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September 15, 2012: Rayme Waters, whose short story "The Causes of Saints" 
ran in our Spring 2011 issue and was subsequently listed as a storySouth notable 
story of the year, has released a novel, The Angels' Share, through Winter Goose 
Publishing.

September 15, 2012: Lyn Lifshin, whose poetry ran in our Spring 2012 issue, has 
released a collection, Knife Edge & Absinthe—The Tango Poems, through 
NightBallet Press.

September 15, 2012: For all you socialites out there, we've launched a Twitter 
site. Follow us! 
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A friendly 
word of 
warning 
before 
we get 
into the 
main 
event...

If you 
ever 
decide to 
take a 
photo of 
a fifty-watt guitar amplifier with all the knobs on ten, please 
remember to turn the knobs back down when you are done. And yes, 
you can probably guess why we are issuing this advisory.

With that being said...

It was ten short years ago when The Summerset Review first hit the 
proverbial street. Back then it was co-editor Leigh and me, asking 
each other, Could we do it? Will it last? Do we have enough time and 
energy to put issues out quarterly? Will we get enough submissions? 
Will the submissions be of sufficient quality? Will people read us? Will 
it be worth it? 

The answer to all of these questions is a resounding Yes. Did we do it? 
If you look at our Previous Issues page, you will see all issues since 
2002 are accessible and free to read cover-to-cover, without 
advertisements or strings of any sort. Every one was released on 
time, with sweat, with passion, and with love. 

Did we get enough unsolicited submissions? Well, we now get over 
five a day. The quality? Read and find out for yourself. Our 
readership? We estimate each page of literary content in the current 
issue gets about twenty-five page-views a day. Was the effort worth 
it? Most definitely.

Yet with this, the road and journey was not easy. Our biggest joy is 
when a story or poem published here makes a lasting impression on a 
reader, and though we've come to know this has happened from time 
to time, I feel new literary work, both published here and at other 
places, is not getting the attention it deserves.

At one point during our ten years, The Summerset Review was asked 
to talk about this very subject at a national literary conference. 
Specifically, the topic was Reading in America, addressing questions 
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raised as a result of several articles published by the National 
Endowment for the Arts. These papers cited a decline in reading by 
our younger generations. The NEA was advocating a program called 
The Big Read, where a very small group of books was sanctioned and 
recommended for key reading assignments in schools. I was arguing 
that, though such a program was well-intentioned, we should not 
require young readers to read a specific book, but offer broad choices. 
Additionally, I asked schools to levy significant penalties for students 
not doing the reading assignments, up to and including retention in 
the grade. 

The session seemed to go well, but later in the evening a high school 
English teacher approached me. He said the flaw with administering 
penalties for lack of reading and threatening to retain students in a 
grade is that the school system must work like a queue and get the 
students through, to make room for the next batch. If it means giving 
passing grades for work not satisfactorily completed, so be it. This is 
particularly true with full-length book reading assignments, where the 
English teacher said typically the school curriculum does not have 
room in it to allow faculty and students to invest in this kind of thing. 

Not enough room for something as important as this?

The NEA papers proceed to say those students who read a 
considerable amount typically go on to lead higher quality lives. I 
have no doubt this is true. 

How do you and I fix this? 

At The Summerset Review, we're continuing to put out compelling 
contemporary literature, free for anyone to read and enjoy. You don't 
even have to log in. Read it on your computer, or on your iPad, or 
even on your smart phone. Or download the PDF file and read it later 
on any device, including the Kindle and eReaders. We've also started 
a Twitter page so readers and fans can stay connected and get a few 
behind-the-scenes glimpses of our journal. 

So, you see, we're trying! Now you do your part: Pass us along to 
friends, colleagues, students and anyone else. Get the word out. 

It's been a great ten years and we hope for another ten. I want to 
thank all you readers and writers out there who spent time in our 
pages. And many thanks to our contributors over these years who 
kept us thriving with beautiful work. Drop us a line and let us know 
how we are doing; we'd love to hear from you: editor(at)
summersetreview.org.

J Levens

Ten years ago, I was the copy editor for the section of an e-zine that 
Joe edited when he approached me about a literary passion project, 
The Summerset Review. He wondered if I would like to help with the 
online journal that he was launching. Although I immediately said Yes! 
to my computer monitor, I did attempt to compose a more 
professional reply with at least a full sentence or two. Joe didn't know 
that TSR was exactly the kind of publication I had been looking to 
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join, and now I had the chance to be a part of one from its inception. 
I was honored to be asked, and eager to pitch in however needed.

Forty issues and two print collections later, working on TSR is still an 
honor. When I go to the Previous Issues page hunting for something 
from a past issue, I often lose track of time revisiting journeys taken 
through words, photos, and art. TSR has grown so much, and it's due 
to Joe's clear vision, hard work, and dedication. It is true that I've 
never actually met our fearless leader in person, as we live in different 
areas of the United States and our paths have not yet crossed. I've 
always considered our virtual office to be kind of like a contemporary 
84, Charing Cross Road, although instead of talking politics, Joe and I 
trade links to bands on YouTube when not discussing editing. I'll keep 
this simple: Thank you, Joe. 

I also want to praise our entire stellar staff, each freely giving so 
much time and care to every word published. And I'm so grateful for 
our readers because we wouldn't be here a decade later without 
them. Finally, thanks to our talented contributors for taking us on 
journeys across the globe as well as those that explore the human 
spirit. I can't wait to see where we go next.

A Leigh Owen

Theme graphics this issue - "10" 
Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2012.
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Before doors: eating in a high chair. Scribbling crayons on wallpaper by the 
baseboard. My grandmother piano-singing at Christmas, and candles. Then I 
entered the breezeway and Dad showed me his dumbbells. I walked into the 
bathroom and was alone. I brought the slippery milk bottle in all by myself, 
that dropped and broke on the wood parquet. Then I went to camp and 
checked into my cabin. I went into that office to see the principal, and 
through that door into that room, that door and that room. I lingered in the 
hall not wanting to enter my schoolroom. I went in where the walls were 
orange and other colors and the colors kept changing. In another room 
amped bass waved through my body, my bones. I went in and the room was 
dark and I didn't know if she was alive or not. I went in to be tested, I went 
in in trouble, or was surprised and rewarded, I went in for X-rays. I went in 
the wrong room, the right room at the wrong time, through that door into 
that room. I couldn't always get in, sometimes it was locked and I had to go 
away. Some rooms led to other rooms, and some surrounded others: a shrine 
can have a whole room for a door. Some doorways have lost their doors, or 
had lost them long ago. At an archeological dig you might see holes where 
doorposts used to be, wood rotted away, just the disturbance of the soil 
preserved, and you imagine those rooms, their insides, now once again 
"open" air, just air. Before doors nothing was "outdoors." Now we like to go 
outdoors. Tramping along seems close to when we didn't know words, before 
we had these skills we can't get out of, can't even want to get out of. And 
now the deliveryman has rung the bell, just another door for him, a job of 
walking up to doors, but it's my birthday and I wonder who has thought of 
me across all these thresholds.
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Never underestimate the things that money can buy. Obtain the right people, give them 
enough money and prepare yourself for a miracle.

In Alex's case, two miracles were involved: the one that saved her life and the one that 
saved her face. Well, they didn't actually save her face; they built her a new one. Apart from 
the healing, nature had nothing to do with the face that Alex brought home from the 
hospital.

Eighteen months ago, on a warm September morning, she was driving her red MG along the 
Marin county coastline. I never liked that car; it spent more time in the shop than on the 
road, and what did we need with a third car anyway? But the biggest drawback, I 
complained, was the size: Something that slight was dangerous. Alex, who had spent a good 
deal of her glorious youth in that car, paid me no heed. Whatever Alex disagreed with she 
sweetly ignored, a habit that infuriated me. I can't tell you how many times I stood waiting 
for a response that never came.

On a steep switchback in the redwoods, not far from Stinson Beach, Alex was sideswiped by 
four young men in a Jeep. By the time I learned of the accident, she was undergoing surgery 
at San Francisco General. Broken collarbone, cracked pelvis, broken tibia, crushed ankle, 
collapsed lung, punctured kidney, ruptured spleen, broken nose, jaw and cheekbone. At 
some point the doctor's voice fell away and there was only a roaring in my ears.

As soon as Alex was stabilized, her parents had her airlifted to Stanford University Medical 
Center. For me they arranged accommodations at a nearby hotel, where I stayed for most of 
the ninety-one days it took various gifted surgeons to save Alex's life. While she might have 
survived her injuries in another trauma center, the restorations would not have been as 
graceful, nor would she have been walking again so soon. 

Her face, though: That's where the real talent took over. Alex's father is the president of a 
rental car company; her mother is the principal shareholder of the world's third largest 
cosmetics firm. I don't know how or where they looked, but a prodigy was procured. A man 
known by one name: Malik.

Only in a rare light, at a singular angle, can you see any trace of his work. That's because he 
did everything from inside her nose or her mouth, or at her hairline. No scars was the whole 
point. And you would not believe what can be done these days with artificial bone and skin.

He could have matched the side of her face that wasn't smashed up; he did give her that 
option. No, Alex told him, she wanted something new. A chin out of a book. A nose that had 
never been. This of course pleased him. Plastic surgeons don't want to replicate, they want 
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to invent; they want to pull back the curtain and take your breath away. Eight surgeries 
later he did just that. 

Her parents wanted to sue; her sisters cried. I tried to speak but couldn't.

She is beautiful—who would dispute it? Attractive before, stunning now.

In the first few weeks after Alex came home I would often find her in the bathroom, 
studying her reflection as if she were trying to understand it. She would turn this way, that 
way, then stare at herself straight on. After forty-one years she was meeting a different 
person in the mirror; the adjustment could not have been easy. Even though Malik had 
given her the face she wanted, I wondered if she ever mourned her lost image, if she were 
ever sorry. I couldn't ask her that. 

In bed, looking down the length of her slim body, it was hard to imagine the injuries she had 
suffered. After the other surgeons were done, Malik performed his laser magic on her scars, 
all but erasing them. Only minute silvery lines remained: at her ankle, along her shin, 
etched on her lower back. She had lost some weight; otherwise this was the body I had 
adored for thirteen years and I couldn't stop marveling over the fact that she was here. 
Whole and safe.

When I looked at her face, which could still startle me, it was her eyes that gave me 
comfort. A soft and steady brown, her eyes had not changed: Alex was there.

In our early days, when love eclipsed everything else, when just the sight of her jacket on a 
chair made my heart quicken, when all we asked of life was the chance to be together, we 
would spend long afternoons lying in bed, gazing at each other's face. Alex had a sensual 
face: broad forehead, strong jaw. Her nose was rounded at the tip, her lips were wide and 
full and inviting. She had laugh lines around her eyes, which I thought made her even more 
alluring, and all year long her skin had a ruddy glow; she looked healthy, animate; a skier 
just off the slopes. 

Now the tan was gone, her new skin was flawless. Each of her features was trimmed down: 
the forehead narrowed, the chin chiseled, the nose tapered. Her mouth was utterly changed, 
the once lavish lips replaced with a more demure pair. Why had he changed her lips? 

Well, it's a lot to ask, isn't it? When I fell for Alex, I fell for her face, the original one. 
Suddenly I was supposed to love the face of a stranger—and a younger one, at that. During 
the final surgery, Malik couldn't resist a nip and a tuck around her eyes; Alex looked like a 
thirty-year-old. I was still my staid forty-three. 

