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Staff Bios 

Joseph Levens was a finalist for the Bakeless Prize for Fiction. In 2013, 

his stories are appearing in The Gettysburg Review and Gargoyle. In 

past years, he has had fiction and nonfiction appear in Florida Review 
(Editors' Award for Fiction), New Orleans Review, AGNI, Sou'wester, 

Meridian, Other Voices, The Literary Review, The Good Men Project and 

Swink, among others. He has taught fiction writing a number of years, 

and currently works for a publishing company in Manhattan. He lives on 
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Amy Leigh Owen joined The Summerset Review when it first launched in 
2002. Leigh has a BA in Communications from the University of Alabama 

where she majored in journalism and minored in creative writing with a 

fiction emphasis. Her background includes work in magazines, 

publishing, special events, and film production. Leigh is also the 

assistant editor of Columns for Moondance and currently freelances as 

an editor/copy editor in Alabama. 

Meredith Davies Hadaway is the author of Fishing Secrets of the Dead 

(Word Press, 2005) and The River is a Reason (Word Press, 2011). Her 
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Review, Stand, Cincinnati Review, Harpur Palate, Atlanta Review, and 

Poetry International. One poem was recently selected by Mark Doty as a 

finalist (Honorable Mention) for the Robinson Jeffers Tor House Poetry 
Prize. She serves as chief marketing officer for Washington College in 

Chestertown, Maryland. 

Lindsay Denninger reads submissions and writes book reviews for the 

journal, enjoying the experience of finding new and talented authors. 

She received a BA in English Literature and Public Relations from Long 

Island University in 2008, graduating Summa Cum Laude, and has 

recently completed an MA in British and American Literature at Hunter 
College in New York City. 

Nick Sweeney joined the staff in 2012, as a volunteer. He received his 

bachelor's degree in English from Marist College in 2011, focusing on 

creative writing and modern literature. His work has been published in 

The Nassau Review, Dead Mule, and Bartleby Snopes. 

History of the Journal 

The Summerset Review started as an online literary quarterly in 2002, 

publishing exclusively fiction and nonfiction. With a staff of three 
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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. 

The Summerset Review has read at The New York Public Library, 

national conferences, colleges, and other places, including events 

sponsored by the Council of Literary Magazines and Presses (CLMP), the 

New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA), the National Endowment 

for the Arts (NEA), the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), 
and the Association of Literary Scholars and Critics (ALSC). Print issues 

of the magazine are frequently donated to book fairs across the country, 

with all proceeds going to charitable causes in the respective areas. 

Mission Statement 

We think of ourselves as simply people who like to read good 

contemporary literature, who want to share the best of our experiences 
with others. The highest form of retribution for our efforts is a lasting 

impact on a few sensitive readers of 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? 
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Editor's Notes  

The Incredible Elk versus Sally P. Squirrel - nonfiction by Jenniey 

Tallman  

Two Poems - by Kathryn Gahl  

Bare - nonfiction by Caroline Horwitz  

Looking - poetry by Michael Lauchlan  

Two Poems - by Dick Bentley  

The Songbird Clinic - fiction by Jean Ryan  

Earthworm - poetry by Wendy Oleson  

Two Poems - by Barbara Daniels  

Via i Yanki! (Go Home, Yanks) - nonfiction by Corbitt Nesta  

Two Poems - by John Grey  

Stalagmites - fiction by Christine Hennessey  

Midnight Animals - poetry by Rachel Adams  

Contributors' Notes 
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There is an insightful interview with C. Michael Curtis of The Atlantic in 

the current issue (#31) of Meridian. The interview was conducted by 

Thomas Pierce, at a small German deli in Spartanburg, South Carolina. 

They both had brat in a bun with a side of potato salad, and iced tea.  

Having edited a literary journal (namely this one) for eleven years now, I 

thought such an accomplishment was noteworthy. But I was quickly 

humbled to find out, in this interview, that Curtis has been the 

"predominant arbiter of short stories" at The Atlantic for over fifty years. 

If I live to the age of ninety-two and keep going, I might be able to 

match Curtis. But he is still at it. And so it seems any attempt for me to 
rival his endurance will be met with futility.  

Pierce asked Curtis how many stories he might have seen in five 

decades at the magazine, "...tens of thousands, maybe?" