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We celebrate summer this year with the addition of poetry at The Summerset 
Review, and take much pride in bringing to you the pieces selected from the many 
we received as submissions. So, settle into your favorite chair in the sun, or shade, 
or sheltered from the rain. Wherever you are—perhaps even standing, waiting in 
line, lodged between other passengers on the subway, it doesn’t matter—fall into 
the poems here and enjoy the imagery and sensibility of each and every one. 

We often read summaries of the work comprising a literary volume, and sometimes 
wonder if The Summerset Review can be summarized as having one central theme 
over the pieces appearing in a particular quarterly issue. There is never any theme 
we work toward, which influences decisions on what we choose to publish. Well, 
that’s not exactly true. The theme is more like a quality—we want the piece to be 
damn good, something that creates a lasting impression, something that might 
teach you a thing or two, or cause you to take some action, however big or small. 

One reader recently told us a story here changed her life. Assuming this change 
was for the better, we can’t ask for a higher compliment, and the essence of this is 
what we have always set as our objective, our anthem. If you don't believe us, go 
back and read our Notes from the first online issue in 2002. 

In trying to dig deeper and reach this theme we read about elsewhere, maybe 
there is something in many of the pieces of our Summer 2009 issue, something 
going beyond common premises of vulnerability and precariousness among main 
characters. Sure, these conditions engage readers and are true to the world, but 
we want more than this if we were to have a theme. We want solutions, 
encouragement, improvement. And so, we think you might find elements of hope in 
the material here—hope, strife, a glimmer of the summer sun. 

From crises in Bosnia and the Democratic Republic of Congo, and more closer to 
home—a sisterhood, a garden nursery, and one’s own throat—the prose in this 
issue gives us hints of light, and sometimes more. See if you agree. 
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Our Lit Pick of the Quarter this time comes from Meridian, Issue 22, where a 
riveting yet melancholy story by Celeste Ng appears. Entitled "We Are Not 
Strangers," the relationship between two young sisters is explored, seen through 
the voice of the older, several months after their mother has gone missing. The 
story remarkably blends the emotion associated to such unfortunate circumstance 
with the personality and childhood air these sisters portray. Here is an excerpt – 

The next day is Saturday and when we wake up our father is already 
at the hospital, stitching C-sections closed, pushing new babies into 
groggy mothers' arms. Kirie shuts herself in her room for the 
morning and comes out with a piece of yellow construction paper. 
"We’ll copy it," she says. It's a poster with our mother's photo 
pasted in the center, only instead of "Missing" Kirie has written 
"LOST" in big letters at the top, as if our mother were a cat, or a 
bookbag, something we'd simply misplaced. 

The online web site Apostrophe Cast recorded a reading of this story by the author. 
It is available at www.apostrophecast.com/authors/celesteng.html. 
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On a bus to the airport in Split, Dina sees her father now: 
trapped in their small, wrecked apartment on the eighth floor, 
squatting over the hardwood planks, his back propped up 
against the front door. His face is pinched, his gray hair thin 
from worry. The windows are draped with old bath towels, the 
fabric orange and ragged.  
 
He struggles to remain awake.  
 
Dina knows that most of the men in Banja Luka stayed behind 
because it was expected of them. When Serbian tanks roared 
down transit roads, positioning themselves on the horizon, some 
men bought freedom, sent their families away to Germany or 
Croatia, even Italy; somewhere safe, somewhere remote.  
 
But Dina's father couldn't buy his family that freedom. They 
stayed and risked it all. Eventually, the Serbs seized their 
building and used it as their own. They made her father, the 
man of the house, stay. It was a shame. He had to watch his 
family trickle out of the apartment building with hardly the 
clothes on their backs. He had to watch his little daughters and 
wife climb into an army jeep and trail off down the road without 
him.  
 
That last moment spent with each other now sits heavy on 
Dina's chest and chokes her throat. She inhales the chaos, 
ingests the commotion outside the apartment. The smell of 
gasoline and gun oil. The matted, chugging sound of their world 
collapsing. Then stillness as her father put his damp hand to her 
shoulder and squeezed and said, Easy, Ćupco. Easy.  

The Summerset Review Page 5 of 78



 
Ćupco.  
 
Her father made up the word years ago, and it referred to Dina's
stubborn cowlick. Her hair was always messy as a child, unruly. 
The dent in her hair has long since disappeared, hidden with 
various hairstyles and eventually wilting with age, but the 
nickname lingered. It was always present in pictures. Lurking at 
family gatherings and remembrances.  
 
Then Dina sees this nightmare resurface again, clear as day: a 
sniper in the next building over, bored, patiently waiting for a 
ripple of movement, waiting for her father's head to pop up, the 
cast of a shadow, a wild streak across the room for a glass of 
water.  

 

The city of Banja Luka is in ruins. Sarajevo, too. The Markale 
market, a place where Dina's mother would buy vegetables as a 
child, was bombed today, destroyed; rinds of peppers on the 
ground, apple guts and eggshells scattered on the remains of a 
wall.  
 
Dina listens to the news broadcasts on a black transistor radio 
she's managed to escape with. With her mother and sister safe, 
staying with distant family on the Croatian seaside, she is riding 
a bus, alone; the road bumpy and barren, the people—Muslim 
refugees, just like her—glazed, dead on the inside, like tree 
stumps in an unwanted forest.  
 
In Split, a plane will take the entire cast away to America; a city 
called Chicago. Dina is frightened by this word: Chicago. It 
sounds harsh and guttural to her. She is frightened by its 
concept, its recklessness and breadth.  
 
Dina dislikes the radio reports. She wishes she didn't have to 
listen to them. The words are violent and often vague. The 
situation isn't getting any better. But, she needs to ingest it all; 
the blasted buildings, the rubble, the executions, the people 
starving.  
 
She needs to know. She has to know.  
 
The voices say it was a non-hostile takeover in Banja Luka. Dina 
knows this is not true. People were hurt. People suffered. She 
listens. She listens, hoping these small glimpses of violence will 
remind her, someday, that she had no choice; that leaving her 
family and father behind was the only way.  

 

As the bus trickles out of the Dinaric Alps and crosses back into 
Croatia (a wayward route, avoiding checkpoints), the air 
thickens, the spare flora becomes lush, alive. An old lady from 
across the aisle finally asks Dina to turn down the radio. The old 
lady is polite and has eyes like gray stones. Her face is sallow 
and ratty, her teeth unavailable.  
 
The reports make me worry too much, she explains to Dina with 
a dry, mottled mouth.  
 
Dina turns off the radio and bows her head, stares at her feet. 
She listens to the bus wheeze along the dirt road, the 
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undercarriage rattling around each time they hit a pothole.  
 
Looking outside, Dina catches her reflection in the window. For a
moment, she checks her teeth, her posture. Her hair is tied up 
in a knot, the russet-colored strands falling on her pallid cheeks. 
There is tension in her neck. There is dread in her heart. It is all 
visible.  
 
She looks away, back at the old lady, who is glaring at her with 
those concrete eyes. Dina knows that look. She knows what the 
old lady is thinking. She is thinking:  
 
You should be ashamed by your vanity.  
 
Indeed, Dina is ashamed.  

 

Dina remains quiet for most of the trip. Consumed with guilt. 
This has all been very difficult, especially for her parents and her
sister, Sanela, who is a few short years from womanhood. Dina 
thinks this war has made her sister older, bitter. Sanela is only 
twelve, but she now straddles the cruelty of adulthood. She has 
creases in her brow; creases that don't belong on young 
children.  
 
The whole country is old now. When Dina looks around, she sees
that everyone bears the same puffy eyes and swollen face of a 
consumptive. Dina herself is only nineteen, but her hands are 
thin, bony. She wishes she could be more plump. She's lived an 
eternity within these last three months.  
 
As the bus approaches the airport—security guards with black 
rifles, razor-wire fences, muzzled German shepherds—Dina 
worries about her father; his health, his well-being. He is alone 
in that apartment, and she's afraid he will starve.  
 
What is wrong? the old lady asks.  
 
My father.  
 
What about him?  
 
The only dish he knows how to prepare is scrambled eggs, Dina 
says. Maybe he knows how to make rice, or fry potatoes.  
 
Sweetheart, the woman says with a laugh, potatoes are 
probably a luxury he cannot afford.  
 
Dozing to the lull of the bus, Dina imagines her father sitting in 
a dark cornice of the kitchen, lifting runny eggs up to his gaun
mouth, the warmth affecting his molars, expanding his cavities, 
wondering if the sniper in the next building is keeping a regular 
schedule.  

t 

 

The plane ride over the Atlantic Ocean is long and blue. It 
makes Dina think of her mother and sister in the northern
Croatia, on the Adriatic coast where the water is as dark as 
sapphire. Her plan is to bring them to America when she gets a 

 tip of 

job and can pay for their trip. Dina secured the money for her 
own trip with the help from a Bosnian-American organization in 
Chicago where a distant friend of the family lives and works.  
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There was only enough money for one trip.  
 
Dina has never met this woman. She has no idea what she looks 
like. But that's the way life has been lately. Dina has to trust 
people she does not know or has not seen. She must put her 
faith in the faceless.  
 
For the last three months, Dina and her mother and sister have 
been on the run; staying with family in Croatia, distant cousins 
in Zagreb, friends, strangers, whoever would take them. 
Bounced from one refugee camp to another; spare bedrooms, 
couches, turning aside resentment, turning aside a growing and 
gradual indignation. When people looked at Dina, she could feel 
the hatred in her bones. She could feel the entire country 
blaming her.  
 
In Croatia, Dina was unable to find work as a refugee, her sister 
unable to finish high school because of her religious beliefs. 
Before the war, no one in her family even thought about being a 
Muslim. They never thought too much about what it was like to 
be different from Serbs or Croats.  
 
We're all Yugoslavians, her father said as the reports came 
through and panic settled in. They'd all hoped the war would 
end before it started, before they had to flee. Then they heard 
the shelling, the heavy footsteps of the sieg
 
In a way, her mother once told her daughters, as they were 
doing laundry in the nearby river, the food in the refugee camp 
growing scarce, the Serbians are defining us as Muslims. They 
are responsible for our identity. It's a shame.  
 
She shook her head like the answer was there all along. Dina 
could see that her mother was ashamed because the Serbs had 
to point this fact out, like they were idiots.  
 
It's taken years, she sighed, her warm hand on her Dina's 
shoulder, but we've finally found ourselves now. We're Bosnian 
Muslims. We should be proud.  

e.  

 

The cabin of the plane is stale with the breath of a thousand 
ungracious passengers. While eating dinner—a sliver of turkey, 
a scoop of mashed potatoes with a thin drool of gravy—Dina
wonders about securing a job in this new American city.  
 
Chi, she practices when she is alone, cago.  
 
Chi-cago.  
 
Chicago.  
 
Dina is excited, but nervous. She's taken the lead for her family.

 

 
Heavy burdens await. I cannot fail, she thinks manically. I 
cannot fail.  
 
Perhaps she will get factory work in Chicago; sewing pillows, or 
repairing furniture upholstery. Dina is good with her hands. She 
has been sewing clothes for years; a button here, letting out the 
inseams there, knitting winter hats, building the dexterity in her 
fingers.  
 
During a rumble of turbulence, Dina imagines her lunch breaks 
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at her new job; her fingers speckled with dried blood, her cuts 
salty with sweat. Perhaps there will be a picnic table outside of 
the factory, a place where she can sit alone and quietly pray for 
her father, her family. She will pray that he's alive and eat 
sandwiches with American mayonnaise.  

 

She didn't think America would smell like turmoil and years of 
musty sweat. Didn't think the country was old enough to smell 
so arcane, so dead. As Dina fills out the yellow INS forms at 
Kennedy Airport in New York City, she feels the urge to turn 
around and get back on that plane. She wants Bosnia. She 
wants Banja Luka. She wants her home.  

 

Uptown, Chicago.  
 
Dina's INS contact, Esma—turns out she's a squat, stubby 
Bosnian woman with the battle of age on her face—tells her this 
particular area is affordable and relatively safe.  
 
There are black Americans everywhere, she tisks in their native 
tongue, a pouch of flesh hanging underneath her chin. But the 
rent is cheap and the neighborhood is centrally located.  
 
As Dina fills out yet more paperwork, Esma goes quiet. She is 
disturbed, eyes darting like a hungry mouse. Dina thinks it 
strange. The two have been in contact for months now, sending 
letters back and forth between the U.S. and Croatia, getting the 
paperwork situated. She feels they know each other.  
 
In America, Dina thought they could be friends. Esma was 
gentle in her letters. She had a soft tone when telling Dina 
about her previous life in Sarajevo; her big-bear-of-a husband
and her son, the scholar, the medical student, who now lives in 
Sweden with his wife and daughter
 
It's now quite obvious to Dina that they will not be friends. It 
will not work ou
 
Unlike her letters, which were verbose and lengthy, Esma 
doesn't speak much at all. She doesn't speak of the war. Doesn't
mention her brother-in-law. Doesn't mention that he was beaten
to death in Srebenica. Dina learned this in one of Esma's letters 
shortly before she left Croatia. She felt connected.  
 
As if she were forced by gunpoint to avoid personal interaction, 
Esma doesn't ask Dina about her family, whether or not her 
father is still alive or when her mother and sister will join her in 
Chicago.  
 
Instead, she gives Dina enough American money to rent an 
apartment and acquire food for a week or so. After this, she 
says, shrugging her shoulders, shuffling Dina out the door like 
an unwanted customer, you're on your own.  

, 

.  

t.  

 

Getting off the bus at Broadway and Montrose, Dina sees broken
cars, shards of glass, garbage scattered along the sidewalk. She 
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cannot believe, even in the middle of the day, there are girl
o
 
For an instant, Dina imagines what it must be like to be a 
prostitute. She had never seen one in Banja Luka, but she 
knows they exist, behind closed doors, down in dark basements 
and back rooms. She wonders what kind of American man mig

s 
utside selling their bodies, selling their time, their lives.  

ht 
want to slee
e
 
The apartment building she is to live in for the next ten years i
on a busy street corner. It is an old walk-up tenement across 
the street from a home for retirees. Out in front, Dina sees slow
moving men with walkers, old ladies hobb
w
 
After she speaks into the speakerphone on the front stoop (I a

p with her. Perhaps a doctor or a professor or an 
ngineer.  

s 

-
ling. A bus drones by 

ith heavy breath and squeaky brakes.  

m 
here for apartment, Dina tells the man), the door buzzes and 
she walks into the building. She grips the banister as she 
descends the stairs. She wants safety, even simple saf
h
 
There is a scruffy man inside one of the barren apartments
hardly glances at Dina, who enters his line of vision in the 
doorway. He is busy painting the ceiling. Little splotches of whit
speckle the man's hands and face
fo
 
"
 
Dina stands still, inspecting the apartment, wary of her every 
movement, her heart pulsing. The unshaven man then turns to 
her. "You take room?" He puts down his roller, the 
in
 
D
 
Instead, she concentrates on the smell of the fresh paint, the 
cloying st
v
 
Dina thinks the feeling must be the same way Jimmy Stewart 
felt in that movie she'd seen years ago. Alfred Hitchcock had 
been her favorite. The theaters in Banja Luka would play all the
black and white American movies, though once in a while they 
would show the color ones, or those silly French ones. Dina can
still taste the pastries she and her sister would eat during 
films. She r
H
 
Not out of intimacy

ety. The 
allways are clean, empty of stains, empty of life.  

. He 

e
. He's unshaven and motions 

r Dina to have a look around.  

Please," he says.  

sun beaming 
 through the bare windows. It is late afternoon.  

ina still doesn't answer.  

ing. The smell sets her off into a dizzy spell, much like 
ertigo.  

 

 
the 

emembers how much her father loved Audrey 
epburn.  

, the man slumps closer to Dina and says, "Is 
n
 
The accent is Russian. Dina swiftly moves away, walks to the 
o
 
Without words, Dina agrees. She fights off the urge to confid

ice room, yes?"  

ther side of the room, wrings her hands. Maybe Ukrainian.  

e in 
this man. Though his face is crooked, his breath grainy with 
spirits, she wants to tell him where she's from, what's going on 
in Bosnia. Sh
h
 
"How much?" Dina asks, uncomfortable in this new langua
inspecting the kitchen. Despite how clean everything else 
seems, the oven is dirty with blackened crumbs, and the faucet 
runs with rusty water, spitting out wh

e wants to confess her guilt for leaving her family, 
er father.  

ge, 

ite spiders and other 
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d
 
"
 
Dina pulls out three bills, hands them over, and notices the 
plaster underneath the man's fingernails, the dried and cracked 
paint on his pants. Once, her father repainted the apartment in 
Banja Luka, just before the war. Dina re

ebris when she turns the metal knob.  

Cheap," the man says. "Tree hundred."  

members how irritable 
and cranky he was that week, touchy.  

 

he 

o do her work and has relatively no 
ontact with the owners.  

ething 

avelly voice—that 
he should slow down and not work so hard.  

You make me look bad," she complains.  

s
omething in her, her 

truggles perhaps, the pain in her face.  

res when

nderstand Dina, though she is learning English fast enough.  

s a 

 too 
usy and don't have the time to care about their homes.  

It's my job to make them feel clean, safe.  

Cleaning houses is much better than Dina expected. Most of t
time, she's lost in dreams, living back in Bosnia. Normalcy is 
restored. She's left alone t
c
 
Dina's co-worker is an old woman who's been in the business for
over thirty years. She smokes heavily and looks like som
that lives on the floor of the ocean, a bottom-dweller, a 
scavenger. She often tells Dina—in a raspy, gr
s
 
"
 
Dina pays the lady no mind and cleans the bathrooms with her 
heart, scrubs kitchen floors with determination. Some customer
appreciate Dina's effort. They recognize s
s
 
Others care less, tip her less, and give her furrowed sta
they see her working so diligently. They don't seem to 
u
 
At the end of the day Dina is usually sore, but she also feel
sense of accomplishment, pride, and she strives to make 
cleaning her purpose. She thinks the people in America are
b
 

 

ment 

 like the 

ovement, no arguments, no waiting for the bathroom.  

ry 

chormen are more concerned with 
ill Clinton's sexual affairs.  

 
 didn't wear all that 

eavy make-up and lost a few pounds.  

 
 

en 

Dina can't help feeling empty without her family. Her apart
is too quiet when she comes home; the closing of dresser 
drawers too muffled, the sound of the shower too much
patter of a light but long, interminable rain. There's no 
m
 
Dina saves every penny and watches the news before bed eve
night. The war in Bosnia continues, but has slipped from the 
media's attention. It's a blip in history, no matter how many 
men are slaughtered. The an
B
 
Late at night, Dina turns off the lights, the TV, and thinks that
Monica Lewinski could be attractive if she
h
 
On the morning ABC producer David Kaplan is shot to death by
a Serbian sniper, Dina receives a letter from her mother. In her
finely-tuned penmanship—the words meticulously printed, the 
punctuation perfect—Dina learns that her father is alive but still 
trapped in Banja Luka. Her mother talked to him once. A brok
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telephone conversation. Voices cutting in and out. There
m
 
W
 
At the end of the letter, her mother also mentions her heart 
problems. The hospitals in Croatia aren't very receptive. Dina's 
sister is still unable to finish school. In general, things are
good. Tourism in the seas

 is a 
an in Belgrade who is supposed to help him escape.  

e're all praying, her mother says. You should, too.  

 not so
ide town is below average. The 

weather is turning cold.  

