears, and my face as well; my eyes covered, my nose pressed
against the fuzzy, warm rim that smells old. There are little frizzes of
his hair inside, dark and curled like I remember.
Now we laugh at ourselves, sit back down and soon become groggy
and pour everything out onto the space between us. We watch our
perfect flung hairs dissolve in flows of pink and white. Then twirling our
fingertips like magical wands, we incant, "kaleidoscope… kaleidoscope…
kaleidoscope" and fall over.
We laugh some more, but now we're too tired for all that. We roll
against each other, sandbagging under Dad's old coat and dusty hat,
smelling and giggling. We take turns, telling him our little secrets again
and again. We tell him this is where we belong.

Copyright © Bill Cook 2008.
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My first month teaching English in Korea is like a small town parade
devoted to unfortunate coincidences. I get jumped by a man for walking
down the street with a Korean woman, get asked to play Santa Claus
during a bout of the most explosive incontinence in my life, and lose
almost all my housewares in a tragicomically fierce housecleaning by
some Korean ajjumas, the older married women whose tenacious
attitudes toward every aspect of life rival that of traders on the floor of
the NYSE. As I start a better job, moving from a private hagwon where I
taught children, to a university, I hope for better things.
I spend the first week in the new residence moving in and replacing the
housewares the ajjumas trashed. I party with my new colleagues, who
will also be my neighbors in the weygook satek, the eight-apartment
building with a cracked foundation where the university keeps its
foreigners. We rename the building the Weygook Ghetto. We drink at the
Kennedy Rose, a dark log-cabin bar with a statue of Marilyn Monroe, skirt
a-kilter in front of the building. Often we wake the owners, asleep behind
the bar, to pay our bill. I look forward to trying hapkido with Scot, and to
real teaching with a new group of people. Jim and I drink together, and
Hyeon Mi allows him to go out alone with us often.
I'm far from the coal mines and the fields of winter wheat that make up
my home halfway 'round the world in Muhlenberg County, Kentucky. I'm
trading grits for kimchee, bourbon for soju, and exhilaration has replaced
my earlier fears about being somewhere so new. The distance from my
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home is measured in so much more than miles.
At the end of the week, Scot comes to my door and asks if I want to play
soccer in the parking lot. Arguing and jockeying for position regarding the
rules takes approximately half the time the game itself should. Finally
Dan, the head teacher, says that he's going in if we don't start. Kevin, my
next door neighbor, agrees, and play begins.
I have played soccer since elementary school twice, both as goalie. I play
hard, trying my best to block kicks and steal the ball, anything to get as
much running in as possible. I treat the game of soccer like I did sandlot
football, looking for picks and trying to get breakaways in our compact
field. Elena and I guard each other. She moves well, and once, she traps
me in the corner and we tussle playfully for the ball. Our legs tangle, and
we fall in a pretzel of limbs. My arm bends to an unholy angle and cracks
hollow at the joint as we hit the blacktop.
I hear footfalls and curses. The voices sound far off, aquatic, and I stand
quickly, cradling my perversely detached lower arm with my free hand.
Everyone gathers around me, and I see Anicha and Min, Jim's neighbors,
approaching on foot from the road that leads to school. I move my arm,
which locks halfway through its normal arc. I push through it, and Dan
and Scot both tell me to stop it, that I need to see a doctor. I put the arm
through the reverse motion, and it moves like a three-position, poseable
toy figure.
While Anicha and Min are approaching, Chris, the former actor who lives
below my new place, explains calmly that my arm is only dislocated and
he needs to jerk it back into place. I object at first, but I'm entering
shock, and he's convincing. He grabs my arm and yanks it, twice, and all
it does is prove two things: the bones in my upper and lower left arm are
no longer connected, and Chris has no earthly idea what he is doing.
Another teacher asserts my need for a hospital, and saner minds prevail
as I start to feel an approaching pain. Jim, Anicha, and Min offer to go
with me to find an emergency room open on Sunday.
An hour later, we have examined a couple of places, and the pain in my
arm starts to intensify. We settle on Munsu Pyongwan, a hospital with an
iffy rep but open. Min cajoles, convinces, and asserts my way into the
emergency room. The doctor on call furrows his brow and asks me what
happened. Min explains. The doctor grabs my arm and clumsily twists it.
"How does that feel?"
I tell him in Korean to stop it, not using the polite ending usually
prevalent in such situations. I take my good hand away and rest my
broken arm on my leg. A tall, curvaceous nurse wearing an old-school,
blue-and-white striped nurse outfit shuffles in. She points to my backside,
and I make the motion of lowering my jeans. She nods. I feel the cold
swab of alcohol, and she slaps my ass. I see but do not feel the shot. I
imagine that the rate of hypochondria among Korean men must be high.
They take me to the X-ray room, and place my arm, throbbing but
already starting to numb, on the pad. Nurses bring me back to the
emergency room, and I sit there, laughing at the doctor's earlier question
with Jim and Anicha while Min argues diligently with someone at the front
desk about the bill.
My X-ray comes back to the ER, and the doctor and the nurse place it
onto the examination light. When they see it, they gasp audibly.
"Well," Anicha says, "that sounds like a good sign." I laugh hard, and feel
giddy from the painkiller and the stress of the situation. I have broken my
radius and ulna in bad places, my doctor tells me, and chipped another
bone, whose existence I was to this point ignorant. School starts
tomorrow, and I have no idea what I am going to do. I close my eyes as
they wrap my arm for the temporary cast.
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My friends take me through McDonald's on the way to the satek, and later
bring me homemade fried rice. I take a handful of pills, and Kevin, the
tall, genial Texan, drags mattresses into my office so I can have almost
everything in the same room. I set my alarm, and put the suit away. I ask
Sora, Kevin's wife, to alter a couple of sweatshirts so I can slip them over
my cast. She cuts the left arm of my sweatshirts off just above the elbow,
and I think absently about lesson plans.

The next day I walk into school with my casted arm slipped through a UK
sweatshirt to the gasps of every class. The departmental secretaries pass
out the syllabi for me. I look forward to the sympathy factor from women,
but I realize quickly that instead of sympathy, something like revulsion
takes the faces of most of my students and the secretaries. It's the look
that most people get watching strangers throw up.
Later that day, a tall, attractive nurse attends to me in the waiting room
before I see the doctor. She coos over me like I'm a wounded bird, and
she places two soft, warm hands around my upper right arm to guide me
to the X-ray room and then to introduce me to the doctor. Wonder Nurse—
she's built like an Asian Diana Prince—speaks English well, and she laughs
intermittently from the conflict between shyness, I suppose, and
commitment to her duty.
My doctor is a well-spoken, friendly man who speaks English comfortably,
but the man who puts on my cast handles my arm as if it's an unruly
child. Wonder Nurse gasps, and says something that sounds mildly
chastening to the man. I put my hand over the injured arm and try to
make some sort of gesture that will request a gentler handling. He grunts,
and handles my arm tenderly, exaggeratedly, like he's handling a piece of
tissue paper.
The doctor tells me I will most likely never regain full use of the arm, and
I can count on traumatic event arthritis in a few years. He shows me
where I have broken the crown of one of my bones, and then he shows
me the bigger cracks and the flotsam of the badly chipped bone.
It doesn't look like I will have to have surgery yet. If my bones move a
millimeter or two farther apart, though, I'll need an operation involving
rods in my elbow and ensuring a limited range of motion. The doctor tells
me to immobilize the arm as much as possible, and to be very careful how
I sleep. "I apologize for all the bad news. You look so sad." Speaking in a
second language, I guess, isn't given to subtlety.
I receive an e-mail from my childhood friend Doug in response to the one
I sent him earlier telling him about my arm. He is exactly as sympathetic
as I figured he would be. He tells me: "at least you're not monogamous:
you still have the other hand." Every time I speak to him, he asks when I
am coming home, tells me just to let him know a time and a place to pick
me up, and he'll be there. Going home is not an option now, as the doctor
tells me I'll need six months of rehab on my arm, and I would have no
insurance upon my arrival in the US.

My routine for the next month follows a mundane pattern. I teach, go to
the doctor to have my arm X-rayed, go to the pharmacy, and then
collapse on my bed, struggling to take all the allotted pills. My friends
show up often as they can to mitigate. Kevin and Sora bring over their
extra television. All the satek's inhabitants visit, and Jim even cleans for
me. Chris brings me booze and ganja, and Kevin and Sora help me with
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day-to-day details, often bringing over food and staying for conversation.
Scot and Elena take me grocery shopping, and we bring home a mini-keg
of foreign beer, a luxury Scot sets up for me in the kitchen.
Anicha comes over most often to visit, and he often brings food that Min
has made. Many nights he brings my favorite, a plate of wheat-colored,
sweet thin dumplings filled with rice, toasted sesame seeds, and just a
veneer of soy sauce, and we talk as I woof them down. He and I chat
almost always for no less than an hour, our talks meandering through
religion, culture, and politics usually punctuated by his wife's calls,
wondering where he has been for so long. When Anicha leaves, I elevate
my arm on the pillow and try to sleep while listening to CNN International
or the BBC World Service on my computer. The food and the company are
pretty much all that makes this time bearable, but both are exceptional.
I look forward to the time when I can move to a sling, and shower on a
daily basis instead of putting a plastic bag over my cast, sponging myself
off, and pretending it's Wonder Nurse bathing me. I sleepwalk through my
classes because of the pain medicine, and though another teacher gives
me a ride to work almost every day, I end most days tired to the point of
feverish. After one particularly exhausting day, the ascetically frugal Kevin
deposits two foreign beers at my bedside while I sleep. These weeks are a
hot, tired blur, but I start to feel like I live in a community of people fast
becoming unforgettable.

While I sit in the waiting room outside physical therapy the next day, I
think of Donald Tuck. He taught Asian Religious Traditions at Western,
and I can't remember ever making fun of his name's unfortunate rhyme. I
liked him because he smoked a pipe in his office after Frankfort passed a
law prohibiting any smoking inside state buildings. Students would walk
slowly past his door, trying to find any reason to dawdle there. Tuck's
English briar pipe, like the incense ball swung by a Coptic priest, released
the spirits of Captain Black and Bluegrass Gold from his office into Cherry
Hall's third floor, this illicit cloud suspended above the aisles of his
congregation of sweaty underclassmen too timid or devout for the other
vices Bowling Green could offer.
He was the only religion teacher we had who, at least outwardly, was not
religious. We knew Nash was a Baptist; Vos, a levelheaded Presbyterian.
Trafton was an Evangelical, and Veenker, who joked about keeping a
bullet in his pocket to protect him from Bibles thrown by the Gideons
when they visited campus, attended the high-church "Whiskeypalians."
But what was Tuck? Not even the graduate students knew.
We dreaded his class. We had passing interest in other religions, but
mostly as a means to an end. As Evangelicals, we wanted to know what
other religions taught so that we might be better witnesses to them: to
win them for Jesus we were willing to learn anything and everything so
that we might be all things to all people. Fresh from the movie The
Mission, my circle of friends, future pastors and Sunday School teachers
aspired to nothing less than fulfilling the Jesuit mission as we saw it: go
where the people of God are, and love them. We spoke in furtive hope of
a time when we might love such that the response of the beloved might
be less important than the process of love itself. In the meantime, we
took Asian religious traditions because it was required for all religious
studies majors, and Tuck was the sole professor who taught the course.
Dr. Tuck loved his subject, though I think over the years the many
Southern Baptists and Evangelicals may have worn him down, regarding
his teachings as viral and dangerous.
One day in class, though, Tuck taught us about Zen Master Hakuin, a welltraveled Buddhist monk who settled in a Japanese village and enjoyed
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renown for his virtue. One day a beautiful Japanese girl became pregnant,
and she accused the Zen Master. All he said when approached with this
accusation was, "Is that so?" Hakuin went about the village untroubled by
the subsequent loss of his reputation and his disciples. When the baby
was brought to him, he borrowed milk and food from his neighbors to
feed the child, and found joy in caring for him. Later, the girl confessed
that she had made the whole thing up, and that the real father was a
fisherman. The family apologized and asked Hakuin's forgiveness,
admitting not only their guilt but Hakuin's forgiveness. Hakuin had come
to love the child, but all he said when he handed the baby back to the girl
was, "Is that so?" Tuck said that this story represents perfectly the
Buddhist concept of equanimity, the idea of being in perfect, unbiased
balance with the universe, like a perfectly round ball bearing on a
perfectly level floor.
"Rather than seeing this as indifference," he pre-empted us, hands going
down all over the class. "We should see it as a state of unworried,
unconditional love." I thought about the face of Hakuin that day while
wandering the campus, and wondered if I would ever reach any sort of
Gospel equanimity, forgiving even the men on a cross next to me with a
three-word question.
I think about Tuck, that story as inseparable from him as his pipe, and the
past four ill-fated months in Korea as I sit waiting for my therapy sessions
to start. A petite nurse strides confidently to the desk, and calls my name.
I smile, and say, "That's me."
She introduces me to Mr. Young, the main therapist. He smiles, and his
glasses move down on his nose. He pushes them back up. "Hello. Nice to
meet you." I'm grateful he speaks some English. "My English is very
poor," he says almost immediately. He spots the Korean phrasebook in
my hand and sighs audibly. "Oh, good. Can you speak Korean?" I try to
say "not very well," but I butcher it. He giggles, and so do the nurses. My
face turns red, but he instantly approaches me and guides me to a table.
"That's O.K. Today you only need one word."
"What is that?" I sit, then recline, on the bed.
"I'm going to hook you to this machine, and if it hurts, I want you to say
'apayo.' O.K.? That means pain." He smiles wide and holds up his thumb.
"No problem."
I feel no trace of unbiased balance with the universe as he attaches what
look like little rubber plungers to my arm, focusing on the area around my
elbow. When the machine comes to life, the plungers suck my bared flesh
into a seal like the end of a vacuum cleaner would. I count eight arms to
this machine. It comforts me that the machine is German, even though I
only understand the word that represents "stop" on the console.
He starts the machine, and it tingles. He turns the crank, and my arm
starts to spasm violently, nearly coming off the bed. It feels as if I have
grabbed a live, wet wire. Before I can try out my new word, he turns the
juice down. My arm still spasms, but only with the force of a nap jerk,
with the frequency of a rapid heartbeat. Each pulse feels a little like a
shock from the carpet. Mr. Young pats me on the shoulder, and whispers
in my ear, "In an hour, one of the girls will massage your arm."
"Is that so?" I manage a smile that seems to curl widely around my face.

