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Some of the work we received for consideration in this issue had a 
distinct, logistical characteristic. Over the course of a few weeks in 
the spring, there was an onslaught of submissions appearing in our 
inbox from students of Brigham Young University. 

How this came to be, we don't know. Perhaps an influencial 
graduate student was behind it all? Or maybe an English professor 
there singled out The Summerset Review for some odd, beautiful 
reason, and assigned the class a project to send literary work our 
way? 

In reviewing the submissions, we were impressed, and we're 
happy to publish one of them in this issue, a nonfiction piece by an 
undergraduate, Amy Takabori, titled "A Reluctant Enthusiast," her 
first publication. We want to thank all those at BYU who tried us, 
and warm appreciation goes to the person who inspired all of this, 
whoever you are. 

Our Lit Pick of the Quarter this time is set inside a Catholic high 
school. Found in Blue Mesa Review, Issue #23, Spring 2010, the 
story is written by Steven Ramirez, titled "Judas Didn't Wear 
Shoes Anyway," where two students, Carlos and Espiridión, dole 
out the food in the cafeteria during lunch. We liked the narrative 
flair here: first person moving briefly to second person for 
emphasis. Two short excerpts illustrate - 

Long hair was a big no-no at San Vicente—right up 
there with murder and coveting thy neighbor's wife—
and if you tried to point out that our Lord Jesus Christ 
had hair like Robert Plant, it was detention for you, 
wise ass. 

... 

I was in charge of the taquitos. Three per tray. No 
exceptions. Salsa upon request. 

Theme graphics this issue - "Canaries" 
Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2010.
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I can't get past the page with the picture. 

I put the book down on my desk. The cover is shiny, slick, and 
new. Her copy must be worn, but this one has not a crease, not 
a dog-ear, not a single split in its paper spine. 

I can't get past the page with the picture. 

I drove to the huge chain bookstore near the new industrial strip
—the one with the coffee. I went to the fiction section, 
labyrinthally long, and stood before the shelf that began with V. 
I scanned and had to stoop and ended up sitting on the floor. 
They had thirty-five copies of eight different ones he'd written. I 
counted them all as I sat, trying to decide. I pulled out one of 
each and stacked them in a little pile by my foot. 

A young woman eased by, paper cup of steam in her hand. She 
smiled down at me, saw my stack, and smiled again. 

I looked at the stack and didn't smile. 

She walked past, turned from R to Q and P. When she was 
gone, I checked my stack for coffee stains. 

I found none. 
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I have them here now, the stack at eye level on the shelf above 
my desk, seven in a row. The missing one lies splayed face 
down, its bold title letters smaller than the author's name. 

I sneer at the cover. 

"I could never understand a man who doesn't like Vonnegut," 
she said in the lunchroom. She was talking of him then, the one 
who had given and taken away the gold band that was gone 
from her finger, an indented white impression left behind. 

I said nothing. 

I glance at the clock that hangs over my office door. She is late 
and I am already hungry. Only grad students climb the steps 
that I can see through my open doorway. It is dark already, and 
they let the night creep in with them through the entrance. 

She is late and I have no papers to grade. The book whines at 
me to continue. 

I pick it up. 

The clerk bobbed his head in approval as I approached with my 
stack. He bagged it and handed me my receipt. 

"Thanks," I said. 

"Great choices," he said, and gave me a thumbs up. I checked 
my receipt for error and walked to my car. The books sat there, 
in the empty passenger seat, for a week. 

I gave her my number, the one for home, certain it was a 
breach, but not caring. "Call me," I said. "If you're free now. If 
you'd like to talk. I've been through it," I added, not sure how 
she would take that. 

This after the second time she made me late for class, the first 
since sneaking into the lunchroom, faculty only, with her brown 
paper bag. The younger students—"normal" students, she said—
made her nervous, and she had to eat, right? 

She called last night. 

"How about dinner?" she said. 

I agreed and went out to my car for the bag. 

The clock eases forward and I try again. The pages are white-
white. Her copy must be yellow; mine has nary a smudge. 

I can't get past the page with the picture. 

The outer door opens. She struggles in, a boy and a girl 
attached to either hand. I smile and wave through my open 
doorway. The book goes into my coat pocket as I put it on to 
meet her. 

She is breathing hard, her hair a little damp. It must be raining. 
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She has to pee, she says and leaves the little ones in my 
doorway. They watch her walk quickly down the hall and then 
turn back and look at me. 

The boy is some not-little-boy age and the girl is short with big 
eyes, and her nose is runny. 

I have no tissues. 

"Are you a doctor?" he asks, old enough to read. His eyes move 
from my door to my face and back.

"Biology," I answer, as if it were an answer, and he stares at 
me hard. 

The little girl has to pee too, I suspect, as she hops lightly from 
one foot to the other and sniffs. 

I do not ask her. 

Their mother returns. Her head freshly combed, her mouth 
newly lipsticked, she appears above their hooded faces. 

"Ready?" she asks. 

The kids' eyes echo her question. I feel the book in my pocket, 
weighing me down slightly on one side. 

I nod and walk toward them. 

She drives erratically—too fast, then too slow, depending on the 
conversation. I listen as she tells me about the teacher of the 
girl, who kept her late, talking of something. 

They are quiet in the backseat and I wonder if they are real. 

I don't want to turn around to check. 

We drive in the rain, which she doesn't seem to notice. Her 
lights are on, but not the wipers. 

I wonder how she can see. 

I tell her about my class, the students who are no longer 
excited now that it is mid-semester. She tells me of 
assignments her own professors insist on, despite her lack of 
interest, her age. She is not adjusting well to being back in 
school. The little girl's teacher thinks the same of her daughter. 

Or maybe it's about her dad. 

She has to stop at the grocery store. Some stuff for dinner, 
some wine. She parks in the pick-up lane and switches on the 
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hazards. I watch her walk into the store, then glance back at 
the kids. They sit, hunched down in coats, staring after her too. 

I choose not to speak. 

The hazards blink on and I take out the book, so stuck on that 
page that it falls open there now. 

The boy unbuckles and climbs to the front, challenging me from 
behind the wheel. I look down at my book as he pretends to 
drive. 

The rain patters down. The little girl kneels up in her seat and 
draws hearts in the fog between wipes of her nose with her 
hand. The rearview is skewed from when the boy crawled over 
and the girl looks at me in it now. 

I can't get past the page with the picture. 

She appears through the rain, her keys at the door. The boy 
clambers past me to the back, his wet shoe leaves a light print 
in the book across my knees. As she ducks into the car and 
hands me the bags, he stares at me in the mirror. 

I move it back to where I see nothing but window and rain. 

We run in the house, wet and cold, and silently take off our 
coats. The house inside is dark and warm. An old dog comes up 
to sniff and then lies down. 

The kids walk straight to the small room next to the kitchen and 
pick up toys and play. It is the family room, I know. 

I stay in the kitchen. 

The kids are quiet and I wonder if they ever talk or make a 
sound. She takes out pots, her own noise, and I think it is nice 
to watch her move. She runs water and switches on flames, and 
turns a dial. 

I sit at the table and wonder how it will taste. 

She talks of the neighbors and the yard and the house. I can 
see her planting something, something red. 

The girl brings me a doll and some blocks and walks away 
again. I set up the blocks as her mother talks, and sit the doll 
on top. The girl comes by and nods her head, and almost 
smiles. 

I want to knock it down, but I don't. 

I watch her mom reach to a shelf for plates and bowls and 
napkins. I offer to help, but she motions me to sit. 
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I wonder if she'd mind if I read. 

At dinner, the boy sits to my right, holds his fork in his left 
hand, and bangs my arm with his elbow. I inch over and pull my 
plate with me. He makes a pile of limas in the corner of his own, 
separating them from the corn, which he eats. He looks at my 
plate and sees a matching pile, then looks away fast. I watch as 
he spears a lima and chews it slowly. 

She takes them upstairs and runs water and I hear splashing. I 
go to the hall and take out the book from my coat and find a 
seat in that room by the kitchen. I open it and read the words 
over again. 

I can't get past the page with the picture. 

I lean back and take in the room, layered in fabrics, and strewn 
with toys, and bathed in the lingering smells of dinner. 

I cover my face with the book and hope that I will still be able 
to breathe. 

Feet come padding down the hall. I listen as they stop, then 
move, then stop at my arm. I look up and the girl is there, 
humid and pink, and holding a book of stories. 

She climbs up on my lap, as if I'd always had one, and opens 
her book to the middle. She names things quietly with her 
short, chubby finger and turns the page. Her body is clad in fuzz 
and warmth and the weight of her is settling. She points again 
to her book and names names and I wonder if she reads, or 
remembers. 

She pulls an afghan down onto the two of us, and closes her 
book. I open mine and show her the picture. She looks and 
smiles and asks me a question. 

I do not have an answer. 

Her mother appears, half around the corner of the wall, 
watching me with a look I'm not sure I want to see. She calls 
the girl, who says goodnight, and tumbles from my lap, and 
they climb the stairs together. 

I take up my book and look at the picture. 

I hear her singing softly to them and wonder what the words 
are. I think of a song, and hum, and I read the last line of the 
page with the picture. 

I hear her come down. She lets the dog out and the sound of 
rain reaches me on the couch. She calls to the dog, waits while 
he comes, and calls him "Good dog." 
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I turn the page. 

She walks in, sees my book, and laughs quietly. I lay it down on 
the cushion nearby, splayed open to the next page, and reach 
my arm out to her. She comes and straddles my legs, facing me 
as she sits, and kisses my hair. I lie back on the cushions, 
sinking all the way in, and pull her with me. 

We kiss with the book underneath us. 

Title graphic: "What Comes Next" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2010.
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I wonder at the world's lean 
Whether it's leant to free fall or in a full blow 
Might billow its sail-like, sea-rounded face; awed 
Might pleat a well life-lined palm 
With thought, syllable, wonder 

While I lace shoe string to shimmer; weigh 
What's best, head to moon, 
Heart to grave 

As poorly whittled bones will their way past mine: 
Sharp-edged, mercenary; framed 
By asphalt, neon... 

But to pause, to grasp a melody 
Born from star-fired porcelain: 
A music box of sorts, the width of the wind; a grand 
Sound-pastel emerging, uncoiling 
Its brilliant cipher 

Its tones warm the raw air; a root's well-shaped brow. 

Its notes masked as jagged stone, jaw, petal, moss; 
Its scale shaped as open space, 
As loam; as what will become, can be 

The box's gears turn sun to shade. Ornate springs 
Swirl; filigree, bight, blossoming, 
Yet blending; rise as shell, as gust; fall 
From the melody's well-spoken soil 

And no, it's no star-shed song 
Spilled open. It’s more than frame 
Or lace; more than whitecap, white pine, willow 

It's refrain and box as one; it's what is 
And what is again, whatever 
The shadow of its carve or sheaf 

How simple, well-seamed: is not 
Never inked; now as more… 

Perhaps as breeze on leaf; rain on gutter; wave 
On foot-printed sand. 
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In those days Pierre, Illinois, was all peace and quiet, and that 
suited Odile Johnson just fine. Sure, frog songs filled the night air, 
but it was the sort of noise that let a body be alone and not mind it 
much. It was summer, and there was no school to teach, so the 
days were quiet, too. Sometimes Odile thought the rest of the 
world forgot she existed. Although she was still of marriageable 
age, she spent her time in her parlor or her garden, while the other 
young women in town had families to look after and church 
meetings to attend. Odile might go half a week without seeing 
another soul; to remember that there was a "rest of the world," 
she listened to the old cathedral radio on the table in the parlor, 
particularly in the evenings when the signals were strongest from 
St. Louis. 

On that Saturday night in 1948, Odile was knitting a bedspread for 
her cousin Betsy's wedding. While she knit and purled, "Twenty 
Questions" played over the radio, and she remembered how her 
mother would glare when Odile answered the riddle aloud. She 
thought, Who will remember me when I am gone? 

And then it happened. 

A lightning-fast series of crashes left the radio's arched shape 
splintered and dust raining from a hole in the ceiling. The crackle of 
the radio was replaced by the sandy settling of the plaster. Odile 
struggled to piece it all together. 

Her first thought was that some of the older boys, maybe Johnny 
and Willie Krieger, were bored on a Saturday night and thought 
they'd give their teacher a scare. But then reason prevailed. 
Whatever it was had come through the roof and not the window. It 
had come through the roof, struck the radio, and ended up behind 
her mother's vacant chair. 
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Having set aside her knitting, she crossed to the corner of the 
room and knelt to reach behind the wing-backed chair. There was a 
small object lying on the wool rug, and she yanked her hand back 
because the thing's warmth startled her. Gingerly, she wrapped her 
fingers around it a second time and dragged it out. 

No bigger than a plum, the deep grey rock did not look like much 
in the cradle of her hands. One side was smooth, and the rest 
jagged and stony. She lifted her eyes to the ceiling again. Nothing 
made sense. She moved to peer through the hole and up into a 
late-evening sky of periwinkle. 

As her mind worked over the details, she heard the fire 
department's bell ring across the two miles from town. Panic flared 
in her blood. They were coming to her, and she did not desire that 
sort of attention. She went to her bedroom, where she deposited 
the rock in the first box she laid her hands on and slid it to the 
back of her closet. 