 

ity 

for only eight months, she 
nally feels Chicago is her home.  

he 

offee is too weak and tastes like a puddle of dirty water.  

 will not be joining her. She is 
o ill to make the long journey.  

t 
hroom at all 

uring the flight. It will be an exhausting trip.  

nails

Riding the bus down Sheridan, Dina realizes what a regal c
Chicago is; tall muscular buildings, some thin but stately, 
handsome. Having been in the city 
fi
 
Dina does, however, miss the little things in Banja Luka: the 
bazaars, the kiosks, the quaint cafés and smell of tobacco. S
misses her mother's food, the spices, the coffee. American 
c
 
Tomorrow, after working her spare nights in a warehouse and 
saving enough money, Dina's sister will be the first to arrive in 
Chicago from Croatia. Her mother
to
 
Zooming downtown for work, watching the rough, choppy 
waters of Lake Michigan, Dina thinks about Sanela's plane trip, 
which will be her first. She will be certain to shy away from the 
experience. She'll be ignored by the flight attendants, jump a
every pocket of turbulence, and not use the bat
d
 
When Sanela exits the airplane runway, the tunnel expanding 
and contracting like an accordion, she is thin, skeletal. Dina is 
almost unable to recognize her with the short, scraggly strands 
of hair and unpainted face. Dina sees that her sister's finger  
are not manicured. They are bitten to stubs. Her
s
 
Dina embraces her sister and kisses her face, unable to m
her excitement. "Oh, I missed you so much," she
E
 
Sorry. The only way to
it
 
D
 
H
 
Malo, her sister s
to
 
Dina smiles and watches her sister set off in an intimidated 
bramble. She begins to yap on about the city, about America 
and how wonderful it is. Both sisters wan
a
 
Do you like it? Dina asks, waving around her arms, as if 
re
 
Sanela inspects her new world. The people around are busy; 

 shoes are 
cuffed and broken, her face boyish, awkward.  

ask 
 says in 

nglish, stops, then corrects herself in Bosnian.  

 learn the language, Dina says, is to use 
 as much as possible.  

obro, Sanela says, it's O.K.  

ave you been practicing your English?  

ays, pinching her thumb and forefinger 
gether. Malo.  

der through the huge 
irport, walking like they don't belong.  

to 
veal the sacred secrets behind all of Houdini's tricks.  
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walking fast, talking on cell ph
S
 
It
 
As they board the train back to the city, Dina recognizes the los

ones, sidestepping the elderly. 
he shrugs her shoulders.  

's just an airport, she says.  

t 
look on her sister's face, the unfamiliar ground with each step 
she walks. She understands the loneliness, the hollow pit in her 
center, the same as when she arrived a year ago.  

 

out of 
ontrol. Some have hit her for no apparent reason.  

all 
partment and ignores her sister for the rest of the night.  

vents like
ar and hurricanes, their homes seized or destroyed.  

ssed 
d she hears her father, What 

appened to you, Ćupco?  

hers

Dating some of the Bosnian men in the community is not good 
for Dina's face. Too often they get drunk and mean, 
c
 
Sanela complains about this without words. Every time Dina 
comes home with a new bruise, her look of worry and shame is 
enough. Sanela usually retreats to the other side of their sm
a
 
Dina looks past the first few incidents. She blames their anger 
on post-traumatic syndrome, a term she learned while watching 
a special on Oprah, with children who'd gone through e
w
 
Dina is tired of the bruises. She despises having to hide the 
green bumps, the busted lips, the fear. When she looks in the 
mirror, she sees the cowlick slowly returning, her hair mu
and difficult like her life, an
h
 
Dating American men, however, is out of the question. Some 
are nice and attractive, and most have good hygiene. But ot  
wear jeans with stains and huge holes. They listen to loud, 
heavy metal music in their cars. They're not as forward as 
Bosnian men, true, but they don't know much. Unless yo
mention the 1984 Olympics, m
S
 
Out of comfort, Dina dates a Bosnian man named Amir, a frie
of a distant cousin. Amir doesn't have a job and has been in 
America for ten years, long before the war starte
S
 
My father was beheaded, Amir tells Dina with some pride, his 
thumb raking across the bo
d
 
Dina sees through his playful gesture. She senses that Amir 
hasn't yet come to grips with his father's death. He says he 
often sees the old man in
a
 
In my dreams, he is always carrying a rifle and a dead animal 
slung over his shoulder, he says, sipping co
m
 
At first, Dina thought Amir compassionate, sensitive. His face 
had a brooding but gentle shadow, and he genuinely car
a
 
Many men died in my city, Amir tells Dina on more than on
occasion, sometimes even on the brink of crying, his eyes 
watery. Srebenica was supposed to be a 'safe' city. My father, 

u 
ost don't even know that 

arajevo and Bosnia exists.  

nd 

d. He is from 
rebenica and lost his father about a year ago.  

ttom of his neck, his Adam's apple 
ark with wiry hair.  

 his dreams, when he sleeps at night, 
lone in his apartment.  

ffee. Did I tell you 
y father was a hunter? He had instinct.  

ed 
bout his family. That meant something to Dina.  

e 
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h
 
Although he gets angry and often frustrated, Amir doesn't hit 
Dina. He is more listless than anything. There are times when h
doesn't call Dina for days. Their dates usually consist of dinner 
and coffee at his apartment. They watch the news or a movie,
sometimes they talk deeply, though the focal point is alway
about his father, his problem
D
 
When Dina and Amir make love, which is not as often as Dina 
would like, Amir can barely get erect. He doesn't seem to enjoy 
the act very much. It's almost not worth the trouble Dina has 
go through to get him aroused, or interested in her body and 
appearance. Still, she clings to what i

e was a strong man. Stronger than any man here in America.  

e

 or
s 

s. They never once talk about 
ina's father or her family.  

to 

ntimacy there is, and she 
hopes for a quick turnaround.  

 

dating Amir, Dina's hairstylist, Melisa, lets 
er in on a secret.  

sps, snipping away on 
ina's chestnut hair, chewing gum.  

o, I do not know, Dina confesses.  

 

 about

andicap, Melisa has a bright face, a rather golden hue.  

After two months of 
h
 
You mean you don't know? Melisa ga
D
 
N
 
Melisa is from Mostar, one of the oldest cities in Bosnia. Every
time Dina comes into the salon and sees her, she thinks of a 
bridge crumbling down. Each brick slowly detaching itself and 
splashing into the water below. Melisa came to America slightly 
after the war started, and she has this certain unevenness
her legs. She hobbles more than she walks. Despite this 
h
 
Amir is a drug user, she tells Dina, almost with glee. 

eally?  

es.  

o! Drugs?  

es, heroin. It is deadly stuff.  

 
R
 
Y
 
N
 
Y
 
Are you sure, Melisa?  

ositive. You should talk to him. It kills people.  

rough this woman. More often than not, the rumors are true.  

 never has money. 
e is never interested in anything she says.  

s 
r 

 round. 
stead she looks like her mother. Old-fashioned.  

 
P
 
It is quite typical: Bosnian women in America love to gossip. 
Especially Melisa. Since Dina has been coming into her salon, 
she has heard about many scandals in the Bosnian community 
th
 
Dina sits back and thinks about all the times Amir went missing 
without calling. It would explain the listlessness, the sexless 
nights. She's never met any of his friends. He
H
 
Melisa finally finishes Dina's hair, which doesn't look as good a
she had hoped. Dina wanted something that would make he
appear girlish. She wanted her face to be small and
In
 
At the register, Dina pulls out money and gives Melisa a good 

The Summerset Review Page 14 of 78



tip, even though she feels that it is quit
b
 
Don't worry. Melisa places her h

e unnecessary with the 
ad hairstyle and ruined relationship.  

and on Dina's shoulder. There 
are plenty of mice in the sea.  

 

in on his 
alm. Some of the skin is peeling away like old paint.  

hat are those holes in your arm?  

hat?  

hose holes. What did you do to yourself?  

hey're nothing.  

hey look like needle marks.  

hey're nothing.  

On their next date, as Amir rolls up his sleeves to wash his 
hands before dinner, Dina notices the pinholes in his arm. His 
fingertips are burned. There are patches of hardened sk
p
 
W
 
W
 
T
 
T
 
T
 
T
 
Are you sure?  

hat are you accusing me of?  

othing. I just wanted to know.  

g 
. Dina stares out the window. It is winter. It is 

ark outside.  

ever mind what they are. It is none of your business.  

mes reflective and 
onfesses, It is true, Dina. I use drugs.  

 is the first time Amir has addressed her so frankly. 

oesn't want to know. She doesn't have it in her to care.  

ping from his fingers and 
ays, I still have much pain in me.  

 

r, she knew where she 
ad to go, knew what she had to do.  

e has no instinct. It's dead 
ke the many men in her country.  

s words 
x like damp leaves. If you don't like it, you can go.  

tays for dinner instead. Suddenly, she is hungry, ravenous.  

 
W
 
N
 
Amir huffs and begins to thrash his hands in the sink, scrubbin
the dishes hard
d
 
N
 
After he cleans the coffee pot, Amir beco
c
 
It
 
Why? Dina asks, though she begins to detach herself. She 
d
 
I have not yet been able to cope with my father's death. He 
stands at the sink with the suds drip
s
 
Amir continues to scrub his hands like a surgeon, using a horse 
brush to clean his blackened fingertips. For the first time, Dina
doesn't know what to do. Even when her city was taken over, 
she had the urge to flee, to escape. When she had nothing in 
Croatia, no food, no clothing, no shelte
h
 
Dina doesn't have that urge now. Sh
li
 
I can't quit now, Amir finally says over his shoulder, hi
la
 
But Dina cannot go. She cannot move. It is that simple. She 
s
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The table is set. The glasses are filled with wine. The food is on 
the table. Amir picks at it and cradles h
li
 
I am not hungry becau
n
 
Dina says nothing and cleans her plate. Afterward, the two have 
coffee and watch television, methodically. When Dina grabs her 
coat to leave, she says goodbye, lightly, the words
im
 

is stomach, occasionally 
fting mashed potatoes to his mouth.  

se I am a junkie. He snorts through his 
ose like it is a joke.  

 almost 
perceptive. She vows never to call Amir again.  

Amir, in turn, never calls Dina.  

 

managed to take 
efore fleeing their home in Banja Luka.  

ent, 

er purse and 
ants as Dina's father hurried everyone along.  

 
dy at the door, waiting, the army jeep 

pitting out exhaust.  

 

f year, where the 
hoto was taken, who was in the photo.  

ages, that a few even have comments written by 
er mother:  

Weeks later, a package arrives from Croatia. It is from Dina's 
mother. Inside are the photographs she'd 
b
 
Dina remembers her mother scrambling through the apartm
throwing open drawers, dragging out the albums, being as 
selective as she could, stuffing the photos into h
p
 
We must go, we must go, she kept saying to herself. Still, her 
mother was the one lagging behind, clinging to their life. Dina
and Sanela were alrea
s
 
On the backs of the photos—about a dozen in all, most of them
from an instant camera Dina's father had bought in Germany—
are little inscriptions; the date, the time o
p
 
Dina notices, through her tears, as she and Sanela thumb 
through the im
h
 
July, 1983, Banja Luka, Sanela riding in a wagon. She never left 

at wagon. Moja sreĆa!  

eptember, 1979, Jajce, Mom with a nice new hat.  

th
 
S
 
January, 1989, Dina and Sanela sledding down the hill in Banja 
L
 
October, 1964, Tucepi , Mom and Dad
m
 
Summer, 1981, Banja Luka, Dina and Sanlea out in th
with sun hats 
m
 
Dina fingers the photos. Runs her finger over that persistent 
cowlick in the pictures. Sees her father outside th
F
 
Ć
 
In the letter attached, Dina's mother writes that she hasn't yet 
heard from their father, nor the man in Belgrade. There've bee
no letters. No phone calls. In fact, she's been unable to
a
 

uka. They both fell off at the bottom!  

, shortly after getting 
arried. Look at how pretty we are.  

e yard 
on their heads. They look like two little 

ushrooms!  

e apartment. 
eels his hand on her shoulder like a wet towel.  

upco.  

n 
 reach 

nyone at all. And she fears the worst has happened.  
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At the end of the letter, she says she is finally out of the 
hospital. She is ready to make the trip to America.  

 

inaThe girl at the airline counter is wearing a maroon uniform. D  
thinks the uniform is too tight, ill fitting. She imagines the 
roughness around the collar area, the stiff polyester material 
scraping the delicate skin of the girl's neck. Also, there is a little
gold cross on her necklace. The cold pendant is dangling in th
nook of her win
te
 
"Your mother had complica
F
 
"
 
"She suffered a mild stroke." She points to the medics a
mouth of the runway. "She
a
 
Dina and Sanela look at the medics who are waiting for their 
mother in front of the terminal
tw
 
"
 
"
 
Dina puts her arm around her sister. With passengers waiting 
for their next flight, their next destination,
e
 
W
 
D
 
One of the men is slumped against the wall, calm, collected. The

 
e 

dpipe. Dina watches Jesus vibrate with each 
rrible word.  

tions during the flight from 
rankfurt," the girl says.  

What kind of complications?"  

t the 
's O.K., but we've called an 

mbulance just in case."  

. The stretcher is ready, but the 
o men are certainly bored.  

What can we do?" Sanela asks.  

I'm afraid there's nothing you can do," the lady replies.  

 Dina hides her 
motion, suppresses the screams inside her head.  

hy does this happen? Sanela asks. Why?  

ina shrugs and watches the medics.  

 
other is tall and lanky, dark, attractive. Dina makes eye con
with the dark one
s
 
When her mother emerges from the tunnel in a wheelchair, Dina

tact 
. He smiles and nods apologetically. She 

enses his pity.  

 
braces herself against her sister. She is
S
 
Her mother's face has changed. The left side is sloping and s
Her breathing is labored and she is wearing a clear oxygen 
mask, condensation growing on the inside. Her eyes are swolle
T
 
This isn't what Dina and her sister expected. They'd cleaned the
apartment. They'd made Welcome banners and greeting cards 
and bought gifts. They'd made cake and pita and bought lepin
and were going to fry up fresh Ćevapi. Dina now thinks of all 
that food going to waste. Pulling down those poorly constructed 
banners. The glitter from the home
s
 
Finally at her side, Dina and her sister hug their mother lightly. 
They do not want to create a disturbance. They do not want to 
panic. But Dina can smell the sterilized blanket draped over her 
moth

 excited. She is scared. 
he feels a deep sting in her bladder.  

oft. 

n.
hey are red, irritated slits. Like she's been crying for hours.  

 

a 

made cards gleaming in the 
hag carpet for weeks afterward.  

er. Cotton that's been washed a million times. It makes her 
ill.  
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With an incoherent grumble, her mother holds up her hand as if 
to say, Easy girls. I'll be fine. She then falls unconscious.  

 

the 

O.K. The two girls

At the hospital, it's impossible to find out how Dina's mother is 
doing exactly. No one updates the girls. No one explains like 
doctors on television. No one is compassionate. No one tells 
them the situation is under control and will be  
w
 
Later, as Dina stares at a vending machine that spits out coffee,
a doctor finally arrives. He is an Asian man, sm
in
 
"Your mother is fine and in stable condition. Just a small strok
b
 
A
 
"Off to see another patient, I'm afraid. The nurse will take you
to see her now. We'll talk in a few hours." He trails off down the 
hallway, 
s
 
At her bedside, Dina's mother is barely audi
th
 
They are taking my heart. There is no
h
 
"Without a translator, we couldn't understand her," the nurse 
says, patting her mother on the hand, the tubes running up into 
her arm. There are purple
tr
 
M
 
W
 
W
 

ait on a couch that smells of pain, disaster.  

 
all, delicate. He 

troduces himself as Dr. Kim and sits down.  

e 
rought on by stress." The doctor scribbles in his notebook.  

s soon as he sits, he stands.  

 

blending in with a mess of white coats, blue and purple 
crubs.  

ble. Her eyes are 
in slits, moist. She mumbles in Bosnian.  

 feeling. Where is my 
eart? Why did they take my heart?  

 welts in the pit of her arm. They had 
ouble finding the vein.  

ama, we are here now.  

here is 'here'?  

e are in the hospital.  

Another hospital? Are we in Croatia?  

oriented for the next few days." The 
urse takes her leave.  

." But Dina doesn't know why she should be thanking

 
"She might be a little dis
n
 
"Thank you  
a
 
She looks back at her mother. Since she's left Banja Luka, Dina 
has never felt so lonely. It's a sudden rush of vacancy, the wind
swept out from her stomach. Next to her
a
 
D
 
Her mother closes her eyes and sleeps, her face twitching, 
eyeballs roving underneath the eyelids. She turns to her side, 
the plastic tubing following her ever

nybody.  

 
, Sanela begins to cry 

nd retreats to the corner of the room.  

on't worry, mother. You will be fine, Dina assures her.  

y move. The girls wait. The 
anticipation is almost unbearable.  
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On her way to work, while her mother recuperates in th
a
waiting at the bus stop. She's probably from the retiremen
home, Dina thinks. Usually, at this particular time in the 
morning, there is no one at the bench. It is too early.  
 
All around Chicago, the season is changing from spring to 
summer. The smell of cement and broken earth is opening up 
the senses. There is still a crisp sensation in the morning, but it
feels good because warmth is soon on its way in the afternoon.  
 
Down the block, a street sweeper approaches. The old wom
turns, first to the
D
pleasantries without saying a word. This is how Chicago works.
It is a world without words. Not inanimate. Not dead. Just 
without words.  
 
Dina knows that if you break this code, you will sometimes be 
tr
fades and the birds continue chirping, she turns to the old lady 
and sees comfort in her face. Her face is like a nest of warmth 
for eggs to huddle together, and she says, "It is beautiful day." 
 
Not even startled, like the o
conversation between her an
h
the little sprig of flowers tucked safely in its crease.  
 
"Indeed it is, sweetheart."  
 
The two sit and say nothing. Traffic is nonexistent. Ther
quiet, comfortable calm that exists between them. Dina feels 
like she has found someone she can finally talk to, though she 
doesn't say a word. This continues: every few m
turn to each other and smi
 
T
slinging her bag over her shoulder.  
 
"
 
D
getting on?"  
 
"No, dear."  
 
"You have nowhere to go?"  
 
"Not exactly. I'm just sitting. I like it here."  
 
T
 
"O.K., have good day." Dina is slightly embarrassed at her 
misspoken phrase.  
 
"You, too." The lady wrinkles her nose.  
 
Dina steps up, pays the fee and sits down on

eir small 
partment on Broadway, Dina sits next to an elderly woman 

t 

 

an 
 awful noise from the street sweeper, then to 

ina. The two ladies nod at each other, politely, exchange 
 

eated like an outcast. But, as the din of the street sweeper 

 

ther times Dina has tried to initiate 
d strangers, the old lady nods her 

ead warmly, her thin charcoal hat tipping toward the ground, 

e is a 

inutes, they 
le, warmly, without strings.  

he bus finally arrives in front of the two ladies. Dina stands up, 

Goodbye, dear."  

ina is confused. She readies her money and says, "You are not 

he bus door flops open like a silver tongue.  

 the bus seat. She 
sets her bag next to her in the empty spot and looks out to see 
the lady still sitting there, smiling, though she is no longer 
smiling at Dina, particularly. The lady is content. The lady 
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reminds Dina of somebody she once knew.  

 

way. At the bus stop, she sees the same 
dy from yesterday.  

er on the couch 
sting, looking healthy and safe, Prijatno.  

vala, Dina. Prijatno, her mother says.  

hes over to 
e bus stop. She is eager to see her new friend.  

Hello," Dina says.  

Hi, dear."  

 lady recognizes her. Perhaps she calls 
veryone 'dear.'  

. It 

he bus in silence, occasionally 
odding at each other, politely.  

hen the bus comes, Dina again is the only one to get on.  

ys, proud that she's got the 
alutation right this time.  

I'm sure I will, dear," the old lady replies.  

 already feels like a comfortable routine.  

hy isn't 
anyone taking care of her? What is she waiting for?  

The next day, getting ready for work, Dina peers out the front 
window and onto Broad
la
 
Ciao mama, Dina says at the door, her moth
re
 
H
 
Outside, the spring sun rests on the sidewalk, the buildings, 
covering everything like a yellow blanket. Dina rus
th
 
"
 
"
 
Dina isn't sure the
e
 
The old lady scoots over to make sure Dina has enough room
is one of the nicest things that has happened to her here in 
Chicago. Again, the two wait for t
n
 
W
 
"Have a good day," Dina sa
s
 
"
 
It
 
Dina wonders who she is exactly. She is probably someone's 
mother or grandmother, certainly. She is probably just out 
getting some air, time away from the retiree home. W

 

or the next few weeks, it is the same thing every day.  

she is always gone by 
e time Dina gets home late at night.  

ng 

onstantly paces the house worrying about Dina's father.  

ands, her heart palpitating, the aortic walls growing thin.  

ama, you need to sit down and rest.  

onsense. I need to know where your father is!  