The first month assumes balancing the dichotomy of the onerous electric
shock machine, which I'm sure is curling the hair on my arms even as it
leaves large, red circles on my skin, and the ecstatic relief as Miss Sung
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comes to assuage my pain after the Octopus Therapy Machine has had its
way with me. Mr. Young tells me that her name means "police" in Korean,
and then he snickers like a drunken frat boy.
I teach during the morning, go to rehab, come back to my apartment,
sleep for an hour, then teach night classes. The time flies.
In mid-April, I switch from a massage after the octopus machine to
curling small dumbbells that I would have chastised any of my friends for
lifting. Long away from calling myself Evangelical, I still hope to God that
Mr. Young is going to tell me that there will be a massage after this. He
shows me the proper motion—twist the arm as you curl so that you end
up touching the fist to the shoulder, a range of motion that is impossible
for me now. He watches me during the first rep, and cheers me quietly.
"Yes, yes," and "oh, good, that's very good." He's gentle when he moves
my arm a little farther than I can, and despite his youth, he seems to
know just how far to push.
I now have geometric goals for my arm's range of motion. The most
ardent effort results in moving my arm from an obtuse angle to barely a
right angle. Geometry becomes relevant for the first time in my life as I
pray for acute angles.
"Now, do that for one hour. I will come back." I will spend approximately
396 hours on my back in the physical rehabilitation room in Munsu
Hospital over the next five months.
During the time the Electric Octopus shocks and sucks on my arm, I read
my Korean phrasebook. I learn the words for God (Hana-nim), love
(sarang-hye), and movie (yangwha) first. I build on that by learning how
to ask a woman if she'll go to a movie with me.
During the time I manipulate the tiny dumbbells, all I can do is think,
except on Tuesdays when the radio station has English song hour. When I
get too loud singing the English songs, Mr. Young claps politely. I try to
achieve some sort of focused leveling, incrementally moving with each
twist and curl toward an angle that might lead me to some holy balance.

Spring gives me the chance to sit outside on my balcony and drink nok
cha, green tea, in the morning while grading papers or reading. The
strong, vaguely sesame smell of nok cha, along with the potent dose of
caffeine, wakes me as I read. Because everyone I have met in Korea
believes that green tea is healthy, I drink it every day, and I grow to love
the taste. These mornings become among the best things about Korea.
Along with the nickname The Hermit Kingdom, Korea is called more
flatteringly The Land of the Morning Calm. This Morning Calm lasts about
two hours each day, between six and eight, and as the extreme volume of
all things Korean starts to add to my twitchiness, I try to spend that time
awake and alone. Korea suffers silently from the hangover of late, hard
nights even on weekdays.
Just after the calm, as the tea is running low and the campus radio station
starts to blare insanely happy music over a loudspeaker, I imagine stories
for the black-haired figures skittering along the streets in miniature below
me. Most days any of us venture out of the university grounds, we deal
with The Look, the open-mouthed stare that we produce in the locals like
we just stepped out of a pile of excrement. Here, though, above
everything else in Ulsan except the observatory and the mountains, I get
the chance to watch unobserved.
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I reach the point in working the angles of flexibility of my arm so that I
can wear my suit, the jet black, British-cut I bought in Cambridge. It's a
minor victory to slip my arm in and through the sleeves of the white
Oxford-cloth dress shirt, knot my sky blue tie as best I can, and pull the
summer-weight material around my chest before I walk down to class,
sling stuffed into the inside pocket of the jacket like a vestigial
appendage.
I click and clack my way down the hill on the day of the Spring Festival,
feeling smartly dressed and confident, evolved, as I pass between groups
of students and workers erecting tents together. Students I don't
remember from class shout from their stations to invite me for beers with
them, and I make empty promises about meeting them later.
During the class break, I store my sling in the lower drawer of my desk in
the office the foreign teachers share at the university, and as I do, I catch
Kevin's eye.
"Well, well!" Kevin exclaims, "Look who's ambulatory! Keeping that for a
souvenir?" My desk is next to Kevin's, and he hangs his work clothes on
the door that is inexplicably locked at all times. Today he has already
changed into a white T-shirt and jeans; his dress shirt, khakis, and tie
hang on the door. I nod my head and extend my middle finger in the
direction of the drawer.
"I'm now a bigamist again." I smile cheekily and hold both hands out.
Kevin laughs, and he shakes my left hand despite, I imagine, the mental
image.
Elena laughs. "Pervert," she coughs, while she organizes her desk, the
only perfectly neat one in the room.
"Good on you." Kevin has the look and way of a global-economy Johnny
Appleseed. He wears Afghan coats and hats to class on cold days, and
while his curly, ashen hair is never quite mussed, it always seems to
retain something of the wind-blown wildness that he's seen while trekking
in the Himalayans and the Andes. He seems as happy at work most days
as if he were swinging in a hammock on the beach. "Going to the
festival?"
"Do I have a choice?" I try to mitigate how grumpy I sound. "I mean, I
think it's coming to us, whether we want it to or not." The report of
hammers hastily constructing scaffolds has created an impossible
environment in which to teach or study anywhere but the office for the
past day or so. Huge green tents freckle every parking lot on campus.
Group cheering erupts all over campus at various points of the day, and I
can't help thinking of a high school gym, yelling back and forth, "We got
Spirit, how about you?" or brown shirts and book burning.
"Yeah, it's gonna get pretty loud over there. We might go out for a beer
or two, though. I have class early tomorrow, so I'm going to try to escape
for a night walk in the woods with Sora, then we'll come down as they
start to wind down. Might do you some good to get out."
"I'm going. Come with me. Let's go out and hit some tents, cruise for
chicks." Chris has been listening in. "C'mon, we haven't been out much at
all since you hurt your arm." He's leaning over his partition with a handful
of wrinkled papers.
"Jim, how about you?"
"Gotta read. Doing my master's." This refrain he will repeat a hundred
times, either to remind me or him, I'm not exactly sure, that he's in
graduate school. "You guys go, though. Let us know how your date turns
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out."
Elena laughs, and says, "Be careful, Jack. I hear Chris likes it rough."
By the time we finish class, drop our attendance records off at the office,
and walk down the hill, the crowd has shifted primarily to the concert, so
we find seats easily just outside a tent to support our randomly chosen
organization. Chris weaves his way to the bar to grab two beers, and
opens them with the bottle opener provided on the red-and-white
checkered tablecloth.
"Did we pick the Italian club?" I drink the beer, although I hate the local
stuff.
"Drink up, paisan." Chris lifts his beer and clinks his bottle to mine. He
smiles and I look around.
"You know," he laughs while he says this, "You are among friends."
"What?"
"That's the third time you've looked around, twice before you sat down,
and once after. Any time you do that, it draws the attention of any guy
who sees you looking, and then you're in a stare-down. Just chill, enjoy
the beer."
Off on the large field to the right of the satek, the bright lights of the
concert blaze pastel fury into the night, and the singer asks a question in
Korean, probably something like, "Are you ready to rock, Ulsan?" The
crowd roars in response. Fireworks soar overhead, screaming a path
skyward, then pop, pointillist explosions of fire and ice, bursting into the
night sky.

Jim and I walk to class together most days when the weather allows, and
on our way we often see the skeletal remains of soju parties, arcane
ouroboros around which students build a fire and sing, hold hands with
their lovers, and hang out while drinking. We hear them when we sit on
the balcony at night. On nights we teach, Jim and I usually eat together
before class.
One place in particular becomes a habit, the best place to get Dol Sot
(literally, stone pot). A mixture of rice, sautéed fresh vegetables, a barely
fried egg, mystery beef, and gochujang (red pepper paste), it arrives
sizzling and fragrant in a black ceramic pot. Jim almost always gets the
deep-fried piece of pork the size and shape of a Dunkin' Donuts apple
fritter, donkasa. Bright-green Asian spinach with a drizzle of sesame oil,
white-and-yellow tendrils of soybean sprouts, roasted garlic, and three
types of kimchee cover the large table. We always indulge our lust for this
meal in near silence, and when we finish, conversation follows like pillow
talk.

"So many things drive me nuts about Korea," Jim says. "I hate the way
these guys a table away from us are wondering out loud if we like their
food. I love my wife," and only the laws of physics compete for my
credulity. Jim learned Korean, endured the interminable corrections and
laughter of Koreans to do so, and bore the unending scorn of people
around his wife's family to become her husband. When given a prostitute
once at a room salon, Jim engaged her on the topic of when she would
enroll in college. Jim loves his wife, and the earth revolves around the
sun.
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"I know you do."
Half of me thinks Jim a masochist, but that's the part of me that still
thinks he's a bastard for getting me into this, and also the part of me that
still believes I could have been a great doctor. The truth is he's more
committed to Hyeon Mi than I have ever been to anything in my life.
That night after class, we walk home together. Students have started
another of the circles of fire down below the Ghetto, and Jim and I sit on
my balcony listening to them sing and drink soju. The neon facades on
the street outside the university dance and chase each other like an
obnoxious outdoor Christmas lawn display. Horns blast intermittently,
sometimes over our conversation. We both indulge in a foreign beer, and
we speculate about whether firecrackers would be over-the-top as a
means of notifying the students that it's time to go home.
"How do you feel about being here now?"
"It could be worse." I try not to think of how.
"I hope you stick around."
"Me, too. We'll see."

When I'm in Korea, escape always underlies my thoughts. I stay, though.
Maybe it's simple stubbornness, or the underrated food and late-night
balcony conversations that keep me. Maybe it's the intensity of feeling
fortified with good company somewhere so far from home for all of us. It's
quite possible I just don't want to miss whatever takes place next.