In the parlor she discovered a ribbon of smoke rising from the 
radio and the acrid hint of copper in the air. She hid the radio in 
the corner cupboard, then doused the light, and took her sweater 
from the hook by the door. 

Out on the porch, the honeysuckle covering the trellis released its 
perfume into the cool, dewy air. She struggled to put her arms 
through the sleeves of the woolen cardigan, but managed to regain 
her composure before she could see any headlights on the country 
road. Odile arranged herself in one of the wicker chairs facing the 
dusty road and took a deep breath. 

She expected the fire truck, but she was dumbfounded to see five 
automobiles following the pumper. There had never been that 
many vehicles at any one time on the gravel road that led away 
from town. 

The men got out of their sedans and trucks and filled her yard. As 
accustomed as Odile was to having the attention of her students, 
these grown men staring through the June dusk embarrassed her. 
She was the school teacher, the "Miss," and an old maid at thirty 
years old, sitting at home on a Saturday night, and the only person 
who would make them forget that was standing with them. 

Without having to see his Studebaker with its painted doors 
reading Pierre Feed Co., Odile knew that Ernest Palfrey would be 
there. When the fire truck headed down Main Street toward her 
house, and word spread quicker than flame that there was trouble 
at the Johnson place, he would not be able to help himself. Even if 
he were out with one of those Whorley gals at the drug store or the 
diner, Ernest would abandon his date and the congealing white 
gravy of his country-fried steak; he would come because he had 
not spoken to Odile since her mother's funeral. It took every effort 
for her not to squirm like one of her young students under his 
gaze. 

As the men got out of their automobiles and the pumper, she could 
see the other men look at her and then back at Ernest; she didn't 
know what they expected, but she was sure their wives would want 
to know all about it. Even the sheriff was curious, but it was a re-
election year for Virgil Dietz, so he squinted as if he were 
inspecting her. 

"Miss Odile?" Virgil said, motioning to his two deputies and the 
firemen to spread out over the yard. "Everything all right out 
here?" 
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"Of course it is." She pulled her sweater together against spring's 
last breaths. "What's all this about?"

"Ma'am, in town we saw—" He stopped to cough a little, and put a 
hand on his hip. "What we saw was a ball of fire heading right for 
this place." 

"Is that right? A ball of fire?" 

"Yes, ma'am." His cheeks reddened. "It was green." 

"I haven't seen anything like that around here." It was getting 
darker by the second, and she hoped it was dark enough that they 
couldn't see the hole in the roof. 

The sheriff swallowed, then said, "We'll still take a look around just 
to make sure nothing's out of place." He signaled that his men 
should fan out around the house. 

"When was anything ever out of place around here?"

"We'll take a look all the same." 

She thought she might vote for him after all. 

As the men disappeared, Ernest remained and approached the 
porch steps. "How've you been, Odie?" he asked, glancing at Virgil 
as he passed. Ernest was pale, too pale, and with a twinge she 
realized that it was on her account. 

"I've been well," she said. After eleven months, those words were 
inadequate like an apple pie lacking cinnamon. 

Tom Woehlk, one of the deputies, reappeared. "I smelled 
something burning at the side of the house, Virg." 

All three pairs of eyes turned and blinked at her. 

"One of the electrical outlets sparked." She was ashamed of how 
easily the lie parted her lips. "Shorted out my radio." 

"Nothing serious, I hope," Virgil said. 

"Just a spark." 

The rest of the brigade returned to the front yard, each giving 
Virgil a nod upon his return. Barely hiding his disappointment, the 
sheriff cleared his throat and apologized for bothering her, and she 
thanked him for his concern. 

Ernest watched each of the men as they reassembled, his thumb 
tracing the ring that held his keys. As they turned back to their 
vehicles, he stepped closer to the porch, but he glanced over his 
shoulder at Virgil and swallowed whatever it was that he had 
wanted to say. 

The men piled into their automobiles, but she waited until the 
taillights of Ernest's Studebaker were as small as pinholes before 
she went indoors. 

In her bedroom, she opened the closet door, and knelt down on 
one knee. She stretched to the back and pulled out an old hatbox 
burned yellow with age. Sitting on her creaking single bed, she slid 
off the lid and extracted the warm rock, holding it in her right 
hand. It was silly to hide it, but her mother would have done the 
same. 
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The thought of her mother compelled Odile to look at what else 
was in the hatbox folded in the tissue. She lifted the paper with her 
left hand and ran her fingers over the revealed textures of 
brocades, taffeta, and charmeuse. There was the faint scent of 
lavender water, the only scent her mother had allowed her to wear, 
and that was only because it had medicinal uses, too. 

When Odile was sixteen, she sewed together silk and satin into a 
beautiful frock of rich browns, greens, and greys with creamy lace 
cuffs, all from the scraps of the dresses her mother made for the 
fine ladies of Pierre. In that robe Odile had felt like a movie star, a 
beauty worthy of Ernest's attention. Her mother called Odile's 
handiwork an "atrocity of extravagance" and forbid her to wear it. 
Even during the war's ‘make-do' campaign when patchwork was 
patriotic, Odile was only allowed her old cotton dresses. So Odile 
had wrapped the frock in tissue and placed it in a box at the back 
of her closet, where she had all but forgotten it. Seeing it now, she 
allowed herself to smile as recollections surfaced. 

That summer when she was sixteen, there had been a handful of 
clandestine Sunday drives out toward Hennessey's Pond. Each time 
they headed down the dusty road, Ernest smiled like the cat that 
had caught the canary, barely able to speak he was so pleased. 
Odile remembered smiling, too, while the wind dragged its fingers 
through her hair. One night she came home without the red satin 
ribbon that tied back her hair and figured that it had been tossed 
by the wind to the side. At school the next Monday, Ernest had 
been playing with his key ring, twirling it around his finger at the 
start of class. The flash of red caught her attention; her ribbon had 
been wound around the ring. Ernest winked at her, and she was 
glad that he had something of hers. 

The weight of the rock in her palm pushed aside nostalgic 
thoughts. She didn't know what to do with the thing. It looked 
ordinary like she could just chuck it into the yard and no one would 
be the wiser. She could toss it, but she liked the feeling of having a 
secret, so instead she enfolded the fallen rock in a few lace-
trimmed handkerchiefs, hung the frock in the closet to air out, and 
went to the kitchen for a glass of cool milk before bed. 

The next morning, after an uneasy sleep, Odile woke to a low 
rumbling. Her eyes opened and blinked against the light. She 
reached for the clock and held it in front of her eyes. It was past 
nine; she had overslept and was missing the Sunday service. She 
got out of bed, went to the west window, and raised the shade to 
investigate the commotion. 

A row of cars were parked along the road, some with the engines 
still running, judging by the racket and the occasional puff of 
exhaust from tailpipes. There were two dozen people wandering 
her yard, studying the ground. Because her mother had not 
brought her up to yell out of windows, Odile scrambled to change 
into a blouse and skirt. Once clothed, she stepped out onto the 
front porch, gripped the railing, and hoped no one would notice she 
wasn't wearing stockings. 

"What do you think you're doing?" she asked the man closest to 
her, who was inspecting the hydrangeas. The others barely raised 
their heads. 

"Looking for the meteorite," the man said, not raising his eyes from 
his task. She may as well have been a fly for all the mind he paid 
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her. "We all saw it fall last night, but it was too dark to go looking 
for it then." 

"You're trespassing. If you would all leave, please," she said, 
projecting her teacher's voice into the yard. "You hear me?" 

They were about as interested in her as cows crowded in shade on 
a sweltering July day. 

"We drove the two hours from Maryville, and they told us in town 
that the authorities came out here." The man returned his gaze to 
the ground with a shake of his head. "Somebody out there'd pay 
good money for a space rock, girlie." 

It had been at least ten years since anyone had spoken to her like 
that—back before she left to become a teacher at normal school—
and she wasn't having it. Odile slapped her palm on the green-
painted porch railing, but none of the trespassers even lifted their 
eyes. She turned and went into the house, letting the screen door 
clack behind her. 

Her hand clutched the telephone handle. "Give me the sheriff," she 
said to the operator. The pause between each ring seemed to draw 
out in a lazy and exaggerated yawn. She could just see Tom 
Woehlk wiping the biscuit crumbs off his large belly before shuffling 
over to pick up the telephone. 

While Deputy Woehlk was still four steps away from answering, 
Virgil Dietz pulled into the driveway, throwing up a cloud of dust. 
She slammed the telephone into its cradle and went to meet him, 
muttering prayers that he wouldn't look up at the roof. 

"Miss Odile," he said through the mesh of the screen door. 

"Sheriff," she said, clenching her jaw. "Are you here to ask these 
people to leave?" 

"Well, I heard about all this." He glanced over his shoulder at the 
line of cars. He turned back toward her. "I'd like to speak with you 
for a moment." 

She swung the door open, but as he moved to come in, she 
stepped out and let the door shut behind her. He glanced beyond 
her into the long hallway that led past the kitchen and bedrooms 
straight back to the kitchen. His eyebrows knit together for a 
moment. "You're not in church," he said. "Are you feeling all right?" 

"Do I look ill, Virgil?" 

"You have me there." 

"I could hardly leave the house with all these people on my 
property," she said, folding her arms across her chest. 

"I know we didn't see anything out here last night, but I have to 
investigate this meteor sighting. There've been reports from three 
counties." 

"Meteor?" 

"Yes, ma'am." 

She leaned back. "What happens if you find what you're looking 
for?" 

"There's a procedure," he said. Then she saw an idea had popped 
into his head. "You would probably get a lot of attention from the 
papers, maybe even the radio." 
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She turned her gaze to the hay fields. "Could you at least send 
those people away?" 

"I could use the extra eyes." He shifted his weight. "I am sorry for 
the intrusion upon your Sunday, Miss Odile." 

Virgil turned to the railing, just as she'd done minutes before. 

"Listen, here," the sheriff said, and with their bovine movements 
the trespassers turned their heads. "I know you all heard about the 
meteor that was seen falling in this vicinity last night. Due to public 
safety concerns, the sheriff's office is conducting this investigation. 
If you choose to help out, anything you find of an unusual nature 
should be brought to me or one of my deputies." 

He stepped away from the railing and tipped his hat to Odile as he 
left the porch. 

She rubbed her eyes, and stared out at the road. It was only a 
matter of time before he saw the hole in the roof. Virgil Dietz was 
more with it than his predecessor, who had been interested only in 
investigating the contents of pie plates. A few weeds were trying to 
come up through the tulips under the mailbox, and she saw her 
opportunity. Distracted as she was, she couldn't get a good grip on 
the dandelions, but she yanked out what she could. After pulling 
herself back up, she turned and did her best to look at the house 
without drawing attention to herself. The hole was hidden in the 
chimney's shadow and the search party had made its way past the 
house. It wouldn't be hidden from serious scrutiny, but it'd do for 
now. 

For the remainder of the morning, Odile sat in the parlor. Normally, 
she had a number of chores to deal with on Sundays, such as 
weeding the garden, but she thought better of being outside with 
the trespassers. It was bad enough she had to put up with the 
chatter and shouts from the yard; she found herself sorely missing 
the static of the radio. By late morning she had dug out her Billie 
Holiday records to distract her from a loss of control. 

Since her mother never let her listen to the albums she brought 
back from visits to her cousins in St. Louis, Odile used to wait until 
her mother went into town to play bridge with some of the other 
women, and then she would listen to records and practice dancing—
something else her mother forbade. When her mother quit the 
bridge club after Reverend Froelich gave a sermon about the evils 
of card-playing, Odile tried to make her mother understand that he 
meant gambling on cards, but to no avail. In the end, Odile had to 
put her records away. 

Listening to tinkling pianos and syrupy strings behind that unusual 
voice, Odile read a library book, but she had a difficult time staying 
focused. 

She hadn't expected all this fuss; now, in the daylight, she 
regretted her decision to hold onto the rock. She should have taken 
it from her closet last night and walked over the road to the 
Meiners' property to toss it among the corn just pushing up 
through the soil. Then it could have been someone else's nuisance. 
Now she was surrounded by lunatics who wanted nothing more 
than to get their hands on what she had hidden, and the biggest 
clue to finding it was right over her head. 
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She was nauseated. No way, no how, did Odile want to be front 
page news thanks to a meteorite, of all things. It was bad enough 
that Lettie Samuels probably already had several items for her 
gossip column in the Pierre Recorder about all the goings-on at the 
Johnson place. Even in her childhood, there was nothing more 
horrifying than seeing one's name in print. When Odile won a 
mathematics competition in high school, and the results were in 
the paper, Mrs. Johnson sent Odile to the reverend every day for a 
week for personal lectures about humility. 

Then when her mother died, an item appeared in Lettie's column 
after the funeral notice: "It is expected that Miss Odile Johnson will 
soon be selling her property on Mapleton Route 3 after her 
impending marriage to Mr. Ernest Palfrey of Pierre." 

How Lettie ever got that into her head, Odile never knew, but Odile 
was humiliated. She knew Ernest must have been, too, especially 
when he had never said that he was ready to apply for the license. 
But once the item was in the personals, he drove over to speak 
with Odile. That night, folks throughout Pierre saw Ernest heading 
out to Odile's; that sewed it up: Odile and Ernest would be 
married. But they had it all backward. Ernest proposed because of 
the item. And Odile had to tell him that she wouldn't marry him. 