F
 
Sometimes there are more words exchanged between the two, 
but it is usually simple idle talk. Dina does not know her name. 
She does not know where she is from. The old lady appears to 
be waiting for no particular reason, and 
th
 
Dina is satisfied with this relationship. It is much less daunti
than her life at home, more pleasurable. At home, there is 
tension. Although her mother continues to get strong, she 
c
 
Where could he be? Where could he be? she says, wringing her 
h
 
M
 
N
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B
 
I 
 
According to cousins, the apartment in Banja Luka is deserte
now, empty. There is nothing but rats and dogs and young, 
parentless children
n
 
Furthermore, there is no sign of Dina's father, no word on his 
departure. The man in Belgrade has disappeared, too. Dina's 
mother calls her cousins in Cro
g
 
We do not know where
w
 

ut you can't keep pacing and worrying like this.  

have no choice, Dina. I have no choice.  

d 

 in the building. It is dangerous to even go 
ear its vicinity.  

atia every day and she is always 
reeted with the same news.  

 Kasim is. We have not seen him for 
eeks. We are sorry.  

The cousins have now stopped answering the phone.  

 

sOne morning, right after a heated argument with her mother, a  
she stomps 
n
 
Dina sits at the bench, alone, wondering where the old lady 
could be. She's scared, her stomach tensing with nausea. She
looks up and down the street. Nothing. Niste. There is a lon
sidewalk that careens into oblivion. That's it. A set
s
 
With everything going wrong, Dina doubts whether she can ev
face the day. She doubts whether or not she can get through 
her work without breaking down and crying, weeping for t
la
 
The bus finally arrives. Again, Dina checks the area, frantically 
scans the retiree home across the street, looks at the little mini 
mart on the corner. She sees nothing. No trac
g
 
Sitting in her favorite seat, Dina dreads coming home later that 
night. She cannot face another night in this city. She isn't sure 
where the strength will come from, to face her 
a
 
It's hard enough for Dina to come home and watch her moth
pace about the room these days, worrying herself to death, 
calling everybody she knows. Usually, there's a glow of warm
in Dina's stomach, an extension from her mother's unfailing 
hope that her father is indeed still aliv
o
 

toward the bus stop, Dina sees that the old lady is 
ot there.  

 
g 

tling fog 
hadows the spring sun. It is humid, almost wet.  

en

he old 
dy's return, an old lady whom she doesn't even know.  

e. The lady is just 
one. And there's nothing she can really do.  

mother, who has 
ll but given up on her father's whereabouts.  

er 

th 

e, making his journey 
ver. They all felt he was still alive.  

That glow is now gone. That hope is dashed.  

 

 
Dina cleans her homes, then later the offices. She takes her 
time, which she normally doesn't do. She's even late to her last
job of the night. She cleans deliberately, stubbornly slow. She 
doesn't want to
o
 

 leave. She doesn't want to smell that apartment 
n Broadway.  
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On the bus ride home, Dina thinks about staying out all night, 
wandering the streets of Chicago. As the bus turns the corner, 
she can see the retiree home down the street. It's a large
bulky building, awkward. She feels like riding past it all,
tr
 
Getting off the bus, Dina has the notion to scour the earth for 
the old lady. Leave no stone unturned. She's determined, and 
she starts to walk up the street, away from her own apartment 
b
 
Halfway there, Dina stops. The weight is unbearable. She c
carry it anymore, and she turns around. She is tired. She 
doesn't have the energy to look for the old 

 and 
 

aveling further away from her problems, her family.  

uilding and toward the retiree home. Marching with purpose.  

annot

lady. It would be 
impossible to find her. The city is too big.  

 

,
 that she is in this country, that 

he has no father in Chicago.  

 
he 

re 
en all over the world. Slovakia. 

ermany. Amsterdam.  

 

is
nt, Dina falls asleep, her legs 

uckling, her stomach fleeting.  

t even look in 
e kitchen, as she hopes to go unnoticed.  

ina?  

ina stops mid-stride, her weight suddenly becoming two-fold.  

es, mama?  

ome into the kitchen and see who is here.  

e 
room before 

ntertaining whomever is at the kitchen table.  

r 
d a few Bosnian neighbors from down the 

treet. It is him.  

At the top of the stairs, as Dina readies her key, she hears 
voices from inside her apartment. Guests, she sighs. Guests are 
the last thing she needs. She yearns for a warm meal, the nook 
of her comfortable bed, perhaps a magazine to read. Something
anything to stop reminding her
s
 
Dina opens the door and sets down her things. The world is on
top of her. She is bending. She will break. At the base of t
closet, Dina notices a battered suitcase she doesn't quite 
recognize. It has international stickers stuck to it. Some a
peeling and faded. It's be
G
 
From the kitchen, there is the smell of cigarette smoke, fresh 
coffee, pastries. Dina can hear drinking glasses tinkle, voices
suddenly shushed. Dina is surprised, pissed. How could her 
mother invite someone over at such a time? It is too late for th
nonsense, and for a small mome
b
 
Instead of greeting the guests in the kitchen, as she would 
normally do, Dina continues down the hallway to her room. 
Creeping, blending in with the walls. She doesn'
th
 
D
 
D
 
Y
 
C
 
Her heart crushed, Dina turns her heel and walks back down the 
hallway. All she wants is a few minutes to ready herself for th
company, to enjoy a quiet moment alone in her 
e
 
She approaches the kitchen doorway and looks inside, dreading 
the face, dreading the small talk. Under the bright yellow lamp 
of the kitchen, almost hidden beneath an umbrella of shyness, is
her father. He is sitting at the table with a glass of wine curled 
up in his knotted right hand. He is surrounded by Dina's siste
and her mother an
s
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Their eyes connect. Ćupco. Her father says the word as if he's 
said it a million times in his head,
e
 
T
 
Is
 
M
 
H
 
Dina rushes over and hugs her father, squeezes him like a 
stuffed animal. In her haste, she knocks over a glass, the 
remnants of someone's juice pouring off the kitchen table and 
onto the linoleum floor and staining a placemat. A stain which 
will live in that placemat, in Chicago, for many years to come, 
until the family buys replacem
o
 
D
 
The neighbors laugh. They are happy. They cheer. They put 
their drinks in the air as the two hug for a long
to
 
It
 
It is good to finally be here, her father says. He then gathers 
himself, addresses the kitchen and drowns his next few words in

 his voice curdling, his brown 
yes glassy and big as saucers.  

ata?  

 that really you, my Ćupco?  

y God! Tata?  

e can barely speak.  

ents for their newly-bought home 
n the outskirts of the city.  

ina! Be careful! her mother says, leaping up to get a rag.  

, long time. They 
ast each other. They drink to good health.  

 is so good to have you home, Dina says.  

 
seriousness. But
n
 
Dina pulls away and the old man falls silent. He is skinny and 
emotional and tired. He is embarrassed because he cannot stop
from crying. He is a man, but he is a different man n
h
 
L
 
Yes! Let the man breathe and let 
H
 
Dina looks into her father's face and she sees that nest of 
warmth, that place of refuge she's been
h
 
The old man looks glumly about the room, taps his slim tummy. 
He then breaks into a weary smile. Nothing but 

 this… His head swivels on his shoulder. This is 
ot my home.  

 
ow. Dina 

ugs him more and more. She cannot get enough.  

et him breathe! her mother says.  

him drink! the neighbors say. 
e is finally here in America!  

 seeking. Tata, look at 
ow skinny you are! Have you eaten?  

scrambled eggs, 
s
 
Everyone laughs as Dina starts to prepare her father a home-
cooked meal. Some potatoes and beef. P

reĆa. And I am very tired of scrambled eggs.  

erhaps some soup. Her 
father always like soup before a meal.  

 

 the 

e front 
oor. The ones her mother escaped with and sent.  

ctures are the only possessions they have left from 

After seeing the neighbors to the door, Dina and her father 
linger in the small foyer. Her sister and mother retreat to
kitchen. The dishes clank and the silverware rattles. So 
exhausted and weary, the old man doesn't even notice the 
picture frames Dina has hung on the wall opposite th
d
 
These pi

The Summerset Review Page 23 of 78



B
 
She notices her father's body is sludgy and uncooperative. His 
mind restless. The night is late. In this awkward silence, they 
avoid looking at one another. Dina doesn't ask how he survived. 
She doesn't ask about the sleepless nights and hungry days. T
empty phone calls. The sniper
S
 
S
 
She simpl
fr
 
I put these p
o
 
Swallowing hard, her father inspects the collage. He then c
his hand to his trembling mouth. His eyes are moist as he 
inspects each one carefully and then finally stares at the bottom 
p

osnia.  

he
s. The bullets. The land mines. 

he doesn't need to know.  

he doesn't want to know.  

y touches her father's hand and nods to the picture 
ames.  

hotos here, she says and smiles, to remind 
urselves.  

lamps

icture. He focuses hard on the prominent cowlick in Dina's hair. 
 
M
 
Ć
 
It will be with us when we 
It
 
Dina squeezes his hand and hopes her father can learn to 
understand. Just as she did. She knows it will take time. She 
knows there'll be moments of frust

essy and beautiful and resilient.  

upco, he says quietly and smiles.  

leave and with us when we get back. 
 will always be with us.  

ration. Learning the ways and 
a
 
T
 
T
 
T
 
I'
 
You will like
H
 
Her father hangs his head and makes a sound as if his lung h
been punctured. He stops then takes slow, deep, controlled 
breaths. Dina isn't sure what this means e
h
 
She th

 language that is not their own.  

ata?  

he old man looks deep into Dina's eyes.  

omorrow there is a film we should see.  

m not sure I'm up to a movie, sweetheart.  

 it. It is a musical called My Fair Lady. With Audrey 
epburn.  

as 

xactly. But she hugs 
er father. She hugs him hard and long.  

en tells her father to unpack his suitcase and get some 
rest.  

 

c: "Unlocked" Copyright © The Summerset Review, 
Inc. 2009. 
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these limbs knocking windows 
    this wind 

this parched mouth 
    this drought 

rain tied back in grey drapes 
    one nudge 

and the whole jerry rigged mast 
    will collapse 

this flood   these saturated shoes 
    puncture wound 

induced by walking   the ruined foot   this 
    journey inter- 

rupted to patch holes   this broken boat 
    these weeds 

fish weaving in   the quiet mud 
    this sucking 

slow exhale   this pull toward 
    sleep   this 

nightshift   this turning 
    this insistence 
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South Kivu
Democratic Republic of Congo
March 2008 

Lying next to baby, her face inches from its black wet little ball of a 
head, Sifa screws her mouth up funny, makes funny noises, same as 
she did when her sister Faida was a baby. But this new baby—her own
—is desperate for her in ways Faida never was, hungry, fists bang, 
bang, bang, and little mouth open. You young girls, Tatie Aziza often 
says, plenty of milk. Look how fat she is. 

What a miserable noise baby makes. When Sifa hears it, she cries, 
remembering when Faida was an infant herself years ago. Mama was 
busy, so Sifa whispered, sang, smoothed little Faida's thick, curly hair, 
made her stop crying, even made her laugh, and everybody said: look 
what a good little mama you are. Now Sifa's baby is like the church 
choir mistress, hands swinging out, in, out, in, making everybody sing. 
Baby cries, Sifa cries, and all this mama-baby hubbub feels good. Sifa 
weeps, thinking: Tatie's right, baby is a miracle. 
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Tatie Aziza has gone again to the UNESCO pump for water. It grows 
dark, and Sifa waits for her aunt to come home. Too quiet, soon dark, 
so many people in line at the pump, and Tatie walking all the way 
from town. Alone in Tatie's house, Sifa clutches her baby girl, 
whispering, not good to go outside, not good, like Mama used to. How 
long can she hide here before Tatie will say, go fetch water, go to 
market and trade some nuts? So far, Tatie Aziza hasn't made Sifa 
work. Ca va, she said at first, before baby came. Ca va, she says still. 

It's true; what a good little mama. But, today, baby doesn't want milk. 
Maybe sick. Sifa rocks back and forth, pressing baby against her chest 
to keep the noise from escaping. The noise is so terrible that Shomari 
Adoulas in the house down the road—the only house nearby—can 
surely hear. Sifa wants Shomari Adoulas and his wife to think it's only 
bats. If people find her here, living with Mama's sister Aziza, they'll 
say, witch, whore. They'll run her off, and then where will she go? 

Tatie talks foolish talk, says baby comes from Jesus and not from the 
place she really came from. "Jesus don't judge," she says. "Jesus says, 
love thine enemy." Tatie and her Jesus are stupid and soft, not tough 
as the giant iroko tree like Sifa. Mama's tough, too. When Sifa came to 
Mama's door, almost naked, baby invisible inside her, hands at her 
belly, Mama screamed and turned away. Not my fault, Sifa screamed 
back. But Mama didn't change. "I can't help you now, girl. Hafa." 
Shame, Mama hissed. Baba walked out of the house: no child of mine, 
where your sister? Sister's the lucky one: the clean girl, everybody 
sad, everybody praying. Even Tatie can't say "Faida" without crossing 
herself and whispering ten Tshiluba prayers. 

There's Tatie Aziza, standing at the door with the two leaky pots on 
her head. Her face looks ridged and tired, her yellow lacy blouse, so 
crisp when she set out this morning, droops off her shoulders. Her face 
is wet. Behind her is a woman Sifa has never seen before. The woman 
hands over a basket: ugali and plantain. 

"Angelani Lissouba," Tatie says. "From church." 

"Bonjour, Mama Angelani," Sifa looks at the floor, her voice tiny. She 
doesn't want anybody staring at her, especially not somebody whose 
indigo and white head wrap matches her handsome church dress. 
Angelani Lissouba takes two long strides into the house, lifts the crying 
baby from Sifa, and bounces it on her hip. 

"A gift," mutters Tatie Aziza, as if Angelani Lissouba doesn't know 
where the baby came from, as if she isn't an elegant lady, une femme 
intellectuelle probably. 

Angelani Lissouba holds the baby out and inspects her. "Pretty, yes. 
Has she been to the clinic?" 

Tatie Aziza answers for Sifa by shaking her head. The two older 
women look at each other. They probably rehearsed all this on the 
walk from town.

"Take her to the clinic in Goma. Have you had medical treatment, 
Sifa?" 

Sifa knows there are shots, but she can't stand in line near the market 
where everybody can see her. Not good to go outside. Why has Tatie 
brought this woman? 

The Summerset Review Page 27 of 78



"You must get tested and have some shots." Angelani Lissouba's neck 
is long and smooth; her fingers dance in the air and leave patterns of 
light. "It is best within seventy-two hours, but you can still take the 
test. The women's organization will pay for it." 

Sifa won't tell the woman she isn't going to marry. Who cares if she is 
clean? Seventy-two hours … it is too late for all that, not good to go to 
town, soldiers on the road, not good. 

"The women have a group." Tatie's voice is high and false. "They sing 
there and take sewing classes." 

"Once they learn to sew," says Angelani Lissouba, "there is work for 
them." 

"There are others like you," says Tatie. 

"Worse, much worse. The women tell their stories, you must come." 
Angelani Lissouba's voice is sweet and calm. Come: yummy soda, a 
few plantain, some ugali, tell stories… 

Sifa grabs baby and turns her back. 

"She don't want to talk about it," Tatie says. "I'm sorry." 

"Of course she doesn't. None of them do at first. But it helps. Come to 
the sewing class, Sifa." 

Sifa hands the baby to her aunt and sits at the back of the house in 
the shadows. She closes her eyes, flies away, and the two women 
disappear. 

One day when Sifa was little, at the beginning of the war, everybody 
in the village went out to watch a plane sprinkle the sky with white 
mushrooms. Baba and his friend, Kobe Mokwege, said the mushrooms 
were parachutes, sacks of wind big enough to hold up a heavy soldier. 
Sifa stood beside Faida and the two girls bent their necks so far back 
they would have fallen over if Baba hadn't put his big hands on their 
shoulders to hold them up. The white mushrooms came closer until 
the two girls could see strings attached and then tiny legs and arms 
and then boots and guns. Faida screamed, "Soldiers! Flying soldiers!" 
Sifa was ten, but Faida was only seven and twice as terrified. Baba 
said, don't worry, they are good soldiers qui sautent en parachutes. 
"They came all the way from Kinshasa to save the rhino." 

"Why the rhino?" Faida said. 

"Shut up! Just because," Sifa hissed under her breath. She didn't 
understand, but she didn't want Baba to get mad. 

With her spindly braids, Faida looked like a black star against the light. 
She held tight onto Sifa's hand. Baba explained that the good soldiers 
were taking the rhino to a country with no fighting. To be safe from 
bad soldiers, he said. Poachers. 

"Cuz of poachers," Sifa repeated to Faida. 

"What is poachers?" Faida said. 

Sifa didn't know, so she tugged on Mama's yellow and blue wrap, and 
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asked, where is this country with no fighting? Mama stared across the 
field with her faraway face. She looked at the mountains the way she 
did when she was praying to her ancestors. "Can we go there, Mama?" 

Baba heard. He and Kobe Mokwege and some of the men standing 
nearby spat, cursed, and kicked the dirt with their rubber sandals. The 
soldiers were getting closer and Faida pulled at Sifa, but Sifa stood 
still. She wasn't afraid, not with Baba there. Still, she knew what Faida 
was thinking: it wasn't a good thing to be standing in a field where the 
sky was raining soldiers. 

Sifa watched the men gently swaying over the trees. They looked like 
birds. "I want to be a flying soldier," she said to Faida, keeping her 
voice low so Baba and the men wouldn't hear. "I want to be light as a 
sunbird. When I grow up, I'll keep a hundred rhino safe. And tigers, 
too." 

"I don't want to ever be no soldier." Faida was very smart and 
practical. At seven, she already wanted to go to Kinshasa for 
university and become a doctor when she grew up. Baba always said, 
you can be whatever you want, mtoto. 

"Why are they taking the rhino away?" Faida asked. 

"Animal rights," Baba said. 

"What's animal rights?" Faida asked. 

Kobe Mokwege and the other men laughed. "It's too dangerous here 
for rhino." 

Sifa could tell Baba wasn't going to say more. She never knew why 
they took the rhino away, but when she was in the camp where the 
men held her, she would watch the sky, waiting for giant white 
mushrooms. When they hurt her, she turned into a flying soldier, 
swinging happily over the fields. 

A few days later, Tatie Aziza returns to the house with the same 
woman. This time Angelani Lissouba brings tomatoes, okra and a 
whole package of kwanga. She smiles at the baby and the baby smiles 
back. "Such a little beauty," she says in her musical voice. Sifa is not 
unhappy to see her. The woman is lovely and calm, like a cool breeze 
blowing through the house. She wears a pretty green and tan wrap, a 
pattern of numbers and letters on it, and a matching kerchief. She 
even wears three necklaces, like for church, and a thick band of pink 
bracelets. Sifa's T-shirt is filthy and ripped, her wrap worn so thin in 
places her skin shows through. 

"Will you come to the sewing class, Sifa?" 

Sifa says nothing. 

"Are you going to stay in this house the rest of your life?" 

Sifa's hand goes to her belly, she blinks back tears. She's not 
supposed to go outside. 

"You cannot believe the strength of the women," Tatie says, slow and 
distant, looking at Madame Lissouba for approval. "The women … even 
though they have been … hurt …" 
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"Raped," snaps Angelani Lissouba. "They have been raped. Uporaji." 

Tatie sucks in a huge breath, shakes her head and crosses herself 
again and again. 

"Uporaji," Angelani Lissouba insists. "Brutal. Some have had sticks and 
knives and guns shoved into them. Is that what they did to you, Sifa?" 
She stares at Sifa, but Sifa, on the bed, only looks at the floor. "Many 
can't walk. Many need an operation." 

Sifa hangs her head, elbows on her knees. The air between her legs 
fills with tiny explosions of light, and Angelani Lissouba's voice grows 
dim. If Sifa raises her head, she will faint. They didn't put their 
bayonets inside her. She worked very hard; she made them need her 
work. But she saw them do it to other girls. To Faida. 