Copyright © Jack Cobb 2008.
Title graphic: "Dislodged" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2008.
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I’m a writer, not a photographer, but lately I find myself obsessed with styling,
posing, and photographing dolls in an attempt to capture a glimpse of story or
character. Perhaps it’s a natural progression from flash fiction. Or maybe I’m
just looking for an excuse to play.
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"Tillie and Harry"
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

One of ten...
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"Waiting for Snow" (Tillie)
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Two of ten...
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"Tillie at Play"
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Three of ten...
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"Stare" (Jamie)
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Four of ten...
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"Watcher in the Dark" (Jamie)
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Five of ten...
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"Sparrow"
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Six of ten...
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"In His Wake" (Ash and Bella)
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Seven of ten...
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"Cordelia's Doll"
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Eight of ten...
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"Bound by Sin" (Ash)
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Nine of ten...

Page 34 of 70

"April"
Copyright © Didi Wood 2008.

Ten of ten...
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The sun, heavy with light, penetrates the black window curtains in Molly's
beachfront efficiency apartment. Her super, Mrs. Rodriguez, bought them
for her because when Molly first moved in she was stunned by the searing
Miami sun. They are supposed to keep her room dark and cool, the air
conditioning doesn't always work in her crumbling sea green building, but
the sun always finds a way. It pushes through the curtains, around the
edges, over the top. This morning it finds her tucked in bed. She is in a
huge cotton nightgown, under a thin yellow quilt. They are both presents
from Mrs. Rodriguez, as is almost everything in her apartment. It is early.
Maybe sometime around six o'clock. She doesn't want to move, doesn't
want to check. Her stomach trembles. The baby kicks. It senses the sun
from its place in the darkness deep within her, desperate to connect with
the world outside Molly.
In Miami Beach, there is no place to hide from the sun. From the
beginning of a new day it finds her, wherever she is. It flushes Molly out of
her hiding spots. This wasn't always the case. At first, the sun was her
friend. It greeted her when she stepped off the plane, the small dirty jet
that took her, on the cheap, away from cold heartless New York. At first,
Miami Beach was fiercely protective. It understood her plight. Miami Beach
was the mother she always wanted. Soft, sweet, never demanding. She
shimmered in the heat. Floated in the ocean. She wanted to curl up inside
the city and sleep in its safe warmth. The sun stopped time for her.

Page 36 of 70

In New York, each day was an actual day, a reminder of things to come, a
series of soul-numbing events that went on and on. But Miami Beach
loved her. She was newly liberated, like all the people who came before
her, and everyone who would eventually join her here—all the other
people running for their lives. In New York, she was a young woman who
didn't get out much, didn't like her job, didn't have any friends, didn't talk
to her parents, didn't do anything at all. Then, she had sex with the man
she works for, got pregnant, and needed a place to hide. Miami Beach
promised to save her, promised to lose her. But now the ubiquitous Miami
sun is threatening to out her, it has joined forces with time. Today marks
the beginning of the ninth month.

Her doctor is angry with her for disappearing. He wants to see her this
afternoon, no more canceled appointments, no more excuses. He's been
leaving phone messages, pleading with her to reconsider. He is a positive
person, he loves his job, but he is losing his patience. The first time she
saw him, the only time, she was four or five months along. She assumed
and he confirmed—twenty-two weeks. He wanted to chat while he did her
internal exam. How's her husband? Is he excited? Over the moon? His
hands covered in rubber, inside her, feeling around, getting his bearings.
He is short with large jug ears. Like a cartoon. He gave her a lecture about
prenatal care. He gave her pamphlets, showed her charts and graphs.
Exercise. Take vitamins. Make good choices. Get plenty of rest. Don't
disappear. Be careful on the beach. The beach can be dangerous. Buried
hypodermic needles, broken crack vials, rip tides, rogue waves, sharp
shells, hungry insects hidden deep in the sand. Protect yourself. Eat
sensibly. Proper nutrition is the key to a healthy and happy pregnancy. He
was worried about her blood pressure, her swollen feet, her emotional
state. Show up every month, regular doctor visits are important at this
stage of the game. Care about your body. Care about your baby. Pictures
of healthy puckered newborns and their exhausted mothers covered his
office walls.
He wants to see her once a week now, but Molly has refused. The doctor
admitted that, yes, she has had an uneventful, unremarkable pregnancy.
Mostly without turbulence. A pleasant flight. So far. But she's been lucky.
Who knows if the last few weeks and the delivery will be so easy? He is
struggling to stay positive. He will want to diagnose her crazy headaches,
her fatigue, scold her about her weight gain. He wants to be a caring
doctor who goes out of his way for his patients. Molly will go today, she
promised to make an appearance, but she is only capable of one more
appointment. How many times can she sit in that salmon-colored waiting
room with the urine-stained white leather couches? There is also the tiny
redheaded nurse who loves to refer to her as Mom. How's Mom? We are
so excited to see Mom!

She skipped the day's work taking phone orders for a popular touristy
fusion restaurant. They hired her three days after she arrived in Miami
Beach with no references or credentials. The owners don't really speak
English; they have a very small vocabulary, mostly just kitchen references
and words that refer to the telephone bill. They gave her a seat in the
back and ignore her except when she gets an order wrong. They call her
fat ass in Spanish. They think she doesn't understand, but fat ass is fat
ass in any language. They whisper bastard child and whore. They can
smell it on her, she stinks of it. They point in her direction and everything
is clear. The tone and the nod and the roll of the eyes says it all.
The teenage boys who spend the night outside her apartment, boys who
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wear boxer swim shorts, boys who sit on car hoods directly below her
window all night drinking beer, yelling, and smashing cans showed up
again—so far, it's been every night this week. Molly's having trouble
sleeping anyway. She's been staying up too late and has been bothered by
headaches and stomach cramps, but she found that eating pizza after
midnight soothes her. She loves watching the boys from her window with
their browned adolescent chests and their testosterone-fueled exuberance.
She loves listening to the vacationers determined to party all night long in
schizophrenic Miami Beach before they have to go back to wherever they
came from, back to their real lives.

Mrs. Rodriguez and her family think her husband is overseas, in the
military. Deep in the combat zone, Molly told them. They've been
wonderful to her. They knock on her door two, three times a week and
invite her to dinner. She told them her husband is somewhere in the
Middle East. A captain in charge of his division. An intelligent man with
strong meaty hands. Her husband doesn't really have the time to write,
but he wishes to God he did. Thinks about Molly and the baby every
second of every day. He moves around a lot. He lives on a ship. He's in
the Navy. Mrs. Rodriguez is so understanding, she believes every word.
Because Molly is not a hundred percent certain where everything is in that
strange otherworldly part of the world, she wasn't too specific. She rarely
watches the news, doesn't really have a clear understanding about what's
going on there. It seems as far away as the moon. The perfect place for
her husband.
But it doesn't matter to Mrs. Rodriguez. She has fallen in love with Molly's
husband the same way she falls in love with the thick, yellowed romance
novels Mr. Rodriguez brings home from the bargain stores by the beach.
The dashing new father tenderly caring for his troops before sending them
into battle. She fancies Molly's husband to be an armor-covered bronzed
giant, a broad sword tucked neatly in its pouch on his side. Afraid of
nothing and no one. Molly is the long-suffering wife, carrying his child,
wearing a luxurious silk white nightgown, her breasts and large belly
visible under the flimsy material. Also, Mrs. Rodriguez doesn't like MiddleEastern people, so in this fantasy Molly's husband is victorious against the
shadowy enemy. She makes no attempt to try to hide her feelings. She
wrinkles her nose, rolls her eyes, wrings her hands, and crosses herself
whenever the war or Middle-Eastern people are mentioned.
Any word from your husband? Mrs. Rodriguez asks.
No, no word yet, Molly says.
Mrs. Rodriguez clucks her tongue, says she'll pray. Maybe he is lost at sea.
Somehow, for some reason, he is unable to find a pen and a piece of
paper or a napkin to write his poor pregnant wife a few words expressing
his undying love. Mrs. Rodriguez promises that everyone at church,
everyone in her family, will pray for Molly's husband.

Let me tell you a story, Mrs. Rodriguez told Molly after her first meal with
the family. My oldest, Jennifer, got pregnant at fifteen. Some stupid
Italian boy from school. Anyway, I convinced her to get rid of it. We went
into the city and took care of it. Jesus will forgive. Her father, the other
kids—they don't know. Even the Italian boy doesn't know. The way I see
it, they don't need to. Four years later and Jennifer is in college—the
University too, not just Miami-Dade. She's studying biology. She's going to
medical school. She's going to be Dr. Rodriguez! See? Everything worked
out for the best.
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That's wonderful, Molly said.
You're lucky to have a good man, Mrs. Rodriguez said. I told Jennifer she
has to wait, she has to wait until she's an adult. When she has a nice man
with a career, like your husband. My twins, Julia and Honor, are fourteen
now. You'll meet them soon. My girls don't like to come home for dinner,
but I'm sure you've seen them around in their tube tops and bikinis. They
are so American! I mean, we're American too. Been here almost all our
lives. Me and my husband, we didn't even teach the kids Spanish.
Whatever they know, they didn't learn from us. We're Mexican, you know,
not Cuban, and we've both been in the States for almost thirty years now.
We met in the States, both of our families live here, so the kids should
speak English, but anyway, the twins are so boy-crazy! I don't know what
to do with them! They live in their own little twin-world.
Julia is impossible. We caught her half-naked on the beach with that
Jewish boy, the one with long hair from up the block. Lives with his
grandparents. We grounded her for a month, but I'm pretty sure she was
still going out at night. You know, we do live on the first floor, it's just a
short jump from her bedroom window. I'm so afraid for them. I tell the
girls to follow Jennifer's example, but they won't listen. They never listen
to me anymore. But my youngest, Sammy, my sweet boy, he's so good.
That's wonderful, Molly said.
Mrs. Rodriguez always smiles when she mentions Sammy.
Sammy, for reasons nobody in his family can understand, has stopped
speaking English. He will only speak Spanish. And he has started hanging
out with the neighborhood boys, something his mother never let him do
until recently. He is ten years old now, desperate for friends his own age.
Mrs. Rodriguez refuses to admit that anything is out of the ordinary, that
anything has changed. He is still her precious little boy. As far as she is
concerned, he is perfect in every way. Sammy has picked up enough
Spanish at school and around the neighborhood so he can hold a
conversation, but he sounds like he has marbles in his mouth. His Spanish
is borrowed. His Cuban accent is odd. It is forced and awkward. He can't
quite get his mouth around his parents' language.
Sammy Rodriguez thinks Molly's swallowed a pumpkin because when he
asked his mother why Molly's belly is so big, that's what she told him.
Sammy is convinced, despite the fact that his new friends laughed at him
and told him otherwise, that the stork brought him from Mexico to Miami
Beach because his mother was desperate for a son. This is the story he's
been told all his life. He was a gift for a mother of girls, he is the heir to
the Rodriguez throne.

Her parents don't know she's pregnant. It thrills her to leave them flailing
about like this, so in the dark. They are perfectly dressed and coifed. Her
father is retired now, but he is a partner in a world-renowned firm, a wellrespected trial lawyer. Her mother plays bridge and mah-jongg. They
belong to all the right clubs, know all the right people. Their tennis game
is flawless. They sold the apartment where she grew up in Manhattan and
retired to San Diego. At first, they wanted her to move with them, they
always wanted her to listen to them, they knew everything, their
judgment was the best. She'd ruin her life if she didn't heed their
warnings. New York City is not a place for a young single girl. The vultures
will eat you alive if you're not careful. If she didn't want to go to college or
learn a trade, if she didn't want to do anything with her life but run
errands and make coffee for wealthy educated people who would always
ignore her because she wasn't important enough, well, she should just do
that in San Diego where they could keep an eye on her, keep her out of
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trouble.
There was never a good time to tell them about her pregnancy. They don't
listen anyway. They hear what they want to. If she told them the truth
they'd be horrified, disgusted: She is pregnant because she went home
with a lovely gentleman, a lawyer, the man she works for, after the only
party she'd been invited to since she started at the firm because he
seemed interested, and they had sex, wild out-of-control sex that startled
both of them, it should have been protected sex, he did have a perfectly
good condom, but it remained in the package the entire time, crushed in
his fist. She, Molly Sue, had unprotected sex with a virtual stranger.
Her mother might laugh—a chilly, nervous laugh—and hand the phone to
her father who would listen quietly and then hang up without saying a
word. She'd hear from them again, maybe around Christmas. They'd wait
long enough to think they'd meted out the appropriate punishment, a
favorite of theirs since she was a child—the silent treatment. They'd be
cheery—wouldn't she like to come see them in their new spacious home in
Southern California this year? They'd call it SoCal because they think
they're witty and irreverent. They wouldn't mention it at all. A baby? A
bastard grandchild? No. They wouldn't even ask. Maybe she'd gotten rid of
it or gave it away to a more deserving woman. Real adults have babies.
Their daughter, with her childish doll name, Molly Sue, is not a real
functioning human being. To her parents she is a shadowy adult-ish
person who has a job, a trivial office job, not a career, and sometimes
they send her a little money, twenty dollars, maybe fifty, because they
pity her. How weak and mousy she is. They think she still lives in her boxy
dark apartment, it was all she could afford, in what they consider to be a
questionable part of Brooklyn. She left that apartment four or five months
ago, in the middle of the night, by then obviously pregnant, wearing the
last pair of sweatpants that fit her, and caught a taxi to the airport.