It wasn't like we could take up where we left off. She was a phenom, a triumph; frankly I 
was in awe of her. Much of the time I didn't know what to say, how to proceed. I gave her 
room, made small talk, pretended. We both did. 

I did break down once in front of her; I couldn't help it. We were sitting at the kitchen table 
discussing a menu for dinner, and suddenly I wanted—needed—to see Alex the way she had 
been. It was like missing a close friend who had passed away, the agitation that comes with 
remembering she is gone. So keenly did I miss Alex's face—the real one, the one 
somewhere underneath—that I started to cry. Alex rose from her chair and wrapped her 
arms around me, and murmured that everything was going to be okay, that she was the 
same, that really she hadn't changed at all. "I love you," she whispered, "I love you." At that 
point she still did.

Change is an odd thing. It's with us all the time, yet we can't feel it, can't gauge it, until 
afterward. I don't know how many weeks had passed before it occurred to me that I hadn't 
heard Alex laugh, not in the endearing way she used to. Alex had a laugh like no one else. 
For a couple of seconds she would just stare at the person speaking, as if absorbing the full 
force of whatever had amused her, and then she would let out a single startling whoop. Now 
her laugh—which wasn't frequent, come to think of it—was more of a chuckle. When I 
mentioned it to her, casually, carefully, she looked puzzled and said, "Really? My laugh is 
different?" I don't think she had any idea that she was changing by the minute, growing into 
another version of herself, the one her doctors had set in motion.

The season was in full swing now and Dana and I could barely keep up with the orders. 
Hidden Cottage Herbs was outgrowing its greenhouses; it was time to start looking for a 
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second facility, maybe even a partnership. 

"I found another van," Dana said. "Great price. 34,000 miles. The racks are already in it."

"Where is it?"

"Millbrae, but they'll drive it up here. They're bedding growers—were bedding growers."

"We'll need another driver," I said.

Dana looked up from the flat of garlic chives she was trimming. Sun from a skylight shone 
down on her straight blonde hair; she always wore it parted in the middle, bangs across her 
eyebrows. Her eyes widened. "How about Garret?"

Garret was Dana's brother and I liked him a lot. He was handsome, boyish, disarmingly 
good-natured. Men and women alike fell hard for Garret, not understanding that he was 
indiscriminately charming. Garret had helped us out on a few occasions and I knew he could 
win over even the edgiest customer. The problem was, he had no sense of schedule or 
urgency, and spotting something en route that intrigued him, he was apt to drift off course. 

"Maybe," I sighed. "We'll see." I poked another four seeds into a pot and looked up. "Ricky 
wants more hours." Ricky was our go-to guy, the one we depended on to do everything from 
deliveries to van repairs to irrigation maintenance. 

Dana shook her head. "He's already working ten-hour days. He's getting expensive." 

She was right; we had to watch the overtime. I finished seeding the basil and reached for a 
bag of marjoram seeds. "Is it worth it?" I asked. "Expanding?"

Dana shrugged. "If we can find a partner, it might be easier." She plucked another chive 
plant from the flat and neatly shaped it with four quick snips. It was her favorite job here; 
she loved the smell of fresh garlic, how it lingered for hours on her hands and clothes. 
"How's Alex doing? Is she back at the shop yet?" 

Alex owned a hat store in north Berkeley, not far from our house. Business was good, no 
matter what time of year, and most of that success stemmed from Alex and her knack for 
putting people at ease. For one thing, she wore hats herself. She used to say that the hat 
she selected each morning dictated the sort of day she would have: a cowboy hat granted 
confidence, a cloche brought out playfulness, a beret bestowed tenderness, a newsboy cap 
gave her daring. There's no quicker way to break out of a mold, she believed, than by 
jamming on a hat. People entered her store, game but tentative, and strode out happily, 
bold new versions of themselves. They'd look at the glossy photos on the walls—gorgeous 
celebrities in audacious headgear—and they'd see Alex, laughing with other customers, 
handing them Panamas and Trilbys, moving to the beat of the Caribbean music she played, 
and in no time at all they too would be trying on fresh looks, smiling at themselves in the 
mirrors.

"Actually," I said, "she's selling her lease."

Dana looked up, her scissors in mid-snip. "What?"

"It's true. She's tired of hats. She doesn't even wear them anymore." 

"Wow. What's she going to do?"

"I don't know. She wants to get stronger, I know that. She's joined a gym and hired this 
trainer who specializes in injury rehab."

"Does she still have a lot of pain?"

"Only in her leg. Her back is pretty good now." I stood up and stretched, groaning. 
"Speaking of backs."

Dana nodded. "All this bending over." She slid the last flat of chives onto the rack and wiped 
off her scissors. "Something I've been wondering. How is it between you two these days?"

I looked over at her. 

"Yeah," Dana said. "That."

"It's okay," I said, sitting back down. "Fine." Dana was my closest friend, and the only 
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person I knew who would ask me a question like that.

"Because the other day I was thinking about it. I was thinking how it must be sort of like 
sleeping with another woman, you know? I mean, it's Alex, but with a hot new look." She 
grinned. "Like getting your cake and eating it too." 

"You'd think." I twisted the tie on the marjoram seeds and tucked them back in the drawer. 
"It's hard, Dana. It's going to take time."

"Well, yeah, I get that. It was a shock for all of us."

"She doesn't look like Alex," I said. "How am I supposed to be okay with that?"

Dana looked at me steadily. "I don't know, but you're going to have to figure it out. You 
can't just keep wishing for the old Alex. You're still in love, right?" 

"Of course."

"Shelley, the thing is, Alex didn't break any contracts. It's her face, her life. This new look, 
it's obviously something she really wanted to do. How long are you going to resist it?" 

I didn't answer. Dana had a talent for getting right to the point. 

"And you have to remember," she added, "she hasn't changed fundamentally." 

I stood up and walked over to the window, beyond which I could see the verdant rows of 
plants in one of our greenhouses. "I'm not so sure about that," I said. "What about the hat 
store? What about her laugh? Have you heard her laugh since she came home?"

"I guess not," said Dana. "But I haven't been around her that much. She's been through a lot
—maybe she just doesn't feel like laughing."

"Maybe," I said, doubtful. 

"Shelley," she said, "be in the moment."

Dana was right. I resented Alex for wanting to change, for making a decision that was hers 
to make. If I was unhappy, whose fault was that? When you got right down to it, how much 
effort had I made on our behalf? I'd just been treading water, hoping day by day to feel less 
bad. 

"Be in the moment" was Dana's mantra. She and her brother seemed to have a gift for this, 
perhaps a genetic advantage. I kept spinning away, losing sight of the world in front of me, 
stranding myself in days long gone. 

Now I began to regard Alex more closely, more calmly, ignoring the tug of memories. It 
certainly wasn't hard to look at her—believe me, everyone looked at her. And looked. In 
stores we got better service, in restaurants, better tables. It was as if her beauty were a 
kind of currency or luck: People simply wanted to be near her. I felt myself letting go, 
forgetting sometimes that Alex's face was not God-given. The idea that I could be newly 
seduced, that I might fall in love all over again, edged into my thoughts. 

And I could see that Alex felt it, the change in me, the growing receptiveness. She became 
more animated, more willing to confide. "I don't miss my old face," she said, "not at all—
that clown nose, the big lips." She paused. "But I am nervous about the way I look now. It's 
a big responsibility." Alex had no false modesty about her appearance. She said it was like 
being given the keys to a luxury car, one she didn't quite know how to drive.

Beyond brief phone exchanges, usually regarding a financial transaction (Alex had a trust 
fund), Alex's parents still weren't talking to her. Presumably they had paid Malik for his 
services, but they were appalled at what he had done to their daughter and considered the 
transformation a conspiracy: He and Alex had plotted against the family genes with no 
regard for the feelings of others. While Alex had never had a close relationship with her 
enterprising parents, I knew that this condemnation bothered her—probably because it 
roused her guilt—and I resolved to be as supportive as I could. For love and loyalty, she 
could count on me. 

And so things between us began to improve, or so it seemed. Having sold the hat shop, Alex 
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was helping out a couple days a week at the nursery, answering phones, grooming plants; I 
think she enjoyed it. At home we worked in the yard together, weeding the vegetable beds, 
staking up the dahlias and delphiniums. We sponged the living room walls a restful Tuscan 
gold and painted our bathroom a deep emerald green, which inspired stencils of bat rays 
and turtles. We barbequed oysters and ate them on the deck, tossing the shells into the 
flower beds below. On Sundays we sprawled in the sunroom, reading the paper and drinking 
French roast till noon. In short, a comforting dailiness was returning to our lives; in the car, 
at the table, in the bedroom, Alex's face was becoming, simply, Alex. 

If only Nicole Wolf's name didn't keep popping up. She was Alex's physical therapist. Born 
and raised in London, she'd migrated here for her graduate work, first at Boston University, 
then the University of Southern California. I didn't doubt the extent of Nicole's knowledge or 
how important she had been in Alex's recovery. The limp was gone and Alex had stopped 
taking pain meds; both her legs were stronger, the calf muscles taut and well-defined. She 
was in the best shape of her life, Alex told me; she felt "fantastic."

I had no idea how much money Alex had spent on Nicole, nor did I want to know. I just 
wondered why, at this point, Nicole was still needed. I also wondered why she was 
beginning to prescribe our menus, as well as our personal care products. 

The first time I saw Nicole was at the gym. Indulging my curiosity about her, I had stopped 
there one day after work. Alex had told me that Nicole was "a nice-looking woman with 
short brown hair." I was not prepared for the bronze super-human I saw on the treadmill, 
resplendent in a vermillion bra top and black shorts. Her arms and thighs were gorgeously 
muscled and you could have broken a plate on her stomach. Her dark hair fit snugly around 
her head, reminding me of armor. As I approached, Alex, who was on the neighboring 
treadmill, saw me and waved, then said something to Nicole who turned her head my way 
and smiled. Her teeth were alarmingly white, the incisors curved and larger than normal, 
ready for anything. 

Not long after that she came for dinner, her first time here (as far as I knew). Once again I 
was struck by her radiant health—teeth, nails, skin, hair, all sleek and shining, as if they 
were living their own robust lives and Nicole was their host. She was wearing an indigo suit, 
a white blouse and a pair of gold earrings that I realized were vaulting gymnasts. When she 
shook my hand she hurt me a little. 

Naturally I was uneasy about this formidable figure who spent hours and hours exercising 
half-naked with my partner, manipulating her limbs, instructing her to do God knows what. I 
studied them surreptitiously, behind the irises Nicole had brought (I have to give her credit: 
She brought flowers and wine, she didn't talk too much and she left before I started wishing 
she would). I never saw any sign of flirtation between her and Alex. In fact, Nicole focused 
her avidity on me, asking me all about my business and how I liked being an entrepreneur 
and did I know a good accountant. Alex, listening to us, was gracious and at ease, happy to 
see that her roasted eggplant pizza was such a success. Across the table, in a new peach-
colored blouse, with her dark honey hair swept up, she was breathtaking. If anyone was 
enamored that night, it was me.

Dana finished her cosmopolitan and ordered another. The server looked over at me. 
"Another Merlot?" 

"Sure."

It had been a bad day. The memory function on our fax machine had failed and several 
orders were floating in the ether; Ricky called in with a broken shoulder (skateboarding); 
and Garret managed to back the new van into a light pole, mangling the fender. When Dana 
suggested a drink after work, I jumped on it. We were sitting in the lounge at Skate's on the 
Bay, which fortunately wasn't crowded. Only three other tables were occupied, and these 
with quiet couples.

Dana squeezed a lime wedge into her frosty pink drink and shrugged. "At least it wasn't 
another car he backed into. He said he'd pay the deductible."

"That's okay," I said, "no need." I was feeling expansive, restored, thanks to the wine. We 
were sitting at a table beside a massive salt-stained window. A few feet away two seagulls 
rocked on the gray waves. "How long did they say the repair will take?"

"They said it'll be ready on Friday. How long will Ricky be out?"

"I don't know. Maybe two weeks—he's not sure; he needs medical clearance."
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Dana gave a sigh. "Two weeks." She shifted in her chair, looked at me dubiously. "Maybe 
Alex can come in?"

I shook my head. It had been over a month since Alex had helped us out. "She doesn't have 
the time. She and Nicole are starting a business."

"Doing what?"

"Well, I'm not sure how they'll market it, but it's a two-pronged approach to self-
improvement—not to be confused with spiritual growth of course. Nicole will deal with the 
body and Alex will be a sort of beauty therapist."

"A beauty therapist?"

I nodded. "She's taking some kind of accelerated program, learning all about the latest 
cosmetic techniques—lasers, resurfacing, chemicals peels, fillers, Botox. She wants to 
evaluate people and tell them what their options are. She's researching clinics so she can do 
referrals."

"Ambitious," Dana murmured.

"Oh yeah. It's all she's talking about lately. That and our diet. She's purged the fridge. I 
don't think there's anything in there right now but kale and soy milk."

Dana looked puzzled. "You two have always eaten healthy stuff; I didn't think there was 
anything to improve on."

"Well, Alex does. And she hasn't stopped at the kitchen; she's gone through the bathroom 
too, tossed out the Loreal and Jergens. She's got us using this pricey line of skin care 
products from England. Splendour, it's called. Nicole turned her onto it." The fog had rolled 
back in; surprisingly close, a sailboat slowly came into being. I took another swallow of 
wine. 

"Nicole Wolf," I sneered. "I bet that isn't even her name. I bet her real name is Hortense. 
Hortense Broadbottom." Dana laughed. 

"And everyone made fun of her because she was fat and pasty, so she turned herself into a 
hard-body and sprayed on a tan." Frowning, I ran a finger along the slick edge of my glass. 
"And then she came to America and started stalking my girlfriend."

"Are you jealous?" Dana said.

"I'm getting there. All the time she spends with Alex. And that accent she pours on that 
makes everything she says sound so goddamn charming." I took the red plastic toothpick 
from Dana's napkin and snapped it in half.

"Things were going so good"—I arched an eyebrow at Dana—"yes, especially that, and then 
Alex climbed on this health and beauty kick. She gets out of bed at night and makes notes. 
Every five seconds she has a new idea for the business. Naturally she's spending a lot more 
time with Hortense."

Dana folded her arms on the table and looked at me squarely. "Shelley, you have nothing to 
worry about. Alex adores you. Besides, she'd never cheat; it's just not who she is—you know 
that."

I did. No one who knew Alex would question her honor. Her license plate cover read: "Do 
the right thing—even when no one is looking." She once told me that she could understand 
the impulse to cheat; she just couldn't fathom anyone actually doing it.

"It's not so strange," Dana went on, "that Alex is starting this business. She lived it; she's a 
walking advertisement." I turned my head and looked at the bar, regarded the colorful rows 
of liquor endlessly reflected in the mirror behind them. Bars made me think of Christmas.

"There are worse things she could be into," Dana said. What if she suddenly wanted to do 
one of those extreme sports—skiing off cliffs. Ice-climbing. What if she wanted to move to 
LA and become a soap star?"

Looks For Life. Alex was the one who came up with the name, as well as the investors. 
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Given her business savvy and connections, money would not be a major problem. Lucky girl, 
that Nicole, whom I knew was saddled with student loans and presumably a sizable car 
payment (she had recently acquired a black Mercedes SUV). 

As a way of marketing Looks For Life, Alex had begun writing a book about her ordeal. The 
first part, she told me, would recount the accident and consequent surgeries; the second 
part would explain the procedures on her face; the last part of the book would "demystify" 
cosmetic surgery and help people understand their many options. "I know that my case is 
exceptional," Alex said, "but that's just the point, letting people know that amazing things 
are possible, that they don't have to live with looks they don't like."

Although I had never confessed this to anyone, it frightened me a little that Alex had molted 
her prior visage with such apparent ease. If it cost her anything beyond money, she had not 
let on.

"But is that always the answer?" I said. "What about liking yourself just as you are? I mean, 
people born disfigured or scarred in accidents, I can see the value of surgery then, but not 
for—"

"Not for the rest of humanity? So if you are merely ugly you should learn to live with it?" 

She was looking at me in a way I didn't recognize. I was used to returning to her eyes for 
reassurance; velvet brown, flecked with gold, they were the same eyes I had fallen into the 
day we met—now they made my stomach clench.

"Sounds like that old myth," she went on, "about adversity conferring character. Why should 
people suffer? I don't think there's anything wrong with wanting to make life easier."

"It just seems like the wrong message," I said, faltering. 

"But hair dye and makeup are okay? That's absurd. You can shave your legs, but you have 
to keep the cellulite. You can cover up your broken veins with makeup but not lasers." She 
reached up and removed her earrings, dropped them on the granite countertop. She looked 
bored. "Shelley, surgeons can do more these days than cleft palates and cataracts."

I felt confused. Who was this woman with all the answers? Where was the Alex who had 
sidled away from arguments, leaving me to reach my own conclusions? 

"I know," I said, "but people in general are not beautiful. You would have them all running 
to plastic surgeons? How many people can afford that?"

She regarded me with exaggerated patience. In a flat voice she said, "You're right. Most 
people can't afford it. But then I won't be dealing with 'most people.' Obviously."

And there it was again, that snobbery. Where had that come from? Alex had never 
condescended; it was one of the things people loved about her: the way she accepted their 
foibles, urged them to laugh at themselves, have fun with life. 

Our friends had noticed it too, this change. Maureen and Lorrie, the couple we were closest 
to, the women we had spent ten days in Hawaii with, mentioned to me that Alex was "more 
removed" now, that they sometimes felt uncertain around her, and not because of her 
beauty. It was something else, they said; they weren't sure what. "She's so..." Maureen 
paused. "So eloquent." Which was not a word that customarily sprang to mind when you 
thought of Alex. 

We weren't spending a lot of time with Maureen and Lorrie, or any of our other friends, 
these days. With everything going on, Alex had little time for socializing, though she had 
mentioned making some new friends at the gym, people with similar goals, I imagined. 
People with perfect bodies. 

And yes, I was becoming self-conscious about mine. I am a middle-aged woman, reasonably 
attractive, only a few extra pounds—less than ten, I'm sure. I have short ash blonde hair 
(more ash than blonde now), which I don't and won't color, and aside from mascara and 
moisturizer, I put nothing on my face. Aging, I have learned, is a matter of forgiving: Pardon 
each new wrinkle and spot as it arises, and you're done with it. I was beginning to lose that 
assurance, beginning to pause at the mirror and wonder what Alex saw when she looked at 
me, what treatments she might recommend. And what about my body? What about the way 
her hands had paused last week on my waist, on the twin bulges over my belt, the way she 
looked at me and said nothing. What was she thinking then?
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Dana drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. We were in the van, stuck in traffic on 
Highway 80. In the back was our last delivery, six flats of cilantro for Dillard's nursery in 
Emeryville. Ricky was making deliveries in Lafayette, though he was probably done by now.

"Hope we get there before they close," said Dana.

I tried to see what was going on in front of us, but there was only a river of cars and trucks. 
"Maybe there's an accident."

"I doubt it. Eighty is always bad now." She put on the left turn signal, then turned it off. 
"Left lane's no better than this one. Tell me a story."

The sun was beginning to set over the bay and the windows of the high-rise condominiums 
on the left were blazing gold. Summer was nearly over; this morning when I left the house I 
got my first heartbreaking whiff of autumn, a mixture of leaves and smoke, a stirring 
sharpness. Beautiful, serious autumn.

I couldn't smell autumn at the moment, only the exhaust of a few thousand vehicles. On the 
right a big burgundy pick-up surged ahead. There was a decal on the cab window of four 
flying ducks, and below that the words: If it flies it dies. "Morons," I murmured, settling 
back into the seat. 

"I feel fat," I said.

Dana kept her eyes on the road. "You are in no way fat."

"Old then."

"You're not that either." She looked over. "What's up?"

"I don't know. I just wonder if maybe I should put more effort into myself."

"What do you mean?"

"Oh, you know—hair, skin, teeth. Maybe I'll get my teeth whitened."

Dana accelerated a few feet. "Is this about Nicole again? Because her teeth do not look 
natural. Nothing about Nicole looks very natural." Nicole had stopped by the nursery a 
couple weeks before; Dana had given her a tour.

"But that body," I said, gazing now at the side of a red Jeep that had what looked like bullet 
holes in the door. 

"So she's got a nice body." She looked over at me again, tapped my thigh. "Got news for 
you, dearie. You are way prettier than Nicole."

I smiled back. "Thanks." What would I do without Dana? We had known each other longer 
than I had been with Alex. Dana was a rare breed: a woman who had left the lesbian circuit 
when she fell for a man—a geologist named Bodie. I didn't hold it against her; I liked Bodie, 
a big bear of a man who made me laugh.

"And like I said, I don't think Nicole's after your woman." The traffic began to break up; we 
were gaining ground. "Remember when she came to your place for dinner and asked all 
those questions about our business? Well she was the same way when I showed her the 
nursery. She's focused on one thing and Alex is the way she can get it. I don't think she's a 
home-wrecker, I think she's a gold-digger."

It was true that Nicole was the one who had approached Alex about starting a business. It 
was also true that Nicole had accumulated some debt. 

"How's it going?" Dana said. "The business."

"It's going. They've found some office space near the gym, and Alex is working with an 
editor; they're doing the final revisions on the book."

"That was fast. So she has a publisher?"

"Oh yeah. That wasn't any trouble at all. Horrible accident, miraculous surgery—throw in 
Malik's name and a few before-and-after pictures and you have a bestseller." 

15 of 50



"You think?"

"Absolutely. Alex has already told me that she'll be doing book tours soon. I wouldn't be 
surprised if she wound up on TV. Oprah." 

"You're probably right," Dana said, nodding. 

"And I bet Hortense figured all that out from day one."

One thing for sure: I could probably afford to spend a little more time primping (I showered, 
dressed and was out the door in under twenty minutes), but no way was I going to wind up 
like the woman in the Lexus who had just edged by us. For a moment our eyes met and she 
tried to smile—perhaps she thought she managed it; what I saw was a grimace, the skin so 
taut it appeared to be covered with cellophane. Her eyelids were drooping under the weight 
of false lashes, her mouth was a fire red gash and her hair—the color of cantaloupes—was 
elaborately rigged on top of her head. She was fierce, this woman. She had time in a 
stranglehold and she was not giving up an inch. She was losing, she knew it, but she was 
not giving up.

It was a scene from a Lifetime movie. Candles burned low; a pair of cold halibut filets in the 
pan, their lemon butter sauce turned to wax, and me slouched at the table, finishing the 
bottle of dinner wine.

"You're still up?" Alex said when she walked in. It was 11:42. I edged a hard look her way 
and nodded toward the stove. She glanced at the fish and frowned. 

"You should have eaten. We ran late. There's so much to do, all the paperwork to get ready. 
You know how it was, starting the nursery." No apology, I noticed.