"Telling your story will make it better, Sifa. I promise. It will help 
others." 

"Yes," Tatie says. "You must tell your story, Sifa."

Sifa watches as the graceful visitor bounces baby high, up and down, 
making a shimmer across the air. Her eyes narrowed and wet, Sifa 
focuses on the pretty streak of baby. She rides the streak, and she is 
flying. Nothing touches her, nothing at all. 

Sifa holds the infant out to her aunt. "Does baby look sick?" 

Tatie tosses the child over her shoulder, patting it on the back. "Baby 
fine, just fine. The women's group is helping many girls like you. They 
sing and dance, Sifa, come see." Tatie rocks the baby, a little dance. 
"You can help others. Madame Lissouba says so." 

What a stupid conversation, same every night, all the time the sewing 
classes. 

"Singing make you strong. In church we sing. It's good, good." 

Sifa doesn't deserve to feel good or to go to church. 

"Madame Lissouba says it is good to talk. Maybe we go there together, 
Sifa." 

"No, we stay here." Sifa's voice is strange to her, high like a hyena 
from outside. "Is something wrong with the baby, Tatie?" 

"Nothing wrong. She a miracle from Jesus." 

"Something is." Sifa grabs the baby from Tatie, lifts her T-shirt, and 
pushes the soft head to her breast. The baby makes tiny sucking 
noises. 

"See, mtoto, she fine. God watches for her." 

"God not watching …" Sifa feels drowsy, her mind disconnecting from 
her tongue. Tatie's so ridiculous. Tatie's God is nothing but big man 
standing at the corner of the room, big man banging his walking stick 
on the floor, cheering his soldiers. The baby squirms, and Sifa yanks 
her away from the breast. Before she can flip her to the other side, 
baby yowls like a cat. Sifa yowls, too. "Did God watch them with dada 
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Faida?" 

Tatie crosses herself, "Baba yetu uliye mbinguni …" Sifa knows the 
prayer. Let the old lady pray. Gripping baby tight, she swings her back 
and forth, a violent rocking that makes the crying louder. Stupid Tatie, 
stupid prayer. "The soldiers had big machetes, Tatie. They cut …" 

"Stop that now!" Tatie crosses and crosses herself. 

"The soldiers came for Faida …" 

"Sh-h-h," says Tatie, "stop. Baba yetu …" 

Sifa lifts baby high, talks nonsense words to her. Big now and 
powerful, she is pleased to start the old woman's hysterical praying, to 
make the baby scream. 

Tatie picks up her knitting, still mumbling prayers and calling to her 
dead husband. Sifa puts the baby down on the bed and sits. She 
coughs, once, twice, the old pain starting up. Baby cries, Sifa cries 
louder. 

"Sh-h-h, girl. Shomari Adoulas can hear you." Tatie's rapid knitting 
makes a huge noise, clack, clack. 

Sifa shakes herself like a wet goat. She is going to be sick. Quietly, 
she gets up, leaving baby on the bed and moving toward the door. 

"Where you going?" Tatie's clacking stops. 

Sifa holds her belly, the pain is getting bigger, maybe she will die from 
it. Branches of the ebony tree make evil shapes in the twilight. Tatie is 
at the door, calling softly so nobody but Sifa will hear. Her hand 
against the trunk of the ebony tree, Sifa retches in the dirt. Telling 
stories makes her sick. She must leave soon, the baby is sick, they 
bring sickness and danger to Tatie Aziza's house. The soldiers will 
come back to find her and when they do they'll kill Tatie. Sifa and 
baby must cross the lake to the city. 

She slides down against the trunk of the tree, her face covered in 
tears and snot. She tries to calm her breathing, make it quieter. The 
pain hasn't gone away and she grips her stomach and tries to keep all 
the sound and pain inside. The night is black, just like the night she 
escaped from the camp. Here's a story dada Faida would love: Sifa 
was brave in the forest, eating mushrooms and berries and, at the 
sound of soldiers, flying up and out of danger. (She pictures Faida 
smiling, proud of her courageous sister.) They took all her clothes 
away and all she had were some raggedy underpants. Many women 
could only crouch against the sandbags. But Sifa could walk, and she 
could work, and because of her work the men came to her less. She 
cooked and swept up and didn't look at them. She made herself 
invisible. When they did come—and, of course they did—she closed 
her eyes and pretended to be a flying soldier. She hung over the forest 
supported by a huge floating mushroom. She could see everything 
beneath her, including herself, a speck no bigger than a mosquito. 
What could a mosquito suffer? It was easy, flying. Remembering it 
makes her safe and peaceful against the ebony tree, the night air cool 
now. 

A breeze stirs and with it a bitter mix of sweat, infection, and the smell 
of rotting grass. Khat. 

Soldiers. 
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Sifa smells it before she hears them. Tatie Aziza is inside knitting. The 
stupid woman won't know this smell. A surge of red hot pain flares 
inside Sifa, wave of hate, foolish old woman clackety, clacking, and 
Sifa all alone with the sickening stink of danger and death. 

Automatically her body moves. They are coming for her again. Hide! 
Nose up like an animal, she senses how close they are. She finds a 
switch of raffia and, making light half-circles in the dirt, sweeps away 
her footprints, sliding back and back, away from the house. Like the 
night she left the camp, the world opens a zone of safety, a big black 
possibility, nobody stopping her. Black night is the path of freedom. 
She slides her foot onto the place she's found, the knob on the tree 
trunk where she can stand to pull herself. Then up and up she climbs 
until she is invisible. 

Dim sounds come from the house. Like a bird, she melts into the tree 
and, below, the house is small as a pot, a tiny thing without meaning, 
with other tiny things inside. 

For a long time she swings over the miniature world. From some 
distant place, she hears a sound like a baby crying, screams, the pop 
of gunfire, and she is high above it all, a good soldier fluttering like a 
feather in the black night sky. 

Mama's calling, angry, Sifa should be working. She looks down from 
the tree, at a woman in the yard. Not Mama. It is Angelani Lissouba, 
her face slanted into the sunlight. Her green patterned kerchief is like 
a blossom, her eyes two snake-like slits, her mouth twisted into an 
ugly mask. 

"Come down, you. We thought they took you." 

Once Sifa is coaxed out of the tree, she stands beside it, afraid to 
move any closer to the house. 

"All night and half the day in a tree. Like a cat." Madame Lissouba, 
angry, marches into the house.

Sifa hangs back. As long as she doesn't go into the house, nothing in 
there can be real. Standing on the ground, with the ebony tree 
stretching toward the heavens behind her, her stomach is full of rocks, 
too heavy to move. Tears start. Shame. She needs to do something 
brave now. Her T-shirt is wet. Could it be right that Sifa has been in 
the tree for so many hours? She has only now noticed the burning in 
her breasts, as if baby awakened her from an easy death. 

Baby! Sifa's breasts are on fire. The baby must be frantic. What a 
terrible mother! 

She rushes back into the house. "I was at the sewing class," she tells 
Mama Angelani. There is baby, whimpering on the bed, as if she has 
given up. "I was sewing with the other women. I was at the sewing 
class. Where is Tatie?" 

Sifa grabs baby and sinks to the floor, pinching the soft flesh all over 
as the baby nestles to the breast. Heavy now with sleepiness, Sifa can 
hardly see and only knows the familiar drug that is baby. Just before 
falling asleep, she unwraps the thin cloth and pulls baby's fat legs 
apart like chicken wings. First one leg, then the other. She is magic, 
untouched, her female parts smooth and pure. 
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"Where is Tatie?" 

With the miracle baby for protection, Sifa boards a truck going into 
Goma. Walking is too dangerous. In the truck bed are a woman, three 
men, and several sacks of millet. A rush of hot air pushes into her 
face. The baby falls asleep with the motion of the truck, but sharp 
currents of pain radiate in Sifa's waist during the rough ride. Since 
yesterday when she came out of the ebony tree and found Tatie gone, 
the pain has been there all the time. They took Tatie to hospital in 
town, and now Sifa has to find her. 

She has seen the hospital before. She and Mama passed it on the way 
to the market long ago before everything happened. Mama said, 
"sickness," to explain the horrible smell, and Sifa held her breath until 
they crossed the road and got away from the snaking line of smelly 
women. Witches, Mama said, and Sifa believed her. Then, at the 
camp, in the foul pen where she slept with other women, she smelled 
it again: rotting meat, goat dung, and the bloody vomit the girl next to 
her drooled onto the dirt. The witch smell waits for her at the hospital, 
and she dreads it, but this is all her fault. She should have left Aziza's 
house sooner. The soldiers came for her, she hid, and so they hurt 
Tatie, who has been so kind, who took Sifa in when her own parents 
wouldn't. She feels everything now: terror, pain, guilt. 

The hospital is two stories high, with tall windows. A line of women 
molds itself around the building, extending as far as Sifa can see. 
Some of the women lean on canes or sticks. A few cry and wail, 
clutching their bellies or rolling forward, hunched like crones. Many of 
their faces are blank, the eyes unblinking and dead. They wait outside 
a closed door at the side of the building. Sifa stares. The women make 
her afraid of what is inside her own body, what sickness or even death 
waiting to catch her. As a visitor—not a patient—she is allowed to 
enter through a different door in front where there is no line. 

She has never seen inside a hospital before. In the lobby are women 
crowding around a desk. She inches forward behind a young girl, her 
denim jumper stained near the hemline. It reminds her of the floor at 
Tatie's house: blood in the shape of a giant parrot, a wide spray of 
black dots on the wall. Angelani Lissouba was full of horrible details 
about what the men did to Tatie. "Disgusting," she said, her long 
fingers woven together in front of her face. "They are animals." Sifa 
didn't have to listen, she knew what the soldiers did. Then, later, 
Angelani Lissouba told Sifa she was not to blame. "Nobody blames you 
for hiding in the tree. It is natural." Nobody blames Sifa for leaving 
baby and Tatie to the mercy of soldiers: that's what Madame Lissouba 
had to say. But, Sifa knows she brought the soldiers there by trying to 
tell her stories. 

She must find Tatie. Following instructions given her by a man at the 
front desk, she looks for signs to "D" Ward. At the doorway, she sees 
a huge room, very quiet and orderly: a neat row of beds lined on both 
sides of the room, and, in each bed, a still form. A few women wear 
clean T-shirts over their long skirts and sit like statues, their knees 
rising from the bed frames. Other beds contain mysterious white 
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shapes, like giant plantains under sheets. Above each bed, a white 
mosquito net is drawn up toward the ceiling by pulleys, puffy clouds, 
making the room look bright and cheerful. 

Sifa walks down the center aisle between the two rows of beds, 
peering from side to side for Tatie Aziza. Beside some of the beds, tall 
metal saplings drip fluids into the still patients, while below, clear 
plastic sacks fill with yellow liquid, draining the women of evil. Except 
for the smell, it seems clean here: the white sheets, the nets like 
clouds, a few nurses leaning over patients, one or two visitors holding 
a hand and whispering. 

There is no sign of her aunt. She is about to leave the ward when a 
nurse passes, her head cloth a beautiful white like the nets over the 
beds. "Aziza Alubi," Sifa says, too shy to look at the nurse's face. 

"Over there." The nurse balances a tray of vials on her shoulder, 
steadying it with one hand and pointing with the other to a bed 
midway down the room. 

"Not her." Sifa shakes her head. 

"That is her. I take care of her myself. She been shot apart, all apart." 
The nurse shakes her head slowly, looks at the floor, then gives Sifa a 
gentle push in the direction of her aunt. 

A clear plastic cup covers the patient's face, its yellowed elastic bands 
hooked over the ears. The arms are puffy, and blood stains the white 
sheet near a bloated hand. Hair is slicked back against the head. A 
tube emerges from beneath the sheet and Sifa follows it down to the 
bag of thick yellow fluid dangling near the floor. Moving closer, she 
sees Tatie's familiar gold cross, the one she wears proudly as a 
necklace. The chain is twisted so the cross is upside-down and flat 
against her neck like a tiny spear about to puncture her chin. This 
brings tears to Sifa's eyes, and she frees the cross from Tatie's 
clammy skin, untangles the chain, and sets it against her chest in its 
proper position. 

"Bonjour." The sound, barely audible, makes Sifa turn around. On the 
bed next to Tatie's a girl is curled like a cat, hands between her legs, 
eyes wide and staring. "Sifa?" the girl whispers. "You Sifa?" 

Sifa scrunches onto the edge of Tatie's bed, careful not to touch her 
aunt. The girl is so still she could be dead, only her mouth moves. 
"Elle vous a demande." 

The girl's polite French reminds Sifa of Faida, of Mama and Baba, a 
sound from years ago. Tatie called for her, and here she is, all Tatie 
has now. Sifa leans over and lets baby's face brush the side of her 
aunt's in the only tiny patch of skin not covered by the mask. She 
moves baby's hand to Tatie's and baby grips the bloated finger. Then 
Sifa curls into the crook of her aunt's arm, head on her breast where, 
as she expected, she feels no heartbeat. All is so peaceful, she falls 
asleep. 

Two nurses stand over the bed. One holds the plastic mask as the 
other detaches the needle and its tube from the old woman's swollen 
arm. 

Sifa sits up and adjusts the baby in her sling. 
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"I'm sorry," the nurse says. "Would you like some water? You been 
here a long time." 

Sifa nods and follows the nurse down the long center aisle to a table 
where there is water. The nurse is sweet. Sifa will drink her water and 
bring some for Tatie. She will crawl back onto the bed and sleep. 

Then she sees two men standing at the foot of Tatie's bed holding an 
empty gurney. 

"You have to leave now," the nurse says in her kind voice. She is 
hurried, but trying to be nice. 

Leave? Where will she go? The men move toward her, their long white 
burden stretched between them. Where will they take Tatie? Sifa has 
no place to live except here in the foaming sea of white beds. She 
wants to take Tatie's empty bed, to live here next to the girl she spoke 
with earlier, like a school dormitory. 

The men disappear into the black hall outside the ward. 

The nurse has resumed her duties. Sifa slips back down the long ward 
until she reaches the girl's bed. The girl doesn't seem to recognize her, 
and Sifa thinks: her mind is floating up with the puffy white mosquito 
nets. She unties the sling and lowers baby onto the bed, sharing her 
one comfort. 

"Have you told your story?" she asks the girl, who stares, her face 
frozen. "You need to tell your story. You'll feel better then." 

The girl's hand emerges from between her knees. She pulls baby 
closer and wiggles back to make more room for Sifa. Now that Sifa 
has succeeded in bringing the girl's mind out of the sky, she tells her 
the story of what happened to Faida. She tells the girl, her voice 
strong like Angelani Lissouba's, how the soldiers yanked her sister 
away from the crying women and girls, how Sifa tried to pull her back, 
but the soldier waved his machete and forced her into the beehive of 
terrified women. The soldiers commanded her to watch and listen. 
They wanted the women to see how powerful they were and all the 
things they knew how to do, but the older women covered Sifa's eyes. 
Some of the girls got sick and others screamed, and later they all 
talked about how it smelled when one of the soldiers forced a hunk of 
smoking meat at them. Sifa refused to smell a thing. 

The girl nods. 

"Then one soldier comes to me with a stick. He's just a boy my age, 
black rubber boots three sizes too big for him." The girl smiles and 
pats baby. She may be listening, maybe not, but Sifa tells her story 
anyway, tells how the boy poked his stick at her, tried to force her to 
eat, how the soldiers all laughed, and how Sifa spat and turned away. 
"That boy's eyes were giant circles." Sifa brags. "I scared him." 

"Quels stupides," the girl says, lazy and slow. 

"Then I ran away from them. They couldn't catch me." 

The girl's eyes are closed. 

"There are sewing classes, you know," Sifa whispers. "When you finish 
with this place, we'll go. There is work if you can sew. The women's 
organization will help us." 

Title graphic: "Sasha" Copyright © Julien Harneis 2009. Used by permission of the 
artist. 
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My mouth is weak, my finger red 
where a knife I washed slipped 
into it, one more scar. I can't explain 

why I need to hear trains whistle 
at crossings where cassia blooms, 
indolent day after day in the heat. 

Bees noisy in flowers force 
their way in. Passing cars 
toss blown leaves into air. 

I'm pitied for childlessness, 
cheap jewelry, wrinkled clothes. 
I always tell the same stories. 

Once I rode through the night 
with my father, car windows open. 
Every small town in Iowa was lit 

by sulfur, salts of antimony, spark 
and flame. Red rockets rose 
and burned. Why must anyone die? 

Miles of stars shot out of the rockets. 
Fire wheeled on the open horizon, 
quicksilver fountains and spumes. 
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Comet dust slices the sky. I wake you 
to see what it's writing. 

The trees have stripped off their brightness 
though handfuls of leaves transparent with age 

glow in the shadows. You pull your coat 
close to your body. 

The leaves you stand in turn into leather 
the color of wine. 

Beside the moon, a cloud 
like a mushroom bursts its integument, 

scattering flames. 
On the first line of light, I wish for another, 

then wish for old songs like flickering candles 
all down the riverways. 

On the third, I greedily beg for health for our bodies, 
for our petitioning hearts. 

Back in bed, I pull a quilt over us 
and fold myself next to you. 

All night I repeat a bright alphabet, 
each letter hung with spangles of light. 
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Day 1 

When I get home from the hospital, Ryan doesn't walk me up to my 
apartment. In fact, my nervous friend makes me ride home in the back of 
his Jeep. On a tarp. He's worried he'll catch it, and I don't blame him. The 
odd part is: it isn't my disease that's contagious—it's the cure. 

I've just ingested 15.1 microcuries of I-131, a radioactive isotope of 
iodine. It doesn't sound like much, but it's enough. And it has a half-life of 
eight days. So for the next five days I have to stay locked in my 
apartment, away from other people while it weakens to a harmless level. 
The radiation in my body could kill a person's thyroid gland if they come 
within ten feet of me, or come in contact with my saliva or sweat. Of 
course, it will ruin my thyroid gland as well. But this is exactly what it's 
meant to do. 

Once inside my apartment, I take inventory of my stock: cereal, Easy 
Mac, frozen meals, canned soup, popsicles and sour hard candy for when 
my throat gets sore, plastic silverware and plates, towels to put on the 
sofa so I don't contaminate it, a stack of DVDs—mostly comedies—some 
books I've been meaning to read, and an eight-bit Nintendo system circa 
1985—a last minute "good luck" gift from my younger sister. 

Looking at everything, I feel ready. I share the apartment with my older 
sister, but she's made other arrangements for the week and I promised 
her that I won't get my sweat on the furniture. I spend the first day 
waiting for something to happen, and trying not to think about how small 
the apartment is. 

Day 2 

My doctors and my Thyroid for Dummies book tell me how sick the 
radioactive iodine (RAI) can make a person. My first thought upon waking 
up this morning is Oh. There it is. I feel all of the symptoms I've been 
experiencing on and off for years, only amplified. 

When I was finally diagnosed with Graves' disease, a disorder in which the 
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body's immune system attacks the thyroid gland, I'd first been 
misdiagnosed with a heaping handful of other minor ailments. I was 
already taking salt tablets for dizziness, which my primary care doctor 
blamed on low blood pressure. I drank aloe juice for what she labeled 
"Irritable bowel syndrome." My gynecologist prescribed birth control pills 
to even out my periods. I was told to stop napping and quit caffeine when 
I complained of insomnia. I'd worn a Holter monitor for heart palpitations, 
but the case was closed when the ER doctor found no genetic defect in my 
ultrasound. And I'd three times refused counseling for what all three 
doctors assumed was an eating disorder when, year after year, my weight 
on the scale balanced the little black counterweight at just over one 
hundred pounds. These symptoms are all indicative of Graves' disease, 
but no one put all the pieces together. And I never pushed things; I was 
too afraid of being labeled as a "high maintenance" patient. 

The gentleman who found the irregularity in my blood work was a sleep 
therapist—in many ways, the least qualified of the bunch to catch the 
disease. When I went to him about my vivid dreams, he offered a partial 
diagnosis of Confusional Arousal Disorder and (finally!) a complete blood 
count. When my labs came back, there was enough thyroid hormone in 
my system for someone three times my size. He quickly referred me to an 
endocrinologist to determine the underlying cause. 

I spend most of day two rolling around on the sofa trying to find a 
position that won't make me nauseas. I want to sleep, but I feel wired. 
I'm sweating a lot, but I am careful to stay on the towels. I take my 
temperature every hour on the hour. It holds steady around ninety-nine. 
If it climbs over one hundred, I have to go to the emergency room right 
away (human contact be damned!) as it could be a sign of a life-
threatening "thyroid storm." 

The thyroid gland, located in the front of the throat, basically runs the 
body's metabolism. Having hyperthyroidism (the technical name for an 
overactive thyroid gland) is like having the volume dial on the body 
turned to high. Patients with hyperthyroidism can't sleep, have quick 
heartbeats, eat all the time and still lose weight, have frequent bowel 
movements and irregular periods, sweat a lot, often have oily hair and 
skin, fast-growing hair and nails, and superhero-style reflexes. "Thyroid 
storm" is when the gland dumps a large amount of hormone into the body 
as a response to the radioactive iodine. If these levels get too high, and 
the heartbeat gets too fast, it can cause a fatal heart attack. 

Day 3 

On day three I feel better. I watch the clock for the first half of the day. 
Once I hit the forty-eight-hour mark, I can start pushing fluids to chase 
this stuff out of my body. Every time I pee, I am supposed to flush the 
toilet twice. 

My friends send funny e-mails predicting what my superpowers will be 
after radiation exposure. I write back: So far? The power to be the sickest 
I've ever been. I am trying to be funny, but at the same time, I am not 
joking. 

Things got serious for me at the hospital where I received my treatment. 
Ryan stayed for the four-hour ordeal. Any woman who hasn't had a 
complete hysterectomy must undergo a blood-serum pregnancy test 
within twenty-four hours of RAI to make sure she isn't pregnant. I hadn't 
had sex in more than ten months, but was still nervous waiting for the 
results. They took three hours, during which my mood went from 
jubilantly anxious to nearly freaking out. When the doctor finally came in 
to announce that I'm not pregnant, Ryan made an exaggerated gesture of 
relief to get me to laugh. I did, and so did the doctor. 

Dr. Robin took me into a separate room to ingest the iodine. The room 
was marked "Biohazard" and he typed in an entry code on a keypad to 
open the door. Inside was what looked like a thirty-gallon aquarium with 
a thermos inside. He gave me a pair of latex gloves to wear and put a 
much heavier pair on his own hands. He cracked open the front face of 
the aquarium and unscrewed the lid of the thermos with a foot-and-a-half-
long grabber. 

"O.K.," he said. "I'm going behind that lead screen." He gestured to a 
three-panel screen with a small glass window. "When I'm behind it, open 
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the bottle and take the pills inside. Then, throw your water cup in the 
biohazard bin. Turn your gloves inside out and throw them in the bin as 
well." 

I felt like E.T. at the end of the movie. "Is this safe?" I asked. 

"It's safe for you." 

For lunch I make soup, something gentle for my tender belly. I am careful 
to only use plastic spoons to stir. I throw them away after tasting. The 
doctor explains it like this: If you put the spoon in your mouth, you 
contaminate the spoon. If you put that spoon back in the pot, you 
contaminate the pot. If you put that pot in the dishwasher, you 
contaminate every dish you wash that pot with. Soap doesn't kill 
radiation. Throw away anything you eat with. When the soup is ready, I 
realize I've forgotten to get plastic bowls. I think about eating it with a 
series of plastic spoons, a new one for each bite. I try to do the math: 
How many bites equals how many spoons? How many remaining spoons 
divided by the number of remaining days? In the end, I throw the soup 
away. 

Day 4 

The boredom sets in. I have beaten the first five levels of Super Mario 
Brothers seven times. I cannot get any farther. In a cruel twist of fate, my 
Internet connection breaks and, of course, I can't have a technician come 
into the apartment. Ryan stops by for an hour and we have a 
conversation sitting twelve feet apart on my apartment stairs. As we talk, 
I can feel my throat tightening up. The thyroid gland shrinks and hardens 
as it dies. I am very aware of my throat. I remember the doctor testing 
me with a Geiger counter before I left the hospital to make sure I'd taken 
the radioactive pills instead of pocketing them. When the wand rose to my 
throat, it emitted an uneven high-pitched beeping sound. I imagine I can 
feel the radiation in my gland, and it's starting to hurt. 

I tell Ryan, I don't think I can talk anymore. Before he leaves, he offers to 
stop at the store for me, but I turn him down despite my glaring need for 
bowls. I tell him I'm fine. I've got everything I need. 

After all of my tests (blood counts, iodine uptakes, thyroid scans) I was 
actually excited to hear the results. I spent years bouncing from doctor to 
doctor with plenty of symptoms but no real resolution. I was told stress 
was to blame for most of it, that my problems were in my head. For a 
long time, they had me convinced. I thought of myself as a complainer, a 
hypochondriac. Now I know I should have pushed harder, made them 
listen. But even with independent confirmation that something is really 
wrong, I have trouble talking about it. I refuse to ask for help. I play it 
down. It is easier to treat the RAI as a joke than a serious medical 
procedure. 

While I am talking to Ryan, I am desperate for some sympathy. Instead 
of making that clear, I encourage him to laugh about it. I act like it's no 
big deal. I am very convincing. I almost convince myself. 

But when Ryan leaves I am alone again in my eight-by-twelve-foot living 
room. I've already blown through all the movies I had lined up. The 
Internet is still down. I want to call someone and ask them to just talk to 
me, but the pain in my throat would keep me from talking back. For the 
first time, I truly feel quarantined. And I can't blame it all on the 
radiation. 

Day 5 

The thyroid gland, like most of the endocrine system, is one of those 
things you never think about until it acts up. Most people I talk to don't 
even know what it is. When I explained the goal of the RAI to my older 
sister she said, Do you even need your thyroid? Or is it like your 
appendix? I can't blame her. I had never heard of Graves' disease until I 
was diagnosed with it. When it was finally time for the test results, I 
thought I was about to get an answer to the years of questions I was too 
afraid to ask more than once. But when the doctor told me what it was, I 
didn't have a moment of relief before my head filled with questions again. 

I've labeled today Freedom Day. My friends and I plan to go out for 
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milkshakes (easy on the throat) and see a movie (talking is still painful). I 
spend the whole morning cleaning. I wash my sheets and clothes in hot 
water, I scrub the bathroom down with diluted bleach. This is all on the 
doctor's advice, though his original words (Soap doesn't kill radiation) still 
ring in my ears. I can't leave until three, so I spend an hour showering in 
hot water, shaving my legs, washing my hair. I spend an hour fixing my 
hair and an hour applying makeup. I look way too overdone for an early 
movie, but after five days of pajamas and infrequent showers, I can't help 
but dress up a little. 

I have a four-week break before my next doctor's appointment while the 
radiation continues to work its magic. After that, I know I'll enter the new 
nightmare of trying to hit a balance with my thyroid replacement 
medication. Too low, too high; it's all trial and error until the blood work 
comes back within the normal range. But this process has taught me that 
I need to speak up more, ask for help, allow myself to be vulnerable. 
People need to know when something's not right. Now I've decided that if 
I have a problem, I will be the world's most high maintenance patient 
until it is fixed. I am done letting people tell me something is in my head 
when I know it's in my body. 

The buzzer rings in my apartment. My friends are here to spring me from 
this place. I know that we will go out and laugh and joke about my latest 
five days. I want to tell them what it was like, what the whole experience 
has really been like. But when I get downstairs, I am too sore to say 
anything but a squeaky, I'm free! 

Fortunately, this kind of silence is only temporary. Once my throat is 
healed, I will speak. I will tell everybody. And I won't stop talking until 
every one of them can hear me. 

Title graphic: "I Hazard" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2009.

The Summerset Review Page 41 of 78

file:///C|/ezine/09summer/toc.htm


 

There's this old story, a dark, dusty thing, like a locked chest in the 
corner of a dark room. There's a father—a fisherman, a woodcutter. His 
hair is dark and grizzled, his hands calloused and his teeth yellow and 
broken. He has two daughters. One of them is blonde, her hair shining 
like melted butter poured over a potato, and a lover is drawn in like a 
moth by the gold of it. He is tall, brave, romantic. He wants to marry 
the pretty blonde and live with her in a hut by the river, fathering child 
after child upon her slim body, growing old and hunched and wizened 
with her until he dies of blood poisoning after slicing his hand open 
while fishing or chopping wood. 

The other sister has dark hair and no suitor. We don't know what she 
will do. Perhaps, she'll take care of their father, and then die, alone. 

The two sisters, fair and dark, walk together on a spring day by a river 
gorged with water from the snow melting in the mountains. Maybe the 
lovely one makes some unfortunate comment regarding the trials of 
being so pretty and fair-haired; or maybe the other figures that the tall 
brave young man who prefers blondes might take a cute brunette as a 
consolation prize, and so, distracting her sister easily with a flower, the 
dark one pushes—oh, the dreadful wind and the rain—her sister into 
the river to drown. Then the dark sister returns home to tell everyone 
her naturally silly and scatterbrained sibling toppled into the river, 
whoops. In her heavy skirt and useless petticoats, the beautiful sister 
cannot swim. Her pale body tumbles down the river to the sea. 
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Here, the story gets ugly. Fishermen retrieve the girl's blue, bloated 
body from the water and slice it open with knives used to clean fish. 
They pull out her veins for violin strings—or, for squeamish storytellers 
and small children, pluck the unnaturally thick strands of her hair. A 
passing musician or maybe a stranger finds her animal-cleaned bones 
lying by the shore and whittles a finger bone into a flute. From the 
meat of her body grow musical reeds that sing as the wind passes 
through them. The musicians play in this graveyard orchestra and the 
music is bitter. In every note the murdered girl tells her sad blonde 
tale. 

But I don't know why I'm telling you this story. The two girls were 
clearly not sisters, although there were certain similarities between 
them: height and weight, ponytails, the shape of their faces, identical 
blue scrubs. Maybe it is because the blonde one didn't seem particularly 
bright: nice, hard-working, good at memorization, yes; but not one to 
make huge leaps in comprehension. And the darker girl, Indian maybe, 
was clearly clever, irritated at her lab partner's obtuseness, and 
ambitious: I could easily imagine her surreptitiously shoving the blonde 
girl into a river in order to raise her own rank in the medical school 
class. 

And, of course, there was a flayed corpse there too, greasy, stiff and 
leathery, black trash bags covering its face and hands. The girls had 
done their job thoroughly. Flaps of skin, lined with thick yellow fat, had 
been pulled aside to reveal bone, muscle and organ. 

The two girls were arguing about a collection of nerves in the chest, 
below the clavicle: the brachial plexus. I could tell immediately that 
they had used their scalpel too passionately. A blunt tool like a finger 
parts the muscles easily, but the thin, sharp edge of the scalpel can 
slice through everything, obliterating important landmarks. I rested my 
gloved hand on the cadaver's shoulder and told the girls to describe the 
plexus to me. The girls looked at each other, and the Indian began to 
outline the nerves, poking at them with her forceps. 

The brunette wore a lot of purple eye shadow, a strange artificial color 
under the harsh lights; the blonde wore a layer of brownish makeup 
over the acne scars on her cheeks. They come to the lab from their 
lectures in their jeans and skirts, strip down to bare flesh in the locker 
room and cover themselves in blue scrubs and gowns: each step 
removing their uniqueness, making them uniform and indistinguishable, 
an unrelenting wave of youth and chatter and striving. I know nothing 
about your students, but mine are simple. The blonde girl, for instance, 
probably went into medicine because she wanted to help people and 
because her science classes were fun. She'll cry a lot during her first 
year working with patients and she'll eventually go into family medicine 
or pediatrics, part-time while her kids are young. The Indian girl, on the 
other hand, probably has two physician parents who determined she 
would study medicine when she was still in utero. She will specialize in 
orthopedics, maybe, or ophthalmology. 

Since I'm apparently confessing, I can tell you that sometimes I 
imagine the students could turn to me and place the scalpel to my skin, 
peeling it away though it clings to the greasy yellow fat, marveling at 
the amount that lines even a thin body, mildly disgusted by the pale 
stringy muscle that resembles raw pork. When they begin to skin the 
hands to isolate each slim tendon, they may note the fingernail polish, 
the tended cuticles, an old scar. The TA will show them how the fingers 
move when they pull on the muscles of the arm. 

They would cut through my nipples, remove my belly button, slice into 
my vagina. At the end they would remove the trash bag and begin to 
skin my face, removing the lips to examine the teeth I have brushed 
nightly, poking excitedly at a swollen lymph node or a cranial nerve 
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exiting the parotid gland. They would remove my brain, snapping off 
the tiny nerves that exit through the base of my skull, slicing horizontal 
and vertical sections with a common kitchen knife, puzzling over the 
confusing gray landscape of brain tissue. 

"You girls have made a classic rookie mistake," I said to them. "Too 
much cutting." I showed them how easily the muscles could be split at 
the seams with the careful pressure of a finger or the blunt edge of a 
pair of scissors. "With a blunt tool you won't accidentally cut through a 
nerve, like you clearly have here." 

I lifted their scalpel. "And your area of dissection is too small—you 
won't be able to see where these nerves are coming from until you skin 
the rest of the shoulder." I began to cut for them, long sweeping 
incisions at the junction of skin and flesh, pulling the skin away with my 
non-dominant hand. 

Cadaver skin is thick with fat and slippery from the preserving 
chemicals. It slid from my hand before I understood what was 
happening, and I dragged the scalpel across my palm. 

The glove was broken, as was the flesh. The wound paused a moment 
in surprise and then began to bleed dramatically. 

The girls reacted much like the wound: a moment of stunned silence 
and then movement. There was sound and commotion as the other 
students in the room realized what was happening. The blonde girl 
removed my glove, leading me to the sink as the dark-haired girl 
turned on the water and tested the temperature. They washed my 
hand, and I felt like laughing at the startling appearance of living blood 
in the dissection room—but if I made a sound, I was afraid I would cry. 

This is probably not what you were expecting when you e-mailed to ask 
how my day was. Well, no matter. Bandages were brought and was 
taken across the street to the hospital. Everything, in the end, was fine. 
You should know that I've never done anything like this before, in all 
my years of teaching. I suppose I was distracted. 

You know that my sister, Rose, has lived with me for many years. We 
live close to the university where I teach anatomy and Rose, who was 
never much of an intellectual, gives piano lessons to undergraduates. 
You have seen that we are quintessential old maid sisters, Rose and I, 
although we were each married once: mine a short, failed marriage and 
hers a longer one that ended after the death of their child. And you 
know that we don't have cats, although Rose did bring one when she 
came to live with me after the divorce. When it died, we buried it in the 
backyard and never spoke of getting another. 

I am trying to explain to you that Rose and I have a quiet, dependent 
life together. We like to cook elaborate, difficult meals that we find in 
books at the library. We like to prepare complicated, labor-intensive 
foods: rye bread, stuffed grape leaves, lasagna, delicate French 
pastries, carefully preparing each single element and combining them in 
the end. We like to spend the day preparing dinner and dessert and the 
evening washing dishes, one sister holding the clean white drying towel 
and the other up to her elbows in gray dishwater. 

Of course, tonight Rose will wash, and I will dry. I have a new bandage 
and stitches to take care of. 

Now I will have two matching scars, one on each hand. I'll tell you the 
companion story: Rose must have been nine or ten then, and I, almost 
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four years older, was assigned to watch her. You might have liked me 
back then. I was a studious and serious girl, shaky and shy around 
other people, but I think I may have been somewhat pretty 
nonetheless. I came into the kitchen and found Rose opening a jar of 
chocolate milk mix, her spoon and glass on the counter. She was one of 
those unbelievably thin, lanky young girls who shun all real food and 
constantly crave sweets and chocolate. 

"You're only allowed one glass a day," I told her. This was true. But 
Rose was a little spoiled brat, and she would get her fix any way she 
could. And we both knew that even if she drank a gallon of chocolate 
milk, my mother would only scold me for not tending to her. 

"I know," she said. "I haven't had one yet." 

In the bottom of the glass on the counter I could see a thin brown layer 
of milky sludge. I told her to put the jar away. 

"I don't have to do what you tell me," she said. 

"I'm in charge," I said. "Put it away." We stared at each other. 
Suddenly she smiled, meanly. She picked up the spoon and, still 
smiling, put it into the mouth of the jar and ladled out a heaping 
spoonful. 

"Don't you dare," I shrieked. I lunged for the spoon but she quickly 
stuck the whole thing in her mouth. Her eyes widened with surprise and 
joy as the sweetness hit her tongue and the powder sucked all the 
moisture from her mouth. She quickly scooped out another spoonful 
and popped it into her mouth, her eyes fixed on mine. 

"Stop that!" I yelled. I grabbed her, trying to get the chocolate mix out 
of her arms. She tried to get the spoon back into the jar. Her flying 
elbow hit the glass on the counter and it smashed on the floor. This 
would also be my fault. I turned away from Rose to pick up the glass 
and she backed away from me, now ladling spoonful after spoonful of 
the dry powder into her mouth. 

I clenched my jaw and crouched down to the broken glass from the 
floor. I picked up the large pieces and threw them away. One sharp 
piece cut my hand. We both watched as blood welled from my fingers 
and dripped on the linoleum. 

I kept moving shards from the floor into the trash, ignoring the blood. 
Rose stood silently and watched me, holding her jar. 

"I don't care!" she said finally, her teeth covered in chocolate, and ran 
to our room. 

Now, older, wiser, we laugh about it: how Rose wept on her bed with 
her mouth full of sticky chocolate powder while I dripped blood and 
tears on our kitchen linoleum and despised her with a boiling, caustic 
hate. 

But this isn't what I wanted to tell you, either. So, a different story, 
more recent: I came home late and found a whole chicken boiling in a 
pot on the stove. Beneath the dripping lid, carrots and celery and spices 
swam slowly in a shimmering, fragrant broth. I wish I could send you a 
photograph; it was beautiful, like a sunset or a canyon. 

"Don't touch it," Rose said, coming in from the other room. "It's for my 
cold." She brushed me aside and bent to check the flame under the 
pot. "There was no food in the house this morning. None. I had to drag 
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myself out to the grocery store. When I got back, the dishes still hadn't 
been washed and your papers were all over the dining room table." 

I apologized and offered to straighten up the dining room. 

"No, I already got them," Rose said, pulling a shredded tissue from her 
pocket and bringing it to her reddened nose. "They're stacked on your 
desk." She blew her nose. "I understand that you're busy with work and 
you can't find the time to help around the house. O.K., fine. But when 
you know I'm sick..." She broke off, her eyes tearing, and turned to stir 
the soup. 

I told her it simply didn't occur to me. 

"I know. It never does," she said, wiping away tears. "You didn't even 
stop by the grocery store on the way home, did you?" 

I said that I couldn't read her mind, and she had to ask me if she 
wanted something. 

"I'm not asking you to read my mind, I'm asking you to occasionally 
think about someone other than yourself." She hid her face in a tissue. 

I told her not to be ridiculous. 

"Oh, of course it's ridiculous. Why aren't I just used to your selfishness 
by now? But when I'm sick, and I have to get out of bed and shower 
and get myself to the grocery store." She shook her head. "I always 
think about you. I always take care of you when you're sick." 

When she's not feeling well, Rose turns on the melodrama, which sucks 
every shred of sympathy out of me, and I can only feel irritated. I sat 
down at the kitchen table and watched her lift the heavy white chicken 
from the broth with two large forks, maneuvering the slippery creature 
onto a plate. She pulled off the skin and broke through the joints of the 
legs and wings with a practiced slicing motion of a knife, removing the 
bones gingerly with her fingers and dropping the dark meat back into 
the broth. Her nose was running and she sniffed as she carved the bird. 

When she stopped to blow her nose I stepped in, using a fork to pull 
the rest of the meat from the carcass and tearing it into edible chunks 
with my fingers. Rose stirred the soup, lifting pieces of chicken with the 
wooden spoon and letting them splash back into the broth. 