In her third month, she was certain everyday she would get her period. It
was just a matter of time. She needed to be patient. Think menstrual
thoughts. This was all a mistake. A hoax. Her insides pulled and squeezed
tight—maybe what she was feeling was a spasm, a cramp? She ran and
checked every time. She wasn't pregnant. How silly. That happens to
somebody else, in somebody else's world. She was fooled by the phantom
pain. Cramps. Like when a soldier has a limb cut off, he can still feel the
ache he wants it so badly.

One of the car hood boys is blond. He wears black and silver swim shorts
and black water shoes every day. He is the king. He stretches out,
relaxing against the windshield, letting his long tanned legs dangle off the
sides, while the others stand around. His friends provide the beer. They
smoke marijuana hidden in cheap hollowed out cigars. Sometimes the
adults in the neighborhood threaten him. They come outside in the middle
of the night, their own street unfriendly after dark, in fraying bathrobes
and dirty slippers, curlers in their hair, gray tufts sticking up in every
direction. They point their telephones in his direction, bellow at the blond
boy and his friends—they're going to call the police, they're going to have
them thrown in jail. The boys laugh. The adults retreat into their houses
pretending to be satisfied with the result, with their own power. Molly has
been watching the blond boy for months. He's beautiful. Sometimes his
eyes dart up to her second floor window. A few times the blond boy
caught her gaze. Twice in just the past week. Once, he smiled. A lazy
lopsided smile. One of his front teeth is cracked.
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She is alone in the clinic's waiting room. Alone with the pamphlets and the
old magazines and the fake miniature palm trees. Her fat legs stick to the
grainy white leather. Her feet don't reach the floor. She is short, but being
in this huge room sitting on these huge couches makes her feel tiny. She
swings her legs back and forth—she is an impatient child, a bad child, a
child in trouble. She is awaiting certain punishment.
How are you, Mom, her doctor asks.
Fine, Molly says.
Where have you been?
Busy. Working.
How's your husband? Hanging in there?
Yes, she says.
Good. Do I have to tell you how angry I am about your disappearance?
No, she says.
Didn't I tell you not to disappear?
Yes, she says.
Sixty pounds, the doctor says when she steps off the scale. You've gained
sixty. That's a lot of weight. Too much for your height. At twenty-two
weeks you had only gained ten.
Pizza, Molly says.
What's going on? he asks. I'm worried. Are you having headaches?
He peers at her, studies her, trying to find the answer.
No, she says. Everything's fine.
He is an ocean of concern.
Well, she says.
She owes him an explanation, a grand sweeping epic of an explanation.
It's my husband, Molly says. My husband is a captain. In the Navy.
Her doctor nods. He knows.
They've been putting him in more dangerous situations. Lately, he writes
once a week, but every day I think he's dead. Everyday. Every morning I
wake up thinking he's dead. So, I'm worried. That's it. I get tension
headaches because I'm worried.
Her doctor nods.
Molly, he says. This is serious.
The situation with my husband is serious, she says.
Yes, her doctor says. I know.

The first time she went to a gynecologist she was twenty-two years old, a
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year after the first time she had sex. She went to a dim, almost dirty,
clinic across town, way over on the West Side of Manhattan, near Tenth
Avenue and the water. She made sure to be far enough away from her
parents. The woman doctor who examined her had pale pink lips and wore
pigtails. There were birth control ads and funny little anecdotes on the
ceiling written in childish cursive. Knock-knock jokes. The woman scolded
her about her year-long wait. This is serious, she said. Her voice was deep
and scratchy, almost masculine. There were framed pictures of her singing
in holiday pageants and picnics. She was an alto in the Pro Women's
Rights Chorus. They sang folk songs during their yearly protest in front of
City Hall. Sexually active women need to be examined, she said. She
offered some obvious advice about boys (make them wear a condom!)
and told her to make sure she came back every February. While she was
on her back, Molly told the pigtailed doctor that she didn't tell her mother
when she got her first period because she knew she wouldn't care. Molly
told her she used the sanitary napkins she found in one of the cabinets
under the bathroom sink until her mother noticed they were mysteriously
disappearing and, one day, told Molly to go buy her own and stop using
hers. The doctor busied herself with swabs and twisted metal instruments.
I'm sure your mom didn't mean it, she said. I'm sure your mom cared.
Motherhood is a serious occupation, don't forget that. Moms don't always
get it right.

Baby is on the move, Mom, her doctor says. I'd really like to do some
tests. In fact, I insist. Right now. Let's get you checked in.
I have to go, Molly says. My husband needs me, he might call.
Her doctor frowns.
This is serious, he says. Will you come back later? Ask Amy to set it up.
This afternoon. It's very important we find out if there is a problem here.
O.K., Molly says. Yes, I will. Absolutely.
Fantastic, her doctor says.
He looks eager but a bit forlorn. He's won the prize but he can't collect. If
she doesn't return later for his battery of tests, where he will poke and
prod, push his clammy jellied hands inside her, figure out what's wrong,
his record for first place wins will be lost.
The tiny redheaded nurse, Amy, smiles at her.
Glad you came back to see us, Mom, she says. Some girls don't come
back.

A woman in her office in New York City, a paralegal, a young woman with
orange hair, half Cuban and half Irish, Erin de la Sosa, her parents
obviously wanted to make that point absolutely clear, spends a week in
Miami Beach every February. Last February it was ice cold, the coldest
winter in the Northeast in a hundred years. The air sliced through Molly's
lungs, leaving her gasping, desperate for a deep satisfying breath. Every
morning, wrapped in her giant puffy coat, she pushed against angry,
sneezy New Yorkers in the subway.
Erin loves Miami. She comes back tanned with manicured lacquered nails
in fuchsia or watermelon, showing off her thick tan lines.
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She tells stories about beautiful Caribbean faces, spicy food, and the late,
warm nights by the pool.
She always tries to say I left my heart in Miami Beach in Spanish but gets
confused halfway through and switches back to English. Erin doesn't speak
Spanish, her Cuban father never taught her, but she pretends she can.
This year, Molly fell in love with Erin's stories. This year, she needed those
stories. Erin has this fascinating colorful life, a life that Molly didn't know
existed. Erin invited her to one of her famous dinner parties. Mojitos and
dinner catered from a Latino-Chino restaurant. She had never been invited
before. Why now? Because this year she listened so intently to Erin's
stories? Because she was the only who asked questions? Erin was always
polite, somewhat friendly, but never a friend.
So she went. Bought a new dress for the occasion. In spite of herself, she
hoped Peter Deal would be there. She worked in his office, she sometimes
caught herself thinking about him at work, at home alone at night. He is a
handsome, well-dressed man—warm brown skin, gentle eyes, tailored
suits, shiny designer shoes. Peter Deal is an attorney for the firm. He is
important. She is nobody, a coffee girl, a sometime typist, a mail filer.
She knew that he often stopped by Erin's after work. She was pretty sure
he would be there, he wouldn't miss one of her parties. Molly had never
really had a conversation with him, nothing much beyond the usual polite
salutations—she just worked in his office. Peter likes his coffee dark and
sweet. Just like me, he'd say, and smile bright as sunshine. He thanked
her when she made copies for him, tidied up his workspace, made sure his
lunch was on his desk at noon. Is Peter Deal married? He didn't wear a
ring, but there was a picture of a young woman in a white dress on his
desk. Were Erin and Peter having an affair? They seemed to like each
other. They touched briefly now and then. In passing. A finger, an arm.
They had an easy friendship.
Peter Deal sat on Erin's couch, entertaining the crowd, holding court all
night. He looked at her from time to time and smiled at her. Molly sat in
an overstuffed chair, sipped a diet soda, blushed a fiery red every time
their eyes met.

On her way to the beach, Molly sees Julia and Honor. It looks like they
slept on the sand. Their hair is dry and clumpy and their make-up is
smudged on their cheeks and around their eyes. Skinny tanned raccoons
with red and black temporary tattoos all over their arms and legs.
Hey, Molly, Julia says.
Honor sits down on the sidewalk and picks at a tattoo on the inside of her
upper left thigh.
Hey, Molly says.
We got tattooed, Julia says. She holds up her arms and spreads her legs.
I see, Molly says.
We lost a bet with the boys on Collins, Honor says. But Julia didn't mind
because what's-his-name, the blond one, her new boyfriend, had his
hands all over her.
Julia makes a face at her sister.
He did not, she says.
Yes, he did, Honor says.
Page 43 of 70

Shouldn't you girls be at school, Molly says.
Half day, Julia says.
It's ten o'clock in the morning, Molly says.
Instead of putting on the tattoos with a wet napkin, the boys lick them
until they stick, Honor says. It's cause we lost the bet.
Can we touch your belly? Julia asks.
Before she can answer, Honor gets up and slaps her hands on her so fast,
Molly almost falls backwards.
It's so weird, Honor says. She moves her hands over her belly like she's
blind.
Julia puts her hands on her gingerly.
Does the baby move? she asks.
Yes, Molly says.
Honor puts her hands on her own flat stomach.
I want a baby too, she says.
Ma says she'll kill us if we get pregnant, Julia says. She said she'll kill us
with her own two hands.
Ma says we should study and be like Jennifer, Honor says. But seriously,
why would we want to be like Jennifer? She has a fat ass and she does
nothing but fucking study. No boyfriends. Nothing. Seriously.
Seriously, Julia says.
Is your husband awesome? Honor asks.
Pretty awesome, Molly says.
Where is he again?
At war, Molly says.
Oh, Julia says. Right. Where?
The Middle East.
Oh, Julia says. Sure. I know.
Don't worry, Honor says. He'll come home safe.
I know, Molly says.
Was it love at first sight? Honor asks.
Yeah, was it? Julia says. Did you know when you met him?
Yes and no, Molly says. Something you'll learn when you're adults is that
everything is yes and no.
The girls nod solemnly.
Honor and me—we're not virgins, Julia says.
Oh yeah, Molly says.
Yeah. We've done it with some of the same boys too, Julia says.
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But they can tell us apart, Honor says.
Yeah, Julia says.
They want to impress her. They stand in front of her; they're sweet girls,
still so childish with their round sun-toasted faces and their shiny white
teeth. Mrs. Rodriguez takes her daughters to the finest dentist in Miami—
nothing is too good for her girls. They always wear bikini tops with tiny
shorts and dollar plastic flip-flops in bright primary colors. Even to school.
When they go. They have small breasts, no sloppy lumpy parts, just
perfectly round firm browned breasts sitting neatly packaged in stretchy
waterproof fabric.
Molly can imagine these girls taking off these tops, proud and maybe a bit
uncertain despite their bravado. Maybe the boys reach out to touch them,
these amazing, fantastic girl creatures, two girl creatures, not just one,
two identical amazing, fantastic girl creatures. The fourteen-year old
nipples barely know how to react. And the girls that own them are afraid
even if they don't know it yet. They won't know it until they are twice their
age, Molly's age. They are so proud and headstrong and grown-up. They
can show their breasts to any boy they want. They can kick off the flipflops that Mrs. Rodriguez buys for them by the bagful at the Dollar
Shoemart, wiggle out of their tiny shorts, let them drop in the cold, salty
sand and have sex with those boys on the beach. And they're so fierce,
they're such adults.