As soon as she said it and saw him swallow back tears, she wished 
she could take it back. But she didn't. She couldn't. She did 
demand that Lettie print a retraction, and then the whispers were 
inescapable. Even one of her students, Billy Woehlk, asked her if 
she was going to be an old maid. "A spinster," she answered him. 
"That's the polite way of saying it." 

From that moment Odile had accepted the life she had created for 
herself, a life now disrupted by the noise of cars slowly rolling past, 
gawking at the activity in her yard. She was trapped until nightfall, 
but that gave her plenty of time to decide how best to patch the 
roof after they'd gone. 

At lunch time, when she had only read about five pages of her 
book, there was a knock on the screen door. With a huff, Odile 
closed the book and went to the door to find Ernest Palfrey in the 
shade of the porch roof. She wondered if all this thinking about him 
had brought him to her. Color rose right up to the tips of her ears. 

"I thought I'd look in on you," he said. 

"I don't know why." She scratched at a scuff on the jamb, so as 
not to see that he was freshly shaven, though she could still smell 
the soap. 

"For one thing I was on my way to the Boldts. I told Larry I would 
drop off some corn meal this afternoon." 

"I see," Odile said, now examining the mesh of screen door. She 
was disappointed by the credibility of his excuse. The Boldts, to 
whom her mother had sold the farm when Odile finished school, 
lived on the next property up the road. 

"For another, you weren't in church this morning. I can't remember 
the last time you weren't at church." 

"How would you know, Ernest Palfrey?" She raised her eyebrows. 
"You hardly go yourself." 

"I go when I need to." He shifted his weight. "Something's going 
on with you, Odie Johnson." 

"Nonsense." Then before she could stop herself, she said, "Have 
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you had lunch?" 

"No, ma'am." 

"I was going to eat out here." She nodded toward the wicker table 
and chairs on the porch. "It's such a beautiful day." 

"It is that." 

"Cold chicken all right?" 

"My favorite." 

She had the presence of mind to keep him out of the house and 
from seeing the hole in the ceiling, but it didn't occur to Odile that 
she could have sent him away entirely until she was in the kitchen, 
pulling food out of the icebox. 

Giving him an extra helping of German potato salad, she prepared 
their plates and poured some iced tea. When she made her way to 
the front porch with the laden tray, she found him sitting in one of 
the wicker chairs turning his hat in his hands. The key ring lay on 
the edge of the table. The red ribbon was faded, grimy, and frayed 
in spots. 

"Everything all right, Ernest?" 

"I beg your pardon. It's just that I keep expecting your mother to 
shoo me off." 

"No danger of that." After she put their plates down on the table 
and settled into the seat opposite him, she said grace, but she 
wasn't present in her thanks. 

She thought of those days after she had returned to Pierre with her 
teaching certificate. Ernest Palfrey came by every Saturday 
evening, but as soon as he set foot on their property Mrs. Johnson, 
sitting on the porch snapping peas or shucking corn, would tell 
Ernest that Odile had more important things to do than waste her 
time with him. To her mother's mind, her daughter was obliged to 
be her caretaker, not somebody's wife. That's what the women in 
her line had done for generations. It was very well for Mrs. Johnson 
to expect that of her when Odile's grandmother hadn't lived past 
forty-five. But Mrs. Johnson was as healthy as an ox, and Odile had 
thought she would stay that way forever. 

There was a movement at the edge of the porch that brought Odile 
back to the words she was saying over her folded hands. Virgil 
Dietz stepped into view and nodded at Ernest. "Miss Odile?" 

Resisting a glance at Ernest, she straightened in her seat and 
addressed the sheriff like he was one of her students. "Yes, Virgil." 

He reflexively squirmed, if only a little. "We've found nothing yet, 
but I promised Jenny I'd be home for lunch." 

"Will you be coming back today?" 

"Yes, ma'am. I'll be back here in a bit." He moved to go, but then 
stopped and turned back to them. "We probably won't find 
anything. They tell me that these things often break up into pieces 
small enough no one notices them unless they see them hit the 
ground or the barn or what have you. If we can't find anything by 
the end of the day, I'll make sure everyone goes home." 

"Thank you, Sheriff." 

Virgil nodded and walked down the drive. Odile and Ernest ate in 
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silence until Virgil's truck was no longer visible. 

"Are you going to keep denying they'll find anything?" Ernest said. 

"What would they find?" 

"You're hiding something." 

"What do meteors or space rocks have to do with us?" 

"Not much, I guess." 

"Why does everyone want there to be something extraordinary in a 
hay field? It won't change anything." She pushed the potato salad 
around her plate. "Not for the good, anyway." 

"It's nice to remember that there's more to life than what meets 
the eye." Ernest had put his fork down. "It was something else, 
that fireball. I was coming out of the drug store with a mint and 
chocolate-chip ice cream, when that light popped up out of 
nowhere, and burned its way down. I thought for sure this house 
would be in flames by the time we got to it." 

There was a shift in his voice, and she met his eyes. She found 
herself wishing he would look at her like he did when she dropped 
pencils off her desk in high school. His eyes would raise to her as 
he retrieved the pencil, and the light would pool in them, looking 
for all the world like the purest honey and she was the bee. She 
knocked things off her desk so often, other kids called her names 
like klutz and butterfingers. But his eyes didn't look like honey 
now. They were fire, banked and smoldering. They had been that 
way since he came back from the war in Europe and found that 
Odile had given in to her mother's wishes. 

"You didn't have to come out here," she said. "In fact, I thought 
that was the agreement." 

"But you've got nobody to look after you now." 

"I've got myself. I am capable, you know." 

"All too well, I know it." 

They were silent a moment, then Odile asked, "What happened to 
your ice cream?" 

"Melted in a puddle where I dropped it in front of the drugstore." 
He gazed at the rows of young green corn stalks across the road, 
and then he picked up his keys and pushed back from the table. "I 
guess I'd better be moving on to the Boldts." 

Odile pursed her lips, but couldn't find anything to say that was 
fair. 

He put his hat on and peered out into the sunny day. "I sure hope 
they find something out there." 

After he had gone, Odile tidied up the dishes. Neither of them had 
eaten much of the food. She returned to the parlor, thankful for 
the breeze that blew through the windows, carrying a cool from the 
river valley. With the lunch hour there was a hush in the air that 
had been absent all morning. Her attention drifted to the place 
where the radio had been. 
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The last argument between Odile and her mother had been about 
buying a new radio. Odile had been saving her money, but her 
mother thought it an extravagance when the old one still worked. 

"Mother, we only get one station, and it's so staticky during the 
day," Odile had said. 

"What do you need to listen during the day for? One station is 
plenty in the evening as long as we can still listen to Dr. Fuller's 
revival hour." 

Not another word was spoken by her mother all night, and Odile's 
frustration seethed and boiled under the surface as she ate dinner, 
tasting only bitterness with each bite of ham and beans. Odile 
washed the dishes and turned in early. As she lay in bed, she let 
herself consider what life with Ernest would have been like. She 
had once hoped that she could convince her mother that it was 
possible to look after a husband and a mother. And then when she 
came up against the brick wall that was her mother, she at least 
would have had him to turn to. 

But after Pearl Harbor, Ernest felt compelled to join the army and 
was sent to England. He wrote letters that talked about a life 
together, but they couldn't keep her from fetching shawls and 
water bottles for four years, sitting home listening to radio 
programs, going to church on Sundays, while other young women 
were being wooed. When Ernest came back, she thought he would 
be able to get on with his life without her, but she knew her 
mother couldn't. Odile was the only one to look after her. She 
made the choice her mother expected of her, and hoped Ernest 
would forgive her. 

The morning after their quarrel over the radio, Mrs. Johnson was 
not yet up when Odile came into the kitchen for breakfast. She 
found her mother in bed, her skin cold and her condescending 
smile a faint ghost over her mouth. 

Her mother's final and lasting punishment was meted out in the 
guilt Odile harbored. She couldn't bring herself to order a new 
radio, let alone accept a marriage proposal spurred by newspaper 
speculations. She had begged Ernest to leave her be—he would be 
happy with someone else, maybe one of the Whorley gals? He left 
her alone as she had asked, but every day she was relieved that 
there was no news of his being engaged to anyone else. 

Her face grew hot. She didn't want to think about the past 
anymore. Nor did she want to think about the ways she had let 
herself down to follow her mother's wishes. 

She heard the sound of tires on the drive, and reluctantly stretched 
to get up and see how things were going outside. The Studebaker 
was there on the gravel, but there was no sign of Ernest. Odile 
crossed the porch and looked into the yard. He was coming from 
the barn's flung-wide door carrying a ladder. His face was set in a 
frown. 

"Ernest Palfrey, what are you doing?" 

"I'm taking a look at your roof," he said, setting the ladder against 
the side of the house. "I saw something as I was driving up." 

"There's nothing to see up there," she said, but with too much 
force. 

He leveled his gaze on her. "Odie, I think we've both had enough 
of your fibbing." 
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She opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. Hot tears spilled 
down her cheeks as she went as quickly as she could to her closet. 
She took up the hat box. Ernest's words flamed in her ears, and 
she couldn't ignore them: she was a liar. She would never have 
believed it herself until a rock fell into her house. Now she felt 
every lie she had ever told, big to small, that day and any day 
before, swirling around her, passing through her like ghosts. There 
was the time she said she hadn't drawn a flower inside the cover of 
The Tale of Peter Rabbit. Then when she told her mother she was 
studying with Molly Dietz, but she met some kids from school at 
the drug store for a phosphate. Three years ago, she told Ernest 
that she was convinced that the best thing for her was to take care 
of her mother. Last year, on the evening of her mother's funeral, 
when Ernest told her that he would be waiting for her, she told him 
that she never wanted to be a wife and that he should never come 
to her again. Now she was lying to the whole town about a rock 
that came crashing through her roof from God knows where. She 
had lied and lied, never brave enough to be truthful. 

First she undressed the space rock, peeling back the 
handkerchiefs, and they fell into a soft pile of cotton and lace on 
her bed; in her hands it was like any old rock, but she heard it 
whisper of life beyond what she had known. Then she undressed 
herself, abandoning her blouse and skirt in a heap on the floor next 
to her bed. She heard Ernest's footsteps on the roof, followed by a 
long whistle of disbelief. 

Her hands should have been shaking. A well-brought up Christian 
woman's hands would have trembled. But this had nothing to do 
with anything she was supposed to be anymore. She put on the 
many-colored frock and took the rock into her hands before 
returning to the parlor where the shades were still drawn low. 

"Ernest," she said, and was answered by locusts and frogs. 

There were footsteps back across the roof, then down the ladder. 
His shadow passed outside as he strode to the front of the house. 
She wished she could match her breaths to his deliberate steps. 
Her hands grew sweaty, clasping the space rock. He creaked on 
the floorboards of the porch, and there was no hesitation in his gait 
as he opened the door and came into the house. 

He entered the parlor, stood at the center of the room, and tilted 
his head back. The sunlight streaming through the hole illuminated 
the motes swirling around him. He finally noticed her, and he 
shook his head. 

Odile opened her mouth to speak, but nothing would come. 
Instead, she offered her hands with everything they held. While the 
breeze pushed the frock against the back of her legs, she waited 
for him to cross the room. 

Title graphic: "Through the Rooftop" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 
2010.

The Summerset Review Page 21 of 66



 

Tonight our silences walk together 
in a cold slow motion 
on the same abandoned road 
where cricket mantras have replaced 
ice clicks under logging wheels. 

We go through the motions 
toward thinner darkness, 
our footprints deep in the road 
our walks wear down. 

Our feet obey the eyes navigating 
a tunnel of trees bent over 
a trail of ruts and holes 
that could break a leg, 
though we now know how to avoid a void, 

we who once tried to fill the rifts 
with laughing children, 
with magic acts, 
with house plans drawn in the dark. 

Now ahead comes that distant window, 
its warm hands of light 
leaking out of the blinds 
to touch our arrival. 
But too like the cold we've come from, 

a draft we name and drag in 
to haunt the house, 
an old wind to blow us further apart, 
were we not both moths afloat 
on yellow ropes of ghostlight. 

We prefer to drift apart in place, 
or orbit in the dark and comfort 
of familiar pain, where ages hence 
we may not remember our names, our lives, 
if we ever truly had them, 
only see how the light from our eyes ties together, 
showing the way home somehow once again. 
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As I peck at my last supper, 
impatient eyes already drag away the empty seats. 
Behind my back I hear a vacuum removing any trace. 

Determined to finish the job, I tear 
at the tough flesh on my banquet plate, 
pretend I am eating alive my young replacement, 
whose boxes of pictures, paper clips, and diplomas 
await orders outside my empty office door. 

I slowly break bread into pieces of my life, 
sip a wine from a bad year, 
sip another that hasn't aged enough. 
Like a death-row inmate, I try to make my warden wait, 
my boss waiting to reward me with vibrating easy chair 
and gold watch that will not keep time where I want it. 

Slaps on the back sting harder and harder, 
like a judge's emphatic gavel. 

By midnight I've had my fill, say goodnight. 
Their keys sounding like jingle bells, 
they escort me to the end of the hall. 
Behind my back the switch is pulled. 
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The man was sturdy as a redwood, and Stephanie thought 
maybe it was the wrong address, since he looked capable of 
taking care of himself just fine. He squinted as though he was 
trying to recognize her. "I'm Stephanie Leonard. I called about 
the ad for a companion," she said. The man turned away, 
leaving her on the porch not sure what to do next, until he 
came back holding hands with a lady wearing a pink suit. She 
smelled like gardenias. Must be the woman she talked to on the 
phone, the one who told her fifteen dollars an hour plus Social 
Security. 

"I'm Alice, and this is Hank." The pink lady's voice was happier 
than called for. "We're delighted you've come," she said, sliding 
an arm around Stephanie, who tensed. The greeting told her 
that Alice was needy. Stephanie didn't rely on anyone. Except 
now, when she needed a job. 

She followed them down a hallway, past a dozen or so paintings 
of different kinds of dancers: couples moving to music that you 
could almost hear, ballerinas—including one that Stephanie 
stopped to admire, a single ballet dancer twirling on one foot, 
her arms outstretched to the sky. They settled in a room where 
bookcases lined all the walls but for a stone fireplace and glass 
doors that led out to a garden. She looked around. "This is a 
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nice place." 

"Thank you. Hank built this house." Alice motioned a polished 
hand toward facing leather couches worn soft as old boots. "His 
company built the finest houses and office buildings in Carson. 
He's retired now. I still do some writing on legal matters. With 
someone else to..." 

"I built this house," interrupted Hank, "Kept changing plans. 
Darndest project ever." He chuckled. "I built this house. 
Darndest project ever," he repeated, like a Talking Elmo toy. 
Alice kissed the side of his head. They were a funny couple: this 
lady who looked like she was born with that string of pearls 
around her neck, and this bear of a man in flannel shirt and 
scuffed slippers. 

Alice poured mint-scented tea. Her stick-thin wrist looked as if it 
could crack from the weight of the teapot. When she finished 
serving, she was on to business. "I promised our son that I 
would give up driving. We have a car to take us to 
appointments and such. Do you have a valid Nevada license?" 
Stephanie nodded. Hank got up a couple of times and shuffled 
down the hall and back. It didn't seem to bother Alice who went 
over job duties, such as going on walks with Hank and reading 
him the paper. 

The responsibilities didn't sound strenuous, but the ad had 
requested someone energetic, so Stephanie told about the 
kickboxing classes. Alice asked about her work experience. "I 
was laid off from the Golden Casino when it closed. Dealt 
Twenty-One there for seven years." She looked at Hank. "Did 
you ever gamble in Golden's?" 

"Golden's? I knew the guy, Bucky, Bucky Dalman. He started 
the place," Hank looked at his wife. "Remember Bucky?" Alice 
smiled, though she never did say if she remembered Bucky. 

Stephanie told about the caregiver job where she helped an 
elderly man for a year. "He was moody, but I found ways to 
lighten his heart and make him more optimistic." She had tried. 
She had decorated his place for all the holidays, but he'd 
scowled at her efforts; it was the only way he acknowledged her 
existence. After the soul whipping he gave her, she was never 
guiltsick about taking his silver coin collection when he was 
placed in the nursing home. 

"You said that reading the paper is part of the job." Stephanie 
thought she should say something else. "My dad used to read 
the paper with me every day. That and the racing form. I read 
about the Breeder's Cup and Belmont Stakes instead of stories 
about cats in hats." That was a silly thing to say, and again 
about gambling. She looked away to the bookcases. She knew a 
guy in Reno who dealt in first editions. Couldn't believe how 
much you could get for them. She wondered how many were on 
the old couple's shelves. 

"That's a wonderful recollection of your father," said Alice. 
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"I haven't seen him since I was ten years old. I've got no family 
to speak of." She didn't plan on saying that, but Alice showed 
concern, and maybe that would help her land the job. 
Unemployment ran out weeks ago. She realized she was 
squeezing the thin teacup hard enough to crack it, so she set it 
down on its saucer. 

"Does your son live in Carson?" Stephanie asked. 

"Michael lives in San Francisco." Alice went on about her son. 
Stephanie was glad to have a break from the spotlight. When 
Alice stopped to pour more tea, the conversation slowed. The 
house was too quiet. It was the opposite of the casino, where 
coins clinked into slot machines and bells clanged. Although, 
after awhile, she hadn't heard those noises. 

Hank was sitting now, and he looked as though he was still 
trying to place her. "How are you doing?" she asked him. 

"Fine. I'm doing fine." 

"I like to go for walks at Pond Park. Do you?" Stephanie said, 
even though she couldn't remember the last time she was 
there. 

"I built the park. I donated the park." 

"That was nice of you." 

"Evidently," he said. 

"Hank follows baseball, football, and basketball on television. 
Are you a fan of any teams?" asked Alice. 

"Grew up a Dodgers fan." The only thing constant with her 
mother's husbands was that they all followed the Dodgers. 

"The Brooklyn Dodgers moved. Dardest thing. They moved," 
said Hank. 

"I didn't follow them then." She was thirty-three. 

Stephanie asked if he had played any sports and he told her 
about a college football game that ended when his rival fumbled 
on the twenty and Hank picked up the ball and ran eighty yards 
down a muddy field for the winning touchdown. He said it as 
though it had happened last week. 

"You were the hot jock," she teased. He put on the charm, in an 
old-man sort of way. 

Alice sat back. She didn't join in the jabber. After a while she 
told Stephanie that she was glad she'd come for the position 
and asked her to fill out a form, including references. 

"No problem," said Stephanie. "For the casino, I had to do a 
fingerprint check." She knew her record was clean. The under-
the-table stuff was early on. She had quit before it was 
discovered. 
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"There may be times I'd like you to spend the night," said Alice. 

Houses like this one can lull people into false security, and 
Stephanie did not want a situation that would be hard to leave. 
She planned to move on. "I prefer to sleep at my own place," 
she said. Alice let the subject drop. 

"I can tell that you will be a lovely companion for Hank. You 
engaged him, and he responded. Others we interviewed did not 
connect." 

On the drive back, she thought about Alice's tenderness with 
Hank and his Captain Kangaroo-like face and all of those books; 
they had their own freakin' library. She liked to read. That was 
the one thing she got from Dad. Funny, until today she hadn't 
thought of him for ages, how she would sit with him by the 
Truckee River, and he'd pull out a couple bags of M&M's and 
they'd read a story. Then he'd say, Well, I think we can make 
up a better one, and he'd start and she'd add to it, then him, 
back and forth, till he'd put in something about roses coming to 
life and going around stabbing people with their thorns, or 
grizzly bears dressed as old ladies, farting in a church during a 
wedding. By then the M&M's were gone, and she'd say, The 
End. 

But there was the day in fourth grade. She couldn't wait to 
show him the A on the book report he had helped her write, 
about Anne of Green Gables. He didn't come home that day, or 
any other. Her mother married again, three times. But they left 
too. The last one about the time Mom got sick. 

A car honked and Stephanie turned with the green arrow. Her 
neighbor, Earlene was standing by a bus stop, all six feet of her. 
Stephanie gave her a lift. 

"Got anything yet?" asked Earlene. 

"I'm going to read the newspaper to a grown man and take him 
for walks." 

"Won't take long to read him the paper. They're getting skinnier 
and skinnier." 

"Yeah. They're dying, just like this town. I'm moving to Vegas." 

"That place'll turn you into a whore in no time," said Earlene. 
"Took me so long to get my own self back. You don't know you 
need your soul till it's gone." Earlene had packed on some 
pounds, but still had an exotic beauty. Her mahogany skin 
looked Pledge-polished, and when she strutted down the street, 
you just knew she wore silk panties. 

Stephanie merged onto the highway. "This job's just a stopover 
while I work out my moving." 

Earlene laughed. "Here we go." 

"What?" 
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"Those places that you're always goin' to tomorrow, or the day 
after, and you never do. You use 'em like a wall to keep people 
out, like that tall guy with the dimples who used to make you 
French toast in the mornin'. Now there was a good man. He was 
crazy for you, and you scared him off with all the talkin' about 
movin' to New York." 

"He was likely to wander off, just like my cat, Harley." 

"Must be nice to know things so surely," said Earlene. 

The car bumped down the gravel road into the Desert View 
Mobile Home Park, where they each had a place. "Anyway, this 
nice old couple lives alone in a mansion. They're still sweet on 
each other, even though his attic's empty." 

"Perfect patsies." 

"I should have never shown you that coin collection." 

"Don't get huffy with me. I'd have done the same. You will 
again too, if you need to." 

The first few weeks that Stephanie worked for the couple, the 
three of them walked together. To a passerby, she could fit in 
as family since she had Alice's pastel skin, Hank's broad body, 
and averaged the distance in height between them. Hank 
stopped to point to houses and buildings that he said he built. 
The next day, it was the same thing. Alice, would say, "Looks 
well built" or pat him on the back. After she dropped out of the 
strolls, Stephanie and Hank started each morning singing a 
version of On The Road Again, twisting lyrics with stuff they 
made up. He still pointed out places he'd built, but it was like 
the background noise in the casino. She nicknamed him 
Captain. 

One day Stephanie talked Alice into playing hooky from her 
writing to join them on a trip to the River Walk in Reno. They 
shared the walkway with joggers, strollers, dogs of all sizes, a 
couple of baton-twirling women, and a man with a parrot on his 
shoulder. The sun was brilliant and cheerfulness unavoidable. 
Kayakers splashed through drop-pools on the river's whitewater 
course. 

"I used to do that," said Hank. 

"Did you get wet?" asked Stephanie. 

"Evidently." 

When he went down to sit by the river's edge, Stephanie asked 
Alice if he used to kayak. 

"No, dear, but don't tell him." She winked. Stephanie had 
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gotten use to Alice's subtle ways of protecting Hank. She 
wanted to know how they met. Alice told of lobbying for unions 
when she and Hank crossed paths. "He opposed me till he 
proposed." 

Worked for unions? She's tougher than she looks, thought 
Stephanie. 

"He was a wonderful dancer. Still is," said Alice. "How about 
you?" 

"I almost got married once. He was a terrible dancer." At least 
she figured he was. They never danced. Show me one marriage 
that really worked, she thought. Well, maybe Alice and Hank. 
But they got married late. 

"You never say much about yourself," said Alice. 

"Not much to tell. Spent my time just trying to survive. My 
mom, when she was alive, used to say that we were desert 
people; dry and cracked from a harsh life." 

"When the desert blooms, it is stunning. You are glorious, 
Stephanie, inside and out." 

Alice's words rolled over her like a pretty song. She didn't want 
to put them down, which was her instinct. "Thank you," 
Stephanie said, closed her eyes, lifted her face up to the sun, 
and enjoyed the moment. 

She'd been working for the couple several months when one 
morning she got to The Captain's Place, as she called it, and 
saw a near familiar man sitting at the kitchen table with a 
laptop open before him. 

"You must be Michael." 

"And you are Stephanie. I expected you to appear with wings 
and have a blindingly bright halo." 

"Sorry to disappoint you." 

"You don't disappoint anyone around here." He had a wide, 
perfect-tooth smile, but it didn't look snake-oil salesman on 
him. "You've worked out great. Mother tells me about the 
calming effect you have on Dad." Stephanie shrugged. Inside 
she was smiling. "I've noticed a change with Mother, too, more 
spirited, like she used to be. I hope you're happy with the 
arrangement." 

She looked at his big ears. Sure was a younger Hank. "Your 
parents are nice; treat me better than anywhere I've worked." 
She swung her arm around. "And this place, it's great." Despite 
that, there was that invisible rope tethering her to her self-
imposed rule: Don't get rooted to people or places. "I just don't 
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know how long I'll be staying in Carson." 

"Sorry to hear that," he said. 

Michael left the next day, but she thought he was a good son; 
he cared about Alice and Hank. That happens with families like 
theirs: They eat their vegetables, keep in touch because they 
want to, and don't yell at each other. They can be like that 
because they don't have to worry about how long they go 
before replacing the windshield that has a crack making its way 
across the window. 

The seasons drifted over and snow spread across the Sierra. 
Alice hunkered in her home office meeting a deadline, and 
Stephanie, as she did occasionally, agreed to stay overnight. 
She poked the logs in the fireplace until they hissed heat into 
the room. She found a basketball game for Hank to watch while 
she fixed supper. 

"What's the name of the coach I liked so much?" he asked. 

"Red Auerbach," she said. 

I used to play for him." 

"Bet you made a lot of baskets." 

"Evidently." 

When Stephanie returned with a bowl of chili, Hank was gone, 
and the open front door was welcoming dried leaves across the 
parquet floor. She walked around the yard and down the street 
calling, Captain. She hurried through the neighbor's garden that 
trailed off to the street behind, yelling Hank. She dashed back 
inside. Alice joined the search. When they were sure he was not 
in the house or neighborhood, Alice worked the phones and 
Stephanie drove every route she and Hank had walked, and 
some they never did. At Comma Coffee, a posse of regulars 
went out searching for him. Damn December days got dark too 
early to see a lost man. She ran through parks till her lungs felt 
frozen from gasping cold air. When she spotted a lone figure 
lying on a bench, silhouetted in the moonlight, she yelled 
"Captain?" 

"Yeah," replied the figure. He was motionless. 

She raced up to him. A man with a stubbly beard and a 
boozehound's breath looked up at her. It was not her Captain. 

When she got back to the house, two officers were there. "What 
was he wearing?" Alice asked her. 

"He had his yellow Jack Nicklaus golf shirt on. The fire made the 
room hot and he took off his sweater. Jesus, he must be 
freezing." 
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Alice believed that the officers would find Hank. Stephanie was 
baptized by life and did not hold to any other faith, so she 
retraced her search. When she returned to the house, Alice was 
standing at the window, holding on to the pulled-back sheers as 
though they were keeping her upright. Stephanie led her to the 
couch. The phone rang and Alice jerked to reach it. It was a 
neighbor who had knocked on every door in the area, with no 
luck. Alice's eyes went damp. She took Stephanie's fleshy hands 
into her veiny ones. "Let's pray." 

"I usually curse at God, so I think he'd listen more to you." 

Soon, headlights beamed in through the window. They saw the 
police car and raced to the door. The officers had found him. 
Actually, a custodian at the state office building found him. "He 
must have gotten in before they locked up. He said that he built 
the place and was checking on it." 

They had a wander alarm installed the next day. 

It was a sunny morning when Stephanie drove the couple to the 
airport for a trip to see their son. Alice talked about Michael. 
Stephanie asked if he had a wife or a girlfriend or both. She 
didn't remember it ever mentioned. 

"Our Michael is gay." 

"And that's all right with you?" As soon as the words were out of 
her mouth she wanted to grab them and cram them back down 
her throat. 

Alice went on about Michael this and Michael that. "Because he 
doesn't pretend, he can't always tell when someone else is not 
truthful. That trips him up sometimes. He and David, his 
partner, are a good team. David's lively. On our last visit, he 
took us on a tour of chocolatiers. We made our own truffles and 
had cocoa powder all over us. We were delicious. Lord knows 
what he has arranged this time." 

Even though the flight over to San Francisco was only long 
enough to lift off and touch down, the last time Hank made the 
trip he was confused afterward, and Stephanie had wondered if 
it was worth going it again. Now she felt left out because they 
had a good time without her. God, she needed to move on. 

When she got back in the car, she saw a pouch on the 
floorboard. It contained Alice's jewelry. 

Earlene, as she was wont to do, stopped by that night. "Still 
there? You and the old guy got a thing going? Does he have a 
lump under his blanket when you tuck him in?" 

"Cut it out. They're first class people. They make me feel like I 
belong with them in white-linen restaurants." 
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"What's that I hear? Some bricks fallin' out of your people-proof 
wall?" 

"I'm thinking of selling my place, go out to L.A.," said 
Stephanie. 

Earlene picked up the pouch, put on diamond earrings and a 
pearl necklace. She waved like the queen. "Nice tip." 

"Don't get comfortable with them. They go back Monday." 

"You were the one last month sayin' you might have to drop 
health insurance. Or maybe you could slip on the steps in their 
house and sue. Be set for that new life wherever." 

"Didn't you tell me you got your soul back?" 

"Whoa there, Miss give-the-gamblers-more-booze-when-they're-
winning-so they-leave-bigger-tips. Don't tell me you never 
thought about keeping this jewelry." 

The winter seemed ready to sputter out. House lights got turned 
on later and daffodils gave pause, for those who noticed. 
Stephanie hadn't made plans to move. In spite of herself, she 
began to feel comfortable in the grand house with the old 
couple. 

Alice came downstairs wearing her pale blue suit, matching 
heels, and her string of pearls, ready to go to a ladies luncheon. 
Stephanie pointed out the window at the dusting of snow. 
"Spring was just teasing," she said. 

"I should wear boots, but I'll just be outside to come and go." 
Alice's ride pulled into the drive, and she was out the door. She 
should have worn the boots. 

Stephanie stayed that night and the next three months. Alice 
had a fractured wrist, and an ankle that might as well have 
been. Stephanie volunteered, actually insisted, that she take 
care of Alice. She was strong enough to lift the tiny woman and 
she knew the way she liked her tea steeped. They added an 
extra day a week for the cleaning service. 

One evening, Hank sang "Goodnight, Irene," again to 
Stephanie, and waltzed her around the room, like he had with 
Alice when both of her ankles worked. After the wonderful 
dancer had gone to bed, she asked, "What was he like, you 
know, before?" 

Alice looked like she was thinking hard. Stephanie though 
maybe the question was too much. She just wasn't good at 
saying the right thing. 

"Hank was always social...especially with young women." Alice 
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emphasized the last part. "He was self-indulgent." She sat back 
and took a deep breath. "It's painful to watch him start to 
disappear before my eyes, but in some ways, the dementia...." 
she let it trail off. 

"The tattoo," Stephanie said. Hank had a heart, with Alice 
written across it, inked onto his right shoulder. It didn't fit him, 
or her. 

"I had found some telltale signs. He went out and had it done 
and returned with champagne and roses and new promises." 

A man cheating was something that happens more often than 
not, but that it happened between Hank and Alice startled like a 
thunderclap. "I thought you guys were...had the perfect 
marriage." 

Alice looked at her. "Perfect?" She shook her head. "Happily 
ever...much of the time though. Oh, I retreated emotionally for 
a while, but in the end I let my heart win." 

To Stephanie, relationships were fragile. A crack was as good as 
full breakage; you may as well end it then, rather than stick 
around to watch it shatter. Especially if you can afford to leave, 
like Alice. 

"You're devoted to Hank, to his care." 

"As he would be to mine, if our conditions were reversed." 

The ability to repair and redeem love was new territory to 
ponder. 

The evenings followed a pattern that Stephanie slid into like a 
bird to its nest. After dinner, Hank watched ball games on 
television, and Alice and Stephanie read and talked about 
books. Stephanie liked Jane Eyre, but thought it unlikely that 
Jane would marry Mr. Rochester, because she was an outsider. 
When she read Bel Canto, she imagined herself one of the 
characters confined to the mansion in the story, forgetting 
about being rescued. Stephanie didn't share that thought with 
Alice. Instead she talked about moving to Los Angeles to be 
close to the ocean and more opportunities. She said she knew 
people out there. She didn't mention the other places she had 
talked about moving to over the years. 

Alice's body healed. Michael and David came to help with the 
spring-cleaning Alice had talked about before her accident. Once 
they finished sorting and hauling stuff to Goodwill, David, 
Michael's partner, called for a party. 

After they finished take-out from the Thai restaurant, David 
suggested they needed another bottle of wine and went out to 
buy it. He came back with a band. Well, it was two guys he 
might have picked up from an Elvis impersonators' retirement 
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home, and they had a guitar and bass. One of them sang Love 
Me Tender. Hank and Alice swayed and hummed along. Then 
the over-the-hill band started a Texas two-step, and David lined 
up the others to follow, but Stephanie slipped into the kitchen. 

She sat at the counter and listened to the laughter and singing 
of people bonded, happy to be together. Michael peeked in. "We 
need you. Come on." She shook her head. "I should go on 
home." I don't belong, she thought. David and Hank's voices 
joined the musicians for a rowdy On the Road Again. 

The noise roared louder through the opening door that Alice 
pushed with her shoulder as she held her hands to her ears. "No 
fair, you two are part of this wacky family. Get in here," she 
said. 

Stephanie danced over to Alice, swung her around, and inhaled 
the scent of gardenias. They followed the music back to Hank, 
repeating, "And I can't wait to get on the road again." 

The next day, Hank and Alice went to San Francisco with 
Michael. At her own place, Stephanie opened her trunk and got 
out a box of perennials and set them in the weeds of the stretch 
of earth in front of her unit. Earlene moseyed over. 

"Fixin' up to sell?" 

"Alice gave them to me. We split them from her garden." 

"Look at you, organic carrots, herbal tea, public radio. You're a 
mini-Alice, without the money." 

Stephanie went back to her car and got another box of plants. 
Earlene tagged along, and in full view of Stephanie, pulled at a 
piece of gilded frame that peeked out of its blanket wrapping. 
She unfolded it. It was the ballerina with her arms outstretched 
to the sky. Alice had told Stephanie she wanted her to have it, 
to remind her to remember to dance. 

"Is that how your goin' to pay your insurance?" said Earlene. 
Her smug smile irritated Stephanie. 

"She gave it to me as a bonus. She's been paying my health 
care for months, so don't give me that look. It's insulting to 
suggest I'd steal from them." 

Summer came and went in an uneventful manner and fall 
seemed like an extension of it. When the World Series started, 
the owner of the coffee shop brought in a TV for his favorite 
customer to watch the games. Hank's gait had gotten more 
awkward but his stories still had swagger. One of the baristas 
asked Stephanie if Hank had really played for the Yankees. 

"Evidently," she answered. 
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Alice worked at her computer until late afternoons. Hank took to 
taking a nap around then. It was Stephanie's favorite time, in 
the garden with Alice. She learned to plant, grow, care for, and 
arrange flowers. She made bouquets for The Captain's Place, as 
well as her own, and sometimes even gave one to Earlene. 
Stephanie liked how flowers brightened places and people. She 
still talked about going to Los Angeles. 

One morning the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee reached her as 
soon as she opened the mansion's door. "Black or cream?" 
asked Michael. 

"Black is good. Is everything okay?" 

"They're still in bed. We got up here late yesterday. Came to 
help them get ready for the realtor." 

"Realtor?" 

"They got called up from the wait list yesterday." He handed her 
a mug of coffee. "You knew about the place that David found, 
not far from our condo. It's fabulous, assisted living with all the 
amenities." 

She remembered that Alice told her they looked at a place. But 
people talk about moving all the time and never do. And here 
was Michael, with his bold innocence, blurting it out, not even 
knowing it was hurting her. 

"Mother's worried that she's holding you back from your plans; 
says she will never be able to find another Stephanie after you 
leave." He patted her shoulder, then let his hand rest there. 
"She thinks that if you see them settled in a good situation, 
then you'll feel free to go on with your move." Stephanie sat 
down at the counter, sipping coffee. "We made a suggestion like 
this before, but she put it off when she found you." 

"When?" she asked. 

"They can get in next month. What's your time frame for L.A.?" 

"Anytime." She picked up the paper as if she was more 
interested in it than the conversation. 

"She'll miss you terribly. They both will." 

The refrigerator hummed. Damn house, it's too quiet. You hear 
all sorts of sounds that you shouldn't even notice. Without 
looking back at him, she said, "Since you guys are with them 
today, and I've got a lot to do, I'll check back later." 

She pulled into her space at the Desert View, but stayed in the 
car. When the sun climbed a little higher in the sky, Earlene 
came out and sat with her. 

"They're leaving me." She told her what happened. 

"Honey, you're the one always talkin' about leavin'. All they did 
was believe you. Just like the tall guy with the dimples that 
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made French toast in the mornin'." 

"I got too close to them. Broke my own rule." 

"You put that hex on yourself," said Earlene. 

Stephanie got out and ambled over to the front of her place 
where she deadheaded her flowers, yanked weeds, then pulled 
the hose around front and watered the bed. Maybe she'd move 
to Santa Cruz. She knew someone who lived in the mountains 
there. Said it's real nice with the big redwood trees and all. And 
it's not far to San Francisco. She rolled up the hose. The dahlia 
and larkspur were at their peak. She picked a few, mixed them 
with the cornflowers growing along the side, and fixed a 
bouquet to take to Earlene when she'd go over to sit with her 
later, to tell her the new plan. 

Title graphic: "Quiet Rocker" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2010.

The Summerset Review Page 36 of 66



 

Some flowers are not meant to open 
fully. Lilium lophophorum, for instance. 
Full bloom, its petal-tips 

stay fused so that it waves 
like a golden lantern 
over these crowded meadows—see 

how it guards its pollen heart 
from harsh weather, its silkspun roots 
tucked deep in grass-tangle. 

See how it only tips, undamaged, 
to the sun. Like a womb 
around a fine, well-lit secret. 
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Kirsten is not manly. She is feminine. Womanly is 
maybe not the best adjective to describe her, but it is 
not entirely misleading either. Feminine is a much better 
word. She exudes a silent yet unmistakable sense of not 
to be fucked with. She is generally liked by 
acquaintances and coworkers and friends, loved and 
appreciated rather than feared, accepted and more or 
less what people from the baby-boom generation—
mellowed and soft now on the far side of fifty—like to 
call "a good kid." In these instances the word "kid" being 
asexual. Truly asexual. 

So Kirsten is free of rough edges that have doomed 
several of my previous relationships. None of my friends 
dislike her, and all of hers are pleasant and thoughtful 
and agreeable. Truth be told, I think she has solidified 
some wavering alliances on my behalf. Particularly in the 
networking sense. She has a surplus of social grace. 

What makes me uneasy, the reason I sometimes worry 
internally that she is too dudely is evident in her phone 
demeanor. When I call she is willing to talk only as long 
as is necessary. Kirsten picks up the phone and wants to 
know why it rang. She is not dependent on voice contact 
the way most (all the ones I have dated) women are. 
This is not to say she is confrontational or avoids phone 
calls, because she answers them with tremendous 
alacrity, but once she says hello it is very what do you 
need, let me get back to my life. 

Often, this puts me on the defensive, makes me unsure 
of myself. I rarely call her for no reason, especially at 
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work where she clearly does not wish to be bothered. 
But sometimes I want to hear her voice. Pick her brain 
maybe. Just remind myself that someone is there, who 
that someone is, sounds and thinks like. Kirsten is not 
really a willing participant in that stuff, so it kind of 
bums me out. 

The phone example is not a very good one. 

But this is a big one: she seldom needs something from 
me. She is glad to have me around, I know, but kind of 
in the way people acquire accessories. That sounds cold 
and inhuman but until I find a better way to put it I am 
just going to leave it at that. Her life is in order as much 
as someone our age could hope for, and with things 
settled and stable and happy, an internal mechanism in 
Kirsten signaled she could have a boyfriend, there was 
time and motivation and ability, and since she finds me 
appealing, we began dating. 

Regretfully, I can't think of a single instance were she 
has needed me to be there. She's never cried in front of 
me. That is not entirely true. She has cried but not in 
the way tears waterfall down a girl's face and she wraps 
her arms around a guy hoping something only he is in 
possession of can stop them. Not like that. Romantic 
comedies, yes, though it's very easy to see this is 
mechanical and kind of enjoyable for both of us. Maybe 
for her a little bit more. Like the way your legs hurt after 
a long hike, you watch a movie like that and cry, 
because it is part of the experience. 

She doesn't drive because she lives in the West Village 
and who wants a car when there are subways and cabs? 
That means I have never had to change a tire for her. 
She is way better than me with numbers and math and 
stuff and has never asked for help with taxes. Although 
we have only been together for one April 15th, so the 
sample size is insufficient. 

Kirsten bet a thousand dollars on the Kentucky Derby 
and won after asking my advice, which was nice. Then 
she revealed she'd planned on betting on the horse 
anyway, the veracity of the claim confirmed by a 
crinkled up piece of notebook paper pulled from her 
pocket after we finally released from a long and joyful 
and exuberant hug in a Midtown sports bar. I asked her 
why she needed my opinion if she'd already made up 
her mind. She told me it would be cute if we picked the 
same horse, and she knew we would. That was sweet. 
Neither of us knew anything about horseracing and both 
made our decision based on the animal's name alone. 

There are opposite examples, times when I have needed 
her. But this isn't about me. 

Sometimes I begin to wonder why she is dating me. My 
mind rolls around exploring possibilities and scenarios, 
none of which are good. Probably the worst, I fear, is 
that she hasn't figured out I am more or less useless to 
her. And if this is true, when will she see it? Kirsten is 
way too smart to go on in darkness forever. This sends 
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me into a panic. A panic so intense and directionless and 
consuming and terrifying it soon burns itself out and I 
am back to normal. But those few minutes, sitting in a 
coffeehouse or walking from the subway to my 
apartment or whatever are the most sickening moments 
of my day. So, to enumerate: 

1, At times I imagine Kirsten is attracted to flawed men. 
I happily confess a self evaluation will not reveal terrible 
flaws, uncommon in detail or frequency, and it is fairly 
easy to disqualify myself from the category of fatally 
flawed. But, in this speculative scenario, she thrives on 
being able to provide stability. Being there in case 
something is needed. She has helped me more than I 
have her, that is certain, but I am not the type of guy 
that needs a babysitter. Sometimes I wonder what her 
dad is like. I have never met him. He lives in Scottsdale, 
where Kirsten grew up. He made an obscene amount of 
money in real estate, mostly in Arizona in the late 
1990s. Before that, he made a healthy amount of money 
in real estate in California. I wonder if he has flaws, 
endearing and ultimately harmless. The kind of flaws a 
supportive and accepting family needs and deals with 
effectively. 

1a, The reason I think this is because my last girlfriend, 
Heather, was an ardent supporter of the theory that all 
women look for similarities to their father in their love 
interests. She dwelled on this at maddening length, 
enough so that it pops into my head at random times, 
two years later, and not in a helpful way. There was 
nothing really wrong with Heather and the few times I 
met her dad he seemed fine. So this isn't much help. 

Okay, and here is one thing that really pissed me off 
about Heather and the ridiculous father recognition 
theory of dating. Heather was a devotee of what some 
people call urban female experience literature. Those 
who are not fond of euphemism refer to it as chick lit, 
but this term is found offensive by Heather. The term's 
use in conversation would elicit eye rolls and bring a 
souring of mood. Certain writers of the genre in 
particular had special places in her heart, and although I 
am not going to name her, there was one writer who 
Heather was borderline obsessed with and I found 
especially annoying and egregious and worthless. 
Anyway, in her writing, this woman, I was told 
repeatedly by Heather, created female protagonists who 
dated men that resembled their fathers in ways that just 
make sense to Heather. 

2, And then here is a thought that in a way supports the 
theory I am superfluous to Kirsten and more a luxury 
than a boyfriend. She looks upon cuddling as a treat. 
The cuddle position we do most is the classic spoon. I 
like it quite a bit and being that she naturally falls into it, 
I assume she does as well. The problem, if you want to 
call it that, is never, not even once, has she slumped 
into it with even a hint of necessity, or desiring 
consolation and comfort. It always seems like fun to her, 
like a treat. I wonder if she knows how much I look 
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forward to holding her. When we contort our bodies into 
that position and I bring a hand around to her stomach 
she usually giggles or laughs, like I am tickling her. It 
doesn't bother me because Kirsten has a charming laugh 
and is pretty much awesome to be around, look at, 
touch, etc. But she never pouts or coos or whatever it is 
other girls do to let you know they feel warm and safe 
and assured because you are there. Kirsten does no 
such thing. 

3, Something else that might be of relevance, although I 
admit it might be, and am not sure if it actually is. And if 
yes, again, I don't know how exactly. Kirsten works only 
with/for women. Not in the technical sense. In the 
technical sense she is one of many, many employees—
my guess is in the thousands—at a mid-size investment 
bank. Taken on total size and scope of business and that 
kind of thing, they are probably too big to be in the 
boutique category but they aren't one of the behemoths 
like Goldman Sachs or Lehman Brothers (haha) or Citi 
Group or Bear Stearns (again, haha, financial 
destruction!). So I can safely say they are a mid-size 
investment bank, and simultaneously I confess to being 
unable to name another similar institution. Anyway, the 
thing is, Kirsten works on a line of financial products 
exclusively geared toward women. They invest and 
manage and do all kinds of financial services for 
companies that are either run by women, produce 
women's products, or appeal to female investors. From 
what I know there aren't any ironclad gender barriers to 
working in this department but I do know it is entirely 
female aside from one guy, who is a homosexual, and 
he is only there to provide a sort of voice from the other 
side. So the point is that all the stuff she is surrounded 
by, all the coworkers and bosses and underlings and 
clients (mostly, because some companies they do 
business with aren't strictly female only) are women. 
What does this mean? I don't know, but if that is 
something you knew about your girlfriend, wouldn't you 
think maybe there is something there? Also, consider 
that this is in the investment banking industry. Not as 
male heavy as say commercial fishing in Alaska or 
smoke jumping, but a field where dudes outnumber 
chicks pretty much all the time. And a third thing to 
possibly consider is that none of the people Kirsten 
works with are like butch-y types (they could be 
lesbians, I guess, but they don't flaunt it and how would 
I really know?) and they don't do the "assume male 
traits in a male dominated field" thing that has been 
crammed down my throat since I first started even 
vaguely considering the way people interact. So what 
does this mean? That in this field they have successfully 
carved out a space where they can thrive and retain 
their identities? Has this bred some kind of uber-
independence in Kirsten? A feature of which she is kind 
of unaware and by extension immune to the disaster it 
might have on a romantic relationship (with me), but 
still in possession of it so that its very existence worries 
me as a sort of silently ticking time bomb? This would be 
a good place to clarify and go on record saying this 
independence and dynamism and general have-my-shit-
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together is unbearably sexy in Kirsten. I am far from 
certain any of this is the case, but like I already 
mentioned, if you knew this about your girlfriend, and 
knew how much more stable and strong she is than 
even she herself has come to realize, wouldn't it get 
around to nagging you at times? 

I am fortunate to have found a field of work that a) I 
find pleasant, b) provides generous remuneration, and 
c) is not very difficult. I will say it up front, Kirsten 
makes more money than I, and only a cataclysmic 
reorganizing of the world and/or our specific lives will 
ever change that, but I do pretty okay. Probably ahead 
of the curve for someone in their late twenties. I work 
for a political consulting firm, so you could say I am a 
consultant. The field has a very loose sense of rank. You 
could say I am beyond a first timer but if I were to 
appear on television (which I have, although never on 
one of the big three cable channels) talking about a 
race, the ribbon beneath my face would not read "senior 
strategist" or "senior consultant." Beneath my name 
would likely be the catch-all descriptor that is so popular 
these days: "Democratic strategist." This is someone 
who votes for Democrats (the same is true for the other 
side, just switch the D to an R) and constantly thinks 
about elections and how they can be won. There is no 
such thing as strategist school, or a strategist's license, 
or anything like that. Georgetown has a School of 
Political Management, but I dare you to list a dozen 
luminaries of the field that hold degrees from it. Off the 
top of your head. 

I think I might be particularly sensitive to gender roles 
and how women portray themselves in public, and how 
they act and think, but more importantly how they want 
other people to think they think. I might be more 
sensitive about these things than your average guy in 
my position. That position being male, of upper-middle 
class suburban pedigree, graduate of a sub-Ivy League 
institution in the late Clinton/early Bush years, dating a 
strong, independent, yet self-unaware woman of similar 
background. The reason is that over the last twenty 
years elective office has become a truly bi-gender game. 
In most states (Mississippi and, weirdly, Iowa being 
recalcitrant exceptions) women seek and win office all 
the time. All kinds of offices: Mayors, council seats, 
Attorneys General, Congress(wo)men, Senators, Lt. 
Governors, Secretaries of State. And often I play a role 
in this happening. For an arena with such a high 
percentage of women, electoral politics still makes 
certain awkward demands of female candidates only 
perceptible to those who work in the field day to day. 
Some of my colleagues are of the opinion these 
demands and subtleties are not entirely incongruous and 
male candidates are handed an equally unrealistic and 
artificial list of expectations for the duration of the 
campaign (and this being already 2010 the campaign 
never really stops and goes all year- and all cycle-
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round). But still, I think it is a little bit different. 

Examples include the Hawkess theory. Women must 
always take tough stands on matters of national security 
to avoid being seen as weak. This means tough talk that 
exceeds the realities of a given situation, a lot of military 
base photo ops, wheeling out family members who have 
served (and even better, we have recently had a lot of 
veteran women themselves running as Democrats) in 
the military, never saying no to any kind of defense 
spending regardless of how ludicrous and profligate and 
at odds with the Pentagon itself the item might be. 
There is more but I am sure you get the point. 

Unexpectedly, I have found the challenge of making a 
woman look strong easy because of two things. The first 
is the natural image of the woman as mother, mother as 
protector. Only the thickest observers would fail to see 
the suggestion that America is the child of a woman who 
aspires for high office, and she will stop at nothing to 
protect and defend it. So that is pretty easy and the 
image actually creeps into people's brains without much 
work on our part. 

The second thing is a product of the post 9/11 world. It 
turns out a lot of the countries who hate/are at war with 
us are run by total assholes and have cultural customs 
not at all pleasant for their women or appealing to ours. 
So it is a lay-up (but it is the right thing to do too) for a 
female candidate and/or elected official to grandstand 
about women's rights and how cruel and barbaric the 
Taliban and the Islamic Courts in Sudan and the Iranian 
Revolution and a whole host of other backward and 
foreign (and believe me there is way more of them out 
there than you thought) peoples are. And how dare they 
do that, and I see my sisters' suffering over there, and 
all that. It goes over pretty well. It speaks to the jingoist 
faction, the feminists (who without it might be turned off 
by the gotta-sound-like-a-man-to-get-elected hawk-
talk), the "liberal interventionists" (by the way, a term 
which who the fuck really knows what it means but for 
practical purposes they are middle of the road people, 
usually Democrats, that think we can and should use 
force for noble aims. Kosovo is big with this crowd. Iraq 
was until about late summer of 2003), and also people 
who pay little attention to the details of politics but hear 
something like that and think to themselves you know, 
she has got a point. Why should those assholes get 
away with it? Good for her. 

I feel like I am getting off track a little. The point is that 
putting aside how you can game the unspoken rules, we 
package and prep and present female candidates that 
are not what women in every day life are like. And yes, I 
know, men in Congress and the Senate and stuff are not 
real people either, I get it. But the thing is, if you took 
an ideal woman, a universally appealing character in a 
movie, which no real woman is like, if you took that 
woman and placed her in politics she would get 
slaughtered. But if you took her idealized male 
counterpart and plopped him in a race he would be fine. 
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And the reason I think of this, as it relates to Kirsten 
(although I am starting to think it doesn't and I am 
barking up the wrong tree here) is because both genders 
have unfair and unrealistic iconic expectations but only 
the female version needs to be radically reconfigured to 
be trusted in a leadership role. 

And let me point out that I am talking about candidates 
that are running nationally, statewide (excluding 
Vermont, possibly, which elects a socialist and a 
Republican on the same ballot, like, all the time), or in 
districts with a moderate electorate. I know you can run 
as a real woman, or as a feminist, or as a lesbian, or a 
transparent vehicle for NARAL or whatever, but even 
those people would admit the rules change when you 
are talking about a swing district/state/etc. 