Finally we looked at each other. She put her arms around me. "I'm 
sorry I yelled at you," she said. "I'm sorry, I just got so frustrated." I 
rubbed my face on her sour-smelling bathrobe. "We're sisters," she 
said, "we take care of each other. Right?" 

We ate the soup quickly, drinking the broth from the bottom of the 
bowls and using our fingers to pry the last of the meat from the cooled 
chicken bones. 

I left work late the next day, and Rose wasn't there when I got home. I 
had bought a fish for dinner and began to prepare it, removing the 
head and filleting the flesh with a sharp knife. I'm good with a knife, as 
you may imagine. Rose was still out, so I cut tomatoes and sweet 
peppers. She still hadn't come home by the time I began wrapping the 
fish individually in parchment paper, surrounded by their vegetables 
and a buttery sauce I had prepared. Finally, I put the fish in the oven 
and sat down to wait. 

When Rose finally arrived, her hair was different. Maybe you've seen it. 
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I assume nothing. It's shorter, and colored, with highlights. "Do you 
like it?" she asked, as though everything were normal. 

The smell of her hair spray was nauseating, and mixed noxiously with 
the smell of butter and baking fish. I didn't say anything. 

"Lots of women do it," she said. She meant the color. I didn't say 
anything. She ruffled the back of her hair with her hand. "I just felt like 
I looked older than I am," she said. "I'm not that old." 

"They didn't have brown?" I said. 

"Well, I thought if I was going to dye my hair, then I should just try 
something new." Rose looked at her hair in the chrome grill over the 
stove, pulling at her bangs. "What's for dinner? Is that fish?" She 
smiled at me, brightly, and opened the oven door to see. Then she 
closed it and said quietly, "It's just hair." 

When the fish was done I placed the little paper packets on two plates 
and we sat down to eat at one end of the large dining room table. 
Instead of asking her about her new hair or what might have inspired 
this change, I asked whether she thought we should make a beef stew 
this weekend, or maybe some kind of dumpling. 

There is a point to all of this, I promise. Here's a story that will be of 
particular interest to you. 

Once upon a time, you came up to our car in the university parking lot 
holding the head of a broken key in your hand. The key, you said, had 
snapped off in your bike lock, and you needed to get across campus in 
a hurry for a class you were teaching on nineteenth century German 
poetry. A quintessential old professor, a stereotype from another era, 
with your beard and your belly, your wild eyebrows and the bewildered 
look on your face as you held up your broken key, but then you said 
something, something intelligent and funny and self-deprecating, that 
made us look at each other and laugh in surprise, because it had been 
so long since we'd met someone whose jokes made sense to the two of 
us. 

Once everyone had taken their seats in the car, it was Rose who said 
you should come to dinner at our house sometime, bringing with you 
your lovely wife; and when you told us you were divorced we told you 
we were sorry to hear such a thing, but that you should come to dinner 
anyway. "We make the most gorgeous melt-in-your-mouth brisket," 
Rose said, twisting to meet your eye in the backseat, but no: you said 
you were vegetarian, though you occasionally ate fish. And then you 
started telling us about how they kill animals for food, killing floors and 
stunners and paralyzation; I have to admit I tuned you out somewhat 
at that point. 

I wonder how you tell that story, if you tell it. Two gray-haired but well-
kept spinster sisters, getting into their car after a day of work, who 
drove you to class, laughed at your jokes and asked you to dinner. Did 
I smell of formaldehyde, did the car smell of formaldehyde? It's not the 
kind of thing Rose and I notice anymore. 

Really, I started this letter with only one thing that I wished to say. But 
I want to keep writing; for some reason I want to tell you every story I 
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can think of. I want to tell you everything that's ever happened to me 
in my entire life. Don't you know why? Because I want you to love me, 
to fall in love with me through my stories. 

But let's be honest with ourselves: that can't happen, because just as I 
know you're the reason I sliced my hand open at work the other day, I 
know you're also the reason my sister's hair is a strange, false color. 
Aren't we too old for this? Are we still capable of fighting for the prize, 
squabbling over the biggest piece of cake, pushing each other into 
rivers? 

I know my bratty little sister would never make the sacrifice and choose 
her older sister over the love of a man. So I am the one writing to ask 
you to leave us both alone. Walk away before you make any sort of 
decision regarding the two of us. Let us live out the rest of our lives like 
we have so far: old-maidish sisters, with our elaborate meals and our 
long elaborate history together. 

There, I said it. 

A final story though, before you go, because I can't resist: They let me 
go home after the doctor stitched my hand together, the one the 
scalpel broke open. Guess I'm getting old, I said laughingly to the 
nurses, and they said no, no. 

But I didn't go home. I went back to the brightly lit windowless 
anatomy lab, where real skeletons hang from hooks and the stiff 
pickled reminders of my mortality lie in large, metal boxes, waiting for 
the next day's carving. I put on blue latex gloves and opened the tank 
where the girls were working earlier. I ratcheted the corpse high so I 
could remove the damp wrappings and investigate the girls' handiwork. 

Very little had been done since I saw the cadaver last. The girls must 
have left their tank not long after I did. Dried brown spots of my blood 
stained the cadaver's shoulder, and it occurred to me that the cadaver 
and I were blood brothers, or some kind of blood/embalming fluid 
brothers. I found my scalpel and began to skin the shoulder again, 
slowly, shakily, more carefully this time. 

Whenever the study of anatomy has been outlawed during the course 
of history, desperate physicians and scientists have used whatever 
cadavers they could procure, sometimes even cutting into their own 
relatives. I have often wondered if I could dissect Rose. When I put my 
hand on my sister's back to wake her as she dozes in front of the 
television, or to move around her as we work together in the kitchen, I 
can imagine so clearly the layers of skin, fat, muscle and bone that lie 
underneath. But the actual cutting would surely be another thing. 
Would my hand actually lower a scalpel into her flesh? 

When you came to our house for dinner you asked me the right 
questions: what it was like the first time I went into the anatomy lab, 
what was I expecting, what did I find. So I described it for you, how I 
thought the dissecting students would be solemn, concentrating on 
each cut, and that I thought the cadavers would somehow be cleaner, 
the muscles as isolated and easy to distinguish as they were in the 
atlases. But my fellow students were still students, giggling, flirting, 
foolish, and disgusting fluid pooled between the muscles in the 
cadavers, whose poorly-preserved tissue was a smelly and impossibly 
jumbled mess of bright red muscle and sunflower-yellow fat. 

What gross, gory work, you probably thought, you whose days are 
spent carving and analyzing books instead of bodies. Probably you 
thought Rose was the better sister then, more worthy of your love, with 
her shallow smile and her sweet work of teaching bland students to 
play great music blandly. But I'll tell you that there is something 
calming and peaceful about this mechanical work of dissection: slowly 
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skinning the flesh, teasing apart the muscles, isolating each nerve and 
vessel. In the first days of class when the cadaver is still raw and 
stunning, my students are quiet and reverent, close to fainting or 
vomiting. They whisper "Oh my God, is that the heart?" and for once 
they aren't asking whether it will be on the test or how this can help 
them understand patients, but whether they themselves are like that, 
inside. 

It never lasts long. They quickly grow used to the body, begin to make 
jokes and giggle, begin to skip class. Something changes in their brains 
as they work with the cadaver each day. They adapt to the presence of 
a dead body. They become accustomed to the idea of death. 

But the students who cut you open after you die will always remember 
you: your liver, your intestines, your bones, if that's how you want to 
be remembered. And Rose will always remember me, though I'm sure 
her stories sound different than mine. She doesn't see that she was 
always the one who got whatever she wanted. Her stories are probably 
about a stern mother, a bossy older sister and a sweet willful girl; 
about a stern divorced sister and a young bereaved mother; about a 
life constructed around our daily bread; and now, about jealousy, and 
about desire. But you understand that I need someone to be there to 
remember me, even if she remembers it wrong. 

So, there in the anatomy lab, I decided I would write a letter to you, 
asking you not to fall for Rose, not to split us apart. Once I could clearly 
see the nerves of the brachial plexus, I wrapped the cadaver in its clear 
plastic and lowered it back into its tank. I carefully removed my gloves, 
washed around my bandage, smoothed my hair. I called Rose once I 
got upstairs, to see if she needed me to pick anything up for dinner. 

Tonight my sister and I will eat together, alone, as we always do, and 
instead of talking about you or her hair or how I cut my hand we will 
discuss how our food tastes, how it compares to past dishes, and what 
elaborate and delicious meals we might prepare and consume this 
weekend. And when we have eaten everything that we have poured our 
time into, we will wash the dishes together, and I will dry them with a 
clean white towel, and we will go to our separate bedrooms and sleep 
through the night. 

Title graphic: "Inside Out" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2009.
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so I can keep the light on, read into the small hours, 
watch the news at eleven, then drift off, not jerked 

awake by your breathing, its mutter and rasp, 
the percussive puffs, snorts and snores. But one night, 

memory takes me around the corner, and there we are, 
leaning against a stone bridge on the Île de la Cité, 

tonguing cornets of chocolat noir from Berthillon, 
the sun pouring out of the clouds like the saxophone's 

golden notes from the street musician on the curb— 

And I am back, under the quilt, cotton in my ears, 
curled tight, belly to spine, the rain playing jazz 

on the roof at midnight, something small and steady 
and mundane, o this holy life. 
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with apologies to Wallace Stevens 

"Could you live like that," she asked me, 
"moving from incandescence to incandescence," 
the moon, the orchard of plum trees 
like snow in early spring? Become two pale 
candles melting in their own wax pooled 
at their feet, or Kabuki dancers robed 
in silk, twirling to the silver notes of the flute? 

Or a wood thrush, whose song on a green 
afternoon takes me to ferny places where shadows 
gather, cool and dark. Summer nights, freckled 
with stars. Hot sand beaches, red peppers, 
smooth smiles of sliced avocados, salsa 
of reggae, steel drums, palm trees shaking 
their hips in the wind. I guess that I could never 
live either here, or there. That the heart is a wanderer, 
that restlessness flows and ebbs like the tide. 
That the book of sunlight has yet to be written. 
That all of the petals will fall to the ground. 
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The summer I turned eighteen was the summer that all the flowers 
mysteriously died in the greenhouses at Konn & Son nursery. A thousand 
dollars worth of begonias, petunias, and geraniums shriveled and turned 
bristly overnight—curled in on themselves like newspapers left out on the 
porch too long. The owner of the nursery, Old Man Konn, stood in the 
doorway of one of the glasshouses, his gnarled, arthritic hands on his 
hips. He shook his head as he surveyed the damage. He looked toward 
the sky and then looked back at me. 

"I thought I told you to water them good," he said. 

"I did water them good," I said. "Feel for yourself." 

Old Man Konn had no son, but he thought that adding one to the rotted 
wooden sign out front would make his nursery seem like a family 
business. It must have worked. Konn & Son was the Poconos' largest 
nursery—a one-acre plot of evergreen trees with two small greenhouses, 
tucked away behind a pig farm on Route 319. Konn & Son makes you're 
landscaping fun. That is if you believed the slogan on the sign. I didn't. 
And I didn't bother pointing out the difference between Y-O-U-R and Y-O-
U-apostrophe-R-E when I asked for a seasonal application on the day 
after my high school graduation. I didn't want to be the first person in the 
nursery's twenty-year existence to notice the error. 

Old Man Konn was suspicious of me from the beginning. He eyed me as 
he watered pine trees and I filled out the application form, pressing the 
paper against a greenhouse window. He said, "You're a little thin." 

"I'm a hard worker," I said, not bothering to look up as I scribbled my 
Social Security number. 

He watched for a while, chewing the inside corner of his cheek and letting 
the hose water form a puddle beneath the burlap-wrapped root ball of an 
Alberta spruce. He said, "I can't pay you much. What with the economy 
and all." 

I told him I didn't care about the money. I said I wanted the experience. 
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It was only a half-lie. The money didn't matter all that much to me. But 
then neither did the experience. I needed the job so that my father 
wouldn't chew me out about sitting around the house all summer. 

Most of my classmates from Lakeville High were content to enter 
community college in autumn, but I was eager to leave northeastern 
Pennsylvania. My father expected me to find a job so that I could pay for 
books and supplies as a freshman at Penn State. He expected me to learn 
the value of hard work. My mother expected me to get good grades. She 
argued with my father that the measly take-home pay I could earn in 
three months was less important than reading the books on Penn State's 
summer reading list. 

Old Man Konn smirked at me when I mentioned college—smirked when I 
told him I'd never shifted stick on a dump truck. But he hired me on the 
spot. My father was pleased; my mother disappointed. 

At first, I read only on my half-hour lunch breaks. I would find a shady 
spot beneath the flowering trees and dive into Camus's The Plague or, my 
favorite, The Great Gatsby. Reading beat watering plants. I especially 
liked the settings. I felt as if I were sitting there with Gatsby on the lawn 
of that grand estate on West Egg. I saw that green light across the water 
and believed, too, in the orgastic future that year by year recedes before 
us. And I was angry with Nick Carraway for not sticking up for Gatsby, for 
not setting Tom Buchanan straight about just who was driving the car 
that killed Myrtle. Eventually, my half-hour lunch breaks began spilling 
over into the afternoons. 

When my father saw me bringing novels to work, he took me down to 
Grady's Lake Boathouse to help him install a new trolling mount on the 
front gunwale of our bass boat. He talked about discipline and effort. He 
said in life, hard work is rewarded. He pointed across the lake at our 
house, his hand sweeping over the forest reflected on the water's glassy 
surface, and said I could be anything I wanted to be. 

"Do you have any idea how difficult it is to get ahead in the world 
nowadays?" he asked as I passed him a mounting bracket. From the 
boathouse door, we watched a powerboat roar past, twin rooster-tail 
plumes of water kicked up in its wake. 

"It's difficult," I said. 

"Damn difficult." 

I began stashing my books in my blue Igloo cooler. When my mother 
found out, she started wrapping the cold packs in plastic bags so the 
condensation wouldn't curl the pages. 

During the week, business was slow and the work was easy. I split my 
shift between the store and the two greenhouses. Half the time I was 
ringing up purchases on the old-fashioned cash register and the other half 
I was watering plants. There was no artificial lighting inside. A pair of 
saloon doors cut off daylight. Whenever someone entered or exited, the 
wooden doors swung on their hinges. Light exploded and shadows 
seesawed. I imagined myself as Clint Eastwood in Unforgiven and reached 
for a pistol. I picked off the customers while they inspected the metal 
hanging baskets and the various commercial deer repellents. I was an 
excellent shot. 

The summer that all the flowers mysteriously died in their greenhouses 
was also the summer of the drought, and while the store had no air 
conditioning, it was still noticeably cooler indoors. Still, I preferred the 
outside work. At least, when I was outside, I could walk around. The 
paths connecting the store to the greenhouses and the flower displays 
were crunchy gray pebbles. Weeds sprouted up in the center of the walk, 
in the barren spots where the sprinklers washed away the stone. Old Man 
Konn was too cheap to throw down pavers to create a real walkway. 

My job outside was to hydrate the greenhouse flowers twice daily. When 
watering, you're supposed to drench each plant near the stem until the 
soil refuses to take any more water. Then you're supposed to wait for the 
runoff to drain out through the little holes in the bottom of the plastic 
containers and repeat. I just sprayed back and forth until the leaves 
looked good and wet and the little glasshouse took on the deep, earthy 
smell of dripping flora. The hothouses were cloying, and your clothing 
stuck to your body when you were done, but it wasn't an overwhelming 
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task. The hose nozzle had a metal lip on it, like a gasoline pump does, 
and you could lock it so that it sprayed continuously. Your hand didn't 
even get tired from squeezing. Once I'd figured out Old Man Konn's 
schedule, I could set the nozzle to "soaker" and sneak off behind the shed 
to read a few chapters before he checked up on me. It was "life on easy 
street" as my father would have called it. Of course, everything changed 
when Jasmine showed up. 

I was squatting behind the cash register in the plywood open-air shack 
that Old Man Konn calls "The Agora." He thought it sounded cultured and 
horticultural. I'd stuffed my head under the counter and was fooling with 
a cubic foot bag of Miracle-Gro because a woman in a blue flower-print 
muumuu insisted on having the potting mix with "moisture-loc" and I 
didn't have the heart to tell her it's the same shit packaged in a different 
color bag. So I didn't see the girl until she was right on top of me, her 
arms crossed in front of her breasts as she leaned on the counter. She 
was a cute kid. Probably just old enough to drive. Small—petite—
whatever it is you're supposed to say when describing a girl like her—
maybe five-and-a-half feet tall on her tiptoes with waist-length brown hair 
and a round face. All tan and mostly legs. 

"Is my grandfather here?" she said. Something about the way she didn't 
look at me made me uneasy. Muumuu lady was getting restless, and I 
could tell from the way she drummed her fingers on the countertop that 
she was going to start griping if I didn't get back to finding her fertilizer. 

"Is your grandfather Mr. Konn?" I asked. 

The girl nodded. 

"He's in the office," I said, pointing. I watched the girl disappear down the 
back hallway. The shop smelled of plant food and liquid fertilizer and 
those orange clay pots with the holes in the bottom. Everything was 
sweating. The woman in the muumuu was getting really irked now. Her 
cheeks were red, from the heat or lupus, and she knocked on the 
countertop with her knuckles. 

"I'm sorry," I said. "But we're out of moisture-loc." 

Her nostrils flared, but she didn't say anything. She tucked her purse 
under her arm like a loaf of bread and stormed out. I stood there leaning 
against the rotating rack that carried paper seed packets for a dollar, 
watching the back hall, waiting for the girl to reappear. When she finally 
did, it was with Old Man Konn. 

"Donovan," he said. "Grab your boots. You're working on site with Tio. 
Jasmine's going to work the register from now on." 

I nodded and almost felt sorry for myself. On-site labor was much harder 
than the work I had been doing. It meant heavy duty landscaping with 
shovels and pry bars and wheelbarrows. Tio and the other men 
transplanted full-grown trees and laid everything from pavers to artificial 
creek beds. The mercury hadn't dropped below ninety-five degrees since 
late June, and I had seen Tio and Wally Stokes return at the end of every 
day with dried riverbeds of dirt and salt crusted down their cheeks, in the 
lines above their eyebrows and in the crinkles below their eyes. I didn't 
envy them. 

Tio was maybe four years older than I was, and, from what I had 
gathered from Old Man Konn, he had been with the nursery since he 
graduated from high school—working all spring and summer and 
collecting unemployment during the other half of the year. Out in the 
parking lot, he wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, smearing a 
fresh trail of mud across his brow, and he checked his watch. He climbed 
onto the running board of the dump truck and pulled a six-pack of 
Yuengling lager from the driver's-side window, hooking the empty plastic 
loop around his index finger. He snapped off a can and tossed it to old 
Wally Stokes. Then he tilted his head back and drained the beer, his 
Adam's apple bobbing up and down. 

"So I guess you're stuck with me," he said when I walked out holding my 
father's work boots by the shoelaces. He wiped his mouth with the back of 
his hand and grinned and said, "Hope you enjoy mulching." 
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After work, I went down to Gillian's music shop for saxophone lessons. 
The store was actually a renovated mansion. The owners had knocked 
down most of the interior walls and the building had taken on the spicy-
sweet odor of fifty years of mustiness. There was a checkout opposite an 
enormous pair of bay windows in what must have been, at one time, a 
front parlor. I arrived a half hour early so I could bum around the display 
cases, admiring the Selmer Paris Mark VI that I would never be able to 
afford, and the Yamahas, Martins, and Conns I could not currently afford. 
I played my grandfather's hand-me-down saxophone—a rusty, brown 
instrument with fuzzy forest green pads and a dull lacquer that had begun 
to chip below the bell. I wasn't sure what brand of saxophone it was 
because its identifying marks were worn away by years of finger oil and 
spit. 

Sometimes, I would talk to the women behind the counter and pretend 
not to notice the high school senior squealing and squeaking his way 
through the Charlie Parker Omnibook in the back room where Mr. Olson 
gave lessons. If I were running low, I would buy reeds—Rico Jazz Select. 
Rico is the cheapest brand you can buy. I was the only person I knew who 
used them. I compensated by purchasing reeds specially filed for jazz 
musicians, even though I couldn't tell the difference. 