In her fourth or fifth month, sitting in the waiting room for her first
appointment in the same sweatpants she left New York in, the only other
person a skinny young woman in a business suit, said, If you don't want
that baby, I know someone who does. She kept her voice low. The tiny
redheaded nurse behind the counter didn't seem to notice. Molly could
hear children laughing outside and the doctors walking with purpose in
their sensible shoes. Excuse me, Molly said. The young woman smiled.
She had very white teeth and perfectly applied cranberry red lipstick. The
baby, she said. You don't want it. I can tell by the look on your face. Is
the baby one hundred percent white? I know a white woman, Sandy
Allyson, very nice, loving, and sweet, but she can't have a baby. She
thinks her husband might leave her. It's a tough situation. She's willing to
pay forty grand for a white baby, maybe even fifty. We won't have to tell
anyone. You deliver the baby to Mrs. Allyson and I'll deliver the cash.
What do you think?
She stood up slowly, as if any sudden movements might cause Molly to
bolt. She handed her a business card. There's my name, the girl said.
Laura Perez. She spoke to Molly softly. She placed her left hand on her
shoulder, bent down on one knee. Her tanned brown skin was shiny,
healthy. Her nails manicured, the color matched her lipstick. I live in Fort
Lauderdale, she said. You are welcome anytime. I have a nice place for
you to stay. I have a wonderful doctor for you. Certified, of course.
Gentle. Understanding. That's my number. I'm a headhunter, in the finest
sense, a matchmaker, if you like. Laura Perez leaned over and whispered
in her ear. The soft vibrations coming from her mouth made Molly jump a
little. I know what you're thinking, she said. Forty grand is a lot of money.
Tax free. The baby was a mistake. You pretended it wasn't happening so
you didn't do anything and now it's too late. I know. I understand. Mrs.
Allyson is desperate and unwanted white babies don't grow on trees, if
you know what I mean. Call me if you change your mind.

Down at the beach, Julia and Honor run past Molly toward their friends, a
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gaggle of high school girls standing by the shore screaming at the
bewildered faces suddenly emerging from the ocean. Molly sees Sammy
Rodriguez and a few of his friends pulling people out of the water. They
look like demented sea creatures, testing their uncertain legs on the land,
breathing heavily, frantically, flailing thin scaly arms. A very pregnant
woman allows herself to be dragged, on her back, through the crashing
waves to the beach. The boys stand over the woman, offer her their hands
to help her up but she refuses. Sammy tries to speak to her in Spanish,
but she starts crying and can't stop. She sobs and sobs. She wraps her
arms around her enormous belly as if she is afraid someone will steal it
from her. She vomits seawater.

A boatload of Cubans wrecked off the coast of Paradise Island, Bahamas.
Molly knows this happens all the time. Vacationers lying on the beach,
playing in the waves at dusk, trying to enjoy every minute of the
Bahamian sun and ocean, when they think they see ten or twelve bobbing
heads in the water. They hear screams in the distance, drifting in and out
of their consciousness. Maybe it's a dream or voices in their heads. And
then it is silent. They go out to look and see nothing. Maybe they heard
nothing after all. The sun going down, the water dark and treacherous.
The vacationers were told that sharks come out at night to feed because
they have become accustomed to the salty, suntan-lotioned taste of
human flesh. The sharks have been known to prowl the beachfront, lying
in wait just beyond the waves for the foolish to brave the dark, inky
ocean. Skinny-dipping, perhaps. Just looking for a little vacation fun can
end in bleeding to death on the gorgeous Caribbean beach. They were
warned. The vacationers step back from the edge and return to paradise.
The last time this happened, only two or three made it to Miami Beach. A
week or two later, gnawed body parts washed up on the shore. Bloated
blue-green hands and feet, the fingers and toes still splayed in surprise,
still ready to fend off the attack. Molly watched from her second floor
window as the Miami Beach Police, young men in navy blue shorts on
bicycles, winced at the sight of them, and dropped them, one by one, for
the local news cameras, into the garbage.

In her sixth month, when she wasn't so huge, when it was still possible to
wear an oversized T-shirt over her bathing suit and hide her stomach, it
occurred to her that maybe it wasn't happening. She's not pregnant at all.
She's in Miami Beach for a week-long vacation, like Erin, enjoying the
South Florida winter, drinking margaritas, talking to the tanned boys
skipping school, drinking cheap beer they stole from their dad's secret
refrigerator in the garage, playing volleyball on the beach. The smell of
Miami Beach. The soapy sea smell of the boys. They are so pretty here
with their bleached hair and their slim bodies. She's not pregnant at all.
She can run and play, the way she always wanted to when she was a
teenager. A wide sunny world stood out before her. The freedom left her
gasping, breathless.
The blond boy is suddenly standing in front of her. He's so tall, Molly never
realized how tall he is. He seems to be leaning in from the clouds. For a
moment, he shimmers like a mirage. He is water in the desert. He
beckons to her, nods toward a bench—a cool, comfortable place to sit
under the cover of twisted palm trees and weeds run wild. He slouches,
one impatient hip bearing all his weight, his fingers tapping against his
thighs. He walks ahead of her, moves quickly. He keeps his eyes open, he
is on the lookout, making sure they are alone. It is a covert operation.
Molly has seen the blond boy with Julia from time to time. Last week they
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were fooling around the way kids do, running after each other, throwing
clumps of wet sand. He pulled the flimsy tie on the back of her bikini top—
one good tug and the whole thing came apart. He put his hands
immediately on her breasts and they both stood there for a moment,
shocked, before she started yelping and laughing, trying to move away
from him but he held her tight and close, keeping her covered and safe
from the prying eyes of strangers.
Honor tried pulling him away from Julia, she wanted in on the fun, but the
blond boy was not interested in Honor. Molly wonders if they've had sex—
the blond boy and Julia. She's pretty sure they have. Did Julia enjoy it? Is
she even capable of that yet?
Next to the bench, under the palms, the blond boy leans down to kiss
Molly. He moves his hand to her cheek—a warm, mature gesture. His eyes
watery, his lips soft and unnaturally red, his breath citrusy. His finger pads
are so soft, maybe he has never had a job, he doesn't know what it means
yet to ruin your hands for a paycheck. Molly opens her mouth a little. He
kisses her. He is so gentle! So gentle for sixteen! Seventeen? Molly
doesn't know. He holds the back of her neck with both hands for a
moment, spreads his legs wide and goes soft in the knees so he can lean
into her without her huge stomach getting in the way. They kiss for ten
seconds, then thirty, then for a full minute. He runs his left hand over her
right breast. Pauses over the nipple. She is so excited she might pee.
She touches the boy. His flat stomach, warm and tacky from salt water,
shrinks away from her, maybe her hands are too cold, then he moves into
her, allows her hands all over him. She touches his penis. Moves her hand
over it. It gets hard, immediately, in his swim shorts. He smiles at her. He
is sweaty and fresh and alive.
Molly, someone says.
Molly recognizes the voice.
Julia and Honor are standing behind her. Honor has one arm out in front
of her twin sister, as if she is trying to hold her back from an inevitable
crash. They are stunned, suddenly fragile. They look like little girls—
chubby baby faces, small bodies with no hips.
What's going on? Julia asks.
Molly sees long limbs behind a rock, a couple of boys pop out from behind
the palm trees.
What the fuck? one of them says. Were you going to go ahead and fuck
the fat pregnant lady?
The blond boy exhales and steps away from Molly. He looks at his friends
and laughs.
No, he says.
Fuck, the friend says. Then what the fuck were you doing?
The other boy, an ugly boy, oily hair and snaggle-toothed, counts a wad of
bills.
You win, he says. Above and beyond, Justin. Above and beyond.
The blond boy, Justin, laughs again, takes the money, counts it, snorts,
puts it in his shoe.
I'm not giving you shit, the first boy says.
Yes, you are, Justin says.
No, the boy says. ‘Cause you were fucking loving it. You get nothing from
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me.
Justin holds his hand out.
No, the boy says, smiling. You're in love with her.
Give him the fucking money, the ugly boy says. He deserves it.
The first boy reaches into his pocket.
Fine, Justin, he says, and punches him in the arm. You want to fuck the
pregnant lady? Whatever.
Justin laughs.
Hey, Honor, the ugly boy says. Why don't you come here and suck my
dick?
Fuck you, Honor says.
Your mother sucked it last night. She loved it.
Shut the fuck up, Honor says.
Justin, Julia says. What's going on?
Nothing, he says. Why are you here?
Looking for you, Julia says.
What the fuck is going on? Honor says.
Go away, Justin says to the twins. Get out of here.

The beach is dangerous. Last year, two French women, blond, in tan thong
bikinis, were run over by a couple of teenagers, Julia and Honor's friends,
the boys who hang out on Collins Avenue looking for trouble. They stole a
beach patrol vehicle for fun. The women were sunbathing, glistening and
slippery, lying flat on towels in a deserted section of the beach. They were
asleep, a magazine sprawled on one of the women's chests, the other on
her back, her skin starting to bubble and blister. They were crushed,
flattened. The woman on her back died immediately. Her spine severed.
The other woke suddenly, wrenched from sleep. One of the lifeguards said
she sat up for a moment, despite the fact that she was disemboweled, her
stomach split, and cried out once in confusion before she died.
The teenagers were sent to juvenile hall in Arkansas. They apologized.
They were really, very, truly sorry. They didn't see the women, they just
didn't see them.
There is no worse punishment then Arkansas, Julia said.

In her eighth month, Molly saw Laura Perez on a deserted side street near
the little beach bodegas. She was leaning against a dirty minivan, pushing
two white babies in a double carriage back and forth with one heeled foot,
arguing with someone on a cell phone in Spanglish, wiping away tears
with the sleeves of her expensive blouse. Her voice was deeper than Molly
remembered, guttural and phlegmy. The babies were dressed in the same
white terrycloth jumpsuit. They were on the verge of a twin temper
tantrum, gearing up for a simultaneous gut-wrenching howl. They threw
their bottles and a few chewed up squeeze toys onto the sidewalk. Laura
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Perez turned away from them and slammed one hand down on the hood
of the minivan. The babies screamed in unison. They gave in to their
agony, throwing their heads back, kicking at the sides of the carriage. She
picked up their toys and patted their heads, but they only screamed
louder. Molly stood at the corner watching her. For a moment Laura Perez
looked up and her eyes locked with Molly's. A flicker of recognition, an
almost involuntary slight nod of Laura's head. And then denial. She tried
to fix her make-up in the side mirror. Tears ran zigzag over her face. She
cradled the phone in the crook of her shoulder and fixed her eyeliner with
her thumbs. The babies wailed. They held their arms out in front of them,
grabbed at the air with their tiny fingers. Laura Perez remained focused on
her cell phone, almost frozen in place. She refused to acknowledge Molly.

Molly walks slowly towards the beach like an old woman fattened by years
of bad diet and neglect. Her hair is a little gray at the roots. One of her
headaches starts, but now she feels some comfort in it, a sense of stability
and ritual. She understands the headache, fits neatly inside of it. Molly
wonders if her parents have been calling her Brooklyn apartment, getting
the disconnected message. She doesn't own a cell phone and she
abandoned her e-mail account when she left New York. When she was a
teenager, Julia and Honor's age, her mother told her that if she didn't
leave the house, find some friends, date some boys, even make an
attempt to be popular, she'd have to learn to live by herself. She'd better
get used to it. She'll be a loner, a spinster living with too many cats. She'll
be cast out of society for lacking social graces. A misfit. You're going to
have a difficult time finding people who like you, her mother said. Never
mind getting married. Finding a boyfriend, and then a decent, useful man
to be your husband is going to be nigh on impossible. It was a decree, as
far as her mother was concerned, not an opinion.