"Alex, you've been with Nicole four nights this week. Can't you find some time during the 
day? After your work-out?"

She hung her jacket on the hook near the door and headed for the study. "Malik warned me 
about this."

"About what?" I followed her down the hall.

"About jealousy. That you might become unreasonably jealous."

This irked me, the thought of her and Malik discussing my feelings as if they were possible 
side effects.

She sat down at her desk and raised the cover of her laptop. "I just need to check my email."

"I don't think I'm being unreasonable," I said.

She kept her eyes on the computer screen. "Maybe not. But I want you to understand that I 
just can't give you all the time you need right now. I'm starting a business; I'm writing a 
book. I need to stay focused." 

I stood there staring at her faultless profile. 

"I love you," she sighed, looking up, "I never stopped. What do I need to do to prove it?"

"Act like it." 

Perhaps because of the wine, my fatigue, the words came out with less authority than I'd 
intended, more a plea than a command. Clearly it was time to go to bed. I turned to leave 
and Alex said, softly, "I can do that." I stopped, surprised. "I can do that," she repeated, 
rising from the chair. She smiled at me, a smile so true, so unexpected, that I felt it in the 
soles of my feet. She opened her arms, approached me; for a long moment she simply held 
me close. "I love you," she breathed into my neck, and then her mouth was on mine and 
she was kissing me as if it were her dying wish, and somewhere between there and the sofa 
we fell upon, I was convinced.

16 of 50



It was two days later when I saw the notes from Nicole. I was in the kitchen washing up 
some breakfast dishes; Alex was in the shower. She had left her phone on the table and I 
heard it chime, indicating a message. I knew she was waiting for a call from her publisher so 
I dried my hands, picked up the phone and saw that it was a text. I wasn't in the habit of 
reading Alex's messages, and I'm not sure what made me do it then, but I opened the text 
and saw these words: "Can't w8t 2 do u. C u at 8 —N." This was followed by a winking 
emoticon.

My chest was concrete, I couldn't breathe. I read the message again, and again. "Do u." 
Maybe she was talking about a new exercise. Maybe it was gym-speak, slang for work-out. I 
hit the phone's Back key and found two earlier messages that hadn't been deleted, one from 
yesterday: "I love your lips —N," though it could have been, "I want your mouth." Nicole 
had deployed two symbols, a heart for the verb and a pair of lips for the object. Quite an 
arsenal she must have had in that phone. The other message was even more ominous, just 
three little words: "I loved it —N."

Now I knew why Nicole had been so pleasant to me the night she came to dinner. She was 
winning. She had won.

Alex's remorse was not overwhelming. "I'm sorry," she said in a voice that didn't break. No 
tears. No abashed looks at the floor. "I was waiting. I wanted to be sure." I think she was 
annoyed at me for intruding on her privacy. I had brought it on myself, she seemed to 
imply, her back to the kitchen counter, her arms tightly folded. 

Within a week she was moved out and our paths didn't cross after that. Although her office 
was just a few miles away, I didn't see Alex again until I went into Barnes & Noble nearly a 
year later and found her book—sure enough—on the bestseller table. A SURGEON'S GIFT, it 
was called. On the cover was a misty photo with a pastel blue background: a pair of hands 
gently holding a scalpel. Good Lord, I thought.

On the back cover was a blurb about Malik, with his photo alongside. Dark eyes, ravishing 
white smile. The Soul Snatcher, Dana called him. Beneath Malik's picture was a larger one of 
Alex. She was looking at the camera straight on, much as she had looked at me that last 
time. I gave a gasp, which the people near me must have heard. Over the past few months 
my memories had defaulted to Alex before the accident, when she wore hats and danced in 
her store and laughed like nobody else. Here was the woman Alex had become. Lovely as 
she was, I'd forgotten all about her. 

Title graphic: "Through the Glass" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012.
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Nothing takes
in this much bare sun—
the noon-white sloughing off leaves
me shadeless, my body
aching for a shadow the way
a shadow aches for a body.

Without contrast
there is no definition. I am flat
here before your window,
as flat as your rope swing or the old
skateboard in the hedge. I want to
call but know

it won't stick.
Out here, I can make
no promises. I hear
the microwave sound and you
cross the room with such purpose
I feel even more like a construction

paper cut out fixed
to a popsicle stick. If I could
just get you out
here long enough to show you
the ghosts of our childhood aren’t even
ghosts. The woods are still

all tied up with old magic.
But sound and locomotion fail
under these searing rays. I'm knotted
to this spot, my arm reaching to you
then slapping back at my chest, a stormborn
branch in no wind and no rain.

18 of 50



 
 

A young maple.
My hand asleep between branch and trunk,
resting in the soft wooden echo
of the curves of your waist.

On the other side of the river,
you are picking raspberries—
filling an old camera bag.

Mid-span of the bridge between us,
two boys are working on a sack of sunflower seeds,
spitting the shells into the current below.

In the distance bees hum,
and cars hum,
and refrigerators—
a hum cicadas underground dream of joining.

The river shifts gears,
slows the exodus of seed husks—
a mad assembly line creating
something too far down stream
to make out on the static of the horizon.
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That 
summer—
after the 
one-two 
punch 
from his 
wife and 
the 
university
—George 
doped up 
on 
extinction. 
At first, of 
course, 
there had 
been a 
void: The 
absence of 
love, the 
absence of 
sex, the 
absence of 
money. A 
Bermuda 
Triangle of 
early 
middle 
age, a 
Holy Trinity of unholy ghosts. All around George the world went gray, 
draining his reserve of stamina and good will, nipping at his hairline 
and his squirrel fat. And then one morning—suddenly, inexplicably—
George stood in the eye of the storm, somewhere between the before 
and the after. So he surged. He plunged headlong into the quicksand 
of his research. Soon herds of mastodons thumped within his chest; 
Carolina parakeets sang him to his slumber. By the time he arrived in 
Washington D.C. to see Martha, his inspiration in the war against 
Darwin, a diet of dodo (so new, so sumptuous) had padded him 
against both desire and necessity.

The petrified air of the Smithsonian crystallized George's resolve. His 
presence possessed a destiny, a raison d'etre. He mattered. How 
unlike the hordes of tourists who'd guzzled in from the heartland for a 
glimpse at plate blocks of inverted postage stamps and Archie 
Bunker's chair. He reassuringly patted the appointment letter in his 
breast pocket and strode rapidly through the maze of exhibits. He 
found himself wishing that they charged an admission fee so he would 
not have to pay it. Museums did this to him, positioned him in the 
history of the cosmos. So did movies about scientific heroism. His 
apotheosis was cut short only when the research receptionist (one of 
those bright-eyed peasant beauties who fade into maternity) 
demanded a precise accounting of his identity and intentions.
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I have an appointment to see Martha, he said.

Martha? And you are?

George.

George what?

No, George. Lloyd George, like the British prime minister.

I see, said the receptionist. She clearly didn't.

Obfuscating to clarify was a habit he knew he had to kick, and still he 
found himself growing more demanding with each passing year. To 
the telephone operator he'd say P as in Phaedra, X as in Xenophon. 
He'd buy subway tokens in historic quantities: four like the Horsemen 
of the Apocalypse, ten like the Lost Tribes of Israel. He acted on hope, 
not malice. He longed for everyone to know everything, or at least for 
everyone to know everything that he did. And yet his disappointments 
mounted like the sorrows of Job—his wife proved unfamiliar with the 
Wonders of the Medieval World, his landlady rusty at Ecclesiastical 
Latin—until at the ripe old age of thirty-four, he had sadly concluded 
that ignorance was pandemic.

The receptionist examined a list of phone extensions; a valley settled 
between her eyebrows. And then she was retreating to the rear of her 
den, her head and torso soon shielded by an aqua draw-curtain. 
George's eyes followed her legs. She sported platform shoes, tinted 
stockings. His gaze locked. When the girl returned, his head remained 
bowed at her feet like a penitent's. 

We don't have a Martha, she said.

Excuse me?

I said, We don't have a Martha. The girl leaned forward and spoke 
slowly; she was apparently surveying him for signs of sanity. I 
checked the directory to be certain and there isn't anybody with the 
name Martha on the staff. First or last name.

The girl smiled apologetically. A narrow gap divided her front teeth.

No, said George. Of course, there isn't.

She's a bird, said George. Not a person.

The girl frowned.

She's a stuffed bird. A stuffed passenger pigeon. I have a letter here 
from the keeper of ornithological specimens.

Oh, said the girl.

Passenger pigeons once accounted for forty percent of all the birds on 
Earth, George explained. He felt the obligation to edify. In 1800, he 
said, there were eighty billion of them. When they migrated, they 
blackened the night sky across Tennessee and Kentucky. It was like a 
solar eclipse for three days running. By 1914, there was only one left. 
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Her name was Martha and she occupied a small cage in the Cincinnati 
Zoo.

I'm just the intern, answered the girl. I'm filling in. The research clerk 
is away on jury duty.

That so? asked George.

Yet he waited without complaint while the girl rummaged, probed, 
phoned. She cradled the telephone under her chin and emptied the 
contents of resistant drawers. She dialed another number and ran her 
hands along dusty shelves, behind the volumes of the Encyclopedia 
Americana. He paid close attention and, snippet by snippet, 
deciphered the mystery: The keeper of ornithological specimens was 
giving birth, the director of taxidermy was out on worker's comp. It 
was the research clerk's wife, of all people, who finally directed the 
girl to a folder labeled "B" in her husband's filing cabinet.

Bingo, said the girl. B for Bird. And, key in hand, she led George 
through a rear door into a cabinet-lined conference room.

How unlikely a place to meet his subject, in that small, dimly lit 
chamber. There was a coffeemaker, a watercooler. There were manila 
files stacked waist-high in the center of the room, where the table 
should have been, as though a short man had attempted to use them 
to change a light bulb. There was a rabbit-eared black-and-white TV. 
It was all so Dickensian. Yet here, in a cast-iron safe beneath the 
television, Martha roosted atop her final nest.

That night at the motel, George recorded the meeting in his journal:

She loves me. She's one of those delicate creatures who love all of 
humanity, all of life. I can see it in her eyes. Upon our first encounter, 
I felt like Stanley confronting Livingstone, Crusoe meeting Friday. Her 
guidance will shore me up, will drive Professor Darwin to the footnotes 
of history. Khrushchev must have known my euphoria when he 
warned, We shall bury you.

Beneath these observations, he added:

Also encountered an intriguing girl.

He fell asleep in his clothes. 

The girl encroached upon him. She crept across the landscape of his 
routine, scouted from the threshold of the conference room. He must 
have cut a queer figure, he recognized, a grown man staring at a 
stuffed pigeon over an array of open notebooks. He was not oblivious 
to the norms of the outside world, even if he chose to flout them. But 
then there was the girl—full-breasted, broad-hipped—staring at a 
grown man staring at a stuffed bird. Now that wasn't so normal, 
either. She was only sixteen, he reminded himself. A rising high 
school junior. He couldn't exactly show up at the university one day 
with his evolutionary treatise under one arm and his teenage mistress 
hanging on the other. Forget deferring his tenure another year! 
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They'd out-and-out boot him. And yet there were exceptions, 
Chaplins, Polanskis, a veritable macropoedia of genius and aberration. 
The girls ministrations tipped the scale.

Pumpkin pie, she said, balancing her weight on one leg.

He looked up, frazzled.

I baked a pie, she said. Pumpkin. Would you like some?

It was a ruse to lower his guard, he realized, like flavored antibiotics. 
He consumed two slices.