Mr. Olson was kind. He didn't challenge me much. He sat in an orange 
plastic chair, one leg crossed over the other, and smoked while I played, 
nodding and occasionally pointing out places where my phrasing broke 
down. Every lesson ended with a story about his teeth. How he had failed 
to take care of them when he was younger, and how his false teeth ruined 
his embouchure. The moral of the story, I gathered, was brush after 
every meal. 

"Squint your eyes," he said. "Squint them until they blur." 

I crossed my eyes, allowing the world to slip out of focus, squinting until 
two distinct sets of sheet music became apparent on my metal stand. 

"Now play," he said. "Play what you see in the white space." 

I did as he ordered and kept up with the notes and rests and rhythms on 
the page for a little while. But every time a page turn or a coda appeared, 
I lost track of where I was. I blew sour notes and he held up a hand to 
stop me. 

"Listen, cat," he said, leaning far back in his chair. He stubbed his 
cigarette out against the mahogany staircase banister—the backdrop for 
our lessons. "If you remember anything I tell you, remember this." He 
held up one finger and pointed it at me. "There's more to music than 
what's printed on the page. There's beautiful stuff there in the space 
between the notes." 

I nodded and listened as he talked about his teeth, and then I paid him 
fifty dollars on my way out the door. 

On Monday, on my way into work, I ran into Wally Stokes at the gas 
station across from the nursery. It was an old-fashioned service station. A 
bell rang when you ran over a wire, signaling the attendant to come to 
pump your fuel. Wally Stokes was of no particular age—a person who 
perpetually looked older than he was. He had a messy shock of white hair 
that stuck out on either side of his head, and his face was never without a 
five o'clock shadow. Everyone called him by his full name. Never Wally. 
Not Walter or Stokesie or Mr. Stokes. He was Wally Stokes. 

"I see you in that old shop there, selling junk, watering them flowers," he 
said through his gums as he ambled over to where I was filling the gas 
tank of my Jeep. "Must be nice with that little chippy running around 
there. Give you something to look at, am I right?" 

"Jasmine?" I said, drinking from a Styrofoam coffee cup. "Sure, she's 
pretty. But I'm on-site with Tio now." 

Wally Stokes nodded and looked over my shoulder toward the nursery. "It 
ain't easy for a man in my position," he said, lowering his voice. "I got a 
wife at home. She don't do work no more. She can't walk. My job's all we 
got. Don't hardly make ends meet most times. God's thrown me. Thrown 
me for a loop, saddling me with a woman whose feet are swollen up like a 
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watermelon from the diabetes, you know? Never had no kids on account 
of it, the doctors said, so we got no one to take care of us now, and still I 
got to work though I'm ready to retire, long ready, long ready to retire." 

Wally Stokes laughed for no reason and I nodded. I wasn't sure if I should 
offer condolences or not. He jabbered on, and his body erupted in little 
spastic jerks like a rooster strutting around a barnyard. His eyes were 
glassy and unfocused, and they kept darting from me to the nursery and 
back again. I was relieved when Tio drove up in the dump truck. 

"Donovan," he said, rolling up to the pump and climbing down from the 
truck. "Wally Stokes, how goes it?" 

The old man licked his cracked white lips and pointed over to the nursery. 
Jasmine stood out front in the gravel drive with a watering can, tending 
the Baby's Breath that grew near the front of the lot. "It's hard for a man 
like me," he said. His finger shook a little. "Man my age shouldn't be 
having thoughts like that. Not about a girl her age. It ain't right, ain't 
right at all. A man my age shouldn't be having thoughts—shouldn't, not at 
my age." 

Tio laughed heartily, pulling a folded twenty from his wallet and handing it 
to the attendant. He slapped Wally on the back and climbed into the 
dump truck. I laughed a little, too, though there was something unsettling 
about Wally Stokes's eyes, something wild and fearful, and for a moment, 
it looked as though he might even cry. 

The dump truck rumbled down back roads still wet in places where the 
trees hid the macadam from the morning sun. I had no idea where we 
were. We had taken so many turns that I couldn't have found my way 
back home. Tio knew the way. As he drove, we listened to Howard Stern 
on the radio. He was trying to convince two strippers to allow him to 
measure their breasts. 

"He's a funny character, isn't he?" Tio said. 

"Howard Stern?" I said. "I guess." 

"No. Wally Stokes," Tio said. He looked over at me and smiled from the 
nose down. There was something threatening in his eyes, as though he 
was challenging me to say otherwise, to say that Wally Stokes was not 
funny. Not one bit. 

Neither of us spoke until we reached the site, a movie star's house, where
—according to our work order—we were supposed to tear down the 
forested area around her pool and replace it with lawn. When we 
approached the gate, Tio pressed a button on the intercom and 
announced our arrival. The wrought-iron fence swung open and he pulled 
the truck up a long, paved road toward her house. I pointed out different 
animal carvings in the woods—a squirrel on a stump eating an acorn, a 
white-tailed deer caught in mid-leap, a black bear. 

"Danicka Davis," Tio said, glancing down at the work order. "Fitting name 
for a New York diva, isn't it? Here we are nestled in the Pocono pine 
barrens, surrounded by evergreens and natural foliage, impromptu fields 
of wildflowers, ridges, everything you could ask for. And people like her 
still prefer the affect of nature. The man-made, artificial backyard haven. 
The trimmed, mowed, sculpted, suburbanite habitat. Maintained and 
tended by yours truly." 

I looked down at my own hands and picked at a callus. I had no idea who 
Danicka Davis was. I'd never watched any of her movies. 

"It's what keeps us in business," Tio said, shooting me a sidelong glace. 
He snorted as we pulled up to the house. It was a modern version of the 
log cabin style—a cherry-stained behemoth spanning at least ten-
thousand square feet. Long lattice-arbor walkways connected one wing of 
the house to the next. A decorative iron fence marked out a courtyard in 
the front, where two large rottweilers slept in the sun. 

"Mean looking dogs," Tio said as we circled the house. There was a deck 
in the back with an Olympic-sized swimming pool. A few pine needles 
floated on the water, and it was clear why Danicka Davis wanted the 
surrounding coniferous woodland turned into lawn. 

"Jesus," I said. "That's at least half an acre of forest." 
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"Soon to be a half-acre of hardwood mulch," Tio said. "We should get 
started. Wally Stokes will be here on Friday to lay the sod and we need to 
have the place cleared by then." 

I nodded and strapped one of our industrial weed whackers to my back. 
Tio cranked a chainsaw. He wore protective eyewear, a pair of earmuffs, 
and a light blue surgeon's mask whenever we operated mowing 
machinery. In minutes, green clippings, moist splatters of weed and 
grass, covered my arms and legs. It was hard to breathe without 
coughing. I didn't see Tio when he tapped my shoulder, and I nearly 
caught him with the plastic tail of the hacker.

"Watch it," he said, signaling that I should turn off the machine. "You 
need to see this." He beckoned me toward the woodline where, behind a 
large rock, a fawn lay with its legs curled under it. 

"It's a fawn," I said. 

"No shit," Tio said. The deer's ears perked up at the sound of our voices 
and it looked at us with glassy black eyes. 

"What's it doing here?" 

"Its mother probably dropped it off for safekeeping," Tio said, reaching 
down and touching its speckled fur with his gloved hand. "We need to 
move it." 

"When they're young like that they have no smell," I said. 

Tio rubbed his chin. "How do you know they don't?" 

It was something my father had explained to me. "It's a defense 
mechanism," I said. "So they won't attract predators." 

The more I got to know Tio, the more I found that we had a lot in 
common. Like me, he played the saxophone. We both played basketball in 
high school. We both liked jazz. And he'd read all of the novels I was 
reading. When the workday was about done, we'd sometimes tune into 
the Princeton jazz station as we cleaned out the truck and put the tools 
away. 

"There's beautiful stuff there between those notes," I said, halfway 
through Pat Metheny's Tell It All. 

Tio raised an eyebrow. "Beautiful stuff between the notes?" he said. 
"Where'd you hear that?" 

I told him about what Mr. Olson said about squinting your eyes, about 
playing in the white spaces. 

"You know what that means, don't you?" Tio said. 

"Something like read between the lines," I said, standing in the bed of the 
dump truck and hosing out leftover mulch, while Tio stood near the fender 
and drank beer. 

"It's just one of those artsy things musicians say," he said, picking a 
splinter of wood from the tailgate and examining it. "Every occupation has 
its clich•" 

I pressed my thumb over the end of the hose to spray some of the caked 
mud from the far end of the truck and I looked out over the back lot at 
Wally Stokes, who was showing Jasmine how to water peonies. He stood 
behind her, his arms wrapped around hers, his hands locked on her 
wrists, directing the hose toward the flowers while she laughed. 

"I guess so," I said. 

"It doesn't amount to anything," Tio said, following my gaze. 

"What's our clich• I said. 

"If all else fails, mulch it," Tio said. 

Three days passed, and Tio and I were almost through erasing the nature 
from Danicka Davis's backyard when Jasmine rolled up the drive in her 
red Kia. I was trimming the property line with my back to the house, so I 
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didn't see her at first. Tio turned off his chainsaw and leaned against the 
knotted trunk of a birch, looking down over the rims of his sunglasses, 
eyebrows raised. He nodded over my shoulder, pointing with his thumb, 
and I turned just as Jasmine grabbed the back of my neck. Her hands 
were cold and she laughed a little as she dropped an ice cube down my 
shirt. 

"I thought you looked hot," she said, snapping the plastic lid back on her 
McDonald's cup. She wore oversized sunglasses and a neon pink bikini top 
that showed everything. Her stomach was creamy white, like she didn't 
often wear a two-piece, but her legs were tanner than ever, and I noticed 
a silver ring on the middle toe of each sandaled foot. "Grandpa says he 
needs you back at the nursery," she said, stifling a yawn with the back of 
her hand. "The supplier showed up a day early and now the parking lot is 
filled with trees. He needs someone to move them." 

Tio looked at me and shook his head. We'd chopped down most of the 
larger trees and Old Man Konn had come over last night to dig out the 
stumps with the backhoe, but we still had a full day's worth of work ahead 
of us. He said, "We need to get this done by tomorrow." 

Jasmine shrugged and rolled a pebble beneath her foot. "This is an 
amazing house," she said, bending down and swishing her fingers across 
the surface of the pool. "It's like bathwater," she said. 

She raised her arms above her head, grabbing at her elbows like she was 
limbering up to dive in. She'd tanned unevenly and the undersides of her 
arms were much lighter than the tops of her shoulders. I could see the 
slight shadow where she'd recently shaved her underarms. Tio blew a 
long breath through his closed lips. 

"You go," I said. "I can finish up here by myself. And Jasmine can drive 
me home when I'm done." 

Tio looked from me to Jasmine and back again. Jasmine nodded a little. "I 
can help him," she said, flexing her biceps. "I'm stronger than I look." 

"Not dressed like that you can't," Tio said. He crossed his arms and stared 
up at the sky. A thunderhead was forming in the west. It wasn't one of 
those anvil-shaped clouds they always showed on the Weather Channel. It 
was round on the top and flat on the bottom—dark gray and curling over 
at its base in a thick layer of puffy trim, like the perfect scoop of ice 
cream. Tio pointed at me. He said, "You'd better hurry. Those clouds look 
like trouble." 

At first, the rain wasn't too bad. In fact, it cooled things down a little and 
made it easier for me to work. Jasmine lay on her stomach next to the 
pool, her bikini strap unclipped—she said to prevent tan lines—although 
the sun had long since disappeared behind the clouds. The raindrops 
formed tiny beads on her back that ran down along her sides, and they 
created miniature rings on the surface of the pool. The little backsplashes 
made it look like it was raining upward, as if the drops were rising from 
the chlorinated water instead of falling. The rain picked up, and the sky 
grew dark, and the leaves on the trees appeared to turn over on 
themselves, their lighter green undersides twisted to the sky, and before 
long Jasmine and I were running for cover as the first flash of summer 
lightning tore across the sky with a long, rending snarl. 

No one was home, but the screened porch above the pool was unlocked, 
so we climbed the wooden steps and sat there on the wicker settee to 
wait out the storm. 

"We haven't had rain like this in months," I said, as Jasmine pulled her 
hair down in front of her face and squeezed it, as though she might ring it 
out like a dishtowel. "A storm like this won't last long." 

Jasmine shrugged and pushed her hair back over her shoulders. "There's 
no hurry," she said. "I've nothing better to do." 

"So are you just visiting for the summer?" I asked. 

"A prisoner is more like it," Jasmine said, leaning her head back against 
the wood-paneled wall. "My mother thought it would be nice for me to 
stay with my grandfather this summer. She said working at the nursery 
would teach me integrity. Really, she just doesn't want me to see my 
boyfriend." She crossed her legs at the ankles and then added, "She 
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always hates my boyfriends." 

When Jasmine looked back at me, there was something wild in her eyes, 
something angry, but it must not have been important because it only 
lasted a moment. She threw her head back and laughed, and putting her 
hand down right above my knee on the canvas of my shorts, she said, "Of 
course, I just don't care. I've got plenty of integrity." 

Her laugh kind of startled me. It was shriekier than anything I'd imagined 
coming from her and it didn't bubble or roll over her lips; not like the 
laughs you hear from starlets in the movies. You wouldn't have described 
it as water rippling over a streambed or anything quite like that. Her hand 
on my knee really startled me. Especially when she kind of squeezed. But 
that didn't last long either. Before I even caught my breath, she was 
pulling at that coffee-colored hair of hers again and complaining that it 
took too long to dry out. 

"I should really chop it all off," she said. "Wouldn't that be lovely?" 

"It'd be cooler in the summer, that's for sure," I said, watching her hands. 
Her fingernails were painted baby blue, and every nail was decorated with 
a little silver star. 

She must have noticed me staring because she said, "The stars keep 
falling off when I water plants. The adhesive gets wet." 

"That's too bad," I said, getting up and walking toward the door, pressing 
my hand against the screen and pushing it open an inch. The rain was still 
falling in sheets, pockmarking the surface of the swimming pool, but it 
seemed like it had slowed just a little. I was about to say something about 
it when I felt a tingle at the base of my neck. There was a tremendous 
crack and everything went white. The room disappeared, Jasmine 
disappeared, even my hand disappeared in front of me. It was like when 
the cable goes out and the screen gets all snowy, only I could feel the 
radiant heat blown in my direction. I threw myself to the floor and kind of 
curled over on my side. The lightning strike hadn't hit me. I was pretty 
sure of that, but my heart felt like it was going to beat its way out from 
my chest. 

"Jesus," I said. I said it three or four times, leaning up on my elbow. I 
wiped at my face and tried to get my hands to stop shaking. 

"I think I saw your skeleton," Jasmine said, pressing her fist to her 
mouth, stifling a nervous laugh. "Are you O.K.?" 

"I think so," I said, rolling onto my hands and knees. I pointed to where a 
long, splintery gash ran down the side of a big maple far back in the yard, 
cleaving only the middle of the tree, like a keyhole in a door. The lightning 
had peeled the bark away entirely, exposing the tree's fleshy insides. I 
was still pointing when Jasmine wrapped her arms around my neck. I 
could feel her heart beating through her bikini top, through my wet shirt, 
against my back. She drummed my collarbone a bit with her fingertips 
and then gently turned me, pushing against my chest until I was lying flat 
on my back. 

"Are you O.K.?" she asked again, leaning closer and stretching her legs 
out next to mine on the porch floor. 

"I think so," I said. 

When I went to Gillian's for my next lesson, Mr. Olson was standing in 
front of a full-length mirror in our practice studio upstairs, running his 
thumb over his teeth. The mirror was obviously a relic leftover from the 
old tenants of the house, and I imagined a young woman standing at that 
mirror at night or in the morning brushing out her hair. 

"Let's pick up where we left off, cat," said Mr. Olson, easing down into the 
chair next to me and patting my knee. "Go on. Get squinting." 

I stared at the sheet music in front of me, crossing and uncrossing my 
eyes. I watched the notes blur in and out of focus, and I thought about 
what Tio said, about how every profession has its clich• about how 
"reading in the white spaces" was just an artsy exercise, something Mr. 
Olson had concocted to sound clever and mysterious. 

"Whenever you're ready, cat," Mr. Olson said, striking a match on his 
thumbnail and lighting his cigarette. 
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Fifty dollars an hour to squint at a sheet of paper. I lowered my head a 
little and let the music come back into focus and then I played. When I 
got to the page turn, I hesitated a little, so that it wouldn't seem too easy 
for me, and then I kept right on playing. Mr. Olson sat quietly smoking, 
nodding occasionally, and when I got to the end of the piece, he flicked an 
ash into the ashtray on his knee and said, "Right on, cat. Now you're 
really playing." 

By noon that Friday, we had finished leveling the natural grasses and the 
low-lying shrubs from around the pool area at Danicka Davis's house. Tio 
and I sat on the deck and watched Wally Stokes sow seed with an 
automatic spreader he had attached to the back of a John Deere lawn 
tractor. Sweat dripped down the neck of my T-shirt in a V-shaped stain 
and along the waistband of my cotton shorts. It pooled against the small 
of my back, and ran down my ass crack. Tio scratched dirty limericks into 
the slate walkway with the blade of his pocketknife, flipping each stone 
over after he had defaced it. 

There is a young engineer, Paul 
Who lives from me just down the hall 
The square of his weight 
Times his pecker, plus eight 
Is his phone number, give him a call 

A carpenter came from Australia 
Whose hand had grown genitalia 
And before he made love 
He'd put on a glove 
And say, "Now I'm ready to nail ya" 

I read over his shoulder while he carved and watched Wally Stokes toss 
straw down on the ground to keep the seed from washing away. 

"So you mean to tell me, you were holed up in a thunderstorm alone with 
that girl and you didn't even make a move?" Tio said, frowning and 
pressing his lips. He looked at me skeptically, as though I was keeping 
something from him. "Sure you didn't. It's fine—don't tell me, man. I had 
a good time moving shrubs with Wally Stokes." 

I pulled off my leather work boots. My feet were shriveled and yellow 
from where the old leather had bled away. My heart was pounding from 
exhaustion, and when I blew my nose, I filled Tio's handkerchief with 
green mush from the foliage we'd mowed down. Old Man Konn was still 
only paying me seven dollars an hour—cashier wages. My father had 
called it a "character building experience." Tio called it "highway robbery" 
as he dangled his feet in the shallow end of the swimming pool. 

"Goddamn hot for a man like me to be working this hard, too hot," Wally 
Stokes said, walking up the steps to the deck and stripping off his T-shirt. 
His chest hair looked especially white against his tan skin, and without 
hesitation, he tossed the shirt to Tio and dove into the movie star's pool. 

"What if she comes out?" I said, while Wally Stokes did the backstroke 
and Tio laughed. 

"You boys should dive in. The water's fine," the old man said, but it didn't 
matter how hot I was. I didn't feel right about diving into some movie 
star's pool. 

When we got back to the nursery, I gathered my cooler and the rest of 
my belongings. I was halfway out the door when Old Man Konn said, 
"Don't forget to water the flowers." 

I stopped in mid-step. It was already a quarter after five—the weekend—
and the last thing I wanted to do was to waste another half an hour 
watering the hothouse plants. I knew my parents would be waiting for me 
at home. My mother would be starting dinner. I also knew Old Man Konn 
wasn't going to pay me for the overtime. I sighed a little, and Old Man 
Konn raised his eyebrows. He nodded toward the front door as I trudged 
past him. "Use the hoses in the utility shed," he said. "And make sure you 
water them good." 
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The shed was locked tight when I got there. I stood for a moment, staring 
dumbly; then I shook the door in annoyance and tramped back to the 
Agora. 

"Tio locked the shed," I said, walking into the back office. "I need the 
key." 

"Ask Wally Stokes," Old Man Konn said, barely looking up from where he 
sat writing out paychecks.

"I think he went home," I said. 

Old Man Konn raised only his eyes. He shook his head a little, as though it 
was by my stupidity that the shed was locked. "Hold on," he said, signing 
the last check with a flourish and cramming it into one of the little 
envelopes he kept on the corner of his desk. 