So I guess maybe I am a little confused because on the 
one hand I know a competitive field like politics alters a 
woman, and I also know Kirsten works in a feminine 
niche of a male dominated field, and she is still not a 
dude but curiously tough and edgy in a totally hot way 
but also at the same time not tweaked the way I see our 
clients all the time. And really, what this all adds up to is 
that I am extremely confused. Because it is starting to 
feel like I am onto something, in a do-it-yourself 
amateur sociologist kind of way, about gender roles. And 
this happened because I am wigging out about what 
seems like the inevitable collapse of my relationship. I 
have all these observations and theories and ideas that 
will be very useful in a professional sense, but I am still, 
like, zero percent closer to understanding the dynamic 
between Kirsten and me, and right now—the Wednesday 
before Memorial Day, which we plan to spend with her 
college roommate and her husband in Burlington, 
Vermont—I am terrified out of my mind that she is on 
the brink of realizing certain things that will trigger our 
demise. 

In the cycle of thinking and analyzing and observing and 
thinking some more, I considered many different 
theories. There is something so attractive, impressive, 
and sexy about how Kirsten operates, retains feminine 
qualities but abandons others yet still has the essence of 
a woman. I wonder if she knows how scared she makes 
me. 

During what was really a pleasant and invigorating make 
you want to shout and tell the world you are alive 
moment in bed in Kirsten's friends' guest room in the 
first section of quiet homes just south of downtown 
Burlington, I had one of those duh moments that makes 
you feel inept and hopeless but casually light-hearted at 
the same time. It was revealed to me, embarrassingly 
late, that gender roles and the weird sub-alcove of 
femininity Kirsten exists in have nothing to do with how 
nervous I get around her. What really bothers me, what 
pries its way into my head and stirs up all this mischief, 
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is the fact that I am falling totally and defenselessly in 
love with her and am unable to arrest it. It provides her 
with frightening leverage and we are at the point where 
only a miracle would prevent her from realizing it. She 
probably already knows. And her very unique but 
somewhat intimidating efficiency (doesn't that name, 
Kirsten, conjure images of a precise piece of German 
machinery? Her heritage is Dutch and Irish, FYI) is a big 
part of what made me fall for her. In that incredible 
moment in Sunday's early morning hours when she was 
pressed against me, essentially the full length of her 
from ankle to head, talking softly about something trivial 
but funny from dinner that night on the open terrace of 
a restaurant overlooking Lake Champlain, and giggling 
as a bottle and a half of Trapiche kept the rigidity at bay 
and allowed her silly side free reign, a picture began to 
emerge from the enigma I had been chipping away at: I 
am in over my head and everything is out of my hands. 

Title graphic: "Scrutiny" Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 
2010.
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Years ago, before her gray-hairs-dyed-brown, before his 
contact prescriptions for nearly blind eyes, before their 
four children who aged them more than age itself, she 
worked for a computer programmer and he worked as a 
financial analyst. He wore those goofy muddied-honey-
tinted glasses that I imagine were dorky even in the 
eighties, and she had naturally wavy hair, which is 
indeed in some Japanese genes: dark, flowy, thick and 
either down and loose, or up in a neat bun accompanied 
by her soft swaying bangs. They stopped at the train 
station. Tokyo commuters take the densha, the train, full 
of thousands of bodies pressed and softly perspiring in 
neat suits and bland pumps. It was July. A breeze 
breathed upon him and he asked her a nervous question
—the legs of each letter quivering—a question that 
created me eighteen months before I was born, nine 
months before I was conceived, twenty-three years 
before I knew how my mother was contemplating the 
same answer to the same question that I had been 
contemplating. 

What did she know about computer programming then? 
Nothing, she admits to me, laughing. What did she know 
about marriage then? Too little, she smiles. What does 
she know about computer programming now? I know 
she knows nothing. What does she know about 
marriage? I don't believe very much. I don't fool myself 
into thinking that I know any more. 

I replay the scene at the station in my mind: replay it, 
re-envision it, recreate it. I watch a slightly different 
version every time. She had a black leather purse, long 
strap over her shoulder, a silver buckle. Or maybe it was 
a brown suede bag with a short handle, in her hand, 
brass brand name templates. She was a bit shy—
struggling with self-confidence but comfortable walking 
down the street with this man without holding his hand. 

The Summerset Review Page 46 of 66



Or maybe she was charismatic, witty, and always 
making him laugh. She was a tad large for a Japanese 
woman—just enough extra centimeters and kilos to keep 
her head and shoulders bent not out of respect or 
politesse but to hide—this I think is true from what I see 
in photographs. She was just another twenty-year-old 
girl. She was shocked when he asked. Or perhaps she 
was expecting it, maybe today, so she had already 
started thinking about her response. Or maybe she had 
thought he would ask, but not so soon, not so rashly. 
She'd have to think about it. 

That summer morning, they stood in front of the ticket 
machines, or on the platform, no, in the midst of the 
bustle of the station, just stood looking at each other 
with wonder in their eyes. Is this really happening? they 
each voiced in their heads, not realizing the other was 
thinking the same thing. His breathing was quickening, 
his pulse was banging its fists against his skin, let me 
out, let me breathe, let me 
gushgushgurgleican'tbreathe. Will she say yes? Will my 
life be changed forever? Does she want this as much as I 
do? And her gazing back at him, a smile slinking onto 
her face, a warmth from knowing she was his, only his, 
and he was hers, only hers, and they were happy. Then 
he asks her the question, and her mouth twitches, 
unsure to smile because—yes, of course—he loves her 
just as much as she thinks he does, or to frown because, 
is she absolutely sure she knows what these feelings 
mean? Let me think about it, she tells him. And they go 
their separate ways. 

I am creating this narrative because I need to. I need 
more than what my mother has told me, that he 
proposed to her at the train station. I need to believe 
that they were in love at least at some point in their 
lives, maybe even while I was alive. I need to believe 
that they wanted this—their lives now, with me and my 
brothers and my sister and who we are so far and who 
we're going to be; with their house and all the metal and 
plastic and cotton it harbors; and with being bound to 
each other—bound beyond forever. 

In the eighteen years I lived with my parents, in the two 
years in Tokyo and in the following sixteen in New 
Jersey, they never said I love you to each other, never 
articulated those specific words either in Japanese or in 
English. I love you: I (me, this is me, this is from the 
depths of my very being, I mean it to the core) love 
(devoted, utterly selfless, giving the entirety of a self to 
another, helplessly smiling just from looking at your 
face) you (you and me together, a synergy, the 
conclusion to an era, invoking a spell of fusion, no longer 
a she and he but a we, or even beyond we, I together). 
The Japanese don't voice such emotions except in 
cheesy soap operas. But my parents must have felt it, 
right? They must have felt it and not needed to actually 
form it into words. They must have felt it and hid it from 
me because I have never—or perhaps rarely, could there 
have been even one time?—seen it between them. I 
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don't really know what their love would look like. 

I have been in love with two different men. I have 
seriously considered marrying both of them and was 
nearly engaged once, and I am only twenty-one. The 
first: we dated for three years and were in love for five-
and-a-half. The bulk of our time together was spent in 
high school in New Jersey. We were mature enough to 
love but too selfish to make it last. I think about our 
road trips to Boston and to the shore, Dunkin' Donuts-
and-Smurfs dates on Saturday mornings, a dinner at 
Tavern on the Green, a Tiffany keychain. We shared 
liberal politics, new bands, the same literary interests, 
and our plans for our future together. Traces of him are 
still in me, years later. I wished him happy birthday last 
month and he sadly? wistfully? fondly? commented that 
this was the first year in five that we had not spent his 
birthday together. 

The second: we were dating for a little over a year and 
we loved each other for half that time. We met in a class 
at college in Utah, and eleven months after the first 
date, two weeks after he asked my father for my hand, 
we decided that the timing was wrong. I think about our 
road trips to California and to the cabin, Provo Bakery-
and-Dexter dates on Saturday mornings, homemade 
mac and cheese with a tablespoon, not a teaspoon, of 
mustard powder, the ring he never gave me. We have 
clashing political debates, disparate tastes in music, me 
begging him to read my favorite books and him 
explaining genetic mutations while I mentally float. 
We're giving each other some space right now, but he 
still wants to marry me. I'm not so sure. 

Both Man One and Man Two didn't work out for several 
reasons, but the main issue with each came down to 
faith. In this modern day I feel that I have to put up a 
defense for religion. I know that a religious upbringing—
or even conversion—can spawn crazies (think David 
Koresh, Tom Cruise), but I also know that it can foster 
true love and beauty (think Dalai Lama, Martin Luther 
King, Jr). For me, my personal religion is one of 
gratefulness and sanctity—I find sanctuary and truth in 
my Mormon beliefs. In the Mormon faith, we consecrate 
all things to our God, both momentous and mundane: 
births, meals, personal achievements, and even 
marriage. A marriage covenanted with God takes place 
in the house of God, the temple, a holy place; there, the 
union is sealed for even life beyond death. My parents 
were married in the Tokyo temple. They pledged their 
lives to each other—even their heavenly lives. We 
believe that ‘til death do us part doesn't have to be, that 
it doesn't fulfill our destinies. We believe that marriage 
can be an eternal commitment. Marriage is husband, 
wife, and God. 

Man number One: I don't believe in your religion, but I 
support you in your beliefs. I want you to raise our kids 
in your church. I love you; we can make it work. But 
that wasn't good enough for me. It was too important. I 
needed more. 

Man number Two: Absolutely we share the same values, 
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beliefs, perspective, and desires. I believe in the same 
God as you. I want to get married in the temple. But two 
weeks later he had a crisis of faith. Severe family 
emergencies had broken him down, made him feel 
cheated by God. I don't know if I can believe…I just 
don't know if that's how I want to live the rest of my life. 
I don't know if I can take you to the temple. I couldn't 
help it (was it selfish?)—I felt that we had both been 
cheated. I was back to being afraid of marriage. 

A wave: the building of speed, of momentum, of inertia, 
under the surface, accumulating; then the crash, a huge 
messy tumbling violent attack; then the final smooth 
calming down. Throughout my entire childhood my 
parents' marriage was the crash. What did I know of I 
love you then? My childhood eyes witnessed only rage 
and refusal between my parents. I saw the fire of hate in 
both of their eyes; I heard my father's silent fury, his 
bottled-up, unspoken wrath; and I felt the floors shaking 
and the walls vibrating from my mother's stomping up 
the stairs and shrill screaming. I smelled the burned 
dinners my father tried to make when my mother would 
take off for the evening after a fight, the tires screeching 
in the driveway. I tasted salt and linen as I cried into my 
pillow, imagining a life with divorced parents. 

Now, during my adulthood, which is my youngest 
siblings' childhood, my parents' marriage is the calming 
down, the settling down, the acquiescence to each other. 
They don't fight like they used to. But before now, when 
I was eight and ten and twelve, I love you didn't exist 
for me, for my home, for my parents. I didn't know what 
it felt like—how do you describe the sensation of plush 
velvet between your fingers to someone who has never 
experienced it? All I knew was hatred and impatience 
and scathing words and tension and throwing and crying 
and— 

My parents stayed together. Divorce was never a real 
option for them—they just wouldn't, no matter what 
forces were pushing—though I didn't understand it at 
the time, though I didn't know yet that I would never 
consider it an option either. A temple marriage means a 
promise you take seriously—it means that you swore 
yourself to each other, under God. But did my parents 
know just what they were committing themselves to? 
How much did they really know of each other then? It 
was only at the airport the morning they left for their 
honeymoon, my mother tells me, when he started 
panicking, not sure which direction to take for their gate. 
She cocked her head to the side, not knowing English 
like he did, and figured out where their gate was, slowly 
realizing that she might have been wrong about him, 
that she didn't know this man at all. 

His question to her? He asked her, Can I take you to the 
temple? Not, Will you marry me? Not, will you be mine 
forever? Not, will you be my wife? Not, can I be your 
husband and take care of you and love you forever? It 
was, Can I take you to the temple? Will you commit to 
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an eternal partnership that we will consecrate to God as 
a sacred union? That will transcend mortal time, where 
nothing—nothing—will come between us? 

She said yes. And here I am. 

Man number Two and I, we were talking about love—our 
love. We were talking about what it could overcome. I'm 
already balding—do you still love me? Of course. What 
about me, what if I get really fat when we're old? Would 
you still love me? Of course. What if I went to jail? What 
if I murdered someone? What if I were schizophrenic? I 
assured him, You know what. (I cooed.) If you started to 
develop schizophrenia, I'd still love you. I'd still stay 
with you. 

But I'm not that woman. I'm not that strong. I don't 
know if I would. 

I thought if I loved him, no matter what, we could work 
out. But love just isn't enough sometimes. Perhaps the 
timing was just wrong. He had just experienced 
upheavals with his family, he was stressed out about 
medical school applications, he felt abandoned by God. 
But I mostly believe we are just wrong for each other. 
And timing's a part of that—maybe we'll be right for 
each other in a few years—but love, this kind of love, is 
not going to fix that by itself. The Beatles lied. 
Sometimes love's just not enough. I need more than 
love. At least for marriage, that is. Love's hard enough 
as it is—how do you define it? Find it? Recognize it once 
you have it? Maintain it? Once you try to contain it with I 
do's, especially I do forever's… things just get really 
messy. 

I do want to be married; I haven't given up on it. I know 
that I have loved two different men in my life, that I've 
had good reason to seriously consider marrying each of 
them even though I am only twenty-one. I know what it 
feels to say I love you and mean it. I love you: I (me, 
this is all of me, I've never been a more complete me 
before this) love (committed, entirely invested, risking 
my soul for you, knowing true beauty just from holding 
your hand) you (you and me forever, a wholeness only 
possible together, the only one I want, there's no one 
else, ever, only you and me and that's all there ever 
was). 