Lunch, she said, curling her bangs between her fingers.

He hadn't written a word all morning.

Lunch, she repeated. I forgot mine. Would you like to join me in the 
staff cafeteria?

He'd brought along a bag lunch. He left it to rot inside his briefcase. 

Pandas, she said.

George had never eaten panda, had heard that it tasted like pigeon or 
chicken.

I'm going to see the panda bears on Saturday. Would you like to 
come?

And so, several days later in Washington, George found himself 
accompanying Nancy to the National Zoo.

The zoo unfolded around George like a lost continent and displayed all 
the forgotten specimens of his suburban childhood: Pregnant women 
pushing perambulators, pre-pubescent girls roaming in packs. Here 
and there, young couples—his own age, but young nonetheless—
fondled and groped as though liberated by the example of the 
animals. George absorbed his fellow man with primal wonder. He had 
never, in his entire life, seen so many children.

Pandas, said Nancy. It was the first inessential word she'd said all 
morning, and she served it up like cotton candy. 

George focused on the two black-and-white creatures beyond the 
plexiglass barrier. If she was interested, he was interested.

You like pandas, don't you? he asked.

I guess, she answered.

At that moment, the pandas, possibly in an effort to stimulate 
spectator interest, tossed aside their bamboo sprouts and embarked 
on a game of lead-and-follow. Mating ensued.

It doesn't embarrass you, does it? she asked unexpectedly.
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What?

You know. You and me being here, like this, and the pandas going at 
it like that. I imagine you'd find that somewhat uncomfortable.

Why so? he asked. He felt as though he weren't wearing pants.

I don't have many friends, she answered. That's because I'm very 
mature for my age.

Nancy turned to face him and rested her elbows against the wooden 
railing. George wondered how she would respond if he leaned into 
her, pressed his dry lips into her full ones. This girl was different, he 
told himself. She knew the names of songbirds, the classifications of 
plants. She'd watched all the back episodes of Wild Kingdom. George 
was flooded with a sudden desire to nurture, to heal, as though 
healing the lonely child might justify his other desires.

I'm sorry, he said.

She laughed. Don't be. I'll have friends, soon enough. Just wait until I 
get to college.

You're gorgeous, said George.

You're blind, said Nancy.

A boy—no more than seven or eight—pointed at the mating pandas 
and shouted, That's what grandma does, to the consternation of his 
dumbstruck mother.

Nancy led George through the World of Apes, the House of Birds. The 
gallinules were flashing their plumage when he built up the courage to 
take the girl's hand.

Questions, answers. The girl longed to know George's how, why and 
whether. Could he briefly explain the causes of his breakup, elaborate 
on the politics behind his academic stagnation? Would he give her a 
hint or two about his research, his pigeon-staring? It was like taking 
oral graduate examinations on a daily basis. In principle, of course, 
George had no aversion to unburdening. In fact, he truly wanted to 
share his secrets: how Lois had left him to shoot stag films, how the 
department chairman had called him an intellectual troglodyte behind 
his back. But sharing meant intimacy, seriousness. If the girl knew 
him, she might fall in love with him. Real love, not puppy love. She 
might even expect him to drive down from Philadelphia the following 
spring to accompany her to the high school prom. It was 
unacceptable. Absurd! He sat in the conference room, breathing the 
dry, dehumidified air and searching Martha's eyes for wisdom. On 
domestic matters, she offered none.

There was no denying that Nancy buoyed his research. He'd filled 
three notebooks in the course of two weeks. At times, he assured 
himself as he reread his musings, his language even waxed poetic:
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What a noble, heroic creature, this Martha. So dignified, so tragic. The 
last of her race. The men who kept her must have recognized the 
truth: She is a martyr, not a victim. Billions of her brethren willfully 
sacrificed themselves for the welfare of the commonweal, the good of 
the planet. Their time had come. How renewing to know that the 
pulse of evolution is Nietzschean, not Darwinian—that an entire 
species can will itself into extinction in the interests of its fellow 
species. Never weakness! Herculean strength!

He had suggested his theory only once in a public forum. In a widely 
uncirculated magazine called Devolution. Even there, sandwiched 
between advertisements for human pheromones and love elixirs, he 
had drawn several dozen letters of condemnation. No fewer than 
three past winners of the Nobel Prize had branded him an ignoramus. 
Greenpeace and the Committee for the Commemoration of the 
Holocaust had joined forces to silence him. He faced the academic's 
worst nightmare: He was both universally despised and thoroughly 
obscure. 

How's the work coming? asked Nancy.

He shut his notebook.

Fine. Just fine.

Do you ever wonder what she thought about?

Excuse me?

Martha, she said. Do you ever wonder what she thought about during 
those final years? It must have been awfully lonesome, don't you 
think? Knowing that she was the last of her lot.

The passenger pigeon's brain, said George, weighs approximately 
three grams. Accounting for sexual dimorphism, Martha had about 
two and a half grams of gray matter upstairs. I don't think she did 
much thinking about anything.

Nancy pushed the stuffed bird to the center of the table and seated 
herself in front of him. Don't be obnoxious, she said.

I was just—

You were just deflecting the subject. I read your notebooks last night. 
You left them in the safe with Martha, Lloyd. You forgot that I have 
the other key. So now I know what you're up to. You don't really 
believe all that about her not thinking.

So you know what I'm up to, do you?

Lock, stock and pigeon.

And you still like me? You don't think I'm nuts.

Not only do I like you, I love you. I think you're absolutely brilliant.

George reached across the table and nuzzled her fingers.
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You're absolutely brilliant too, said George. But you don't love me. 
You're only sixteen. You're not allowed to love me.

Oh, said Nancy.

Her eyes went glassy like the bird's.

When you get to college, you'll fall in love.

Oh, I know, said Nancy. Her cheekbones sank, her eyes melted. But 
that doesn't mean I don't love you too. I thought you'd meant 
something else.

I don't know what I mean exactly, said George. He squeezed her hand 
and then returned the pigeon to its chamber. For a moment, he 
wished he were like Martha—the last of his lot. That would justify his 
bachelorhood, make his isolation easier. Then he could wander the 
streets alone confidently, with an explanation, like a homosexual or a 
priest. Instead, he suffocated under the summer heat and the wary 
looks of attractive women. 

He visited a local florist at lunchtime and, on the return trip, armed 
with a dozen red roses and the pulse of adventure, he felt a hell of a 
lot better.

They fell into the routine of playing adult. During the day, George 
stared at the pigeon. Martha offered inspiration, confirmation. He 
viscerally knew that she had sacrificed herself, that they had all 
sacrificed themselves. He still did not know why. In the evenings, 
however, it was Nancy who urged him on. Her influence was more 
subtle, almost unobtrusive. She baked him desserts—rhubarb 
cobblers, strawberry meringues. She even showed up at his motel 
room one morning with four small pigeon pies. These touched his 
funny bone and moved his palate. Yet even as the girl infused ease 
into his life (she cleaned, she took dictation, she made him origami 
swans and crepe paper lilies), he couldn't help feeling that they were 
both mimicking grown-ups in a pantomime of domesticity.

The girl's parents remained conspicuously offstage. They existed, he 
knew—but like Oz behind the curtain. Somewhere, a fifty-one-year-
old starch manufacturer and a forty-six-year-old dental hygienist 
waited to meet George, their daughter's boyfriend, a wholesome 
young man with an affinity for zoos and amusement parks. A youth 
who showered their daughter with long-stemmed roses and nature 
books. But the youth they sought was actually George, middle-aged 
ornithologist and well-known crackpot. A man still scalding from 
memories of his wife's last touch. He could no longer picture a future 
without either Lois or Nancy, and yet it was sitting on the bed in his 
motel room, watching the girl reading through his notes, when he 
most missed the companionship, even the disdain, of his wife.

Question, said Nancy.

Answer, said George.
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One-word exchanges were their romantic signature.

Why won't you sleep with me? the girl asked.

What do you mean?

I mean we've been going out for almost a month now and you still 
haven't tried to get me into bed. Are you set on driving the human 
race into extinction?

Not at all, he soothed. It's just not a good idea.

I think it's a good idea, she said. I love you. You love me. Why isn't it 
a good idea?

It just isn't a good idea, that's all. It will make this relationship too 
serious. I really do love you, I think, but you know that I can't marry 
you. In the first place, I'm already married.

Who said anything about getting married? she asked. I don't plan on 
getting married until I'm twenty-eight. Until I have my Ph.D. But 
there'll have to be a first, you know. So why not you? That way, when 
you're famous, I'll be a footnote.

She sat down next to him on the bed and rested her head on his 
shoulder.

It's just not a good idea, he said. And he said it again and again, 
intermittently, between kisses and caresses, until at some point she 
produced a condom from her purse. And then, seemingly without his 
input, the decision had somehow been made. She squeezed too hard, 
ran her dry fingers up and down him like sandpaper. He didn't fit. He 
tried to show her what to do and quickly discovered that it was much 
easier to just do it himself. And in spite of it all—to his wonder and 
relief—she actually seemed to enjoy herself.

That wasn't a good idea, he said when they were done. I love you a 
whole lot, though. He sat on the edge of the bed, stark naked in the 
strong light. He lit a cigarette.

You don't regret it? she asked.

Not terribly.

Neither do I, she said. I feel like an adult.

So do I, said George.

Yet when she had gone—he pointedly refused to let her stay over, 
drew the line at driving her to the school bus stop—he felt as though 
he'd butchered something sacred. When he was nine years old, he'd 
fed rat poison to his sister's parrot. Watched the bird stagger and 
cramp. He'd never shared the secret. For several months, the crime 
ate at his innards like a tapeworm, and then it stopped. Only now, the 
neon lights of the nearby strip mall bathing his room pink and green, 
he longed to phone his sister and apologize. But his sister was dead of 
pancreatic cancer, a closed book. His journal lay open on the bed. He 
wrote:
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What caused the passenger pigeon to sacrifice itself? What greater 
good was served by its death? Maybe nothing more than to warn 
mankind of the dangers of extinction. Is it possible that Martha was 
the messenger? Can she be saying that if eighty billion can die, so can 
eight billion? If the most populous species of bird, why not the most 
populous species of primate?

He paused and added a further thought:

Bullshit?

Then he ripped the page from the notebook and crumpled it into a 
ball. He squeezed it to reduce tension as he dialed his wife's number 
in Philadelphia. 

The conference room greeted him with the aroma of new leather. The 
girl had installed a folding table, covered the plaster with streamers 
and etchings. She was standing on a stack of milk crates, installing a 
carving of a wooden heron above the television, when he entered. He 
thought the carving suggested a crucifix. He saluted Martha with a pat 
on the tuft.

What day is today? asked the girl. 

Our anniversary? he guessed. One month? Five weeks?

National Birdwatching Day, she retorted.

I see.

It's also Bastille Day. I brought you a guillotine from my French class. 
And a saber.

George deposited his notebooks on the table and examined the papier-
mâché guillotine. It resembled a paper hat. He ran his fingers along 
the blade of the saber. Real metal.

I'm glad it's not Guy Fawkes Day, he joked.

What?

The Gunpowder Plot of 1608, he explained. And then he stopped.

The saber is my uncle's, said the girl. His great-grandfather fought in 
some war against Mexico. Or Spain.

Indeed, said George. 

Nancy stepped down from the milk crates. She had expected a lecture 
on British politics. His silence alarmed her.

What? she demanded. 
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I spoke to Lois last night.

You mean your wife Lois?

He nodded. 

