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It's been a while since we've cited a Lit Pick of the Quarter. For those of 
you who don't already know, a spot was reserved in our Editors' Notes 
over the years, highlighting a particular prose piece we'd come across in 
a recent issue of a literary magazine. A piece we thought was so good, 
we couldn't hold back mention of it. Call it a plug if you will, but an 
unbiased plug at that.

Since we do a lot of literary magazine reading, we're inclined to make 
judgments, pick favorites, buy some new subscriptions, cancel others. In 
looking over the prose material we're read the last half-dozen years, 
aside from the usual suspects that have continued to impress us, one 
magazine stood out as being especially engaging: Third Coast, from 
Western Michigan University.

We took a look at the magazine's masthead page in six issues over the 
last six years, to see if we could spot the source that selected and 
published such wonderful material. Many university-based literary 
magazines rotate editorial staff, and Third Coast is no exception; we saw 
different names in almost every issue, presumably graduate students. 
There was a faculty advisor, though, that remained constant, Steve 
Feffer, and it is only our guess that perhaps this man had something to 
do with it.

Nonetheless, here is a sampling of prose that we adored in Third Coast 
over the last six years:

"Anna Elena's Tongue" 
— nonfiction by Stephen G. Bloom (Fall 2006)
"Tenants" 
— fiction by Halina Duraj (Spring 2008)
"Plastic Parts" 
— fiction by Casey Lefante (Spring 2008)
"Joining the Club" 
— nonfiction by Heather Kirn (Spring 2008)
"Sea of Love" 
— nonfiction by Allyson Miller (Fall 2008)
"Somewhere Warm" 
— fiction by Bobbie Jo Campbell (Spring 2009)
"Ready, Aim" 
— fiction by Brandon Boyer-White (Spring 2012)
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"Upper Middle Class Houses" 
— fiction by Claire Burgess (Spring 2012)

This issue rounds out ten complete years of The Summerset Review, 
passionately released without fail every quarter. Our Fall 2012 issue will 
celebrate this in our usual humble and understated way, namely, 
publishing more great and wonderful literary work chosen completely 
from incoming unsolicited submissions. There will be no celebrity party 
with media coverage, though our staff will tip a quiet glass of wine in our 
own special way, proud of this accomplishment and vowing to put 
through another ten years. We are keeping the fanfare and all of our 
energy strictly focused on the written page. Stay tuned, enjoy the 
summer, and we hope this issue inspires.

Theme graphics this issue - "47th and Broadway" 
Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2012.
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Washed out in a turquoise sweater, 
Hypnotic crisscross patterns on my sleeves, 
This bluish color makes you fantasize about 
Atlantic waters and blue jays 
Flailing above abandoned rafts, 
Wings weaving, knifelike, slicing 
Thin wisps of southern clouds.

Can you decipher my body language
In a turquoise sweater?
The translation of each gesture, 
Does it sound foreign like Mandarin or Sanskrit,
Each essential action, 
The fold of my arms, the bend of my posture,
Does it vibrate from afar like a whisper, a shhhhh?
You don’t know the answer and
I insist that you to unravel me, 
Unravel me in my sweater. 

A pool of small waves, easy breaths 
Whirl blue-green between us.
I pose like a mannequin and you pull apart 
Symmetric loops of silk yarn, undo rows of stitches.
Mindful, urgent, unknotting kinks at the hemline, 
Your fingers work fast as if this hour has 
A deadline, job well done, seams shredding 
At my elbows, an exposed shoulder.
A mesh of turquoise strings, thread, 
Metallic buttons on the floor.

A reflection in your eyes at last,
My torso bare, ribs bare, 
No turquoise sweater, no Atlantic waters, 
No blue jays to sidetrack, to hide behind.
Mystery unravels and your gaze 
Strips me naked, vulnerable.
My mouth unzips for a final inquiry
And you interject a whisper, a shhhhh
As I give myself permission
To come undone.
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Candidly crushing on my flimsy heart,
Flutter-fluttering, buzz-buzzing,
A racy sixty miles per hour deepness,
She, a bee sting with a needle tattooing
Her transparent feelings onto goose bumps 
Near my wavering pulse.

Tingly summer skin, dizzy June bugs.
Windows rolled down, traversing gravel roads,
A u-turn, we put on straw hats and sunscreen,
Cover up silence with loud radio frequencies,
Folk music prolongs, harmonica blows 
A mouthful of airy blues.
She doesn't hear me when I tell her, 
My heart, she's distracted.

A speckled yellow twilight unfolds
Across the journey of our moving mountains,
Confounding my heart's shape,
Shredding it in half, then in fourths, 
Ripping it like letters, crumpled, 
A hundred itty bitty rips, tossed out the 
Back seat window, scraps of cursive and doodles 
Littering country roads.

Traffic light flashes red at an intersection.
Her standstill motions, my faltering emotions.
Her solid heart on the brakes,
My delicate heart horizontally flat on her wheel.
Her truck panics, 
Anxiety pleas for a breather, 
Nervosa immobilized.

                               A green light signals for us to go again.
                               My cautious heart hesitates, 
                               Cannot stop hemorrhaging.
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One day, the doorbell rang. I answered the door. Sitting on the step 
was a grey and white longhaired cat. It was my father in disguise. I 
had never seen my father before, but I recognized him immediately. 
One recognizes one's own. We had the same eyes. 

My mother had warned me when I was a child that he might show up 
someday. After she told me that, I felt anxious every time the doorbell 
rang or a stranger came to our house, afraid that it might be him. But 
as the years went by and he never appeared, I stopped worrying. In 
fact, I stopped thinking about him entirely. It probably never occurred 
to my mother that he would show up as a cat.

My father meowed in a low un-catlike tone. His fur clung to his bones 
and he wore no collar. I could tell he expected me to take him in. There 
was so much I had to say, but nothing that I could utter or 
acknowledge. I was about to close the door when my husband saw 
him. Aaron had always wanted a cat. Our dog, Buckwheat, was too 
large for our laps and didn't know any tricks.

"Look at you," Aaron said to my father. "Are you a poor little kitty?"

Page 7 of 60



My father looked up at my husband with big, sad eyes.

"It isn't a poor kitty," I said. "It's my father, and I don't want anything 
to do with him." 

"But just look at him," Aaron said. "He's starving."

My father swayed to the side, as if he might faint. He was a good actor 
and he knew how to get people, just like my mother had said.

I had pork chops in the oven, broccoli on the stove, and bread and 
apple butter on the table. The scent must have been wafting out the 
door, because I noticed my father licking his lips with his sharp, pink 
tongue.

"No cat, no father," I said to Aaron and shut the door. 

Back inside, we had an uncomfortable dinner. I could tell Aaron was 
upset—he was probably thinking about how much he wanted a cat, not 
how much I didn't want a father. Outside, my father howled—a pitiful, 
primal cry. I tried to ignore them both.

As a child, whenever people asked about my father, I said that he was 
dead, and moved myself, somehow, to the brink of tears. I knew that 
by giving this answer, I created in their minds the sense that they had 
hit upon some trove of unspeakable, terrible anguish, and I hoped I 
moved them to compassion and morbid fascination as to what had 
actually happened. Suicide? Train wreck? A drowning? By not giving 
one answer, it was like suggesting them all. 

The truth wasn't that interesting. He was an alcoholic and had cheated 
on my mother. He left before I was born. I lied about all of this 
because it seemed to me that a dead father was preferable to an 
undesirable one.

My father howled again and maybe I imagined it or tricked myself into 
hearing it, but it sounded like an apology. 

"Why don't you give him a chance?" Aaron said. He had hardly eaten a 
bite and just scooted pieces of food around his plate. 

"Fine," I said. "Let him in. But just for dinner."

Aaron rushed to the door. I heard the click of the handle, the squeak of 
hinges, and I heard these not as the noises of a door opening, but as 
the audible sounds of one's life changing. Buckwheat, who had been 
lying underneath the table, bolted out of the room. She wasn't afraid of 
cats—quite liked them, in fact—but seemed to be afraid of my father. 
My father paid her no attention. He took a seat at the table and rested 
his paws on the tablecloth. Aaron served him a pork chop. My father 
gobbled it down, making nasal grunt-like sounds as he ate. Bits of 
sauce flew across the tablecloth as he wrestled with the meat.

I waited for him to say something—to meow again as he had outside, 
but he remained fixated on the pork chop and didn't even look my way.

"I never wanted to see you, you know," I said to him. "I was happy 
with my mom. I liked having her all to myself. You would have ruined 
it. She always said it would have been like having two children instead 
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of one."

I thought it would make me feel better to get that off my chest, but it 
left me feeling angry. I scooted the broccoli around on my plate. Still, 
my father didn't look at me. I had the feeling he was here for food, and 
food only.

After dinner, he disappeared down the hall with the bone, and 
proceeded to throw up on the couch.

"The poor thing," Aaron said. "He really was starving. His stomach 
couldn't hold it."

"No," I said. "Cats just aren't supposed to eat pork chops."

That evening, I called my mother.

"It happened," I said.

"You aren't—?"

"No, Mom. But you'll never guess who showed up. I don't know how he
—"

"Your father?"

"Yes. The doorbell rang, and I answered, and—"

"You didn't let him in, did you?"

"I didn't. But Aaron saw him, and you know how bad he's wanted a—"

"I always knew something like this would happen."

"And so we let him in, just for dinner. That pork chop recipe you gave 
me—"

"He always had a thing for pork chops. I guess he picked the right 
night to show up."

"But Mom, you won't believe—"

"What? What did he do? Ask you for money? Did he take something? 
Oh honey, was he mean to you? Or did he just talk about himself the 
whole evening?" 

"Mom, he's a cat. He's got long grey and white fur, he's skinny, and he 
looks like—remember Snowball? And his eyes—"

"Why does that not surprise me. A cat. Couldn't even show up as 
himself."

"Well, do you think he could really help it? I mean, why would anyone, 
why would he—?"
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"Oh, he could help it. Believe me. Nobody just becomes a cat. He 
signed himself up for this. Where is he now?"

"With Aaron in the living room. They're watching football. I told him—
Aaron—that I didn't want—"

"Honey, listen to me. You've got to get him out of your house. Right 
now. If you want me to talk to Aaron for you, I will, to explain—"

"I can do it," I said.

"Because if he stays there, well, I don't even want to think about it. 
And I don't want you to have to think about it either. You don't need 
this right now. Or ever."

"Yes, Mom, I know."

"Promise me. Promise me you'll—" 

"Yes, Mom. Don't worry."

When I got off the phone, I went to find my father. The game had just 
ended, and he was making himself at home on Buckwheat's bed. He 
turned around four or five times before plopping down—and then licked 
himself, one of his hind legs stretched high in the air. Buckwheat was 
hiding under the piano bench, alternating between growling and 
whimpering.

"Oh no you don't," I said to my father and picked him up. It was the 
first time I'd touched him, and I was overcome by a desire to nuzzle 
my face in his fur. Instead, I held him out in front of me and deposited 
him outside on the porch. 

"Where is he?" Aaron asked.

"Outside," I said. "I know you want a cat, but I just can't— I talked to 
my mother. She thinks it's a really bad idea to keep him here."

"Of course she thinks it's a bad idea, but he's your father. Maybe you'll 
find that you really like him."

"I don't think so," I said. "Why don't you pick out a different cat, one 
who isn't related to me. I just want to go to sleep and forget any of this 
happened."

In bed that night, I watched the shadows on the wall change from blue 
to grey to grey-blue and back again. The grey was a very specific 
shade of grey. I had the feeling I was looking at a color that would 
never exist again, beyond this room.

Somewhere outside was the familiar low howl of a hungry, lonely 
animal. I'd heard that sound many times before, but this time it was 
sadder, more pitifully drawn out. Then came a ruckus as other howls 
and meows joined in, and garbage cans toppled over in the night on an 
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empty sidewalk. It was a catfight, and I heard it as if it were happening 
in my own bedroom.

"Do you hear that?" Aaron asked, but I offered no reply.

I kept watching the shadows. 

In the middle of the night, it rained and thundered, and at the 
crossroads of sleep and wake, having forgotten what had happened the 
previous day, I saw a strange cat on the window ledge. Its wet fur was 
illuminated by cracks of lightning, and it peered inside and meowed—
seemed to meow, though I heard no sound other than the thunder that 
rumbled miles, or maybe only streets, away. It seemed unreasonable, 
in fact, it seemed cruel not to let it in. And that is what I think I said to 
Aaron, who was more awake than I: "Let it in." With that, I fell back 
asleep, as if nothing at all of importance had just happened.

I awoke to Aaron softly kissing me, licking the inside of my ear, then 
my eyelids and nose. But he didn't smell like himself—his breath was 
heavy, as though he hadn't brushed his teeth the night before, or any 
night ever—and his tongue was rough and small enough to reach the 
crevices and small spaces around my ears and eyes. I felt the soft 
familiar weight of Aaron's arm on my chest. But when I opened my 
eyes, I saw that it wasn't Aaron's arm, it was my father. I pushed him 
off.

"Aaron," I said, and nudged him. "He got in."

Aaron moaned and turned over.

"How did my father get in?" I asked. I imagined him breaking into our 
house, opening the door with his paws, even though he didn't have 
opposable thumbs. Just like my mother had said: crafty.

"You said to let him in."

In a second's recollection, I remembered the cat from last night, wet 
and shivering in the rain.

"Can we keep him?" Aaron asked. "He needs a place to stay, I want a 
cat, you could have a father..." 

I didn't like to admit it, but I had always wanted a father, just not my 
own. Now, with no other prospects in sight—I couldn't be picky, 
because how many fathers does a person get?—I thought, maybe it 
won't be so bad. 

"Okay," I said. "He can stay. Temporarily."

"What should we name him?" Aaron said.

"He already has a name. It's Dennis."

"That's not a good name for a cat. That's a people name. I was 
thinking something like Rocky. He looks like a Rocky."
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"I don't know," I said. "I mean, he's your cat. But he's my father."

It was hard to tell how much my father was father, and how much he 
was cat. He looked like a cat, but unlike most cats, he came when 
called. He wore a blue collar with a bell on it that Aaron picked out—a 
tracking device. We could hear my father when he ran around, or when 
he jumped on top of things. He liked to sleep on my dresser by my 
perfume bottles, and in the laundry basket. Buckwheat hid under the 
piano bench whenever she heard the bells jingling.

Aaron went to the pet store and came back with a scratching post, 
catnip, a wind-up mouse, and a squeaky toy.

"He isn't going to go for any of this," I said.

"How do you know?" Aaron said. "Cats love this stuff. Here, Rocky!"

My father came running down the hall, his little bell jingling furiously. 
He walked past the toys and inspected them. When he got to the 
scratching post, he circled around it and rubbed against it suggestively.

"Look at that," I said, disgusted. "He's not even using it the right way."

Aaron wound up the mouse and placed it on the floor. It spun around 
frantically, banging into the wall and starting up again. My father 
watched it, not amused.

"See?" I said.

"Maybe he just needs more stimulation," Aaron said. "Something more 
intellectual."

"What, like chess?" I said, and at that, my father's ears pricked up.

"You like chess, do you?" Aaron said to my father, and went in search 
of the chess set that we never used.

Aaron set it up and my father swatted at the pieces, but couldn't get 
them to go to the squares he wanted. After a while, he took to playing 
with the queen, rolling on his back with the piece in his mouth. He 
seemed to take his frustration out on her.

"Don't bite her," I said, and tried to take the piece away from him. "It 
isn't yours."

My father turned and walked away with the queen still in his mouth. 
When he was gone, Buckwheat came out of hiding to retrieve the 
catnip and squeaky toy.

"You shouldn't talk to your father that way," Aaron said.

"He was biting her," I said. "I don't want him to ruin our chess pieces."

"But we never even play."
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My father slept in our bedroom, which is where he seemed to want to 
be. He looked so peaceful asleep, his belly rising up and down, his tail 
curled around his body, his little cat eyelids. It was the only time of day 
I didn't mind him so much, the only time of day he didn't seem like my 
father. Sometimes he even reminded me of Snowball.

Sometimes in the night, Aaron moved toward me, his hand reaching 
for my belly button, his finger in that little space, circling round. When 
his hand moved below that equatorial line crossing my navel, I had to 
pull away from him. "The cat," I said, to remind him.

My father followed me around the house when Aaron wasn't home. I 
couldn't tell if he was bored or lonely.

"What do you want?" I'd say to him, accusingly. But when he looked 
back at me blankly, I regretted my tone.

For some reason, he especially enjoyed it when I did the laundry. He 
had some strange fascination with it and he'd watch as I measured out 
the detergent and loaded the clothes. Then he'd sit in front of the 
washer and watch everything tumble round and round.

"He's been hitting the catnip again," Aaron said. "I knew he'd like it."

But my father didn't like catnip—that was Buckwheat's thing now. My 
father liked dryer sheets and softener, sitting on top of the dryer, and 
the final spin cycle on the washer.

"Don't you see?" Aaron said. "He likes to be close to you. You never pet 
him, so the next best thing he has is your clothes."

"That's crazy," I said.

"Do you ever pet him?"

"No," I said. The thought of making him purr repulsed me.

"But you pet Buckwheat."

"Yes, but she's a dog. She's just a dog and nothing else."

"Why does that matter?"

"Because," I said. 

"He's still there, isn't he?" my mother said, the next time I talked to 
her on the phone.

"Yes, but only temporarily," I said.
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"I knew it. You should have gotten rid of him that first day."

"Well, we're trying it out. Aaron likes him."

"And what kind of trouble has he been getting into?"

"He's sober, Mom. We've kept the alcohol locked up—"

"Well that's good, but has he torn up any curtains? Have you had him 
declawed yet?"

"We're not going to. He hasn't scratched anyone."

"That's a relief."

"He coughs up hairballs, though," I said. I hadn't planned on telling her 
this. It was the one thing about my father that made me feel sorry for 
him. It was an alarming sight—he'd disappear to some corner, usually 
behind the TV or couch, hunch his back, and start retching.

"I hope you don't have to clean it up."

"No, Aaron does. He changes the litter too."

"That's good. And how is Buckwheat taking it?"

"She doesn't like him," I said. "He tries to sleep in her dog bed."

"You should make him sleep outside."

"He's an indoor cat, Mom. He's been sleeping in our bedroom."

"Oh, honey, no. In your bedroom? Just when you were starting to think 
about—"

"I know," I said.

"You haven't—"

"No, not with him there—"

"This never would have happened if you hadn't let him in to begin with. 
But now that he's there, you've got to show him who's boss. Otherwise 
he'll try to—"

"I know, Mother. We're just trying it out, to see how it goes."

I noticed that my father's breath wasn't smelling too good. It wasn't 
quite like cat breath. I had smelled that before. This was like people 
breath.

"What have you been feeding him?" I asked Aaron.
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After that first night, my father hadn't eaten dinner with us at the 
table. Instead, while we ate, he curled up on the couch and watched 
Jeopardy! His food bowl was in the kitchen, and he ate from it when he 
pleased.

"Oh, you know, cat food." Aaron paused. "And leftovers."

"Leftovers?" I said. "Is that where they've been going?" I had been 
wondering about the absence of the meatloaf, and the tortellini, and 
especially the coq au vin and the cobbler.

"That's the kind of food he likes," Aaron said. "And since when are you 
smelling his breath?"

"Since I wake up with him on my pillow every morning, his face in my 
face."

"He likes you, don't you see?" Aaron said. "You're the reason he came 
here."

"No, he came here for the food," I said, though I wasn't sure I believed 
it. 

Seeing my father during the day—eating, burping, licking himself—I 
felt repulsed by him. But at night, when he curled up next to me, I 
almost liked him. He seemed to enjoy being close to me, and I began 
to want to pet him.

I started to let myself scratch his ears and behind his head while he 
slept because it felt nice to be close to him, and because I didn't think 
he knew.

Buckwheat hadn't been sleeping in her dog bed at all. Instead, she 
slept under the piano bench or on the couch. I figured she was scared 
of my father, but then I caught my father spraying Buckwheat's bed, 
and I understood the real reason.

"No!" I shouted and clapped my hands to scare him away. "Bad cat." I 
couldn't quite manage "bad father."

He raced down the hall, and I threw the dog bed in the wash. Not long 
after that, I caught him spraying the piano bench, the couch, and the 
laundry basket. He sprayed my perfume bottles, and I had to throw 
them away. These were only the times I caught him. Who knew what 
else he had marked?

"We've got to get him fixed," I said to Aaron.

"You can't neuter your father," he said. "Are you worried he's going to 
father more, um...?"

"No," I said. "He's spraying our whole house. Marking his territory. He 
got your guitar this morning. He even tried to mark Buckwheat, but 
she ran away from him."

"Well, you know, that's what cats do sometimes."

"Dogs too," I said. "We spayed Buckwheat."
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"But this is your father. Don't you think you should think this through? 
Have you thought about how this might affect him?"

I had, and I didn't care. He was a cat, and had no choice as to what we 
did with him. If he didn't want to be neutered, he should have thought 
twice before becoming a cat.

"Well," I said, "he's on probation. He marks one more thing, and he's 
going to the vet."

My mother thought it was a great idea.

"He deserves it," she said. "He didn't ruin anything, did he?"

"Unfortunately," I said. "He sprayed the sweater you knit for me."

"The bastard. Someone should make a sweater out of him."

Not long after, while I was doing the laundry, my father climbed into 
the dryer and sprayed all the clean clothes.

"No!" I shouted at him.

I called the vet and made an appointment. When the day came and it 
was time to leave, my father was nowhere to be found.

"He knows," Aaron said.

"Next time we get a cat, let's not get one that understands us," I said, 
and went off in search of him. I looked under the sink and in the coat 
closet. Finally, I found him hiding under the bed.

"Okay, out," I said. The door of the cat carrier was open, and there was 
a meatball inside to lure him in. The space under the bed was too low 
to crawl under, so I tried fishing him out with a broom. 

He didn't budge. 

I tried to pull the bed away from the wall but it was too heavy.

"You can't hide under there forever," I said.

That night in bed, Aaron rolled over toward me. He started kissing my 
neck, licking my ear, rubbing under my nightgown. It had been a long 
time.

The cat—my father—was asleep on the pillow, next to my head. I 
started kissing Aaron and reached for him, but I touched the cat 
instead.

"Aaron, we can't," I said.

"Sure we can," he said, and nuzzled himself in closer. 
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"No, I mean the cat—my father—he's on the pillow, right here."

"He won't watch us," Aaron assured me. "He's asleep, and it's dark."

For the first time since the cat had shown up, I felt a change, as 
though gears that had stalled inside me were starting up their slow 
rotation again. I thought of what we had wanted to try—had started to 
try—before the cat arrived. I turned toward Aaron and we found each 
other, keeping our lips at a distance. In the dark, there existed the 
possibility that he was no longer himself, I was no longer myself, and I 
began to melt. 

I felt something warm and wet, but the smell was stronger than usual 
and strangely familiar. "Aaron," I said, just as he rolled on top. "Did you
—?"

"What?" he said, panting.

"My leg's wet," I said.

"No," he said, "I didn't."

I sat up—I still had my nightgown on—and saw the cat glaring at us 
from the end of the bed.

"Oh my god," I said. "Do you see what this is? He sprayed our bed. He 
sprayed the sheets and my leg! He's marking me!"

I pushed the covers off the bed, and the cat howled and fell off. He ran 
down the hallway.

"Bad cat!" I said, and chased him. "Very bad cat!" I found him on 
Buckwheat's dog bed, licking under his tail. He looked up—not 
surprised to see me—and went about his business. It's true, of course, 
that animals forget what they've done almost immediately afterward. 
But this was my father.

"Do you want to get neutered?" I asked him, and his ears shot back 
close to his head in fear. "If you don't want to get fixed, then you have 
to go."

I caught him just as he tried to race past me. I grabbed him tightly, 
held him roughly as I took him outside, and threw him out onto the 
street.

"I don't ever want to see you again," I said to him. "I didn't want to 
see you in the first place. You aren't my father. You aren't even a cat! I 
don't ever want you to come back to this house..." And he sat there, in 
the middle of the road, listening to me while I said these and other, 
harsher words I have tried, and been able, to forget.

I walked back to the house, exhausted, drained, wondering who I had 
become. By the time I reached the door, he was a shadow in the road, 
and then a shadow walking away, a shadow that receded under the 
dim street lights until it was only a long and empty road. 
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I realize now that I didn't so much want him to go away, as I wanted to 
go into the past and change things—to alter the course of events in 
such a way that my father could have been a father and not a cat. This 
cat, who under other circumstances—but no, there are no other 
circumstances.

Sometimes I see cats that look like him. They'll have the same hunch 
of the back, or the grey and white fur, or there'll be something in the 
shape of the ears. I'll see the cat from a distance and watch, unseen, 
and wonder how it can roam the Earth on four legs, being so close to 
the ground, wonder why it won't stand up straight and walk toward 
me, as if by having two legs, it would be any more susceptible to the 
conditions and requirements of love.

Title graphic: "Observation" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012.
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Only I saw the bobcat
dart across the trail in front of us. 
Jeff was looking up through the trees. 

Only I saw the animal
spring loose as though propelled by God's slingshot. 
Fast as an idea, 

the initial desire of divorce, 
that once it entered my mother's mind 
changed the way she smiled in pictures. 

Fast as the truck that killed
Matt on an Arizona interstate. 
Fast as clarity can arrive

and then escape through the brush. 

                                ***

The cat's perfection: 
the skin stretched tight (but when at rest
hangs as lazy as an empty handbag). 

Its leg a trigger. 
Its bones the sure gears of articulated industrial robots. 
The slits of its eyes like stealth bombers against full moons. 

The cat's perfection, 
a contrast to I don't know
and poetry. 

                                ***

Jeff was looking up through the trees, 

and only I saw the bobcat. 
The laws of motion, 
which escape me now, 

arrived to me then
           as fast as—
                      as fast—
as— 
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I sold my car and gave my suits to charity. Olympic Airlines had a standby ticket 
available, and in ten hours I landed in Athens. I took a bus that dropped me near 
Syntagma Square. The street was dry and dusty, the pavement radiated heat, autos 
honked, buses rumbled and belched black diesel fumes that choked the air with a 
pungent odor. Sweat soaked through my shirt as I carried my backpack through the gray, 
low-rise, concrete labyrinth that was downtown Athens.

I walked until I found a quiet oasis in the pedestrian-only Plaka section of town and sat at 
one of the outdoor tables of the ivy-draped Delphi Taverna. The waiter, a bored-looking 
fifty-something with greasy black hair, walked over like I'd disturbed his break. I ordered 
a coffee and asked for directions for the bus to the Peloponnese. He retreated into the 
kitchen, and emerged with a dark-haired man with sculpted features, like me in his early 
thirties, who approached with a confident stride. He recognized that I was an American. 
"You're from New York?" I nodded. "My Uncle Tassos lives in Astoria. I love New York." 
He introduced himself as Achilles.

"My name's Robert." 

Achilles sat down and told the waiter to bring two coffees. He said, "The Peloponnese is a 
big place. You have a specific town in mind?" 

"Arcadia," I said.

Achilles laughed. "Arcadia is utopia only for sheep." Achilles sat back in his chair and said, 
"Most guys come to Greece and head straight for the islands to look for Aphrodite. What's 
your story?" 

"Yeah, well, I've started a no-female diet. I tossed my ex-girlfriend's picture into the 
airport trash. It was either kill her new boyfriend, or go to a different continent." I picked 
up the coffee and took a sip. "Maybe I'll go to Meteora and live with the monks."

Achilles smiled. "My friend, the cure for a woman is another woman. Why don't you stay 
in Athens? I'll show you the clubs. I need waiters who can speak English. You can work 
here for a while, and earn some money for your travels. I'll help you find a cheap place to 
stay."

The Acropolis's rocky cliff was above us, and I could see the marble columns of the 
Parthenon, pink in the early sunlight, framed by a cloudless blue sky. I thought, nice 
office, and said, "What the hell. Sure. Thanks." 
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I rented a pension with a shared toilet near the taverna, and bought a couple of white 
shirts and the black slacks: the uniform of the wait staff. The job was manic lunches and 
dinners, and in between I watched people and ate free food. I grew a mustache, and the 
tourists took me for a Greek, so for amusement I faked an accent and smiled when my 
English was complimented. I thought about Achilles' advice, and gave free baklava to the 
Nordic girls who came to the taverna. Bibi, a straw blonde schoolteacher from Malmö 
wearing a halter-top and with a lovely little nose, took me up on an invitation to see the 
sights, and we ended up in my room. She jumped out of bed after sex like I was 
something to cross off her list, and I felt like I'd been given a tip. I continued to give 
women free sweets and free tours, but medicinal sex wasn't Elysium. 

Achilles and I played tennis. He'd competed on the international circuit before he blew his 
ACL, and he sent me into the fence chasing his topspin serve. 

One evening over a couple of beers he talked about his injury. "After my knee went, I 
didn't want to see anybody. Tennis was competition, money," he grinned at me, "and 
women. I had an invitation to play Roland Garros before I tore up my knee." Achilles 
looked into the distance. "I'm getting back in shape, and my agent promised me a spot 
on the satellite tour as soon as I'm ready." He smiled. "We can travel around Europe 
together." 

Achilles never had more than a casual relationship with any woman, but lately he was 
excited about a newfound interest, a young lady from Crete visiting her cousin in Athens, 
so I asked about her. "She wants to get married," he said. "But this is Greece. Men are in 
charge." 

One evening I was alone in my whitewashed room, when there was a knock at the door. 
Achilles had another man with him. "Kalispera — good evening." I'd picked up enough 
Greek to get around. 

"This is Costas." Achilles jerked his head toward the second man. Costas was big for a 
Greek, about six-two, heavy, with a large black mustache. He and I exchanged a 
perfunctory handshake, and both men entered. I gave Achilles a beer, Costas grunted a 
refusal, and they sat on a pair of orange crates that were my furniture while I sat on the 
edge of my bed.

Achilles fidgeted and shot glances at Costas who scowled like a gargoyle. Achilles took a 
deep breath and said, "I'm getting married. To Sophia, you know, the girl I spoke to you 
about." He pointed with the neck of his bottle. "Costas is her brother. I'd like you to be 
my koumbaros, the best man at the wedding. We're getting married at Sophia's home-
village of Castelli on the island of Crete, in a week, the Monday after Easter." Achilles 
took a long swig of his beer. 

My eyes widened and I leaned back on my elbows. I didn't blurt out "so soon?" In the 
Orthodox Greek Church there are no weddings during Lent. Clearly, Sophia was pregnant. 
The man who dishonors a girl triggers a vendetta with her clan, and Costas wasn't letting 
Achilles out of his sight. I looked at Costas who crossed his arms over his belly and then 
back at Achilles who looked at me down the neck of his bottle. I said, "Sure, of course."

Achilles rocked forward and put the beer on the floor. Costas put his ham hock fists on his 
knees. 

Achilles said, "Robert, that's great. Thanks." 

Then it dawned on me that in Greece the koumbaros is family, and Costas would hold me 
responsible for Achilles' actions. My face got warm.

The ferry to Crete smelled of diesel fuel when it left Saturday at dusk from Athens' port of 
Pireaus. Poseidon's temple on the promontory of Sounion faded in a pink-blue sunset as 
we slapped swells along the slate-colored Mediterranean. I lay back on a sling deck chair, 
all I could afford for the night's sail, and drifted in and out of sleep. I awoke when a blast 
from the ship's horn signaled we were pulling into port with the vision of an angry-faced 
Costas still in my head.

Achilles and Sophia were waiting as I walked off the exit ramp. We were introduced with 
kisses. Sophia was petite with long dark hair and a pretty face, curvy, but not showing 
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her pregnancy. I threw my duffle bag in the back of Achilles' Range Rover, jumped into 
the back seat and we sped off. Sophia talked about expanding the Delphi Taverna and her 
plan to open a second restaurant. She had her eye on a house in an upscale suburb of 
Kifissia. Achilles just grunted, but I thought, say goodbye to the pro tennis circuit. 

We turned off the paved road, onto a steep, winding dirt stretch. In the rosy afternoon 
light, the Rover's engine whined through sharp turns, and we looked out onto brown 
rolling terrain dotted with groves of olive trees and vineyards scattered between simple 
stone farmhouses and wooded areas that gave off the scent of pine. We entered the small 
village of Castelli, just a few scattered simple houses on a rocky hillside. Chickens 
squawked and scurried to avoid the wheels of the car while flocks of goats bleated in the 
grassy glen, and we smelled the residual smoke of outdoor brick ovens as we pulled up to 
the home of Sophia's parents. The yellow stone building was small, on one level with an 
orange-tiled roof and a planked wooden door. A ceramic window box burst with red and 
pink flowers. Achilles led me to a wooden picnic table in the garden, while Sophia went 
into the house to prepare some of the Easter leftovers. The adults of the village were 
having a nap after gorging themselves on the afternoon's feast, and while I ate, some 
children stood around us and stared. 

Over dinner, Achilles talked about the wedding ceremony and the vows he and Sophia 
would take. In Greece, the woman still takes an oath to honor and obey her husband, but 
if the bride steps on the groom's foot as she says the words, all bets are off. That was 
something, Achilles told me while Sophia was inside, he wouldn't abide. I smiled to myself 
as he spoke: the Greeks had given us democracy and philosophy, and now they'd 
invented an early warning system for a married life of hell. Anyway, the roasted lamb was 
tasty, so I just nodded and continued to eat under the eyes of my young audience.

After dinner I met Sophia's handlebar-mustachioed uncle, Nikos, who wore suspenders 
and a brimmed cap. His wife, Soula was dignified with a deeply lined face. Her printed 
dress hung down to her ankles and she wore a light blue apron that tied around back. 
The couple graciously offered to let me stay in their stone, four-room, home. When I 
caught a yawn they directed me to the sitting room off the kitchen to a daybed laid out 
with fresh linens, and I quickly fell asleep.

A rooster crowed and my eyes opened. Nearby goats were crying, and the bouquet of 
fresh coffee wafted in from the kitchen. I shuffled in and said, "Kalimera — good 
morning." A pot of filtered coffee was waiting for me, and I gave my hosts a heartfelt 
"Efharisto — thank you."

"This is our daughter, Evi," said Soula. Evi walked into the kitchen from the outside 
garden, her form silhouetted by the bright sunlight behind. As I stepped toward her, huge 
brown eyes froze me, and I understood why Adam had taken the apple. She closed in to 
greet me with a kiss, her hands slid up my back and I felt her breasts against my chest, a 
hint of breath followed by a caress on my left cheek. She smelled like verbena. The first 
kiss complete, her face passed mine with eyes closed, and a second caress brushed my 
right cheek. My heart started to pound.

Soula asked if I wanted milk in my coffee.

I tore my eyes off Evi. "Yes, please."

"Evi, get Robert some milk." Evi pirouetted on bare feet and went outside. I followed and 
stopped to sit at the white and blue tile-inlay wooden table in the outside garden. She 
corralled a goat, knelt and began to milk the teat. Evi was twenty with long black hair and 
a tan that was golden in the sunlight. She wore a fitted white Olympiakos T-shirt and cut-
off jeans. My God, I thought, she even has beautiful feet. From behind me, Soula came 
with a large cup of black coffee and placed it over my shoulder on the table. 