As we walked out to the greenhouses, he swung the big metal key ring on 
his finger and talked about how he'd built the nursery up from a meager 
beginning. He talked about buying the adjacent lot and adding another 
row of hothouses. I listened and nodded when it seemed appropriate. 
When we were maybe ten yards from the shed, the door swung open 
from the inside and Wally Stokes scrambled out, dusty and tugging at his 
belt. He wore a rattled look and grimaced when he saw us. When he 
passed, he lowered his eyes and mumbled something about getting home 
to his wife. I looked over at Old Man Konn, but he didn't return my gaze. 
He chewed on the inside of his cheek a little and ran a hand back through 
his silver hair. 

"Go on, Jasmine," he said. "Get out here." 

At first, nothing happened. Then the door creaked open an inch and 
Jasmine poked her head around the corner. She kicked at the pea gravel 
on the path, then threw her hair back over her shoulders and stepped out. 
There was a smear of dirt on her chin, and the backs of her legs were 
gray from thigh to knee with chipped resin grout that held the shed's floor 
tiles together. She crossed her arms in front of her and shrugged a little. 

"What would your mother say?" Old Man Konn said, wringing his hands, 
his voice low and shaky. 

Jasmine looked from him to me, and I didn't know what to do or say. My 
stomach felt squirrelly, and for some reason, I couldn't take my eyes off 
that ugly gray powder along the sides of her knees. It made me both sick 
and excited in some deep, weird way. 

"What would your mother say?" Old Man Konn said again, rubbing his 
hands on his stomach. "Answer me, young lady." 

"She'd call me a godless slut," Jasmine said without hesitation. 

Maybe I was just shaken by the whole situation, but I suddenly wanted to 
say something. Anything. An encouraging comment—or maybe not, 
maybe only a funny or absurd remark to shift the focus away from all of 
it. I was embarrassed—embarrassed for Jasmine, for Old Man Konn, for 
myself—and confused. Yet there was something undeniably defiant about 
her standing there with that smudge on her chin and her arms folded 
below her breasts. 

"I'd pack my bags if I were you," Old Man Konn said.

Jasmine didn't reply. She only smirked a little as she passed between the 
two of us. Old Man Konn half-turned, as though to shout something at her 
back—a curse or a plea or something—but he only watched her mount the 
steps to the Agora and disappear inside. 

"Grab those hoses, Donovan," he said, turning to me and pointing at the 
curled nest of green rubber hoses on the shed floor. He sounded tired, 
deflated. "And make sure you water them flowers good." 

The following morning, I stepped into the office at Konn & Son to pick up 
my final paycheck of the season. It was a Saturday, and the heat hung in 
the air, the way it does before a thunderstorm. I passed Wally Stokes on 
my way in. He ambled nervously around the nursery grounds and didn't 
acknowledge me, and for a moment, I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to 
smash his head with a shovel or run him down with the dump truck. I 
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noticed, as I grabbed my pay stub from the wicker basket in the office, 
that Jasmine's paycheck was still there. She normally picked it up on 
Friday afternoons. When I walked out front, I found Old Man Konn 
standing on the bottom step. I shook his hand and thanked him for the 
job. 

"I been meaning to talk to you about going back on the register full-time 
next summer," he said, putting a hand on my shoulder as we walked 
toward the greenhouses. 

"What about Jasmine?" I said. 

"She went back home," Old Man Konn said sharply, sucking on his bottom 
lip. 

I started to say something, but he raised a hand and cut me off. His 
bottom lip quivered and he opened his mouth as though he wanted to say 
more, wanted to explain himself, but no words came out. Instead, he 
stared stupidly from the door of hothouse number one at his garden of 
dead plants—row after neat row of withered begonias and petunias and 
geraniums. Hundreds of dollars' worth. 

"I thought I told you to water them good," he said. 

"I did water them good," I said. "Feel for yourself." I plunged a finger into 
the moist dirt of one of the plastic egg carton trays that held the once-
flowers and pulled it out muddy. I waved my dirty finger in front of his 
eyes, and then wiped it on his shirtfront.

I turned, and on my way out, I saw the light green spray bottle of Ortho 
Weed-B-Gon across from the watering can, tucked behind a bag of potting 
soil beneath the large white tables that had held a lively assortment of 
potted summer annuals no more than twenty-four hours earlier. I had 
never noticed the poison there before. In fact, we weren't even supposed 
to bring that stuff into the greenhouses. Everyone at the nursery knew 
what a commercial weed-killer like that could do to a hothouse full of 
flowers. On the ground, next to the bag, were seven or eight small silver 
stars—each no larger than a raindrop—arranged neatly to form a perfect 
little square around the table leg. And though I couldn't be sure, I 
suspected a hurt and embarrassed granddaughter might be vengeful 
enough to commit floral genocide. 

In the office, I dropped my paycheck back in the basket next to Jasmine's 
pay stub. It seemed like the appropriate gesture—the least I could do. 
When I turned, Tio was standing in the doorway. My stomach tightened. 

"Just stopped in to say goodbye," he said, walking over, grabbing my 
check, and putting it in my fist. "Don't leave without your pay." His 
concerned frown masked a familiar glare—that goading look he'd given 
me in the truck on our way to Danicka Davis's house, the look that said 
what happens between any of us stays here at Konn & Son. He nodded 
and closed my fist around the yellow paper stub, and my face burned hot 
as I stuffed it in my pocket. 

"Good man," he said as I pushed past him, my shoulder brushing his arm. 
On my way out to the parking lot, I squinted. I squinted all the way to my 
Jeep and then, sitting behind the wheel, I squinted even harder until 
everything—the nursery, the flowers, Tio, Old Man Konn and Wally 
Stokes, and my thoughts of Jasmine—blurred away and nothing was as 
clear as it seemed. 

Title graphic: "All Square" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2009.
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Collecting sea shells, you don't stop 
until your hands and pockets are full. 
You find the thick ear of an oyster valve, 
the whisper of a chipped whelk. 
Which ones are dull, which glisten? 
You rinse each shell, hold it against 
the sun. It's what comes next—revision. 
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Sometimes a poem is a poem, 
a hot-air balloon lifting you 
above the river that curls like 
a question mark. Other times, 
a poem is a bridge. You cross 
at night. Bats pretend to be birds. 
You can’t tell dark from dark. 
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The history of happiness 
is a lot like TV: no one is 
seen thinking. Or watching 
TV. Trash takes itself out. 
We don’t vacuum or scrub 
or dust. Under the rugs 
we sweep all our doubts. 
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Reviewed by Lindsay Denninger - 

Nobody Move by Denis Johnson 
    Farrar, Straus and Giroux - April 2009
    ISBN: 978-0-374-22290-1, 208 pages, $23 (hardcover)

 

How to Sell by Clancy Martin 
    Farrar, Straus and Giroux - May 2009
    ISBN: 978-0-374-17335-7, 304 pages, $24 (hardcover)

Denis Johnson won a National Book Award for Tree of Smoke, a sweeping 
600-page Vietnam War epic that he worked on for a decade until its 
publication in 2007. In his new novel, Nobody Move, Johnson tries his luck 
at a new hand, portraying slick gambler Jimmy Luntz. 

Originally published as a four-part serial in Playboy last summer, this short 
noir follows Jimmy as he is chased around California by his debtors (he is 
several thousand dollars in the red), particularly a lean and mean enforcer 
by the name of Gambol. Gambol captures Jimmy, but Jimmy gets lucky 
(again) and escapes, Gambol's stuffed wallet now in his own pocket. 
Jimmy meets Anita Desilvera, plotting revenge against her husband's 
misdeeds with $2.3 million along for the ride, and the two set off together, 
a contemporary Bonnie and Clyde. With so many lowlifes looking for them, 
it will be a wonder if the two escape with their fortunes (and lives) intact. 

Those who have read Tree of Smoke will not be disappointed by Nobody 
Move; despite the change in genre and the reversal in subject matter, 
Johnson's storytelling and lyricism remain. In this case, they just happen 
in a shorter length of pages. There is still room for Johnson's zingers, and 
his dialogue is sharp and sardonically funny. When Anita asks Jimmy, "Do 
you always talk about people like they're invisible?" Jimmy answers, 
"Usually just women." 

The characters in Nobody Move realized that their lives have nothing to 
offer to them, and yet they keep on living anyway. Johnson loves these 
down-in-the-dumps types, giving them space to be their pitiful selves 
without making them seem too trite or overdone. He is a master of his art, 
able to pack as much of a punch in 200 pages as he does in 600. Johnson 
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makes no pretense of what Nobody Move is supposed to be: a fast noir 
read about bleak characters leading their equally bleak and meaningless 
existences. The book doesn't measure in heft the way Johnson's other 
novels have, but its brevity still makes for a satisfying read. 

The first great rule of writing is to write what you know. Clancy Martin, a 
former jewelry con man, has learned to follow these guidelines. Now 
Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of Missouri at Kansas 
City, Martin has parlayed his early experiences in the jewelry business into 
a Pushcart Prize (for 2007's “The Best Jeweler”) and into his first novel, 
How to Sell. 

The book opens in 1987 with Bobby Clark, an idealistic Canadian teenager, 
stuck at home with a single mother and an overbearing girlfriend, Wendy. 
What can he do to escape this stifling existence? He heads to Texas, where 
his brother, Jim, is a fine jewelry salesman. In no time, Jim and his 
girlfriend, Lisa, are showing Bobby the ins and outs of the business, 
complete with "Faux-lexes," bait-and-switch deals, and plenty of cocaine; 
after all, it is the 80s. 

It does not take Bobby long to realize that the American dream in his head 
and the one in Fort Worth under Jim's tutelage are polar opposites. But 
throughout all the scams, Bobby's voice remains unexpectedly honest and 
still idealistic—a contrast to the stealing and the scheming that are taking 
place all around him. He retains his youthful na•t•espite watching the 
stereotypical excesses of drugs and sex the 1980s were known for. 

Martin's narration makes this dark novel work because he has injected into 
it so much humor. In the tradition of writers like Bret Easton Ellis and 
Hunter S. Thompson, Martin recognizes that people do bad things, bad 
things happen to good people, and the road to hell is paved with good 
intentions. Martin shares with these authors the ability to find humor in the 
grotesque and tasteless. 

How to Sell is not a heavy read, nor does it try to be. It is fast, engrossing, 
and funny—three things preferred in summer reading. To quote Bobby's 
brother, Jim, "a salesman is an artist." Martin is indeed both, delivering a 
story of cheating and lying in a well-thought out and hilarious package. 
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We are awarding a monetary prize and a complimentary print issue to readers who submit the 
best feedback on pieces appearing in each issue of The Summerset Review. For information 
on how to submit your feedback, see our Guidelines page. We have awarded from $50 to 
$150 in past issues. 

For the current issue, running now through September 1, 2009, the purse is set at $100. 

The following are the award winners who commented on pieces in the Spring 2009 issue. Each 
will be awarded $50 and a complimentary issue of our newly-released Volume Two:

Donna Volkenannt of St. Peters, Missouri 
Kyrra Rankine of New York, New York 

We want to thank all those of you who submitted entries. We recognize the investment 
you've made to read our publication and write to us. We sincerely appreciate the interest. 

Donna writes - 

Amy Willoughby-Burle's short-short "Out Across the Nowhere" in the 
spring issue of Summerset Review transported me to another time and 
place. Her descriptions of the pumpkin moon, the tiger lily field, and the 
Milky Way Tree are lovely. Her writing is so vivid, evocative, and clear; I 
could taste the Amaretto Sours, see the green and blue and "whizzy 
white" fireworks in the sky, hear the noises of the night, and feel the 
grass beneath my feet. Even more than Willoughby-Burle's captivating 
description, her story filled me with a sense of amazement, along with the 
feeling of abandonment and sadness that goes hand-in-hand from 
watching childhood slip away. Thank you for publishing such an evocative, 
moving and beautifully-written piece. 

Kyrra writes about Peter Schumacher's "A Picture for the Wall" - 

This couple, I know them. I grew up with them, in Minnesota. They are 
my friends, or cousins, or former classmates, or people I met at a party. 
This couple, they travel to feel like they are alive, to allow themselves 
experiences, because their lives are so serious, their daily joys disciplined 
by intention and ethics and earnestness. They are good neighbors, 
trustworthy friends, great to accompany on a camping trip. They do not 
allow themselves to get addicted to the Sopranos or Chinese takeout or 
singing out loud to the radio in the car while the other runs into the gas 
station to pay for the gas and buy a Twix. They don’t fight with each 
other over who has to get cat litter this time, or clean the bathroom, or 
pay the phone bill. 

They are measured. They are smart. They would never travel to Mexico 
for their honeymoon. 

When Jane hesitated to buy the orange pants that illogically make her 
happy, and then did so, I felt hope for her. And when Adam smoked hash 
on the balcony, watching the prayer fires on the river, I felt hope for him. 
But then it became evident something was wrong. 

It was not when they went to the rooftop without seeing the bodies of the 
sick. It was not when Sanjay pressed his thumb deeply, painfully into 
Jane's palm. It wasn't even when Adam didn't hear Jane cry out his 
name, so focused was he on his photograph. What was evident, what was 
wrong, was that Jane didn't scream or shriek or thrash or knee or elbow 
or bite, and that Adam didn't notice this at the time, or later, because he 
was busy stealing moments from the dead behind the lens of his camera. 
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Because there was no screaming or shrieking or thrashing or kneeing or 
elbowing in the lives they had created for themselves. What there was 
instead, was a stolen piece of salvation, some culture, and a heavy 
silence that would weigh on them until they tuck it away, nice and neat. 
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Literary Submissions 

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

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. For prose pieces, be sure 
you specify whether your piece is fiction or nonfiction. 

Though email submissions are greatly preferred, 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. 

Excerpts of longer work 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 be sent complimentary copies of a print issue 
from our archive after publication. Authors retain all rights to 
their work. We request credit be given to The Summerset 
Review in the event the work is reprinted and was first 
published here. 

We nominate stories annually for various anthologies and 
awards, including Pushcart Prize, Best American Short 
Stories, and many others.

Enter Our Free Fifty-for-Fifty Contest 

Anyone is invited to submit comments on literary material 
(excluding photo essays) appearing in the current issue of 
The Summerset Review. We award at least fifty dollars and a 
copy of a print issue 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 (can be 
withheld if requested). 

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 material affected you; what 
impact it had, what memory it stirred, what idea it 
precipitated. Be honest and lucid. Writing style is not critically 
important. 

The deadline for comments is two weeks before release date 
of the next issue. Issues are released on the 15th of March, 
June, September, and December. 

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. Email addresses will not be published, 
circulated, or archived. 

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. 
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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 1978

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

Glatt, Lisa A Girl Becomes a Comma Like That A novel published in 2004

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

Nadzam, Bonnie Moon Helmet From the Fall/Winter issue of Alaska Quarterly Review, 2007

Ng, Celeste We Are Not Strangers From Issue 22 of Meridian, 2009

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

Reyn, Irina The Firebird From the Spring issue of Lit, 2008

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

Schappell, Elissa Comet From Volume XI, Number 1 of Witness, 1997

Sellers, Heather Tell Me Again Who Are You? An essay from Fall/Winter issue of Alaska Quarterly Review, 2006

Shilling, Michael Black Celebration From Other Voices #43, 2005
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Somerville, Kristine What the Heart Doesn't Know From Volume I, Number 5 of Many Mountains Moving, 1995

Sukrungruang, Ira Bright Land From Volume 19 of Eclipse, 2008

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

van den Berg, Laura What the World Will Look Like When All the Water Leaves 
Us From No. 102 of One Story, 2008
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Readers and reading groups are invited to discuss the topics below 
relating to some of the material presented in this issue. Send answers 
to editor@summersetreview.org and you will be eligible for a 
complimentary copy of Volume Two of The Summerset Review. All 
questions must be answered and received by September 1, 2009. 

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. There were a number of elements in the story, "The Singing Bone," 
that were fairly graphic. Why do you think these were necessary? 

2. In the essay, "Speaking from the Throat," are the lines: "People 
need to know when something's not right. Now I've decided that if I 
have a problem, I will be the world's most high maintenance patient 
until it is fixed. I am done letting people tell me something is in my 
head when I know it's in my body." Can you identify with this 
perspective? Have you or a loved one had a similar experience? 

3. "July Fourth" and "The Leonids," two poems by Barbara Daniels, 
both feature landscapes and light shows. What is the source of light in 
each poem and what does it illuminate? 

4. In "Animal Rights," Sifa's attitude changes after meeting the girl in 
the next bed at the hospital. Why? 

5. In "Cupco," we experience each of the four members of the family 
coming to the United States individually, some via arduous journey. 
What do you believe is in this family's future, based on how you've 
come know each of these characters? 
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Type Ctrl-F to search for a particular author's name.

Jennine Capó Crucet, Kori E. Frazier, Jennifer Oh, Peter Schumacher, 
Amy Willoughby-Burle 

      Kasandra Snow Duthie, Anne Germanacos, Andrei Guruianu, 
Alita Putnam, Gregory Sherl

Kara Mae Brown, Giano Cromley, Katherine Karlin, Susan Niz, Sarah 
Orton 

      Kevin Brown, Melanie Haney, J. M. Patrick, Joe Ponepinto, Ria 
Voros

Catherine Brown, Jack Cobb, Bill Cook, Allie Larkin, Naomi Leimsider, 
Didi Wood 

      Daniel DiStasio, Marko Fong, Sandra Maddux-Creech, Sandra 
Gail Teichmann-Hillesheim

Anne Corbitt, Julie Dearborn, John Hansen,
Scott McCabe, Thaddeus Rutkowski 

      Renee Carter Hall, Sabine Maier, Jen Michalski, Michelle Panik, 
Brenda Whiteside

Olivia Kate Cerrone, Kelly Jameson, Saundra Mitchell, Ron Savage, 
Nathan S. Webster 

      E. P. Chiew, Andrew Coburn, LaTanya McQueen, Nancy Stebbins

Zane Kotker, Corbitt Nesta, Kevin Spaide, Philip Suggars, Steven 
Torres 

      Elizabeth Bernays, Penny Feeny, John Gooley, Jeffrey N. 
Johnson, Shellie Zacharia

Phoebe Kate Foster, Amy Greene, Dee Dobson Harper, John Riha, 
Robert Villanueva, D. W. Young 

      Steven Gillis, Barbara Jacksha, Mary Lynn Reed, Arthur 
Saltzman
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Lisa Ohlen Harris, Michael Hartford, Tammy R. Kitchen, Jillian 
Schedneck, Sandi Sonnenfeld 

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

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

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

Julie Ann Castro, Bill Glose, Graham Jeffery, William Starr Moake, 
Philippe Tarbouriech, Carolyn Th•ault 

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

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

      Maura Madigan, Troy Morash, Pam Mosher, Paul Silverman

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

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

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

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

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

The Summerset Review Page 78 of 78

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

	Local Disk
	The Summerset Review
	The Summerset Review - Summer 2009 Table of Contents
	The Summerset Review - Editors' Notes
	Woman Walks a Dwindling River - a poem by Ronda Broatch
	Animal Rights - a story by Lee Strickland
	July Fourth - a poem by Barbara Daniels
	The Leonids - a poem by Barbara Daniels
	Speaking from the Throat - an essay by Aubrey Hirsch
	Singing the Bone - a short story by Alison Christy
	After the Operation, I Find I Like Sleeping Alone - a poem by Barbara Crooker
	Walking in the Orchard with Katha Pollitt - a poem by Barbara Crooker
	Baby's Breath - a story by Jason Kapcala
	Collecting Sea Shells, You Don't Stop - a poem by Erin Murphy
	Sometimes a Poem is a Poem - a poem by Erin Murphy
	The History of Happiness - a poem by Erin Murphy
	The Summerset Review - Contributors' Notes
	The Summerset Review - Book Reviews by Lindsay Denninger
	The Summerset Review - Fifty-for-Fifty Award
	The Summerset Review - Guidelines
	The Summerset Review's Recommended Reading List
	The Summerset Review - Questions for Readers
	The Summerset Review - Previous Issues