The night is beautiful on the beach, where the hotels' neon lights meet the
sand. The first time she was here it made her nauseous with happiness.
She came straight from the airport with nothing, expecting nothing, and,
despite herself, for the first time in her life, fell in love. Hard. She was
flooded with it. She faced the island, the ocean behind her, the cool white
moon promised a gorgeous Miami day. The lights, the music, the big
happy world in front of her.
Now the sun is disappearing behind the vast ocean, behind where she
thinks Cuba might be. All that water. So much dangerous, mysterious
water. The furious wind tearing through homemade boats. The thought of
being lost at sea makes her dizzy, makes her knees shake. Sharp objects
pierce the bottom of her bare feet. Mites and mosquitoes bury themselves
in her skin, feasting, attaching themselves to her swollen hands and
ankles. Too tired to brush them away, she can barely pull herself along,
her feet grow heavier and heavier with every step. Her head aches with
stunning force and she is cramping. Maybe bleeding, but she doesn't
check. The black water crashes as she walks along. She's on an island,
she can walk round and round, in circles. No beginning and no end.
Nothing else exists. She stands on the brink and lets the waves crash
against her feet. She could go back to her studio apartment filled with all
the things Mrs. Rodriguez lovingly picked out for her so she could be
comfortable, and wait for her husband to come home from the war—her
darling husband, the captain, who loves her but never writes. She should
write to him, tell him where she is or he'll never find her, he won't know
where to look. She is untraceable, unfindable, unknowable. She is
shadowy, only existing in the present, in her oversized hand-me-down
beach dress, leaning over the edge of the world.
Page 49 of 70

Copyright © Naomi Leimsider 2008.
Title graphic: "Edge of the World" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2008.

Page 50 of 70

The heat opened sinkholes in the highways, and Houston crumbled in the
swampy air. I parked in the airport's outdoor lot, the asphalt squishing
under my heels, and hurried inside. Successive blasts of air conditioning hit
me each time I turned a corner. By the time I found your gate, I was
shaking. My red sundress was cut on the bias to hide my hips, but it
couldn't keep me warm.
It was close to midnight. The airport was so empty that its true nature—
cavernous, badly proportioned, and dirty—showed through. Men with
overcoats draped over their shoulders, female janitors in pumpkin-colored
uniforms pushing lopsided carts down the center of the corridors. No one
wanted to be there. My reflection in the windows near the gate was yellowgray, and I was camouflaged, nearly disappeared into the background, by
the time the nautical-looking hatch opened and the passengers filed out.
I knew you only from your photo on the cover of ArtNews: you stood
unsmiling in a doorway, a mottled dog by your side.
You were the last passenger off the plane, and I was the only greeter left
by the time you dragged your rolling suitcase and the big matching valise
up the gangway. I looked down at The New Yorker rolled in my hands,
twisted the silver bangles on my arm, and raised my eyes—Jesus, there
you were, and I wanted to go to bed with you at once.
"I didn't know you were pretty." You bent to kiss my cheek.
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"Well, I knew what you looked like, but you smell a lot better than the
magazine cover," I said, and you laughed. You smelled of leather and
Neutrogena and a scent I didn't recognize. I smelled it again later, in your
studio—it was one of the acids that you used to cast metal.
"That stuff gets into my skin, ruins my eyes," you said, when I asked you
why you needed eye drops so often. Taking chances, being careless with
welding torches and chemical baths: this was what you did for your art.
Your sculptures grew outward, very slowly from a central core, the CORTEN steel and fiberglass heavy and hard to maneuver.

This was twenty years ago. Last week's obituaries didn't say what kind of
material it was that dropped from a cable onto the back of your neck and
slammed you to the concrete floor of your studio. There was no one there
to witness it. As always, you were working alone.

I tried to take one of your bags, but you laughed, shifted both of them to
your left arm, and threw your right across my shoulder. We walked down
the concourse, while the lighted gate signs flicked off one by one behind
us, as though we were the last two people in the world.
"I don't have air conditioning," I said, as you lifted your bags into the rusty
trunk of my Toyota.
"Yeah? Looks like you barely have a car." You closed the trunk and dusted
tiny metallic flecks from your hands. "If I come back in November, will your
heater work?"
"The heater is absolutely the best part of this car," I said. "You just wait
and see." My palms were damp on the steering wheel.

The night was overcast. If there was a moon, we couldn't see it. A big-city
glow, that curious, timid shade of orange, hovered over downtown
Houston, but I stayed off the highway, took local roads out of the airport,
and soon we were in darkness.
"Are we near the beach?" You'd rolled your window all the way down to
smell the damp air.
"That's the bayou. We haven't quite yet ruined all the water around here,
but we're working on it. Haven't you been here before?"
"Sure. But you've got me disoriented." The ball of your thumb trailed down
my jawline to my chin, pressed against my lower lip.
Later, when you studied the lines on an upside-down map for more than an
hour, I realized that maps were just art to you. Getting somewhere was
always a secondary issue.
Three blocks from your hotel, you said very politely, "Could you pull over a
minute? I'm not quite ready to go in," and the Corolla, as if guided by surer
hands than mine, steered itself artfully into the parking lot of a Taco Bell.
"I may be Mexican, but I'm not drive-thru," you said, and reached for me.
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We knew each other only from phone calls. The first quite short, when I
asked you to chair our public art competition, and the second much longer,
while the rain pounded like fists on the tin roof of your studio in New
Mexico and I sat in my moldy little Arts Council office in a strip mall. Over
the clatter of the rain, your voice was high and musical, with Spanish notes
—muscular r's, plump, doughy d's—threaded throughout. It made you
sound younger than you were, so when you said you were forty-six, I was
surprised.
"You're nearly twice my age," I said. "Does that make you wise?"
"Hmm. Probably it just makes me old enough to know better," you said. "I
should be working, but instead I've spent an hour on the phone with a
chica I barely know."
"Think of it this way—you know me better now than you did an hour ago,
and in one more hour…"
"In another hour we'll be engaged, and an hour after that I'll be paying you
alimony." You sipped espresso, and the rain hammered over your head,
while I looked at the Houston skyline and tried to imagine your view:
sagebrush, piñon trees, and the chilly gray mountains at the edge of the
sky.

I pulled into the Hyatt's circular driveway at 1:30. The entryway was empty
but brightly lit, and in the glass doors I saw my rumpled dress and mussed
hair.
You hugged me and rested your chin on my head. "Come inside, come
upstairs."
"Too late, too tired, too many wrinkles," I said, and climbed behind the
wheel of my bad car.

Sunday morning. I was still drinking coffee when your taxi pulled up in
front of my building.
"This place is cozy, just like you, Mary." You threw your black fedora on the
seat of the only comfortable chair. "Have you lived here long? It all looks
so new."
"Two years," I said. "And nothing's new." I pointed to the Ansel Adams
print, of the desert at night, over the fake fireplace. "I had that in college."
On the other wall, one of my mother's watercolors. "She painted that when
I was a kid." I fingered the embroidered shawl I'd thrown over the sofa,
and the tattered poetry volumes I'd gotten at a yard sale. "Everything here
is recycled."
"Your mother paints? But not you." You touched the ironed collar of my
cotton shirt. "You're too... crisp. I bet you never made mud pies when you
were little."
"My mud pies won prizes." I stepped back and picked up your fedora,
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pulled it down on my head until the brim covered my eyes. I didn't know if
"crisp" meant young and fresh, or plain and predictable. My more
interesting friends had exotic houseplants, Mardi Gras masks, and pink
flamingos spicing up their apartments. I had a lot of books and a
typewriter, but the most desirable things in my place were the shiny
hardwood floors and the fresh towels. I was getting ready to be an artist,
but I wasn't there yet. I bumped my shin on the coffee table as I started
for the door. "Let's get out of here," I said.

At brunch you told me about your ex-wife and your daughter, Maddie, who,
you said, "came out fair and blue-eyed like her mom, even though I'm a
Spic." They lived in El Paso, and you saw Maddie on weekends, though she
hated to come out to the desert. In your renovated schoolhouse, there was
nothing for a nine-year-old to do. "I can't wait till she's old enough to weld,
or run the paint gun," you said.
The waitress came, and you ordered Bloody Marys. Your voice got tighter,
your speech more clipped, after you said your daughter's name, so I stared
out at the ship channel and counted the black gulls like slashes of ink in the
dull white sky until I got to twenty.
"How did you end up buying an old schoolhouse in the middle of nowhere?"
I was on my second Bloody Mary.
"I drove by and saw the sign, and I got out of the truck. There was a little
creek in the back, with wild asparagus growing next to it. I love asparagus.
So it seemed like fate." You smiled. "I signed the papers later that week."
"And you're fixing it up, making it livable?"
"It already is livable, querida. You should have seen all the wildlife I had to
kick out of there—everything depends on your perspective." You reached
under the soft white tablecloth to brush your knuckles across my thigh, and
the jolt I felt was more than just sex—it was the life humming within you
like a telephone line.
Back at my place, you asked me to turn off the window-unit air conditioner
in the bedroom. It was so loud, it broke your concentration, and I wanted
to say, this takes concentration? but I didn't, and was glad, later, when
your fingers combed carefully through the wet hair at my temples.
There should be a rule: all first-time lovemaking should be in the
afternoon, the private hours a gift from the busy world. Time must expand
—how else to explain the talk and the sleep, and my long study of your
profile, your face as still as an Indian's? Time passed and passed, but the
only thing that changed was the light.
The blinds were drawn, tilted slightly upward, but still there was enough
light for me to watch your skin go from toffee to almond as the hardened
rays of the sun tipped in through my west-facing windows.
You made much of my body—its pallor, the length and heft of my
shinbones, the way my waist, which was small, met and molded to the
curve of my hips, which were not. I got out of bed to bring us iced tea, and
you wandered naked into the living room, lifted my History of Art textbook
from the shelves.
"Look," you said, holding the big book open across your palms. "This is
you." A shiny bronze woman, as naked as you were and standing nearly as
tall.
"Gaston Lachaise sculpted her," you said. "The model, Isabel, was the love
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of his life—he married her the year after he finished this." You put the book
on the kitchen table. "Her waist, her hips, just like yours, see? She even
has the same small hands, can you tell?"
I looked down and saw a fat woman like me, with wide hips and rounded
thighs. "I guess everything just looks better in bronze," I said, and closed
the book on my twin.
In the shower, I inspected your hands. There were cuts and fading bruises,
thick calluses on the fingertips. My bluish wrist nestled in your brown-red
palm looked like the gutted belly of a trout.
"Why did you become a sculptor?" I brought your calloused forefinger to
my lips, and pressed your hand to my throat. "My mother paints all day,
but her hands don't get nearly this torn up."
"I did paint. For a long time." You turned from me and took a towel from
the rack. "I also drew, in ink and charcoal. And I made neon signs with my
dad in his shop, for years." You stepped into your khakis. "I made
lithographs on handmade paper, and I took photographs, and I balled
about a million women and smoked a lot of dope. Hell, I even wrote for
awhile. But sculpture is what stuck."
"You wrote stories?" This was my secret: what I was going to do when I
grew up. "Do you still have any of them?"
"God, I hope not. They were awful." You laughed. "My ex-wife might have
some, saving them up to blackmail me when I have more money."
"How do you know when you're an artist?" I asked, holding my breath just
a little. If you thought my question stupid, you didn't show it.
"A person is an artist," you said after a minute, "when he just doesn't have
another choice."
We made dinner—peppermint ice cream on Ritz crackers—and I drove you
back to your hotel in the late summer twilight. Again my crappy car sat,
growling and flaking paint in the Hyatt's elegant turnaround.
"I could go up and grab my stuff, come back to your place," you said.
I shook my head, and looked at you sideways. "My closet's too small for all
those clothes," I whispered, wanting it to be a joke.
At home, I filled the bathtub with the hottest water I could stand. When I
closed my eyes and went under, the water felt thick, spooling like molten
metal under my eyelids and inside the caverns of my ears. The clanks and
shudders of the bathroom pipes echoed through the water, almost loud
enough to mask the thrumming of my heart.