Title graphic: "Breaking Bread" Copyright © The Summerset 
Review, Inc. 2010.
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i. 
You were with me 
         not a picture of you behind my lids    not a dream 

but a kiss 
         a life I lived 

I woke up 
         not knowing where I was 

or who 
         you were beside me 

wiser 
         in another life. 

ii. 
As though my lover placed his cold, chapped hand 
against the soft tissue under my ribs, stopping my breath. 

As though that silence were an incision 
I could step through. Foot-lifted, hand in the flame. 

As though we were sparrows hopping on the garage roof, 
the trees dripping, piercing the gray with silver needles. 

A pink magnolia holding up palm after palm of blossom. 
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I slipped in, unwanted. Like silverfish, 
fleas, a blocked pore. Like any small 
annoyance that beggars 
explanation. I wanted to be 

Like algae. The velvety soup 
an endless mouth over the clear 
breast of water. Green pond's eye. 
It neither toils nor spins. 

I lived in Texas, catching rides 
that took longer than I thought. 
And death never caught me, 
easy as I was to catch. 

The nine ready virgins 
have gone in with their bridegroom, 
lamps lit, each one a life 
I might have lived. 

I am loose at the joints. 
Walked every bare socket, 
swung every dry bone. 
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He fills my eye, beautiful boy in the pool, wash of cataract, 
cloud circling, crystal palace, pleasure dome, chasm, 
snowglobe of delicate petals returning to their source 
with the scent of fire and ice, then vanilla. Pin feathers 
dropped vowel by vowel uncut by consonant, simply 
shuttercock, simply snow, simply cloud, pool, boy, again boy. 
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Reviewed by Lindsay Denninger - 

More of This World or Maybe Another by Barb Johnson 
    Harper Perennial - October 2009
    ISBN: 978-0061732270, 208 pages, $14 (paperback)

 

Reasons For and Advantages of Breathing by Lydia Peelle 
    Harper Perennial - July 2009
    ISBN: 978-0061724732, 208 pages, $14 (paperback)

Barb Johnson's More of This World or Maybe Another reads more 
like a novel than a compilation of short stories. In her debut 
collection, former carpenter Johnson documents the tumultuous 
lives of four New Orleanians who orbit around a laundromat owned 
by Delia Delahoussaye. In telling their stories, Johnson covers the 
trials and tribulations of New Orleans life over the past forty years, 
from the 1970s (Delia's oldest brother fought in Vietnam and came 
back "a man who screams and cries when you drop a pot") to 
present-day New Orleans, still fresh with scars from Hurricane 
Katrina. 

In the title story, Delia is a stoned teenager in the midst of her first 
crush, on a girl named Chuck. The two find themselves in the 
bottom of an abandoned, empty oil tank, and the only thing Delia 
wants is a kiss. "If the Holy Spirit Comes for You" centers around 
Delia's brother, Dooley, and the baby pig he is nursing, the pig his 
uncles are setting to slaughter for the evening's dinner. Dooley is 
also featured in "Killer Heart," where he finds, once again, that the 
good intentions he attempts upon the world are indeed the quickest 
way to Hell. "Titty Baby" chronicles Pudge, a chubby child given a 
cruel nickname by his classmates. His father is abusive, so Pudge, 
aided by his aunts, sets in motion plans to protect his baby sister 
from his father's hand. "Invitation," originally published in Oxford 
American, was cited in our Fall 2009 issue as a Lit Pick of the 
Quarter. 

Though Johnson's stories focus primarily on the disenfranchised, 
there is little sympathy needed for her characters. It is not that 
their lives do not garner any sympathy, it is simply that they 
wouldn't want any. Johnson's stories tell the tales of lives in 
progress: lives are being broken and mended, destroyed and 
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healed, but it is, put simply, life. The characters aren't particularly 
heroic or spectacular in any traditional sense, but what matters is 
their knack for survival. Through bigotry, death, abuse, and war, 
the featured players of More of This World of Maybe Another keep 
moving through, and this makes Johnson's award-winning debut a 
true testament to the resilience of the human spirit. As Delia notes, 
"there is real trouble in the world, but there is real magic, too." 

Lydia Peelle's debut collection of short stories is, like Johnson's, 
award-winning (at least three of the eight stories have received 
official acclaim) and full of characters trying to negotiate the 
changes in their quickly-evolving worlds. Peelle's stories in Reasons 
for and Advantages of Breathing focus on the people who work the 
land, men and women who have become a part of the soil, and the 
way they cope with the loss of this land, the evolution of technology 
and the invasion of former urban dwellers. 

"The Mule Killers" is among the best, winning an O Henry Award in 
2006, detailing the dilemma of keeping up with technology on a 
family farm. The narrator's grandfather must decide whether or not 
to purchase a tractor, rendering the mules he previously needed for 
the burden work as unnecessary and thus superfluous and 
disposable. "Phantom Pain" focuses on Jack Wells, a one-legged 
taxidermist and the only man in his small town not crazed; the 
residents are convinced that there's a panther loose in the woods. 
In "This is Not a Love Story," a mother finds herself with an empty 
nest and a box of old black and white photographs. She reminisces 
of a summer she spent in her youth: the dreams that died and the 
men that never quite panned out. 

The overarching theme of Reasons for and Advantages of Breathing 
is the universal one of memory. Is it possible to keep the memories 
and traditions of the past while staying in line and ready to adapt 
for what's to come in the future? And if those memories and 
traditions are indeed bad, how can one let go in order to make new 
memories? Peelle's characters ask the questions that every human 
at one time or another asks, and unfortunately for them (and us), 
the universal question does not always lend itself to a universal 
answer. But Peelle is not afraid of this. She, like her characters, 
recognizes that the answers will be revealed, and all will go on. 
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Each quarter, we award fifty dollars and a complimentary print issue to one or more 
readers who submit the best feedback on pieces appearing in the current issue of The 
Summerset Review. The goals of this unique contest are to promote the awareness 
and visibility of literary magazines in our world and culture, and to get continued 
assurance that we have indeed connected with our readers. 

For information on how to submit your feedback, see our Guidelines page. There is no 
entry fee. Submissions must be made by September 1, 2010, and comments must 
pertain to material in this issue. 

Our award winner this quarter is - 

Naomi Bergner of Cocoa, Florida 

Naomi writes of "Pearl Story," short fiction by Francine Witte that appeared in our 
Spring 2010 issue - 

The manipulative child was downright scary, even more so because 
I see this behavior occurring with adults and children that I know. 
The child tries to control the parent, and the parent allows it ... Is 
the little girl born with her scheming personality, or does she learn 
it from watching her mother, who is obviously fairly devious 
herself? 
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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, 2010. 

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. The character Earlene, in "The Companion," has doubt and 
gives warning about the protagonist's desire to move, 
specifically to Las Vegas. "You don't know you need your soul till 
it's gone," she says. Discuss the meaning and effect of this 
statement as they pertain to this story, or more broadly, to life 
in general. 

2. Discuss the concept and meaning of 'motions' in the poem of 
the same name. 

3. Identify the book and picture that are constantly being 
referred to in the story, "Asterisms." 

4. Relate your views of the term "I love you" to that of the 
narrator's in "The Reluctant Enthusiast." 
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Joseph Levens - Editor 
Amy Leigh Owen – Associate Editor 
Meredith Davies Hadaway – Poetry Editor 
Lindsay Denninger – Assistant Editor

The Summerset Review is a literary journal released quarterly on the 
15th of March, June, September, and December on the Internet, and 
periodically in print form. Founded in 2002, the journal is devoted to 
the review and publication of unsolicited fiction, nonfiction, and 
poetry. 

All correspondence and submissions should be emailed to 
editor@summersetreview.org. Postal mailing address: 25 Summerset 
Drive, Smithtown, New York 11787, USA. See our guidelines for more 
information. 

This publication is made possible, in part, with grants from the 
Council of Literary Magazines and Presses (CLMP), supported by 
public funds from the New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA), a 
state agency. We are very thankful for the support and 
encouragement these organizations have given our journal and the 
literary community. 

The Summerset Review is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, 
incorporated in New York State. Republication or redistribution of any 
material on this web site should not be done without permission from 
the originator. ISSN 1933-7175. 

Staff Bios 

Joseph Levens was a finalist in the 2010 Bakeless Prize for Fiction. He 
has stories appearing this year in cream city review and Eclipse. In 
past years, he has had fiction and nonfiction appear in Florida Review 
(2007 Editors' Award for Fiction), New Orleans Review, AGNI, 
Sou'wester, Meridian, Other Voices, The Good Men Project and Swink, 
among others. He has taught fiction writing a number of years, and 
currently works for a publishing company in Manhattan. He lives on 
Long Island. 

Amy Leigh Owen has been the watchful eye and conscience of all 
prose that has been published in The Summerset Review since its 
launch in 2002. She has worked in many various editing roles and 
major motion picture productions. She lives in Montgomery, Alabama. 

Meredith Davies Hadaway is the author of Fishing Secrets of the Dead 
(Word Press, 2005) and The River is a Reason (forthcoming from 
Word Press, 2011). Her poems and book reviews have appeared or 
are forthcoming in Apalachee Review, Stand, Cincinnati Review, 
Harpur Palate, Atlanta Review, and Poetry International. One poem 
was recently selected by Mark Doty as a finalist (Honorable Mention) 
for the Robinson Jeffers Tor House Poetry Prize. She serves as chief 
marketing officer for Washington College in Chestertown, Maryland. 

Lindsay Denninger started reading before she could walk. After 
joining the staff of The Summerset Review in early 2009, Lindsay 
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remains delighted to read submissions and write book reviews, simply 
for the experience of finding new and talented authors. She received 
a BA in English Literature and Public Relations from Long Island 
University in 2008, graduating Summa Cum Laude, and is currently 
working on an MA in British and American Literature at Hunter 
College in New York City. 

History of the Journal 

The Summerset Review started as an online literary quarterly in 
2002, publishing exclusively fiction and nonfiction. With a staff of 
three volunteers, the magazine faithfully produced its issues on time, 
reviewing unsolicited submissions year-round, the great majority of 
which were made electronically and sent through email from hopeful 
writers ranging from high school students through authors with many 
published books to their names. 

Since 2002, the magazine gained two staff members and lost one 
(still all volunteers), has taken on poetry, book reviews, and 
occasionally art, and produced a few print issues collecting a sampling 
of work that previously appeared online. Remaining ad-free and 
simple to navigate and read, the publication has continued to release 
all issues on time and full of variety. Additionally, several unique 
features were introduced: A "Fifty-for-Fifty" Reading Contest is held 
each issue, where readers who send in fifty or more words of 
commentary on a piece appearing in the latest issue, at no cost, are 
eligible to win fifty dollars. Questions for Reader Group Discussion are 
provided in each issue, and if readers or groups send in meaningful 
answers, complimentary print copies are given out. 

The Summerset Review has read at The New York Public Library, 
national conferences, colleges, and other places, including events 
sponsored by the Council of Literary Magazines and Presses (CLMP), 
The New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA), the National 
Endowment for the Arts (NEA), the National Council of Teachers of 
English (NCTE), and the Association of Literary Scholars and Critics 
(ALSC). Print issues of the magazine are frequently donated to book 
fairs across the country, with all proceeds going to charitable causes 
in the respective areas. 

Mission Statement 

We think of ourselves as simply people who like to read good 
contemporary literature, who want to share the best of our 
experiences with others. The highest form of retribution for our 
efforts is a lasting impact on a few sensitive readers of work we chose 
to publish—people we don't know, people we will never meet. We 
received an email from a reader once, who said a story in our current 
issue (at the time) changed her life. Assuming this change was for 
the better, what more could we ask for? 
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Literary Submissions 

Prose writers are invited to submit literary fiction and 
nonfiction 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. 

This literary journal is primarily an online publication. 
Print issues are generated periodically, although we 
unfortunately cannot guarantee a piece accepted will 
eventually make it to print. 

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. 

Contributors 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. 
Contributors 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 fifty 
dollars and a copy of a print issue, each quarter, to at 
least one person who has written at least 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 the 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
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Shilling, Michael Black Celebration From Other Voices #43, 2005

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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Type Ctrl-F to search for a particular author's name.

Mary Christine Delea, Liz Kay, Maria Kutnetsova, Stephen Longfellow, Hoyt 
Rogers, Barbara Buckman Strasko, Adam Tavel, Sue Ellen Thompson, 
Henry F. Tonn, Francine Witte 

     

      
Michelle Cacho-Negrete, Jon Morgan Davies, Robert Day, Jehanne 
Dubrow, John Harris, Keely S. Kotnik, Kelly Lenox, B. Z. Niditch, Simon 
Perchik, Jean Ryan

James Dissette, Timothy Hedges, Amorak Huey, Paul Lieber, Shari 
Stenberg, Jenniey Tallman, Valerie Vogrin, Reed Wilson      

      
Ronda Broatch, Alison Christy, Barbara Crooker, Barbara Daniels, Julien 
Harneis, Aubrey Hirsch, Jason Kapcala, Scott Miles, Erin Murphy, Lee 
Strickland

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

      Steven Gillis, Barbara Jacksha, Mary Lynn Reed, Arthur Saltzman

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Maura Madigan, Troy Morash, Pam Mosher, Paul Silverman

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

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

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

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

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