She wasn't cut out for stag films, said George. He focused his eyes on 
the pigeon. They wanted her to dress up as Jackie Onassis for a 
pornographic Kennedy tribute. She thought it was too contrived. 
Beneath her.

Nancy said nothing. Her mouth hung slightly open, her gap-tooth 
visible. She folded her bare arms across her chest and rubbed them 
as though swept with a sudden chill. George suppressed the urge to 
warm her, to heal.

I'm going back to Philadelphia this morning, he said. The director of 
specimens said I could take the bird with me on loan.

Oh, said Nancy.

I'm so, so sorry, he said. You can't believe how sorry I am. I really do 
love you though. You have to believe me.

The girl opened her mouth, closed it. She hugged herself. Her eyes 
bounced around the room as though her brain had lost its balance, 
and then they settled into cold glass.

Life makes sense with Lois, he continued. It's just circumstance. You 
have to believe me. You do believe I love you, don't you?

You called her, didn't you? the girl demanded. Her tone was heavy, 
almost dead.

I spoke to her last night and—

But you called her, right? She didn't call you. 

I really do love you, George insisted. You're the girl of my dreams. It's 
just that there's the future to consider. I'm not what you want. Not 
really. Like you said, you'll go off to college and meet hundreds of 
boys. You might even meet one more attractive than I am.

He smiled to convey that the last bit was a joke. He wanted her to 
smile. Or even to cry. He wanted her to do something. Silence was as 
painful as a stoning. 

I guess I will, she said thoughtfully. And then she lifted the saber, 
ever so gingerly, and decapitated the bird with the full force of her 
sixteen years.

Feathers exploded around George like the remnants of a pillow fight.

Nancy said, Fuck you, and began kneading Martha's remains with her 
hands.
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The feathers accompanied George back to Philadelphia. He sat in the 
smoking car, his plume-filled briefcase open on his lap. Two portly 
women in their Sunday finest fought him for elbow room, their crepe-
banded hats announcing an impending funeral in the City of Brotherly 
Love. He resisted the urge to relate W. C. Fields' epitaph: I'd rather 
be here than in Philadelphia. He suppressed his desire to lecture his 
unwitting travel companions on the history of millinery, to speak of 
the mad hatter epidemic of 1782 when the mercury in men's top hat 
linings drove the craftsmen to insanity. His time in Washington had 
thoroughly extinguished his pedantic instincts. Now he felt like an 
escaping predator, a wolf deserting the hen house and leaving a trail 
of butchered fowl in his wake. George opened his journal and made 
one final entry:

Some scientists still maintain that the extinction of the passenger 
pigeon was an act of altruism, a manifestation of mass will and 
benevolence. Others see it for what it was: Not an act of sacrifice on 
the part of the noble victim, but a testament to the enduring 
ignorance and cruelty of the killer. 

He set the journal atop the blanket of feathers and shut the briefcase; 
when he returned home, both theory and evidence would receive a 
proper burial. Then he closed his eyes and let the train carry him 
forward, toward his wife, toward his future, struggling to blot out his 
memories of the girl he had left behind and his own enduring 
loneliness: the loneliness of a bird in a cage, the isolation of 
impending extinction.

Title graphic: "Martha's Friend" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012. 
This story previously appeared in Literal Latte in 1999.

 

30 of 50



Before dusk, the darker part of twilight, 
but before twilight, which is called 
the deepening obscurity,

the sunset was a brass coin, dropped into the horizon slot. 
I drive straight for the white space, 
the afterglow. The night is slowly being released 
over the dry-baked Valley ground.

The West, turning colorless, hauls me toward it, 
away from where I had a meal with my friend,

where most styles of barbed wire, bits and spurs, 
quirts, and skinning knives could be seen on display.

Sami, the radio psychic, owns the air tonight, 
nails the future with her breath: He's the one, 
she says, expect your diamond by fall...

She doesn't tell a caller her child could die, 
her mother will wander the house for years,

mumbling to God and waiting for the phone to ring. 
Back in the Valley our waitress was reluctant 
to bring things: bread, spoon, napkin, water? 
These rituals of being alive seemed enormous 
and inconsequential.

We were talking about Harlow's monkey tests:
the way Harlow's monkey babies, 
being offered a choice, preferred clinging 
to cloth mothers than to wire ones. 

But they preferred wire mothers
                                  to none at all. And twilight, which is now, 
                                  deepens to an inky blue.
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Who is the true mother: the one who gives birth to the child, or the one 
who raises him?

I spoke no Japanese and my husband's birth mother, Miyoko Ito, spoke 
just a few words of English, which was a problem since the purpose of my 
trip to Osaka was to interview her about her life, and understand why his 
parents gave my husband up for adoption when he was just two-and-a-
half years old. I was planning to write a novel based on my husband's 
family history. He generously gave me permission to pursue my research 
and showed no curiosity about what I might uncover in the process. He 
said, "I'm done with all that. Miyoko did what she did." 

When my husband and I were first dating, he told me the basic story: his 
father, Ichiro, had tuberculosis and was unable to hold down a job to 
support his young wife, Miyoko, and their son. He convinced his wife that 
it would be best for their child to be adopted by his older sister, Mitsuko 
("Mitzi"). She and her husband, Harry, were childless after nine years of 
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marriage. Harry had a good job as a dispatcher, working for the 
Halliburton Mining Company in Glendive, Montana. Mitzi cautioned her 
brother, "You must think about this at least one hundred times. You are 
not giving away a dog or a cat. Once your son, Noriyuki, comes to live 
with us in Glendive, we will never give him back to you. He will be ours 
forever." 

Ichiro and Miyoko had to give up all parental rights to their child so that 
Noriyuki could be deemed "an eligible orphan" under U.S. law. Only then 
could Harry and Mitzi adopt him. On February 28, 1963, Ichiro and 
Miyoko put Noriyuki with his small valise and toy red truck on an airplane 
by himself bound for San Francisco, and then went to the government 
registry in Kobe, Japan and removed their son's name from the family 
records. It was as if Noriyuki no longer existed. Six months after Noriyuki 
came to the United States, and adoption proceedings were moving ahead, 
Ichiro died of a heart attack. He was just thirty-two, and Miyoko was 
twenty-two, still a young woman. Miyoko said, "My husband died of a 
broken heart. He came to miss his son more than he could bear." She 
added wistfully, "I thought we could have more children if Ichiro got well, 
but that did not happen. Perhaps if I had known the price Ichiro would 
pay, I would never have agreed to his plan. I would have stood up to him, 
maybe. Everyone thought I was crazy, but I did not want to displease my 
husband."

When I asked my mother-in-law, Mitzi, if she would accompany me to 
Osaka, and be my interpreter, initially she was overjoyed. Then she 
hesitated, "How can I leave Harry? Who will cook for him? He won't have 
anything to eat." I suggested the freezer and the kindness of neighbors or 
Winger's, the local restaurant. Then she raised her concern about her 
arthritis. I promised her we would not have to do much walking. "We'll be 
spending most of our time talking with Miyoko in the hotel."

And finally she admitted, "I have never flown on an airplane." Fifty years 
ago, Mitzi had come to the United States from Japan on an American 
military transport ship, the S.S. Black Eagle, with other frightened 
Japanese brides who met their husbands during the Korean War. She had 
neither the financial resources, nor the independence of spirit to make the 
trip back to Osaka without Harry.

Trying to counteract her reluctance I said, "Mitzi, at seventy-eight years 
old, it's about time for you to go back to Japan. Harry will get along 
without you for ten days; the flight from San Francisco to Osaka is just 
fifteen hours. I'll take care of everything. I'll make sure we have 
comfortable seats in the front of the plane; I'll arrange for a beautiful 
suite at a fancy hotel. I really need your help. I cannot visit Miyoko 
without you."

I felt her mood shift. "I never thought I would see Japan again in my 
lifetime." 

"So it's settled? We will go to Osaka."

"Yes. Thank you. I will call Miyoko and tell her of our plans." And then she 
added, "That is so long as Harry is in agreement." 

Mitzi and I arrived at the Osaka International Airport on April 10, 2006, 
and were driven by a white-gloved chauffeur to the Ritz Carlton Hotel in 
the heart of the expensive Namba district. Miyoko was waiting for Mitzi 
and me in the wood-paneled lobby of the hotel surrounded by twenty 
family members. She was wearing a pair of khaki pants, a pink blouse, 
and a raincoat tied at her waist. Her short, wavy hair framed her unlined 
face; she looked a decade younger than her seventy years. 
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There was an outburst of bowing, laughing, crying, the flashing of camera 
lights, and the presentation of two exquisite bouquets of cascading white 
orchids to welcome us. Hotel guests simply walked around us, not 
seeming to mind in the least that we were causing a commotion. My 
Japanese family carried on as if the lobby were their private living room, 
in much the same way that people in Los Angeles speak on their cell 
phones in public, as if no one can hear them. Introductions all around: 
two cousin Keikos, two Akikos, one Katsue, one Joji and several aunties 
and uncles. I wished they had worn nametags, but we were not on a 
group bus tour.

The first and only time I met Miyoko was at my wedding in Los Angeles. 
After the ceremony, she stayed with us for four days, along with her 
niece, Keiko, who accompanied her because she spoke enough English to 
say: "Please kindly take us to see where Pretty Woman filmed" and "Not 
worry about rain. We go to Universal Studios Tour to see Jurassic Park 
ride, please?" I proudly showed them The Museum of Contemporary Art, 
because its architect is Arata Isozaki, and we ate dinner at a Japanese 
restaurant in the San Fernando Valley, with a sign on the wall that said 
TRUSTA-ME. I thought that was a kind of fish, but my husband informed 
me that the sign was the chef/owner's humor. He was immediately 
smitten with Miyoko and Keiko, belying his reputation among local 
patrons as the "sushi Nazi," and treated us to several rounds of premium 
sake and special dishes made especially for us. 

Mitzi and I had not seen Miyoko in seven years, but we fell into an easy 
and familiar routine. We spent our mornings sitting at a faux French 
antique table in our Ritz Carlton suite next to a floor-to-ceiling glass 
window overlooking the monstrous, modern steel buildings of Osaka. I'd 
ask a question in English, Mitzi would translate into Japanese, Miyoko 
would answer in Japanese, and then Mitzi would give me her answer in 
English. Round and round we went for two or three hours. I recorded 
each interview session and took notes. Sometimes Mitzi became so 
excited that she and Miyoko carried on in Japanese for several minutes 
before I could interrupt their animated conversation. "Mitzi, Mitzi, what is 
Miyoko saying?" Then she'd laugh and apologize, or Miyoko would nod her 
head and say "So, so, so," and I'd ask, "Mitzi, what is Miyoko agreeing 
to?"

"Oh, she says she fell in love with my brother Ichiro right away. And she 
got pregnant on their honeymoon." 

"A real love child," I said.

Miyoko nodded, "So, so, so."

Once in a while, Miyoko used a Japanese word or an expression unfamiliar 
to Mitzi, such as the name of the religion Miyoko practices—Tenrikyo. I 
later learned that Tenrikyo is a religion separate from Buddhism or 
Shintoism, founded in nineteenth-century Japan, which espouses 
selflessness and doing good for others. Miyoko is a devout disciple. When 
I asked Miyoko how she survived the death of her husband and the loss 
of her son, she answered, "Tenrikyo." Mitzi looked puzzled, but I did not 
want to interrupt the flow of conversation, so we just continued. Later, I 
learned what the word meant from Marlon Okazaki, who diligently 
transcribed all my tapes into English when I returned to Los Angeles. One 
night he called me, "I am listening to your interviews with Miyoko and 
Mitzi. Miyoko says she is a disciple of Tenrikyo. I am an ordained Tenrikyo 
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minister as are my father and grandfather. You will have to come to our 
church in East Los Angeles and attend a service. We all know Miyoko's 
minister in Osaka, Reverend Ikeda." 