Evi released the goat and the animal bleated its way back toward the flock. She put the 
pitcher of milk on the table and faced me leaning on a chair.

She said, "Have you ever had goat's milk?"

I said, "No, and never milk straight from the source." 
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Evi laughed. "Goat's milk helps with digestion; you should drink it while you're in Greece. 
How long are you staying?"

"Greece feels more like home every day."

Evi said, "Good." She smiled, and her hand lightly brushed my shoulder as she walked 
back into the kitchen.

I didn't turn; I figured Evi's parents were watching, and I didn't want to be too obvious. I 
poured some milk into my coffee, and Nikos came to the table with a bottle of tsikoudia, 
Cretan brandy. I declined a shot, but he poured himself one and engaged me in Greek 
conversation. As the morning passed, people of the village dropped by. They shared a 
quick tsikoudia with Nikos and smiled as they gave me the once over. Evi was in and out 
of the house as she went about her chores, and we exchanged small smiles. I wanted to 
talk with her, but her father had me cornered.

Soula announced it was time for lunch, which was great, since I was starving to be with 
Evi. The four of us sat around the kitchen table piled high with Easter's leftovers. Nikos 
fetched a two-liter glass bottle that once held Coke, but now contained some of his 
homemade wine. He offered to fill my water glass, at which Soula shook her head to 
discourage me. "Too strong," she said. 

Evi giggled and looked at me. "My father thinks he's Dionysus. He wants you to discover 
yourself in the ecstasy of wine. Could be scary." Evi voice was throaty, almost breathless. 

I picked up my glass and said, "We'll see — tha thoume." 

Nikos filled my cup with wine the color of mahogany, and with the bouquet of velvet 
cherries. 

I said to Evi, "You recommended goat's milk like a prescription. Do you work in health 
care?"

"Yes, I'm a nurse in a clinic, but I prefer homeopathic cures. Olive oil for the heart, 
verbena wards off mosquitoes, and yogurt relieves the sting of sunburn. Stuff like that."

Nikos refilled my glass.

She said, "I want to work in a bigger hospital and maybe even go to the University of 
Athens Medical School." 

Evi's voice intoxicated me. 

She said, "I'd rather go to school in Western Europe, but I'll need a scholarship, and 
that's not likely to happen." 

I said, "You can't give up on your dream; I'm sure you'll be a great doctor." I sounded 
like an idiot, but Evi smiled.

"You're the first man who's ever encouraged me. The men in the village want a woman 
who can cook and bear sons." She gave a sidelong glance to her mother. "Women in 
Castelli are very traditional. I respect my mother's life, but I don't want to live it. How do 
you feel about a women who wants a career?" 

I said, "My mother stayed at home and raised me. I'm grateful, but thinking back she 
really didn't have a choice. Why shouldn't a woman have the chance to fulfill her 
potential? Makes her more interesting. I say go for it."

Evi beamed at me, and I thought, Yes.

For the rest of the lunch I drank in Evi's voice, and her smile was like an opiate. Beautiful, 
smart and affectionate. A movie played in my brain; I swept Evi into my arms and ran 
off. The ladies started to clean the table, and Nikos said he would take a nap. I started to 
rise from my chair; the wine hit me, and my legs wobbled. I barely made it to the daybed 
and passed out.
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I woke with a start. It was time to get ready for the wedding. My hosts' indoor plumbing 
was a cold-water shower, and I leaned on the tile and let the water flow down my head, 
resolving that I had to pull myself together. When I was dressed, a tuxedoed Achilles 
appeared at the door. I looked around for Evi, but she was in her room. Tradition required 
that the groom and his koumbaros be waiting at the church when the bride arrived, so 
Achilles and I started walking down the winding dirt road. The late afternoon sun painted 
the horizon blue-gray and rose. Around us the hillside was a mottled patchwork of 
stunted trees, bare rocks and tangled bushes. A breeze carried the scent of flowers, and 
the song of cicadas filled the afternoon. 

Achilles said, "Robert, I really appreciate your coming to Crete. Don't worry, marriage 
and the baby won't change our friendship." This was Achilles' first reference to the reason 
for his hurry-up wedding, and I didn't react. He changed the subject. "So what do you 
think of Evi?" He shot me a sly grin.

"Is it that obvious?" 

He laughed. "Does she feel the same?"

"I'm not sure." His question stayed with me.

We passed the house of another of Sophia's uncles, and he insisted we come inside. 
Hospitality required the offer of a drink, and I downed a small tsikoudia. In an instant, 
the repair that sleep and a cold shower had provided disappeared, and I hoped no one 
noticed my shakiness on the rest of the walk to the church. 

Achilles and I stood at the paved apron of a small, domed chapel where the male guests 
for the ceremony had gathered. Three musicians, led by a bouzouki player, plucked out 
the sharp metallic sound of a Greek folksong. Someone sang out, and we all turned to 
see Sophia, in an elaborate, white, lace-veiled wedding gown, leading an entourage of 
women from the village. I focused on Evi in a light blue dress, and she smiled at me. We 
walked together behind Achilles and Sophia through the metal-clad double wooden doors 
into the tiny church to the center of the marble floor where the priest greeted the couple. 
The doors were closed with a bang, and the air inside quickly became hot. Bodies pressed 
close around me and, in my distressed state, sweat poured down my body like rain off a 
tin roof. As koumbaros, I had to place an orange blossom wreath on the head of both the 
bride and groom and switch them at three points in the ceremony, so I used the task as a 
point of concentration and shut out my dehydrated misery.

The priest was leading the couple through the vows of marriage. Suddenly Achilles' face 
went crimson; he tore the wreath off his head and started to walk away. In my distressed 
state, I thought I did something wrong. Then it hit me; Sophia stepped on Achilles' foot. 
Costas and the other men surged forward in a wave, grabbed Achilles, tore at his 
clothing, and yelled at him as he tried to pull away. Sophia stood stone-faced. 

The priest shielded Achilles with his body, pulled him toward a corner of the church, and 
the men respectfully receded. Women wailed behind me. I walked the few steps to where 
the priest was talking intently to my disheveled friend. There were shouted threats behind 
us, and the thought that Achilles and I were alone in this village gripped my gut. Achilles' 
eyes darted as he listened to the priest, and I put my hand on his shoulder. He nodded 
that he'd continue the ceremony, and the priest softened his tone. A few safety pins were 
produced, and we repaired the tears in Achilles' shirt and straightened his tuxedo. 

Achilles and the priest moved back to their places at the center of the church, and the 
priest sped through the remaining ritual. Around me women were in tears, men 
grimaced, but the adrenaline rush of the last few minutes cleared my head. At the final 
amen, the crowd burst from the church, and the musicians, oblivious to the drama within, 
began to play. As Achilles and Sophia left for the reception, Costas pulled me by the 
shoulder and told me that if Achilles hadn't married Sophia, he wouldn't have left the 
village alive. The look on Costas's face told me, he'd have done me as well. 

Outside, Evi took my arm and we walked to the storage building where the villagers were 
gathering. Her face was furrowed, and she said, "How can Achilles and Sophia survive 
such a beginning?" At the entrance Evi stopped us, and her brown eyes held me. She 
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said, "I hate it here, I have to get away." There was a question in her eyes. 

"I understand," I said, and my pulse started to race.

Evi's mother called out to her. She squeezed my arm as she left my side, and I wished I'd 
said more. 

The building was cinder block with a metal roof. A wooden platform had been fashioned 
for the musicians, and the cement area in front of the band served as both a dance floor 
and the place to smash empty bottles of homemade wine in Greek-style celebration. 
Thrown bottles exploded like hand grenades into twinkling shards, and a sweeper weaved 
through the dancers and pushed glass into a corner. A lively Greek folksong competed 
with the din of conversation, eating, and drinking. The smell of roasted meat was in the 
air, and when Evi went to sit with her parents, I joined a silent and stoic Achilles and 
Sophia on wooden chairs around a picnic-style table. I ate some food and started to feel 
normal as the bouzouki music blared, the wine bottles shattered, and the people in the 
village danced.

Achilles rose from his seat with a scowl. He picked up a wooden chair and began beating 
it against the table and block wall. The legs and planked seat exploded like shrapnel until 
all he had in his hands were splintered remains. I thought Achilles would be set upon and 
stood ready for a fight. Instead, Costas and every man in the village crowded around 
Achilles in support of his outburst. Achilles grabbed another chair and proceeded to break 
it into a thousand pieces in front of his now appreciative audience. He then called the 
band to play a special folk song and began a solitary dance — a series of squats, athletic 
leaps, twists and turns acted out in dramatic style, accompanied by an enthusiastic crowd 
shouting "opa" to his every move. Faces around me were smiling and I clapped and 
shouted along with the others. Achilles finished his solo dance, took Sophia's hand and 
called the guests to begin a traditional Greek horos. 

Evi looked at me as she rose from her chair. I went to her, and put my arm around her 
waist. We linked with others in a small circle, and rhythmically stepped counterclockwise 
to the music. When the playing stopped, I faced her. She smiled, then her eyes went past 
my shoulder, and her brow furrowed. I looked around and saw a leaden-faced Costas. I 
asked Evi to take a walk outside. 

She said, "I want to be with you, but we can't go while he's watching." 

Evi's mother called her away. 

I went to Achilles, and he pulled me aside and said, "Does the village think I'm a leader 
or a follower?" 

I told him the village knows he's a man, and his face relaxed. 

The dancing, drinking, bouzouki music and smashing bottles kept on, and outside the 
building some men fired shotguns at a sky of exploding stars. I knew the party would last 
until dawn. Costas looked drunk, and he was huddled with his friends. Evi and I had kept 
up a silent exchange of glances, and now I looked at her until her eyes rose to meet 
mine. As I held her gaze, I beckoned with my eyes, then rose and walked toward the 
entrance. When I got outside, I decided we couldn't be seen walking together, so I 
hurried back to her house alone. Inside, I sat in the dark kitchen, waiting, with my heart 
racing in anticipation. I willed her to appear and when she didn't, I imagined problems. 
Did Costas delay her? Did she expect me to wait for her? Was she afraid she'd be missed? 
As the clock in the kitchen ticked off the minutes, I despaired. She had second thoughts? 
No... Yet she wasn't there. The darkness of the room conspired with the alcohol and my 
depression, and I needed to sleep. But I held out hope. She'd wake me. I'd be warm, 
she'd smell of night air, hushing me as she crawled under the linen. I fantasized until I 
fell asleep. 

In my dream Evi came, her touch, her kiss woke me. She stroked my hair and placed her 
cheek against my face, and I felt a tear. "Robert, I can't stay." She kissed my mouth, her 
lips were soft and moist. I lifted my arms to take her, but she held my wrists. She said, 
"Not tonight," kissed me again and was gone. The rooster and the goats signaled early 
light. No smell of coffee, no one else was up. Had Evi come or was it a dream? It seemed 
real. Should I go to her room? Don't be insane. I closed my eyes. When I woke again I 
smelled the coffee, but there was no noise. I had a headache. I padded into the kitchen 
and drank my coffee black.
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I sat alone, shooting glances at the door to Evi's room, when Achilles and Costas came to 
the house. It was time to head back to Athens. There was thunder rumbling in the 
distance, and it had started to rain. Achilles said he and Sophia would stay in Castelli for 
a while. 

Costas raised his eyebrows at me and said, "Where's Evi?" He laughed.

I stood and called out as I walked to her door. "Evi?" I banged the flat of my hand against 
the wood. "Evi?" I put my hand on the knob and Costas's forearm wrapped around my 
throat like a python, and he pulled me back. He was cutting off my air; I tried to elbow 
him, and then I yanked at his wrist, but he shook me like a dog's toy. I saw Achilles 
frozen, and I gasped, "Get him off me." At once Achilles lunged onto Costas's back and 
my attacker's grip loosened enough for me to duck out of his hold. I turned and hit him 
as hard as I could in the face. Blood squirted from his nose and through the fingers of his 
hands as he went down to his knees. I heard Nikos run into the garden and shout for 
help. I threw Evi's door open. She sat on her bed and hugged her knees. 

I said, "If you want to leave, we need to go now."

Evi ran to her closet, pulled out a small suitcase, and started throwing in her clothes, 
some still on hangers.

Achilles looked outside. "Come on," he said.

I grabbed Evi's suitcase and put my arm around her. Outside, a knot of men had 
gathered behind Nikos armed with shotguns and farm tools. But the blow from Costas hit 
me from behind: a thud on my skull, and a black curtain came down.

I coughed and awoke with a pain so sharp that tears squeezed from my eyes. I gripped 
the wooden arms of the sling chair; I was on the deck of the ferryboat back to Athens. I 
struggled to bring my head above the rail and confirmed that we'd not left the port. I ran 
my tongue over a few chipped teeth, and then I gently put my fingertips to the gash in 
my head. My hair was matted with dried blood, and the cut measured half my index 
finger. I grimaced through the pain of a cough and spit into my hand and was relieved to 
see that there was no blood; my cracked ribs hadn't punctured a lung. My head had 
cleared to the point that I deduced the reason I wasn't planted in the rocky soil of 
Castelli: Costas had decided that a dead American might invite the interest of the 
authorities. That also meant that a witness, like Achilles, didn't need to be eliminated, 
and that Evi was okay.

But I wasn't going back to Athens. I pushed down on the arms of the chair to lift myself 
and shakily started to walk, cradling my ribs like a baby. I gauged what I looked like from 
the troubled faces of passengers who scurried out of my path as I moved, as if getting 
the shit beat out of you was contagious. I walked slowly, managing my breaths to ease 
the expansion of my rib cage—even so there were a few steps where I gasped. But I 
made use of the guardrail and walked down the gangplank into the town of Heraklion and 
up to a small kiosk of newspapers, cigarettes and candy. The gunmetal-haired proprietor 
in a stained painter's cap looked out at me from his picture window perch, dragged his 
wooden folding chair outside the kiosk and helped me sit down. He brought me a bottle of 
water and a pistelli, a honey, sesame treat that tasted like ambrosia. He had a telephone 
and called an ambulance and then informed that me that it might be a while before they 
arrived. I nodded and managed a smile and a "thanks."

The wait gave me time to assess my plan. If I showed my face in Castelli, Costas would 
reconsider his decision to allow me to keep breathing. So I'd have to enter quietly, 
contact Evi, and get us both out of there the same night. The plan was risky; they might 
spot me. They'd come after us. We'd need to hide out and probably leave Greece. I 
closed my eyes and recalled the warmth of Evi's body; the touch of her lips, her scent. 
Last night wasn't a dream, I was sure. Evi's face, the smoldering way she looked at me 
from the bed when I told her we needed to go, steeled me. I had to see that look again.

Title graphic: "Stealth" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012. 
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When tying my shoes before Mass
           the words came to me
like sacks of barley: 
           Heart of my own heart,
whatever befall, still be 
           my vision, O Ruler of All. 
I only listen to this song
           because the guitar man's fretboard 
was cut from the same tree
           that will make my father's coffin. 
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They were winding out, far from the city along the Yellow River, 
because their weekend together was over, and Wang Mu, sated from 
two days of sex, was driving his nineteen-year-old mistress back to 
school. Men squatted in foldout chairs on the iced river trying to hook 
crucian carp, and Wang Mu wondered if the river yielded fish anymore. 
The water had turned red with toxicity years before.

Hong Mei leaned against the back seat's passenger side door. They 
were both from Anyang, but they had rented a hotel in Zhengzhou, 
the capital of the province, for the weekend. It was the weekend 
before the spring semester was to start at the university she attended. 
During that first day in the hotel, they had not left the room's queen-
size bed until dinnertime, when they had dressed and taken the 
elevator down to the hotel restaurant for quick bowls of beef and 
vegetable noodles. Wang Mu was thirty-two years old and married, but 
he was out of shape for all-day marathons. By the afternoon of that 
second day, his abdominal muscles cramped. Afterward, since he was 
spent and wanted to avoid the embarrassment of being unable to keep 
up with her drive, he suggested they visit the local museum.

There, they joined a tour group of foreigners. They were Americans, 
Hong Mei instantly knew and told him, and created a spectacle with 
loud voices and English. He and Hong Mei followed them upstairs and 
through exhibits, and while Wang Mu stuffed his hands into his 
pockets in front of a six-foot tall, egg-shaped seismograph, Hong Mei 
inexplicably started a conversation with a pair of gray-haired tourists 
who had branched off from the group. They were pointing at a map 
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and enunciating English into a phone while sometimes trying to speak 
Chinese, too obscure for him to decipher. 

Wang Mu had no idea what they were saying, though he knew Hong 
Mei was helping. The university she went to vaunted its housing of the 
biggest number of foreigners on any campus in all of China, and some 
of her instructors were American. Still, it baffled and slightly irked him 
that she transitioned at the sight of them into this assertive, strange-
voiced girl, mostly because it was drawing attention. The seismograph 
in front of him reflected his blurry image. Brass dragons curved along 
oblong sides and spewed water into open-mouthed frogs. The size of 
the earthquake, he assumed, was measured by how much the 
dragons' streams of water missed their usual marks.

Wang Mu had met Hong Mei one year earlier, in front of a bathhouse 
during winter holiday. He had gone with potential business partners, 
and it hadn't been his first time. He knew the routine of the girl he 
selected from a lineup, soaping up his body and then slipping naked 
with him into a tub for scrubbing. For an extra fee, girls finished off 
customers in nearby bedrooms, but he had skipped that part. He 
hoped to score a bid to pave a stretch of country roadway, and he 
didn't know if the businessmen he'd brought partook in such things.

Upon leaving the bathhouse doors, where girls in fur-fringed coats and 
golden hats said, in unison, Thank you for shining light on our 
establishment, he stepped out into the cold of an Anyang winter, and 
a girl who seemed not much older than high-school age was loitering 
with a friend by his BMW parked in a long line of sedans. The girls' 
feet had stamped the flaky snow, and Hong Mei was leaning over the 
rear bumper and laughing. Her friend, she later told him, had dared 
her to linger there. They'd been walking along the sidewalk and joking 
about some man with money who might exit the gilded double doors 
to become their saving prince, like in the soap operas on TV. Still, as 
he neared his car, Hong Mei clutched her friend's arm and dipped her 
face, one hand covering her mouth. It seemed they couldn't believe 
the car they'd been standing by had been his. He thumbed the remote 
on his key chain, and the car chirped. Red taillights blinked, which 
startled them. They broke into giggles and hurried away.

"Missing something?" he said. A plastic cartoon figure of a large-faced 
boy with his mouth wide open, a figure he recognized as a symbol of 
love-luck, had fallen into the snow where the girls had been role-
playing. He lifted the figure up in between his finger and thumb. Still 
looking back at him over their shoulders, the girls stopped.

Now he parked the car at the gate of the university.

"We're here," he said.

He lifted his head to catch her in the rearview. She'd been slumping in 
the seat. Her hair really was remarkable. And her mouth.
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Snow was drifting down. "It'll be cold until you reach the dorm," he 
said. He meant she had better hurry. Parents and students were 
walking all around him, and he was worried about being seen.

She was still looking into the rearview when she jerked a hand over to 
the car door handle. She paused and bit her lip. He knew she wanted 
him to see she was angry. He didn't move to stop her, and he didn't 
have to. She scooted toward him and laid a hand on his shoulder.

"Why do you do this to me?" she said. She dug her nails into the fabric 
of his coat. The feeling was exquisite, and he suddenly needed her to 
forgive him for sending her off like this. He needed to go somewhere, 
to a nearby hotel (as risky as that was right here around campus), 
before he returned to his home and work in Anyang.

"I told you this couldn't happen," he said.

"I hate you," she said and let her head fall forward onto the back of 
the passenger seat. He shifted the car into drive, then reached an arm 
back. He ran his fingers through her hair and drove.

Students were pouring out of buses. They carried backpacks and 
dragged swollen suitcases. And there were other sedans, black with 
the same kind of tinted windows as his BMW. They were mostly 
fathers, he knew. It was how he imagined everyone perceiving him 
and Hong Mei when they were together near campus. She still had her 
head leaned against the seat, and his fingers trailed down her back. 
He was pushing his fingertips in small revolutions, then opened his 
palm and rubbed. When she finally lifted her face, a red mark would 
be on her forehead from the seat.

At the hotel, his tires churned through slush that had accumulated on 
the asphalt. He felt his nostrils dilate and breathed harder. He was 
imagining the girl's body. He was imagining where he would put his 
mouth. It was something he had never done with his wife. It was an 
arranged marriage, he said to coworkers he drank and gambled with 
at mahjong tables, knowing that, though they would nod in 
agreement, they had their own "little thirds" they met on weekends or, 
for those who could afford it, they housed in apartments.

"We're here," he said.

She kept her face tilted down when she pulled from him (it was the 
sullen routine, which didn't matter: she was coming in). She threw 
open her door and closed it. He had to squint in the snow when he got 
out, and the flurry stung his eyes. It was soaking his head when he 
realized she wasn't following. She was back by the car, standing ankle-
deep in snow. She had thrown her fists down, still twisting her mouth 
in that ugly way. She was glaring at him, and snow speckled her hair.

His foot slipped in slush when he rounded the BMW's fender. He fell 
sideways into the car bumper, and his pants snagged on an edge of 
metal around the headlight. The white skin of his thigh showed 
through a hole in his pant leg. They had cost him five hundred yuan.

This made her laugh.

"You think that's funny?"
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He walked to her, and she was still making the face. He would have to 
be rough upstairs. She would pretend to resist, but in the end, it 
would be as it always was between them.

"I could have just left back there," she said. "Then you wouldn't have 
to worry about anybody seeing us."

"Then why didn't you?" He said it, and meant it, partly as a dare.

"I don't leave helpless people."

He laughed it off and wrapped his arm around her. "It's cold," he said.

As they trudged toward the door, he tucked his head down in case 
anyone was watching.

As Wang Mu had lamented to coworkers and associates rich enough to 
socially, if not legally, earn a mistress, the marriage to his wife had 
been arranged. His father worked for hers, at the business where 
Wang Mu had recently become local director. They were in the road-
paving business, which entailed winning bids, hiring workers, and 
appeasing local ordinances. All this required money, which usually 
meant connections and incentives, and often bribes. Upon marriage, 
Wang Mu was given a job, and in return he gathered one hundred 
thousand yuan from close and distant family members and presented 
it in a decorative red bag (the color of man luck, which covered luck 
associated with money and life in general). He gave the money to his 
wife's father when, as prescribed, he'd come to take the man's 
daughter away on the morning of their wedding day.

His wife had been twenty-two then and had recently graduated from a 
third-tier public university in Anyang. He had just turned thirty and 
gone through the usual failures and small exhilarations of miserly 
saving and playing the stock market for some big pot of money 
throughout his twenties. Girls during those years had entered and fled 
his life in predictable arcs. In the beginning, they seemed to hunger 
the sending of text messages and late-night phone calls, and holding 
hands while walking through parks or malls. When he was lucky 
enough, he rented cheap hotel rooms and met them. Soon afterward, 
questions of marriage and his bank accounts arose, and Wang Mu 
knew the girl was scrutinizing him from the icy perspective of parents. 
True estimations of what he could offer showed that, in the end, he 
was broke and still had no stable job. The girl's father and mother 
would never allow them to be together. Sometimes, after a couple of 
months, he concocted preemptive excuses for why they had to split 
up, and he would refuse the girl's phone calls (his whole body feeling 
drained of energy, as if he were suffocating something inside himself) 
until the girl gave up.

Since they were nearly strangers, making love with his wife had 
started out careful and awkward. She concealed her body under 
blankets, and they never made eye contact. He didn't blame her. The 
lack of passion was at least half his fault, and he'd learned that those 
early patterns established in bed could not easily be changed. Because 
of only modest interest, ten to fifteen minutes in, it began to hurt her, 
so he had conditioned himself to finish early. Afterward, they dressed 
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and retired to different areas of the apartment.

Through a connection her uncle and aunt had, his wife had gotten a 
job as a nurse's aid at a hospital. Soon, though, she ballooned up from 
pregnancy. When she reclined in the hospital bed for those days after 
giving birth to their daughter, a smell of peroxide and bandaging 
wafted off the blankets. Wang Mu held the child that first night, and he 
bent over, overwhelmed by the instinct stirred in him to protect, but 
also some fear propelled him back. He realized in a sort of panic the 
risk of resources and time, the gamble, of creating a child. Suddenly 
he felt like the relatively weak one.

In a photo in their living room, he held the newborn in his arms. His 
face, at least to him, looked glazed with the kind of sweat seen only 
on sick people. Maybe he was sick, because the smile in that photo, 
over the three years of marriage and multiple girls, no longer seemed 
convincing. He darted his eyes away from it whenever someone 
commented. He had searched the expressions of family members who 
visited the baby and studied that photo and was sure they knew he 
was insincere. Especially after what he had been doing, he imagined 
they were speculating when he might finally set up a house with a 
mistress or disappear entirely. His father-in-law had given him a job 
and money in return for his daughter, as well as for the socially 
implied assurance that, when the in-laws were old and could no longer 
work, Wang Mu would take care of them. The old man, when he 
visited now, confirmed what the family members really thought. He 
had once jerked his head in a nod when someone asked if he'd seen 
that photo of Wang Mu and the baby, then stared out a window.

Sometimes Wang Mu hammered his fist on his BMW steering wheel 
and wondered why he had to grow older. He wondered why a 
seemingly endless supply of eager girls had to wait by his car, or wait 
for him in the bathhouse, or flirt with him at the bank when they 
spotted his balance. He also wondered, after the first phase of blaming 
others had passed, at his desperate urge not to waste the attention.

Now, lying with Hong Mei in the hotel room bed, he stared up at the 
ceiling, where a water stain browned one corner. Soon he had to take 
her to her university. It was getting darker, and growing flurries 
blocked out sunlight. The roads would be choking up, and traffic would 
be slow. At least that would be an excuse when he got home late.

When he turned his head and leaned away, a motion she must've seen 
coming, she tightened her arm. She'd frozen her whole body into that 
position. Her head was leaning against his shoulder. She had her eyes 
closed, and her tousled hair fell in erratic bands over her face.

"I told my mother about you," Hong Mei said, as if talking in her sleep.

"What?" He sat up in the bed. "Why would you do that?"

She lifted herself on one elbow. "I didn't tell her you were married."

He didn't sense a tone of blame in those last words, but still he wanted 
to end this conversation, to create distance between himself and this 
moment.
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"Don't you want to know what she said?"

"Okay."

"She didn't say no. She said that it's best to be cautious and to think 
about it clearly." While she spoke, her black hair fell in bands down 
her shoulders and breasts. She touched his chest with her fingertips 
and lightly scratched small circles.

"Your father will say no."

Hong Mei twisted up her mouth in an anguished smile. "Don't you 
even want to try?"

For a moment, he imagined replacing his wife with Hong Mei. The 
prospect of family fallout and the lost job and ruin rushed over him.

"I know what that silence means," she said.

"We have to go."

"You have to go," she said. "Not me. Because I won't."

She didn't speak (and wouldn't, he knew, the entire drive back to the 
school) when she disengaged from him. She scooted from the bed and 
gathered her clothes. His cell phone was among them, still powered 
off. He noticed but had never worried that Hong Mei might use it to 
call his wife. His wife already knew. How couldn't she? It was just that 
some things were supposed to be denied.

The gray sky had deepened to black, and wet flakes clung to the 
windshield. 

Hong Mei would be in her dorm by now. Maybe she had eaten dinner 
with her roommates. He held his phone in his hand, then thumbed the 
power button. Several messages were waiting. They were all from his 
wife. She had tried calling eleven times. Even his mother-in-law's 
number showed up. Where was he? His other hand gripped the 
smooth finger grooves of the wooden steering wheel. The car's tires 
splashed through accumulated snow on the highway, and the only 
light came from his headlights. Trees on both sides shivered with 
naked branches.

These road conditions, as hazardous as they were, would not come to 
mind when, for years afterward, he recalled the accident. His serious 
thought of divorcing his wife, and leaving their two-year-old daughter, 
would always be the cause for the man's death. 

The man had been walking along the freeway berm. He had been 
pulling a rope knotted around a donkey's neck. Snow flurries had been 
blowing when the front end of the BMW clipped him. Wang Mu's entire 
body tensed up around the wheel. When he shot his eyes down at the 
speedometer (a detail he'd never forget), the impact had slowed him 
almost exactly ten kilometers per hour.
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He hit the brakes and slid to a stop.

"No," he said.

In the rearview, sleet slanted in the red glow of taillights. Farther 
back, nothing else was moving. No headlights from other cars. 
Nothing. An alarm inside him screamed that he had to get out of here, 
but something was moving.

The car's brake lights gleamed in the eyeballs of the donkey. It trotted 
right toward the car, eyes wide and mouth open, into the cloud of 
exhaust from the tailpipes. Maybe the car's lights had blinded the 
animal, or maybe it had always been blind. It collided with the rear 
bumper. The car jolted with the impact. The animal slipped on the 
asphalt, then stumbled down the slope on the side of the highway. It 
became a shadow in the roadside area of grass and mud. Beyond that 
was a fence that separated the highway from a field of saplings.

A car approaching from behind him slowed. It was a black sedan, a 
Nissan. The driver tapped the brakes but kept going, and Wang Mu 
knew why. People got sued by victims, or charged by police, for 
stopping. Why else would people be at the scene if they hadn't caused 
the accident? Vaguely Wang Mu recalled the incident of an infant being 
run over by a van outside a mall. The driver had kept going, knowing 
that if the child died, he would pay a fine and a burial fee, but that if 
the child lived, it could mean years of hospital costs and pricey 
operations.

Wang Mu couldn't be sure why he did it, and he would never admit it 
to fellow coworkers he gambled and drank with—even years after the 
fine and perfunctory trial for vehicular manslaughter, even after the 
talk with his father-in-law when he inferred a death threat if he 
continued with the mistress. Wang Mu put the car into park and turned 
off the engine. He flipped on his phone and pushed the three digits for 
the emergency number.

When he opened the car door after calling for an ambulance, cold air 
made him cough. Snowy sleet stung his face and settled on his 
eyelashes. He tightened his jacket around his throat as another 
vehicle, this time a truck weighed down with some load beneath a 
tarp, swerved left of the center line. Slush off the truck's wheels 
showered his legs.

Down that slope of ground, the donkey was still standing. Its ears 
swiveled. It was a soundless gray outline bending its upper body back 
toward the point of collision, back toward the man behind Wang Mu's 
car who had crumpled onto his side. The man's mouth was open. His 
eyes squinted shut at the glowing taillights.

"Don't kill me," the man said. An oval pool had leaked around his leg.

"I'm not."

"I don't want money."

Wang Mu stood over the man and faced back down the highway. He 
searched for the tracks of his BMW, which crisscrossed with others.

The man was shivering. His coat was open, so Wang Mu crouched 
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down to pull it closed around his throat. Afterward, on impulse, he 
reached for his cigarettes and offered one. The man didn't notice or 
move. Wang Mu cupped the flame from his lighter and the tip of his 
cigarette, and he smoked, himself shivering. He took deep drags until 
he realized an inch of smoldering ash dangled from the end. The heat 
momentarily singed his forehead.

Far down the highway, past zigzagging flakes, ambulance and police 
lights flickered. 

"You still there?" he said.

When the man didn't answer, Wang Mu stood and raised his arms.

Title graphic: "Frenzied Drive" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012.
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A solitary rain drop— 
pink!—on the windowpane
of a still lake. And then: 

pinkpink...pishpishpishpish.
Then: shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.
What seems like an absence

of sound is actually its
presence, a thousand soloists
singing the same song. 

One birthday you gave me
a bone-colored mug
that fits neatly in my palm. 

Every morning I fill it
with hot tea, lift the rim 
to my lips. Day after day 

after week after month. 
After decades, we're still 
learning the difference 

between noise and sound. 
Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.
Imperative. Noun. 
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Shoe you can't remove, 
stiff cast of Jurassic 
tendons and bone. Cloven, 

so close to coven, a secret 
oath of snort and bristle. 
And ungulate, like

undulate, wave upon
wave of stampeding beasts, 
rapture of dust and heave. 

You guffaw across the roof 
of our mouths, the palate 
shielding tissue pink 

and tender as a heart. 
Our protection is learned. 
We start young, blowing

on soup, testing it with our 
tongues, hardening ourselves 
so we don’t get burned. 
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In college I read a poem 
my professor wrote about snow. 
What's there to say? I thought. 

It's white. It's cold. Flash forward 
twenty years to this evening: 
dusk casts a lavender shadow 

on a field of new snow, a field
almost large enough to hold
all the things I still don't know. 
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The first time I saw her she was dripping blood. On the floor, on her 
jeans, on her bare feet. 

"Oh no," she said, as she opened the door to their apartment, "I 
thought you were the ambulance." She stressed the last syllable of 
ambulance. A southerner. We stared at her left hand, enveloped in a 
bulging dishtowel, streaked crimson. 

Her husband, Riley, had invited Gerald and me to their place for 
dinner. Gerald had taken him under his wing at the law firm. Thrown 
choice assignments his way, treated him to lunch, that sort of thing. 
Gerald thought he was a comer. So when Riley got married, he invited 
us over. I wasn't looking forward to it; I've had my fill of law firm 
dinner parties in my many years of marriage. The lawyers dominate 
the conversation with talk about work, and the food invariably looks 
better than it tastes. But Gerald said I'd like Riley, said he was 
friendlier, more open than the usual run of new associates. So we 
went.

Riley suddenly appeared. He was in jeans too, and a white T-shirt with 
a faded, colored picture of the Grand Canyon on the front. He's about 
six feet tall, with a thick neck, a slightly bulging forehead, and a stand 
of straight brown hair.

"Oh God," he said, when he saw us standing there, a bouquet of tulips 
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in my hand, a bottle of zinfandel in Gerald's. "Come in. I'm sorry."

"This looks bad," Gerald said. "Tell us what to do."

"Just make yourselves at home, I've got to run her to the emergency 
room, I'll be right back. No problem. It's a new knife. I think it's okay."

"We'll come back another time," I gasped.

"Oh no, no," Riley said. "Dinner's ready. We'll be right back. Come on 
in. There's lots of books and magazines here. We'll be right back."

We edged into the room, clutching our offerings, apologizing. The 
place was barely furnished, a few folding chairs, a black leather sofa, 
new from IKEA, a card table, U-Haul boxes everywhere. The young 
wife stood at the open door, peering expectantly into the hallway, 
cradling her wounded hand in the crook of her arm.

"Here they are," Riley announced, holding up a set of keys. "I'm not 
waiting a minute more for the fucking ambulance. I'll take you."

"We'll go with you," Gerald said.

"No." Riley was already out the door. "But don't leave," he called back 
to us. "Dinner's nearly ready."

And they were gone.

"Well, it's not boring anyway," Gerald said.

We spent the next hour debating whether to stay or go. Gerald 
wanted out, but I insisted that it would be rude to leave them in the 
lurch, unkind even. And so I rummaged around the cluttered kitchen 
until I found a large water pitcher for the tulips and a couple of juice 
glasses for the wine; Gerald opened the zin, and we waited.

Riley returned alone. He looked beat.

"She's okay," he said and collapsed on the sofa beside me. "Thank 
God. She'll hop a cab home."

That's when we noticed, for the first time, the bandage on Riley's left 
forefinger. A large bandage.

"What happened to you?" I asked.

"A little nick. Nothing serious."

"Are you two trying to kill each other?" Gerald asked. He was making 
a joke of it. It didn't seem funny to me.

But Riley smiled, his face still pale. "It's the bread knife. A wedding 
present. It did us in, one at a time."

"How is she?" I asked.

"She just needed stitches. She's okay. Let's eat."
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We ate the dinner without her. It wasn't very good, a crab salad with 
too much celery and mayonnaise and not enough crab. A sourdough 
baguette, unsliced of course, which we tore into pieces and dipped in 
melted butter with garlic powder. The zin was delicious. Riley 
pretended to listen as Gerald and I made feeble small talk, but he 
kept ducking his head to check his cell phone and his laugh was a 
beat late whenever Gerald attempted a joke.

"We should leave," we kept repeating. "You need to be at the 
hospital." But he wouldn't let us.

"Gemma would be so disappointed," he said. "It's our first dinner 
party." 

Just as we were finishing the pecan pie, her "specialty" we were told, 
she suddenly appeared at the front door, a huge mitt of a bandage 
wrapped round her left hand, her arm in a sling.

"Darling," Riley jumped up from the table, knocking over his chair, 
and rushed to her side, his hands stretched out awkwardly as if he 
were unsure of what part to touch.

"Hi," she said, looking over his shoulder, smiling at Gerald and me. 
"I'm Gemma. Would you like a piece of chocolate?" 

I couldn't resist her. She was pretty, of course, like a child, with a 
blaze of strawberry blond hair, tender pale skin, and widely spaced 
blue eyes. But that wasn't it. As she stood there that night, smiling 
helplessly and clutching her wounded hand, I could see she needed to 
be taken care of. And with our only son out of the nest, I was ripe for 
the task.

We began with cooking. She had obviously not learned the basics, or 
anything really, from her mother, who remained a mystery, along 
with the rest of the family. When I inquired, she brushed off my 
questions.

"Where do your parents live?"

"Florida."

"What does your father do?"

"Something with insurance."

"Does your mother work?"

"Sometimes." 

"Do you have brothers and sisters?"

"One each."
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"Where do they live?"

"All over."

"Do you go back there to visit?"

"No."

I figured it was a painful subject and eventually gave up.

Gemma's only culinary accomplishment, the pecan pie, consisted of a 
store-bought crust and the ingredients listed on the Karo syrup bottle. 
She loved sweets. And I love to cook.

So we began in my kitchen with Julia Child's pie crust recipe, the five-
page one. Gemma studied the drawings, measured the flour, chilled 
the water, rubbed butter and flour between her fingers and thumb, 
the thumb with the angry red scar that circled the base and made 
tracks over her knuckle, rolled out the dough, and she baked a perfect 
pie crust. 

After that I invited her every Saturday morning to come cook with 
me. She would show up at our front door, her pale face slightly 
flushed, her eyes questioning. Would I really give her a lesson? I 
couldn't wait. You see, like many women of my generation, I've never 
had a real job. But I'm a star in the kitchen.

So together we would chop and carve, bake bread, reduce sauces, 
sauté vegetables, and whip soufflés light as air. She was a quick 
learner. 

After a couple of months I told her, "You have a career, here." She 
was that good.

"A career," she said. "You think so? I never figured myself with a 
career."

"Why don't you take classes?"

"Yeah?"

"There's this place called the Culinary Academy in San Francisco. 
Julian did that for awhile."

"Your son?"

"My son."

"Did he like it?"

"For awhile."

Like everything else he tried. He had chopped veggies at a high-end 
downtown restaurant for several months. His dad had wrangled that 
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gig for him. Before that, he bagged groceries at Whole Foods. That 
was after he quit making jewelry-- earrings from abalone shells, silver 
pendants with moonstones on leather straps. I had several. And 
before that, college. First, university, then state college, then 
community college.

At the time, Julian was in Tahoe, Bear Valley. I always felt a jolt of 
excitement when I heard his voice. 

"How's it going, Mom?"

"We're fine, sweetheart. How's my boy?"

"Great. Just great." 

"Did you find a job?" 

"Yep. A couple, as a matter of fact. I'm teaching snowboarding at the 
lodge and waiting tables."

"Oh." 

"It's just for the season."

"I see."

"Look. It pays the bills."

"Is that all you want?" I could hear the disappointment in my voice, 
but I couldn't stop. "You know, honey, you're going to wake up one 
day and wonder what happened to your life."

There would be a silence, then, "Yeah. You said that before. Well, 
right now I need to be at work." And he would be gone.

I always spent the afternoon digging in the iron-dark earth of my back 
garden after those conversations. Blaming myself. Trying to figure out 
where I had gone wrong. 

"Leave him be," Gerald would say. "The kid lacks backbone. Nothing 
you can do about it."

Gemma had backbone.

"I did it!" She called out before I could even open the door that 
glorious Saturday morning. The blinding sun lit up her tangle of red-
gold hair. The Japanese maple in my front yard glowed in autumn 
flame behind her, framing her.

"The Culinary Academy." She twirled about the deck, head thrown 
back, arms waving. "I made it. I'm in." 

"You're taking classes?" I grabbed her round the waist. She felt tense, 
wiry, like she might explode at any minute. My gem, my Gemma.
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"Full time."

"This calls for champagne!"

"At 10:00 in the morning?" asked Gerald.

"You bet."

And so Saturday night dinners replaced Saturday morning lessons. 
Always at our house. Daube de Boeuf. Roast Goose with Prune and 
Foie Gras Stuffing. Orange Mousse. Whatever she was learning in 
school.

"What do you think, Riley?" I asked during one of the many such 
dinners.

"I love it," he said, smiling, his eyes devouring her as she served 
quenelles or spooned out bouillabaisse or dashed in and out of the 
kitchen in her white coat and chef's toque. 

I did too. I couldn't help it. She lit up the room with her blazing hair, 
her quicksilver movements, her nervous giggle as she lifted the lid 
from the terrine and leaned forward to breathe in the sauce. I was in 
love.

Riley involved himself in Gemma's cooking with the same intensity he 
brought to his legal practice. He did most of the shopping, arriving at 
the fish market before daylight each Saturday, sniffing the freshly 
caught salmon, supervising the cleaning, squeezing the tomatoes and 
avocados at the Farmers Market, scouring Chinatown for fresh crab. I 
know because I was often with him, carrying the bags, arguing with 
the vendors. Riley also served as Gemma's sous chef, chopping, 
tasting, hauling, adoring.

I told everyone I knew about Gemma, I was that proud. And soon 
partners in the law firm began hiring her for the elaborate dinner 
parties they gave for clients. Riley backed her up, working behind the 
scenes, anticipating her every move, basking in her glory.

If sometimes she seemed impatient with him, criticized the cut of 
meat he brought from the market, pressed him to hurry his chopping, 
even occasionally spit out some broth he had prepared, we forgave 
her. She was an artist. 

It's hard to explain my own excitement at Gemma's success. To watch 
her evolve from the bewildered child I had met that first night into a 
creative genius was breathtaking. I felt like I was part of it, that I had 
made it happen. I had a mission now, to make sure she had 
everything she needed to be the best chef, maybe in all of San 
Francisco. I was that ambitious.
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The next time the four of us had dinner together (Roasted artichoke, 
Veal Prince Orloff, Green beans a la Provencale, Reine de Saba for 
dessert), I came out with an idea I'd been mulling over.

"I think it's time you began working in a restaurant."

"I like what I'm doing."

"You're too good for it, honey. What I'm talking about is one of those 
haute cuisine restaurants. The menu changes with what's in season. 
The chefs are all first rate. You'd learn a lot."

"I like doing the private dinners. It's more my style. I'm my own boss."

"It's going to get boring. Not to mention the people."

"What about them?"

"Lawyers, businessmen. How do you stand them?"

"They are my customers," she said. "I like them. And it's my way of 
doing things."

I should have let it go. Instead I said, "But you're missing a great 
opportunity."

She stared at me, hard, the line between her eyes deepening. I was 
surprised. I hadn't seen that line before.

"How do you like the veal?" she said. 

Once Gemma was fully launched as a private chef, we no longer saw 
her on Saturday nights. But occasionally on her nights off, Tuesdays, 
she would concoct elaborate gastronomical experiments for Gerald 
and me to taste and judge. We always feasted at our house, where 
she had the luxury of my six-burner Wolf range. 

But one Tuesday night, she invited us to her house.

"It's an anniversary," she said. 

"Whose?"

"Our first dinner together. It's been two years."

"Just two years," I marveled. "And look at you."

"No blood this time, I hope," Gerald said.

"Only in the duck. You haven't seen the place in ages," Gemma said. 
"You'll be surprised."

She was right; the two of them had completely transformed the 
apartment. The living room walls were plastered end to end with 
tacked up photographs, some in black and white, some in color, of 
dinner parties Gemma had catered: plates garnished with Technicolor 
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food, laughing guests toasting the chef, Gemma, in white coat and 
chef's toque, grinning at the camera. There were no photos of Gerald 
and me.

"You're getting to be quite a star," I said, pretending a generosity I 
didn't feel. Who were all these people? 

Riley had knocked out a wall between the tiny kitchen and the dining 
room, creating the illusion, if not the expanse, of a farmhouse kitchen. 
Charming, but cramped. We had to duck our heads to keep from 
crashing into the heavy skillets which dangled from hooks in the 
ceiling. Stacks of cookbooks spilled over the counters. Two gleaming 
white refrigerators, one on each side, guarded the door to the 
bathroom, a recent addition off the kitchen. Riley's home construction 
had left uneven edges of sheet rock and unpainted surfaces, lending a 
slightly off-center, rakish air to the place. 

Perched on stools at a round table in the middle of the room, Gerald 
and Riley sipped champagne and chatted about work. I tried to make 
myself useful, chopping onions, quartering tomatoes, beating eggs. 
But Gemma was too fast for me. I kept bumping into her as she 
moved briskly from mandolin to boiling pot to mixer to frying pan. 

"You're a guest," she finally said. "Why don't you sit down and enjoy 
yourself?" Her voice had an edge.

The food was, as always, magical. As I took my first bite of Duck 
Breast with Raspberries, I said, "I don't know how you do all this in 
your kitchen." 

She shrugged.

"Think what you could do in a real gourmet kitchen."

She put down her fork. Her face was flushed. "What's not real about 
it?" 

I could tell she was annoyed, but I had an answer. "The stove for a 
start."

We all glanced over at the small stove, glazed black with hardened, 
accumulated grease. All four burners were blazing.

She was staring at me. "Do you think the sauce would taste better 
with a real stove?" I had never before heard sarcasm from her, and it 
should have stopped me. But it seemed so obvious, what I was saying.

"Don't be silly. Don't you want a commercial stove? Like my Wolf 
range?"

"Not now." 

I looked at Riley who had stopped eating and was watching me.

"You mean it's too expensive?" 

"That too."
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"It's a business expense, Gemma. Get a loan. At the rate you're 
going, you'll pay it back in no time."

She didn't respond.

"Look," I said, "You've got a wonderful thing going. Gerald and I know 
all kinds of people who could help you with a loan. You could even get 
a bigger place, design your own kitchen." My mind was racing.

I reached over and squeezed her hand. It lay there, soft, warm, 
unresponsive. 

"This is my own kitchen. I designed it. I like it."

"Look, honey," I said, "you're big time now. You've got to think big. If 
you can make this kind of food on that antique, think what you can do 
on proper equipment." 

What did I expect? That she would throw her arms around me, and 
laugh and prance about, as excited as I was? It didn't happen. 
Without looking at me, she slid her hand out of my grasp and sat 
there, very still, not eating, staring at her plate. 

Gerald finally broke the silence. "This duck is to die for." 

"Fuck the duck," Gemma said. 

I almost giggled. But then she was standing up and holding her plate 
high in the air. Without another word she hurled it to the floor with a 
loud crash and left the room. 

No one spoke. I couldn't take my eyes off the thick white china 
fragments, the slices of rosy-colored duck breast and bright red 
raspberries. 

I jumped up from the table and started dabbing at the berries on the 
floor with my napkin.

"Don't," Riley said. He towered over me, his forehead furrowed, his 
eyes dark, frightened. 

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Don't be. She's overworked, that's all."

Then he turned his massive back to me and headed down the hall to 
his wife. 

"What did I do?" I kept asking Gerald all the way home. 

"Let it go," Gerald said. "She's a chef. It comes with the territory. 
They're a temperamental lot." 

She came over the next day and apologized. Told me she'd had a 
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stressful week and hoped I wouldn't take it personally. 

"I'm really embarrassed," she said.

"Don't worry," I said and put my arms around her. I was relieved. 
Somehow I thought it was my fault, that I should be apologizing. But 
I didn't know what I had done wrong. 

She handed me a dish of the Floating Island we had left untouched 
the night before. 

"A peace offering?" 

I hugged her. "Of course." 

Neither of us mentioned the stove. 

But I couldn't get that beat-up black oven of hers out of my mind. You 
have to understand how disgusting it was to even think of cooking on 
that thing. Besides, I knew just where she could squeeze a Wolf range 
into that jumble of a kitchen. So two weeks later, without telling 
Gerald, I arranged to have one delivered to Gemma's house. It was a 
crazy thing to do. But at the time I told myself I was being generous. 
I kept seeing Gemma holding that plate of pink duck high above her 
head, then dashing it to the floor. I could tell she was on the verge of 
destroying her career and I couldn't let her do that. I told myself, with 
the proper equipment, she'd be herself again. And I was in a position 
to help. I knew she couldn't afford it; Riley was still paying off student 
loans. So I ordered it, had it sent anonymously. She'd know, of 
course. But I fooled myself into thinking she'd be pleased. 

A week passed with no word from Gemma. She didn't answer my 
emails or return my phone calls. I asked Gerald if he'd heard anything 
about her from Riley. He hadn't. 

And then, early one morning, when I opened the front door to fetch 
the Times, there she stood, like some pre-Raphaelite virgin caught in 
my garden, her wan face diminished by untamed gold hair. 
Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around her thin shoulders, thinner 
than I remembered. 

"Come in, come in," I said. "I'm so glad." I could feel her resistance, 
but she followed me into the front hall.

I waited for a response which didn't come. She just hovered there on 
the deep blue of the Persian carpet, looking as if she might at any 
moment go under.

I took her in my arms. You see, I still believed I had done the right 
thing, that she would thank me, that I would continue to guide her, to 
love her. Because I did, I loved her so much. 

"Don't," she hissed, pushing hard against me, accidentally hitting my 
shoulder with a sharp wrist bone. She was staring at me, her eyes 
wild.
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"My dear," I said, backing away, rubbing my shoulder.

"I couldn't believe you were so stupid." She spat out the word.

"Send it back," I whimpered. 

"I'll think about it." She laughed then, mocking me. "You don't get it, 
do you? This isn't about your fucking stove or your plans for me. It's 
not about you."

"I know."

"You don't know anything. Just stop. Stop trying to live my life."

It was too much to take in. 

"You're exhausted," I said. "You need a break."

I ached for her to nod, to rush to me, to ask for help. But she just 
stood there, her pinched face looking for the first time frightened.

"I'm sorry," she said. "That's what you want me to say, isn't it?" 

"I don't know," I said. But she didn't hear me. She had pushed open 
the door and stepped out into the blinding summer sunlight. I was too 
stunned to follow.

That night Riley met us at his front door. He was still dressed for 
work, his dark blue suit sharply, incongruously pressed, his tie, a 
fashionable red and purple, drooping at an angle from his collar. His 
arms hung leaden at his sides as if his hands were weights holding 
them down. "She's gone." His voice had no expression.

"But I just saw her," I said. "This morning."

His large face looked crumpled, like he was about to cry. Without a 
word he led us to the kitchen.

The first thing I saw was broken glass, on the table, on the counters, 
all over the floor. "What on earth?"

"It's not the first time."

"I'm sorry," I was ashamed at how inadequate I sounded.

It was then I saw the stove. I hadn't noticed it in the chaos of glass. 
But there it was, the Wolf range, immense, dominating the tiny 
kitchen. But something about it was wrong. It should have been 
shiny. I edged carefully around the shards of glass to get a better 
look. There were deep cuts carved in the surface of the enamel. 

"Jesus," said Gerald, staring at the floor. He pointed to a knife lying 
there. 
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Riley was leaning against the sink, his white face blank.

"Where is she?" I asked. "I have to see her. Maybe I can...?" 

"Stop it!" He hissed. His voice was hoarse. 

Afterward, they wouldn't even let me visit her in the hospital. They 
were right, of course. I mean, I hadn't made her the way she was. 
But whatever she had, I'd made it worse.

These days when Julian telephones and I'm thinking how he's wasting 
his life and how much I want to tell him to go back to college, to do 
something, I don't. I just think about that stove. Seeing it, all black 
and scratched and scarred, was the scariest thing that ever happened 
to me. And I hold my peace.

Title graphic: "Awaiting the Grater" Copyright © The Summerset Review 
2012. 
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The class had made the chains 
of people, hand on cardboard
hand, and now the garbage can

was full when Ezekiel pulled
one out who'd been ripped 
away. "This my brother Jay," 

he said. "You know, he dead." 
And then he traced a smile
back on the face, and eyes

as bright as suns, and then 
in paper cut out guns. He 
taped them into place. "Now

he safe," he said. "I'ma take him home. 

And on another day he wrote
his name on a paper sheet, 
rolled it into a scroll to eat, 

took slow bites and claimed
he liked the taste. "Iss like
paste. " Then spitting out

the moistened wads, he
                                  shaped small beings. I thought 
                                  of God's bitter words 

                                  as if Ezekiel must chew
                                  what the Bible says is true, 
                                  as if Ezekiel must tell

                                  all the children who rebel
                                  that they will come to harm, 
                                  that function follows form. 

                                  How could I say that he must
                                  stay within the lines, that clay
                                  is not to throw. What do I know. 

                                  So I gave Ezekiel the chance
                                  to write his own words 
                                  on his pants with markers: 
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"Evil Browns" with s backward
and v upside down, Nife
in red and blue, his brother's

name in black, graffitied waist 
to cuff, until he'd had enough
of texts. So I sent him home

into the scrabbled projects all alone. 
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This long stretch
of dirt road leads
to a woman who 
has forgotten:
the brisk James
River that muddied
her feet when
she caught turtles
on the first day
of spring, both men
she married
as though photos
on her dresser
are puzzle boxes. 
She calls her daughter
"that girl who visits,"
flirts with her son.

Today, she wakes 
to find strange white
birds lilting the pasture 
and calls us in to see
"the magnificent dogs."
The egrets ferret
beetles from dung
and open their wings.
They are kites 
stitched to the grass,
lifting it away 
in great squares.
Soon all will be 
a dark river, soon
the labels for things 
she knows will gather 
like sediment 
in her breath
and the birds
will come for 
the pickings 
in the eddies. 
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He laughs through cigarette smoke and turns
Into a cloud, shows me the perfect judgment
of trowel pulling mortar into precise lines.

One brick becomes ten, stretches off to a corner 
where he's already imagining the next set.
His voice is low, intimate as he tells me 

about last night's woman. Desire is a rhythm 
in his voice. The sun paints his face with shadow. 
I imagine tactile understanding of her body,

weight and yield, angle of her knee, her soft vowel 
moan. I hand him bricks like offerings over the wall
we build, he uses his thumb to smooth the lines

of cement. Later, he takes me to a pool hall.
flirts with the waitress, poised to break, 
cradles the cue in the round of his fingers, 

and pistons it forward. The crack is deafening
and I think of the sound brick makes when hit
with a hammer, but he only hooks an arm

around her waist and presses her to him 
as if he knows her tensions, how much 
weight is enough to make her topple. 
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Reviewed by Lindsay Denninger - 

Afterwards: A Novel by Rosamund Lupton 

    Crown - April 24, 2012 
    ISBN 978-0307716545, $13.99 (hardcover)

Rosamund Lupton’s second 
book, Afterwards: A Novel, 
opens on a typical scene in any 
elementary or primary school: a 
field day, with children running 
races and winning ribbons, 
screaming and laughing at an 
afternoon spent outside of the 
confines of the classroom. But 
when black smoke begins to 
pour out of the school, a parent 
realizes her eldest child, 
seventeen-year-old Jenny, is still 
inside. 

As Grace runs in, she is overcome by smoke and wakes 
standing over her comatose body, connected to breathing 
tubes and heart monitors in the hospital. Jenny, her corporeal 
form badly burned, is also standing with her. Stuck in this 
purgatory, together they must find the arsonist who set the 
blaze in order to come back to the world of the living or 
journey through into the world of the dead. 

Lupton is a talented mystery and suspense writer. She avoids 
the cliché and hackneyed by supplying a certain degree of 
intellectualism in her work—after all, Lupton herself went to 
Cambridge University. However, in comparison to her debut 
novel, Sister¸ the investigation seems overwrought. Whereas 
Sister’s pacing was even and complete, with a head-turner of 
an ending, Afterwards is clumsier, slower, and, in some spots, 
a bit boring, with slumps between bursts of arson-solving 
speed. 

Though sporting another unexpected ending, Afterwards takes 
a while to get there. The ending of the novel ties up nicely, 
albeit with a few tears, but some readers may not persevere 
through Grace’s numerous soliloquies to reach it. Fans of mystery 
writing should take note of Lupton’s supreme talent, but start at the 
beginning of her bibliography to admire her aptitude. 
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The Summerset Review started as an online literary quarterly in 2002, 
publishing exclusively fiction and nonfiction. With a staff of three 
volunteers, the magazine faithfully produced its issues on time, 
reviewing unsolicited submissions year-round, the great majority of 
which were made electronically and sent through email from hopeful 
writers ranging from high school students to authors with many 
published books to their names.

Since 2002, the magazine gained two staff members and lost one (still 
all volunteers), has taken on poetry, book reviews, and occasionally 
art, and produced a few print issues collecting a sampling of work that 
previously appeared online. Remaining ad-free and simple to navigate 
and read, the publication has continued to release all issues on time 
and full of variety.
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Mission Statement

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

 

Page 59 of 60

file:///C|/ezine/index.htm


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

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

Email submissions to editor@summersetreview.org as an attachment in 
MS Word, or as plain text. We suggest you include the word 
"Submission" in the title of the email, so that we don't mistake it for 
junk mail. For prose pieces, be sure you specify whether your piece is 
fiction or nonfiction.

Though email submissions are greatly preferred, you may alternatively 
submit in hard-copy by sending to 25 Summerset Drive, Smithtown, 
New York 11787, USA. We prefer disposable copies of manuscripts. We 
can respond via email in lieu of a SASE if you so designate. 

All submissions receive replies as quickly as possible. If we have not 
responded within three months, please hassle us. We read year-round 
and never go on hiatus.

Excerpts of longer work will be considered if you believe the work 
stands alone. Reprints will be considered if the work has not appeared 
elsewhere within the last two years. Simultaneous submissions are 
encouraged.

Contributors will see drafts of accepted pieces for review prior to 
release. 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.
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