It was late when you picked me up at the airport, but in the Zona Rosa red
light district it could have been mid-afternoon, except for the brightness of
the neon and the Christmas lights strung everywhere. It was September.
People filled the streets—families dragging overloaded shopping carts along
the broken sidewalks, right alongside the exuberant whores, some of whom
called after you, Que quiere, vato, as if there weren't a woman beside you.
They were young and younger, fat and thin, in green satin halters and
leather hot pants and Spandex anything, and if there was a sadness inside
them, I couldn't feel it. Some had dyed their hair red, not red-hair red, but
clown-red, and I said it seemed to be the fashion, would you like it if I dyed
my hair that way, too, and you looked at me as if you thought I meant it.
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I was more tired than hungry, but you said you'd been painting all day on
only coffee and made me choose a restaurant from a long row of brightly lit
places. I tried to pick the least crowded, but still we had to wait for a table,
and so I leaned my head against your shoulder and closed my eyes into the
comforting leather smell. When we were seated, the waitresses came one
by one to squeeze your shoulder, or brush their knuckles against your
cheek. Finally the food came, more food than two people could ever eat.
"They know you here," I said. I'd only managed to eat a little before the
piles of plates, the tangled chicken bones and sodden napkins, had
banished my appetite.
"Baby, they know me everywhere in the Zona Rosa," you said, and ordered
dessert.

On the way to your schoolhouse in the desert, I learned the idiosyncrasies
of your truck: one grinding noise when the road climbed, and another,
distinct from the first, for the descents. A scary rattle, an aggressive
metallic throat-clearing, in the passenger side door whenever you took a
left curve a little too fast. The first time it happened I thought the door
would give way and I would be pitched into the darkness.
"I can't believe you gave me shit about my car," I tugged at my seatbelt,
testing its holding power from every angle.
"This is an artist's truck; it's supposed to be a beater. Even rich artists
drive beaters. It's part of our romantic appeal. And Feo's the only one who
ever sits over there. He hangs his head out the window and doesn't
complain."
You'd just sold a sculpture to the City of Omaha for $100,000, and you had
more money in the bank than you'd had in a long while. By the time you
finished, between labor and materials and the cost of transporting a twentyfive-foot fiberglass sculpture thousands of miles on a flatbed, you might
barely break even. But for now, you could pay child support and
accumulated bills and eat too much in Juarez for three or four months, and
that was as far ahead as your thinking went.

I woke up in your loft bed, and looked out through the open—really open,
with no glass or screens—windows, at the sun rising over the mountains. It
was early, but vigorous light poured in, and noise—what sounded like a
thousand birds, crickets, Feo barking at the end of his chain. Your side of
the bed was cold; you'd been up long enough to make coffee. You brought
me some in a thick white mug like the ones in roadside diners.
"It's cold here in the mornings," you said, and passed your fingers over the
goose pimples on my shoulder. "And I can't close the windows. Our only
option is body heat." You pulled off your sweater, stepped out of your
jeans. "Now move over, so I can fix what ails you."
Fix me you did, inside that warm rumpled nest of sheets and down. You'd
built your loft bed in the middle of an empty room, and it had stayed there,
a tall white island in a whitewashed, high-ceilinged space with windows on
three sides. The air inside was faintly blue, especially in the afternoons.
Such solitude, that first long weekend. No houses for miles, and your
telephone wasn't working. When we went to town for groceries, I felt
assaulted by the radios and car horns, the voices of people on the street.
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"You don't like Hondo," you said. We'd stopped at a scrap metal shop on a
narrow, rutted street, and I said I wanted to wait in the car while you went
inside to look for parts.
"No, it's fine." I fluttered my hands at my ears. "It's just noisy, especially
after your place."
"Yeah, I know." You pushed your mirrored sunglasses up your nose. "But
my place isn't winterized. I'll be back in the El Paso house in a few weeks.
The transitions get easier after awhile." After awhile. I pondered that as
you drove. This man had already trashed the first round of adulthood, and
I was just beginning mine. If I were invited back, would I come? A bag of
bananas sat on the seat between us. I watched you eat, throwing the skins
out the window as you finished.
"Why would you do that?" I said, after the second one.
"Do what?" You smiled at me, your wide mouth smeared with pulp.
"They're biodegradable."
"Eventually, yeah, but right now they're in someone's yard." I took a
banana out of the bag but I didn't peel it. "Do you always just walk away
from the messes you make?"
"No." Your voice was dry. "I embrace my messes, I celebrate my messes, I
fucking revel in them. How's that?"
I picked at the crusty vinyl on the inside of the door. "Every day's a new
day, huh? Exactly how does that feel?" I wondered if there was a word for
harridan in Spanish.
"It feels fantastic—you should try it one of these days."
"Oh, no. I'm way too ordinary for that," I said, and waited for you to
disagree.

In the morning, you needed a block of time to work, so I settled with books
and coffee on the battered sofa in your studio. You whistled, and Feo came
to stand in the doorway. You pointed at the sofa and the dog sprang up,
made himself into a donut on the thick blue serape draped over my feet.
"Couch time, Feo." The dog stared at us. The tip of his right ear pointed up
like it was supposed to, but his left eartip curled rakishly leftward, as if
pinned by a brooch.
"Feo takes his work seriously." You looked at the dog, your hands on your
hips. "Now, don't let her up."
I wouldn't have gone anywhere. I watched while you changed into paintspattered coveralls and pulled your gray curls into a stubby ponytail. Then
you spent twenty minutes looking for your black Padres baseball cap, which
you finally found in the bed of your truck, although there were probably a
dozen other caps hanging on pegs by the door.
All your tools—paint gun, clamps, soldering iron—had to be out, and in a
certain order. You pulled a clean paper facemask strung with an elastic
band over your head, and then removed it. You took five or six sheets of
butcher paper scrawled with colored chalk out of your drafting table and
arranged them on the concrete floor in different patterns, mumbling to
yourself. Nothing seemed to suit you. Finally, you stacked the sketches in a
pile and turned them face down. There were boot prints and drips of paint
on the backs.
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By the time you were ready—you pulled the canvas tarp off a florid,
fiberglass woman, twisting in the steely arms of a crocodile—more than an
hour had passed.

Late that afternoon we took a shower in the last slanting rays of the sun,
and by the time we were finished it was nearly night. There were no
streetlights, and the blackness outside the windows looked cushiony and
soft.
You carried my bag to the truck while I said goodbye to Feo and scrounged
in the fridge for an apple and some cheese. We'd planned to leave enough
time to stop for burritos on the way to the airport, but your sense of time
ran along the same train tracks as your sense of money, and we were
already late.
We were still miles from El Paso, coming down a steep slope into a
switchback, when the truck's descending grind morphed into a squeal.
There was a loud clang and then a series of smaller clangs—pieces of metal
hitting the asphalt. After one more long yowl the engine died altogether.
"Shit. Pinche truck," he said. We couldn't stop, because we might be hit
from behind, and there was nowhere to pull over—the guardrail pressed
close against the right side of the road. The only light was from the truck's
high beams. You shifted into neutral, and began to pump the brakes.
Without power steering the truck was hard to control, and soon I could
smell the overheated metal. We took the turns faster than we should have,
and on the outside ones my door rattled and shook so hard that I actually
saw my body tumbling through shale and gravel into the dry gully at the
bottom of the slope. We got to the bottom and it took another fifty yards to
coast to the side of the road. I opened my door and climbed out, to get
away from the stink of the brakes, but my knees were shaking too much to
walk very far.
"Jesus Christ." Now that I wasn't going to die, I allowed myself to think
about my missed flight back to Houston. "What happened back there?"
"Not sure. It's done this before, though." You got out of the truck and
propped open the hood. "The other time, it just started up again after
awhile."
It's done this before? I wanted to scream. And you just kept driving it? A
truck dies like that, you get it fixed. Plus, your brakes are ruined. I was
unhurt, but I'd had an unwelcome glimpse of your future, with me or
without me. This life with you shimmered and danced, just outside the
reach of catastrophe. It couldn't last.
You climbed back into the driver's seat and turned the key, and a thin
plume of blue-black smoke drifted up from what remained of the truck's
underparts.
"Don't worry." You put your big arm across my shoulders and tried to pull
me across the seat, but I stiffened and held tight to my armrest. "This is a
busy road," you said. "Someone from Hondo will be along here soon
enough. Lots of people know my truck."

I couldn't get standby the next morning, and I missed an entire day in the
office, and on Tuesday my boss, already irked at me for sleeping with one
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of the jurors in her public art competition, called me "unprofessional,
irresponsible, and selfish." In a stall in the ladies room I cried for a solid
half hour, because as stupid and aimless as my life had been up to that
point, I'd always at least been a good worker, a person who could be
counted on. And now I didn't even have that.
On Friday you called to say that you'd found $150 stuck in the crusty ice at
the bottom of your freezer, and did I want you to spend it on a plane
ticket?
I was silent for so many seconds that you asked, Are you there? Is the
phone dead? and I said, crazily, because three days ago I'd been pretty
sure that I was through with you, Yes, come for Thanksgiving, come and
meet my family.

You arrived on Wednesday. We walked the four blocks to the Rothko
Chapel in a soft afternoon rain, leaving our umbrellas in the vestibule like
mourners at a funeral. The Chapel was closing early for the holiday, and
the octagonal room was nearly empty, the eight huge canvases as dark
and still as the surface of a lake. I loved that room. I loved those paintings.
I went there often enough to have a certain proprietary tenderness toward
them, despite their severity. But you'd never seen them before, except in
books.
The fine hairs on your arms stood up, and when you pushed your shins
against the low velvet ropes in front of each canvas and took your glasses
off, your eyes were wild. You sat down finally on one of the wooden
benches at the center of the room, and it might have been best, and
certainly simpler, if I'd just left you there. When the low chimes sounded to
tell patrons that the Chapel was closing, I walked to where you sat.
"Time to go." I touched your shoulder.
"Ay, Chingada!" You jumped. "Sorry. I lost track of time."
"You lost track of me, too." I tilted my head at the wall. "You like them,
then?"
"Like them?" Your voice was too loud. "That doesn't begin to... See how the
paint is layered? How did he get it to refract the light like that, when..."
"That's what my mother said, when I brought her." The light was fading,
and for the first time ever the paintings looked almost blank to me. "Now
c'mon, before that guard has you arrested for disturbing the peace."

"We can't, you know, do it, while we're there." We were heading west out
of the city, toward the house where I grew up. The words were coarser
than I'd intended, but you just laughed.
"I guess you think that's the only reason I came?"
"No, you came to let my father beat you at dominoes, and to eat too much
of my mother's oyster stuffing. She'll want to talk to you about art, of
course. Her art, especially. But she'll be nice about it."
"I stink at dominoes, but I'm good at art, so we should be fine. Why do you
look like you want to bite the road?"
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"I just hate holidays, I guess."
"That's really great. Why did you invite me, then?"
"Not sure. Misery loves company, probably."
You reached under my scarf to rub the back of my neck. "Oh, but do you
love your company, right now?"
We were in the country, the traffic thinned to nothing. I pulled into the
parking lot of a 7-Eleven and found the phone; my mother answered on
the first ring. "We're going to be about half an hour late," I said.

All of our best conversations had occurred while we were horizontal. I
didn't recognize you, so courtly with my parents and jocular with my shy
younger brother. Late that first night I heard you two talking, you in the
spare bed in my brother's room. And then the soft chords of my brother's
guitar, which he never played in front of anyone.
Thanksgiving dinner lasted for hours, and afterward my father and brother
hunkered down in the kitchen to tackle the dishes. My mother pushed aside
the dessert plates, and filled your coffee mug.
"Mary told me she took you to the Rothko. What did you think?"
"Oh, man." You used up the last of the cream. "I could have stayed there
all day. But the Enforcer here," you said, nodding at me, "hauled me out by
my ear."
"They were closing. You heard the chime."
"Yeah, but they would have given us more time." You were smiling but
there was gravel in your tone. "We could have told them we'd come all the
way from El Paso."
"People come from Japan to see those paintings." I stood, and picked up
the dessert plates. "And they don't ask for extra time."
My mother put her hand on my shoulder. "Mary doesn't like to ask for
exceptions," she said gently. "She's always been that way. Sometimes,
when she was little, I'd be painting, and I'd be a little late to pick her up
from school…"
"I'm going to help the guys," I said, and stomped off to the kitchen.