I was startled. Marlon said, "That is no coincidence. It was meant to be 
that I should be given the honor of transcribing these tapes for you. I 
hope that you will explain Tenrikyo to your American readers." 

Our daily morning sessions came to be known as "book time." Mitzi did 
not know very much about Miyoko's life, since she had left Japan before 
Ichiro married Miyoko, and she and Harry could not afford to attend their 
wedding in Osaka. Her life stories were new to both of us—being saved by 
her father when the bomb dropped on Hiroshima; trying out for the dance 
theater in Osaka; meeting Ichiro at the tea house where she worked as a 
waitress and he as the general manager; their love affair and discovery of 
Ichiro's illness; and then the birth of their first and only son, Noriyuki. 

Miyoko assured Mitzi and me that her life was a happy one now, and that 
she was content working at a tearoom in Namba. "Jobs are scarce in the 
city. I am very lucky, although I take a one-hour subway ride each night 
to get to work. But I don't mind. And on Sundays I visit my sister, 
Setsuko, in the nursing home. She had a stroke. I go there to take care 
of her. She doesn't say anything, but she smiles at me. I know that she 
still knows who I am." She stopped speaking and took a sip of cold water.

We were all silent for a few minutes. I wondered what other selfless acts 
Miyoko performed. 

I asked Miyoko, "Did you ever want to remarry after Ichiro died?"

"No, but I had a boyfriend for many years. He was married and I did not 
want to break up his family."

Mitzi said, "I am relieved to know that you had someone to love you and 
that you were not alone."

Miyoko answered, "Yes, widowed women do not have much opportunity 
for romance in Osaka. They are referred to as a cold bowl of rice. He was 
good to me. He used to drive me to visit Ichiro's grave in Ichi City." 

I asked, "Where is your boyfriend now? Are you still together?"

"Oh, he died of cancer last year. I was not able to go to the funeral. I did 
not want to cause any embarrassment for myself or for his family."

After our book time, we spent the rest of our day as tourists with Miyoko: 
visiting the Osaka Castle, attending a performance of Bunraku puppetry 
at the national theater, eating in private banquet rooms of authentic 
Japanese restaurants, and touring the Buddhist temple in Nara. Each 
morning Miyoko brought gifts for me, her American daughter-in-law: a 
handkerchief decorated with colored butterflies, sweet candies, and a 
beautiful fan Ichiro gave her as an engagement present. She also gave 
me her mother's hair comb made of jade and tortoise shell. She said, "I 
always planned to give these things to Noriyuki's wife, and now I can." 

I asked, "Are you sure you want to give these precious mementos away?"

"Yes, take, take. I have no need now."
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On our fifth day in Osaka, Miyoko announced, "Today we are not going to 
have book time." I have planned a special excursion for us to a ryokan 
outside Kyoto." I needed time off from our Japanese-English interview 
sessions, and thought a day at an authentic Japanese inn would be a 
welcome respite. In all honesty, I was getting a headache from the 
intensity of emotions and facts, my head swiveling back and forth from 
Mitzi to Miyoko and back to Mitzi while making sure my tape recorder was 
functioning, and keeping backup notes. When I listen to the tapes today, 
I hear the scratching of my pen, and the clinking of ice melting in the 
water glasses on the desk. What I do not hear is the sadness and 
melancholy behind the words and the laughter. 

The Togetsutei Inn outside Kyoto was a short cab ride from the train 
station. The recumbent hills of Arashiyama were covered in verdant 
foliage, and the cherry blossom trees were already shedding their pink 
petals, although it was only the middle of April. The water of the river 
flowing underneath the Togetsutei trestle bridge glistened in the late 
morning sunshine. 

The innkeeper, dressed in a traditional kimono, escorted us to the private 
room Miyoko had reserved for us. We sat on silk cushions around a low 
lacquered table. One by one, the dishes were brought in and a glowing 
brazier kept the teapot hot. I had no idea what I was eating, but after a 
few days in Osaka I had stopped worrying about the strange food, 
because everything was delicious, beautifully prepared, and freshly 
caught from the sea or picked from nearby farms. We finished eating and 
then Miyoko said, "Now we go to the bath." 

I had been dreading this moment since Miyoko told us that she had 
reserved time for us in the communal onsen; the prospect of floating 
naked in a hot bath with my two mothers-in-law seemed a little too 
intimate. But Miyoko had been willing to bare her heart during book time, 
so why should I be afraid of taking my clothes off in front of my mothers-
in-law?

We undressed in a tiny anteroom, and folded our clothes in straw baskets 
sitting on shelves. Miyoko opened the door to a large tiled room. In the 
middle was a shallow heated pool with bright lights overhead. Around the 
room were wooden stools and buckets. I followed Miyoko's example, 
soaping myself and then pouring a bucket filled with hot water, to rinse 
the suds off my body. Mitzi did the same and then the three of us slipped 
into the water. The lyrics to "Three Little Maids From School Are We" from 
The Mikado popped into my head. 

With no other guests to worry about, we paddled around in the hot water, 
laughing. I rested my head against the cool ceramic tile; Miyoko floated in 
the middle of the pool, her face flushed from the steam; and Mitzi jumped 
up and down enjoying the soothing water on her arthritic feet and legs. 
We climbed out of the pool, wrapping ourselves in individual white towels 
and got dressed again. I felt cleansed and refreshed. Before we boarded 
the train back to Osaka, we walked through a black bamboo forest and 
visited a Buddhist temple. A few curious Japanese glanced politely at the 
tall red-haired American woman and her two Japanese companions. 

On our last day together, Mitzi said, "Miyoko has something she has 
wanted to ask you, but until today she did not feel ready."
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"What does she want to know?"

Miyoko asked, "Is Noriyuki happy? Is my son happy?"

Mitzi repeated the question in English, "Is Noriyuki happy? Is my son 
happy?"

I felt as if both mothers were asking me this question: Miyoko needing 
assurance that she had done the right thing to give her toddler away and 
Mitzi needing assurance that she and Harry had been good parents to my 
husband. I told both mothers, "Yes, I think he is very happy."

Miyoko and Mitzi embraced one another, and then turned to me. In 
unison, they bowed and said, "Thank you."

I answered, "No, it is I who should thank you."

I am now back in Los Angeles, spending book time without my two 
mothers-in-law, carried forward on the strength of their stories to write a 
novel. I am filling in the blanks that the years have stolen from Miyoko 
and Mitzi's memories. A photograph of the three of us standing on the 
trestle bridge sits on my desk: we are all smiling as the river flows 
underneath us.

 

Title image, "View of Osaka from 25th Floor of Ritz-Carlton," and footer image, 
"Miyoko Ito, Loren Stephens, and Mitzi Miyoshi," provided courtesy of Loren 
Stephens.
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I walked there, 
following the road
three miles or so
out of Llansteffan's reach.
That unhurried summer
the tranquil Tywi flowed
through high August country
as the abundant sun made salt,
soon the river disappeared from view,
I was alone
before a private house,
where amongst the dark
conifers and lattice of dizzy pylons
a childhood world
was once recalled.

His words of celebration and praise
brought me here, 
a boyhood recreated
unaware that innocence
would end;
outside that day
a sign warned
Beware Guard Dogs
In Operation,
presented no clue
to his untethered wordscape
where a green fraction of fern
was placed on the mindful page,
an abiding calligraphy,
nature's reading
by the filigree of strong leaves. 
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A café of students 
delivered from lectures,
the February tourists
searching for Richelieu's tomb.
The infectious laughter of a girl
sitting by the window,
a genuine smile
in a room 
busy with speech,
the tested leaves
as books lean on stained tables.
Yellow lights,
your shadow
fragrant before me,
the promise like a corner
yet to be turned.

 

39 of 50



It's all about the sweat, the screaming. It's all about the music that's so loud it 
feels like an entity, a beast, like it's charging right through you in preternatural 
power, ready to run you and anybody else who doesn't surrender right into the 
ground. It's all about the sex and the drugs and the rock and roll. It's all about 
the howls from fans that sound like adoration, that feel a whole lot like love.

Lucius, pressed up against the stage by the writhing crowd, an entity unto itself 
like the beast made of many different organisms and consciousnesses, knew what 
it was all about. He was in a band too, after all. He watched his girlfriend Rochelle
—who in reality was someone else at the moment, the persona that defined 
Naplash—up on the stage, at a bigger venue than his band had ever played. He 
watched her get everything he ever wanted. And more. 

He guessed that Rochelle always interpreted his too-cool-for-school scowl as a 
put-on, not only so that he would appear to be the frontman of a sophisticated 
yet lesser-known band but also to differentiate himself from the adoring masses 
in any photos of the show that might crop up on the Web or in print. What she 
didn't realize was that his expression was genuine—the entire spectacle pissed 
him off. The guys who wanted to screw her. The girls who wanted to be her. Well, 
mostly the guys who wanted to screw her. 

Lucius could have hung out in the greenroom for the show, with the rest of what 
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he liked to mockingly call the inner sanctum, including a few members of his own 
band, sat and drank and smoked some weed, went tearing through the free food. 
But he didn't want to go back there, away from the action like some elitist, some 
glossy magazine wannabe whore. He wanted to be here, to gauge the reaction of 
the crowd. Not even that; to feel the energy of it. To understand without a 
shadow of a doubt how much further Rochelle had gotten in less time than he had 
spent in pursuit of his dream, clobbering guitar strings until his fingers were 
bloody. 

Someone from behind spilled beer down his back and Lucius jabbed him viciously 
with his elbow. The guy went to make an aggressive pose and then stepped back. 
Lucius imagined himself having the disconcerting gaze of a sociopath. He wanted 
to say, "Don't you know who I am?" but shit, Naplash had actual corporate radio 
play and a big record deal as opposed to simple critical acclaim in alternative 
zines. He knew better.

They don't call it the greenroom for nothing.

Lucius was there waiting for Rochelle at the end of the set, and he saw her look 
for him, beaming, but the hangers-on surrounded her right away, as usual, 
enveloping her like a pack of voracious jackals. He helped himself to some of the 
food, which was nearly picked clean already.

"Oh," Rochelle breathed, finally stepping up beside him and throwing her arms 
around his neck. She smelled like sweat, pheromones. Those smells were 
triumph, and Lucius had to admit that he wanted to bottle that scent and save it 
for later, for a time when it had nothing to do with this and everything to do with 
them. She buried her head in his shoulder. "God, I missed you."

Lucius wanted to say, "Let's run away," but instead said, "You didn't miss me." He 
knew she was lying, that she wasn't even thinking of him while faced with the 
adoration of the crowd and the victory of a tight set. He knew she was amazing. 
Holding her now, though, felt better because she was real, and he was touching 
her, as opposed to seeing her command the stage, wearing next to nothing, an 
advantage he never had.

"I did miss you. I sing every song for you," she said, pouting just a bit.

"Ah, so that's your secret," he said.

"Of course it is," she replied, as some photographers burst into the room snapping 
pictures, celluloid soul suckers. He looked away. 

Rochelle Elan and her boyfriend Lucius Gregerson, the caption read. The 
photographers had captured a fuzzy moment in black and white after all, and 
when Lucius surveyed his image he thought it looked like he was drowning 
although he distinctly remembered his thought at the moment: he wanted to 
break their cameras. He tossed the magazine across the table and lit another 
cigarette. "They spelled my name wrong," he said.