Later, the three of us walked through the early winter dark to her studio
over the garage. Two paintings—her spare, south Texas landscapes—stood
on easels in the big room. In the overhead light they looked yellowed and
brittle.
"I guess I'm embarrassed for you to see these—I never paint at night—I
don't even come up here. I can't stand how flat everything gets." She
fingered the sable brushes in a tin can.
"Don't be embarrassed," you said. You paused in front of the smaller
painting, which to me seemed finished. It was of a salt marsh, in pale light;
a great blue heron stood in the middle distance. You looked at it for a long
minute. My mother held her breath, but you didn't notice. Finally you said,
"Are you sure about the heron, though?"
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"I hate the heron," my mother said, and the two of you laughed. "I've
painted him out so many times. And then I paint him back in. The damned
thing just looks so empty with him gone."
"Sure, because everything else is framing that space. It's hard." You
walked three paces to the left and regarded the painting again. "You move
the heron to the right, the whole thing falls out of balance. But where he is
now, he seems a little deliberate, doesn't he?"
"Oh, God, yeah." My mother stood beside you, pointing at the bird. "He's a
cartoon, almost. A goody-goody, Reader's Digest heron. Wise and calm,
like those paintings of Jesus that little kids have over their beds."
You laughed. "That settles it—you're going to have to leave that space
empty now. Probably that's where you started, right?" My mother nodded,
and you kept on: "Your first impulse, the right one. But sometimes empty
just takes more courage than we can lay our hands on. Right, Mary?"
"I wouldn't know." I wanted out of there. "I told you, I don't paint."
"Mary puts her work first. She always has. And that's how she met you,
right?" My mother's eyes were bright; she meant only admiration. I had to
work, to take another meaning from her words.
"Yup, that's right, I'm just a worker-bee," I said.

"I guess you didn't like her other painting." You and I were on a trip to the
grocery store, one of our few private moments.
"Actually, her work is good, really good. I can see what she's trying to do."
I frowned. "But, you didn't mention the bigger one. She probably thinks
you hated it."
"Only you would think that, honey." You pulled a bag of frozen blackberries
from the freezer case and tossed it gently at my head. "Her style is so
different than mine—she knows her own work better than I ever could."
Cool Whip and hot fudge sauce went into the cart. "And anyway, painting
isn't a group project. Sooner or later, we're all on our own."
I looked down at the cookies and pound cake and ice cream you'd already
picked out. "Are you paying for all this stuff? Because I'm not," I said, and
threw the frozen berries at your hat.

On the drive back to Houston, you looked out your window at the flat gray
land. "This time of year—it's not especially pretty here, is it?"
"No. There's too much rain, and summer's too hot. We have one nice week
in April, though. You should come back then."
"You don't mean that like it sounds, so I won't answer now. I'm not quite
sure why the weekend sucked. But don't give up on me, not yet."
I blinked back tears. "If I've given up on anybody, it's me." This was true,
but it wasn't all of it. I wasn't quite brave enough to say the rest: that we'd
see each other a few more times, and then drift apart, and that this would
be for the best, because the one thing I really wanted from you wasn't
something you could share.
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We got to the airport early, and I hunkered down behind my seat belt to
make it clear that I wasn't coming in. You cleared your throat, tugged at
the brim of your hat.
"I was wondering if you have about forty dollars." Your right hand gripped
the door handle; I felt how fiercely you needed to get away from me. "I
have to get the truck out of the airport lot," you said. "I don't know what
happened to all the cash I came with."
"You spent it, ese, like always," I said, and reached into the back seat for
my purse. Your dark green sweater, crumpled and faintly damp, was
caught between the seat and the right rear door, and the tip of a fat
charcoal pencil poked out from under a floor mat. It was going to take me
a long time to rid myself of every trace.
I pulled my wallet out of my purse, handed you three twenties and a five.
"Take this," I said. "It's everything I've got."

Copyright © Catherine Brown 2008.
Title graphic: "Isabel" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2008.
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Catherine Brown's fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Meridian, Juked, and
Dogwood - A Journal of Poetry and Prose, where her story won first place in the
magazine's annual contest. She holds an MFA in fiction from Warren Wilson College.
She lives and works in Chicago, where she pines for her Texas homeland during the
long winter nights. Labrador Retrievers give her the strength to face another day. She
can be reached at cebrown5636@comcast.net.

Jack Cobb works with New Madrid Magazine and has appeared in
Appalachian Heritage, The Christian Century, and Read This. He
has work upcoming in Main Channel Voices and The Red Clay
Review. He is working on the second half of a book on Korea, from
which "True Love and Paranoia..." was taken. Write to him at
jackpoguecobb@yahoo.com.

Bill Cook's work has appeared in Juked, Versap, Thieves Jargon, Tin Parachute
Postcard Review, Skive Magazine, and other places such as the latrine wall of his
local pub. He lives in Southern California's mountainous region with his wife, son,
their one dog and one cat, and a wonderful assortment of local wildlife, lakes, and
surrounding parkland. He believes everyone could attain Nirvana if only they owned
a sledgehammer and hated their televisions. You can contact him at
oakwood85@earthlink.net.
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A month after Allie Larkin finished writing "Bathtub Mary," the Mary statue that
was her inspiration vanished from its bathtub when a new family moved in. Allie is
99.9% sure writing the story didn't cause this to happen, but she's considered
bringing a pan of brownies to the new family on the off chance that she'll get to
meet Margie. Currently, she's working on a collection of short stories about a dodgy
young woman named April Sawicki and her adventures in folk singing. The
collection is tentatively titled "Night Angel." Allie can be contacted at allie.
larkin@yahoo.com.

Naomi Leimsider's stories have appeared or are
forthcoming online and in print, most recently in Quarterly
West, Pindeldyboz, and Slow Trains. She teaches creative
writing at Hunter College and York College in New York City.
Contact her at missl30@aol.com.

Didi Wood's stories have appeared in Vestal Review, Night Train,
Smokelong Quarterly, and other print and online publications. She
is an editor for flashquake, an online journal of flash fiction. This
is her first visual arts publication. The dolls depicted are Pullip,
Taeyang, and Dal dolls by Cheonsang Cheonha and Jun Planning.
Didi can be reached at didiwood@yahoo.com.
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Our Fifty-for-Fifty Reading Contest is now running for this Spring 2008 issue. See the
Submissions Guidelines page for more information. The prize has been increased to $150.
As for the results of our reading contest for Winter 2008, please see our Editors' Notes page
for details, as well as commentary on the recent NEA report entitled, "To Read or Not To
Read."
Winners and their contributing comments from the Fall 2007 issue
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Fiction and Essay Submissions

Enter Our Free Fifty-for-Fifty Contest

Writers are invited to submit literary work of up to 8,000
words. To get more of an idea of what we are looking for,
please read The Summerset Review or consult our
Recommended Reading List.

Readers are invited to submit comments on stories and
essays appearing in the current issue of The Summerset
Review. We award at least fifty dollars and a copy of Volume
One to the person contributing the best entry over fifty
words, and will include the comment in our next issue, along
with the reader’s name and home town. (For the exact
amount we pay each quarter, see the Fifty-for-Fifty Contest
for Readers page.)

Email submissions to editor@summersetreview.org as an
attachment in MS Word, or as plain text. We suggest you
include the word "Submission" in the title of the email, so
that we don't mistake it for junk mail. Be sure you specify
whether your piece is fiction or nonfiction.
You may alternatively submit in hard-copy by sending to 25
Summerset Drive, Smithtown, New York 11787, USA. We
prefer disposable copies of manuscripts. We can respond via
email in lieu of a SASE if you so designate.
All submissions receive replies as quickly as possible. If we
have not responded within three months, please hassle us.
We read year-round and never go on hiatus.
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, and will receive twenty-five dollars at release time
for their contribution.
Writers retain all rights to use their work elsewhere,
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.

Reader comments can be in any form and there is no fee.
Only one entry is allowed per person, per quarter, and the
entry must pertain to a piece appearing in the current issue.
We are particularly interested in how the story or essay
affected you; what impact it had, what memory it stirred,
what idea it precipitated. Be honest and lucid.
Email your entry to editor@summersetreview.org. Include
your name, town, state, and country (if outside the USA).
Qualified entries will receive acknowledgement of receipt
within a few days. The winner will be notified when the new
issue is released. The deadline for comments is two weeks
before release date. Issues are released on the 15th of
March, June, September, and December.
Email addresses will not be published, circulated, or archived.
Writers making content submissions are eligible to participate
as long as they do not discuss their own work.
We may choose to publish more than just the winning
comment. If we decide to do so, readers will be notified and
although it is not likely monetary awards will be given, we
may send complimentary copies of Volume One to runners
up.
By offering this prize, we hope to increase the awareness and
appreciation of literary magazines in our world and culture.
Questions for Reader Groups
Readers and Reading Groups are invited to provide answers
to questions we have posted on the material in our current
issue. See "Questions for Reader Group Discussion" in the
Table of Contents for details on how you can win a
complimentary copy of The Summerset Review if you or your
reading group provides meaningful answers to all questions.

We have nominated stories annually for various anthologies
and awards, including Pushcart Prize, New Stories from the
South, Creative Nonfiction's Best Of anthology, storySouth's
Million Writers Award, Sundress Publication's Best of the Net,
and others.
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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

Brooks, Ben

Wildflowers

From the Spring issue of Georgetown Review, 2005

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

Coake, Christopher

Solos

A novella from Vol. 9, No. 1 of Five Points, 2005

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

Hyde, Catherine Ryan

Dancing with Elinor

From the Summer issue of Gettysburg Review, 2006

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

Peelle, Lydia

Reasons for and Advantages of Breathing

From No. 87 of One Story, 2007

Perry, Rachael

Sullivan's Inventory

From No. 82/83 of Confrontation, Spring/Summer 2003

Pope, Mary Elizabeth

Divining Venus

From the Spring issue of Florida Review, 2007

Raboteur, Emily

The Eye of Horus

From StoryQuarterly #40, 2004

Robison, Mary

Why Did I Ever?

A novel published in 2001

Row, Jess

The Secrets of Bats

From the Fall issue of Ploughshares, 2000

Russell, Karen

Haunting Olivia

From the June 13 & 20 issue of The New Yorker, 2005

Ryan, Jean

Paradise

From the Massachusetts Review, Autumn 2001

Salinger, J.D.

For Esme - With Love and Squalor

From the collection Nine Stories published in 1953

Sellers, Heather

Tell Me Again Who Are You?

An essay from Fall/Winter issue of Alaska Quarterly Review, 2006

Tilghman, Christopher

The Way People Run

From the September 9 issue of The New Yorker, 1991
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Readers and reading groups are invited to discuss the topics below
relating to the material presented in this issue. Send answers to
editor@summersetreview.org and you will be eligible for a
complimentary copy of Volume One of The Summerset Review. All
questions must be answered and received by June 1, 2008.
Include your name, town, state, and country (if outside the USA) in your
entry. The editors will decide the winner(s) and send out notification
when the new issue is released. We plan to announce the names of those
who are awarded free copies, so if you do not want your name to appear
in the journal, please let us know. Postal and email addresses of all
entrants will not be published, circulated, or archived.

1. In "Standing Woman," the narrator asks, "How do you know when
you're an artist?" She is given the answer, "A person is an artist when he
just doesn't have another choice." Embellish this thought.
2. What specific image in "Little Witches" stood out for you the most?
3. In the end of "True Love and Paranoia in the Hermit Kingdom," the
essayist says about Korea, "...escape always underlies my thoughts. I
stay, though." Have you experienced in your own life a similar
circumstance where there was a conflict of staying vs. leaving? Briefly
relate.
4. Take the elements of "Bathtub Mary" that might be viewed as
irreverent in the Catholic faith, and compare them to the elements of the
story which are consistent with Catholic beliefs and principles. Overall,
where did the story leave you, with respect to these positions?
5. In "Sea Change," what is the significance of the scene near the end
where Molly stumbles upon Laura Perez?
6. Which of the images in the doll photo collection do you like best, and
why?

Page 68 of 70

Daniel DiStasio, Marko Fong, Sandra Maddux-Creech, Sandra
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