Rochelle frowned dutifully. "I'm sorry, they suck."

"Yeah, it's only Rolling Stone." 

"Don't be mad," she said, pouring two cups of coffee. "It happens. Lots of times 
they only give me one 'l.'" 

"I'm not mad," he answered.

"Okay, sure, but you kind of sound like you are."

"I'm always mad in the morning."
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"Well, that's why we named Naplash after you." She sighed when he didn't smile. 
"I was so proud of that review of Carpe Diem,'" she said, referring to his latest 
album. "I mean, it's critically acclaimed." She looked young, dressed only in a T-
shirt, with raccoon eyes from last night's makeup and sweat, her face a little 
pinched like maybe she had a victory hangover.

"You're publicly acclaimed." Lucius sipped his black coffee and shook his head a 
little, trying to clear it. "Don't be so apologetic, Rochelle. You're turning into a big 
star and that's not really anything to be ashamed of, you know."

"You're an artist and I'm shit," she responded, avoiding his gaze. "You know that's 
true too."

It was his only comfort, that evil thought that he often had, the one that he never 
would have said aloud, not to her, not to anybody. It comforted him sometimes in 
his darkest moments, when something twisted in his chest, something dark and 
frightening. "Yeah, you sellout," he whispered, and laughed.

She laughed too. "See, now don't you feel better?"

He hated to admit it, but he did.

Everybody wanted to know where they went and what they did. Often they saw 
girls wearing something similar to what Rochelle had worn during a show the 
night before. Sometimes he and Rochelle would be stopped for her autograph; 
Lucius hated it when she was swarmed by dumbstruck, lovestruck boys, but he 
equally hated it when the shrieks of girls pierced his eardrums, coming out of 
nowhere and disrupting the occasional false promise that life could be normal and 
anonymous, that he and Rochelle could go out in the city streets and have a 
private love that was only for the two of them. Sometimes she'd say, "Well, 
Lucius is in Interregnum. You should give them a listen sometime." Some of them 
seemed to make a mental note of that, an afterthought just to be polite, before 
returning to stargaze upon her. Most would just shrug blankly and ask to touch 
her hand one more time or hug her. It made him want to crack some skulls. 

It didn't help when she tried to plug Interregnum, as much as she probably 
thought it did; it made what felt like injustice that much worse. So what if his 
lyricism rivaled Baudelaire and Byron. So what if a few lesser known critics said 
that Interregnum was turning rock and roll on its ear. If rock and roll falls in the 
forest and nobody is there to hear it, did it happen at all? 

Lucius would jot down lyrical snatches on napkins in spare moments and realize 
that envy and Rochelle's screaming groupies obliterated the rest from his mind. 
He'd think back to just a year and a half ago, when he was the one who had a 
wild new band getting airplay on college radio stations, and she was a shy and 
sort of funny looking thing, who sang in his shower one day in the beginning. She 
just belted out a song while he was making omelets, something he did at the 
beginning of relationships, and he said, "You could sing in a band. Think about it," 
never realizing it would really happen. He had been slightly bemused when she 
said that a few friends of hers wanted to put one together, and he was even more 
shocked that she had so much heart, that she could suddenly have style, and, 
Jesus, where had that shyness gone? 

Rochelle often said that he was her inspiration for self-improvement, to make 
herself someone he could be proud of. She would whisper in his ear at night after 
they made love, "Are you proud of me?" And at first, he really was, proud that 
she had come into his world, where she could have empathy for the creative force 
and the tough life of a musician, to put herself out there like he did, where so 
much is difficult and uncertain and most definitely random. He was proud that she 
had seen fit to emulate him. 

Lucius was proud until he realized that by teaching Rochelle everything he knew, 
he watched her run past him, laughing (always laughing), making it all look so 
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easy. And then he started having those wicked thoughts, like what felt like a 
massive epiphany: his misfortune was that he didn't have big tits and a nice ass 
and a beautiful mouth. His biggest mistake was the art and chaos that somehow 
seemed to relegate him to the dim corners of very few discriminating minds—
after all, who really discriminates?—the dusty back pages of zines with little 
circulation. Soon she was going to be on the cover of Rolling Stone, and where did 
that leave him? He looked at her and thought she was going to enjoy the fruits of 
mainstream success—the paths where mediocrity took you to. He could always 
join her, hitch a ride on the tail of her shooting star. He could shake a 
tambourine, shake his ass, his title simply Rochelle Elan's Boyfriend... and 
Dancing Boy. He didn't want to. He also knew that in her shoes, he would have 
done the exact same thing: shoot for the top and never look back.

Lucius and Rochelle slept until noon for the first time in ages, after a night where, 
for once, she stood in the crowd at one of his shows, a small but loyal crowd that 
barely registered on the radar as she stood in the shadows, sipping beer and 
chain-smoking. There was nothing gourmet in the greenroom, just National 
Bohemian and some generic chips and salsa. He loved her for not looking down at 
the spread, he loved her while trying to forget who she appeared to be, while 
trying to remember who she really was. He loved that she was just wearing a T-
shirt and olive green military pants and combat boots, her hair pulled back, 
almost like the old Rochelle as she took his place in the back. 

It was the most he had ever loved her as he heard the appreciative applause, at a 
show so few people knew about, a show that so few people cared about, 
compared to any that Naplash put on. 

Now, the harsh light of morning streaked through beaded curtains. Rochelle 
stroked his arm. "Last night was so cool. You guys were really great," she said 
sleepily, a smile in her voice.

"Yeah, we were pretty tight," he said, a vocal shrug.

"You guys were brilliant." She stretched, and then said nonchalantly, "Naplash is 
supposed to play at the MTV Music Awards."

Lucius laughed. The laughter just kept welling up, in his stomach, in his soul. 
Moisture squeezed out of his eyes. "Are you serious?"

"Yeah," she said. It was now obvious that her nonchalance had been an act, and 
that she wasn't at all happy about telling him this latest development. 

"Damn, Rochelle, that's great," he said, kissing her. Lucius knew that he would 
make love to her now, and he knew it would be the last time. He knew he was 
going to steal that feeling from last night—that she was still who she had once 
been—and then he was going to walk away from the person she had become. 

He was thinking Paris, Prague. He was thinking Tijuana. He was thinking Tokyo, 
Milan. Someplace far, far away, where he and his band would create their new 
album. His band mates wouldn't care. Interregnum wasn't big; there was nothing 
to lose. They'd carve their niche elsewhere. The album would be called Envy. 
Lucius had been writing it every single day, living it, as his soul got darker, as the 
cancer in his heart gripped him tight and made every moment bitter.

"I love you, Rochelle," Lucius said, holding her tight as she melted into him, 
comfortable and smiling. He knew what his note would say, left on the kitchen 
table, yesterday's news soon enough. It would say: You just can't touch a star, 
much less hold on to it. It's too beautiful, it's too hot, it's too fucking far away.

Title graphic: "Adoration" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012.
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In a silver dress carried away in a fish's 
mouth she sits in the Russian café 
watching a baby at the next table. 
The boy stares out the door at each person 
and cloud. Then the child points at the

dress, calling it a plane, both shimmering gray.

The mother blows on two steaming peas on 
her palm. When ordering, she formed her fingers 
into a circle, and said "green," peas not on

the menu, the waitress not understanding the word. 
And now she puts them in her hand, feeding the child 
like a bird, her fingers like eyedroppers,

her tattoo, a wreath of colored thorns going all the way 
around her arm, small flowers in the shape of a cross.

The man with them is entranced by the 
street. Across the avenue a building is scrawled 
in black & white,

the words unreadable, the letters' curves intersecting 
into shapes. A parked truck mirrors 
the indecipherable forms in color.

The boy yells out from his high chair, 
"bye-bye bus," "bye-bye plane," "bye-bye cloud," 
gazing deeply into the outer world.

She speaks of the street's designs as blues, 
the quivering of imprecise edges, as counterpoint
 her silver dress repeating the letters' curve.
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Reviewed by Lindsay Denninger - 

In choosing a book to review for our Tenth Anniversary Issue, I 
decided to go back to the year of our launch and cover a novel 
released around that time. How would a book hold up ten years 
later? Would it still be interesting in 2012? In the age of 
instantaneous media and writing, what would hold up? 

Why Did I Ever by Mary Robison 
    Counterpoint, 2002 
    ISBN 978-1582432557, 208 pages

Minimalist writer Mary Robison's 
novel, Why Did I Ever, is an 
introspective look at a woman 
scrambled with blinding 
Attention Deficit Disorder, 
middle age, and a wild family 
life. In the 1990s, Robison 
suffered from a case of writer's 
block so severe that she jotted 
her thoughts down on thousands 
of index cards to overcome it. 
These cards were edited and 
reworked to become Why Did I 
Ever, consisting of 536 short 
chapters, some taking up 
multiple paragraphs, and some 
as short as: 

121

Huh.

Money Breton is a three-times divorced editor of Hollywood 
screenplays, visiting La-La Land frequently from her home in 
Louisiana to tend to the studios she works with. Dealing with 
the true absurdity of everyday life, Money's thoughts move 
from those of her formerly meth-addicted daughter, Mev, to 
her idiot coworkers, to driving cross-country meeting her son, 
Paulie, to letters she has drafted to actor Sean Penn, and all 
within the span of one page. 

Symbolic of just how short Money's attention span is, the 
book's form helps draw the reader into her wild ride of a 
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brain. She talks to her diary, she talks to her children, she 
talks to her friends, and most prominently, she talks to 
herself, reminding her to feel (or not), talk (or not), and listen 
(or, obviously, not). 

If Why Did I Ever was written in any other form, it could be 
insufferable, the ramblings of an obviously confused woman. 
But the prose stays short and quick, sucking the reader into 
Money's world. Readers can hate her, love her, and empathize 
with her, and they certainly can't ignore her. 

Though written over a decade ago, the novel still rings 
satirical, smart, and sad. A worthy read for fans of regular ol' 
narrative fiction and poetry alike, Why Did I Ever remains a 
distinctive look into the mind of a woman on the verge. 
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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. For poetry, please include all poems in the same 
document.

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. We obtain no rights to literary work, although 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. More information about this journal is given in the Masthead 
link, found in the Table of Contents.

 
 

50 of 50

file:///C|/ezine/index.htm
file:///C|/ezine/recommended.htm
mailto:editor@summersetreview.org
file:///C|/ezine/index.htm

	Local Disk
	The Summerset Review
	The Summerset Review - Table of Contents
	Addendum to the Fall 2012 issue
	The Summerset Review - Editor's Notes
	Birthday - poetry by David McAleavey
	Looks for Life - fiction by Jean Ryan
	Epoxy (Wave Like Ahab) - poetry by John A. Nieves
	Invasive Species - poetry by John A. Nieves
	The Passenger - fiction by Jacob M. Appel
	Driving West After Sunset - poetry by Helen Wickes
	Floating in Arashiyama - nonfiction by Loren Stevens
	Visit to Fern Hill - poetry by Byron Beynon
	Sorbonne - poetry by Byron Beynon
	Envy - fiction by Alyce Lomax
	Graffiti in Braille - poetry by Barbara Buckman Strasko
	The Summerset Review - Contributors' Notes
	The Summerset Review - Book Review by Lindsay Denninger

	staff.pdf
	Local Disk
	The Summerset Review - Masthead


	guidelines.pdf
	Local Disk
	The Summerset Review - Guidelines





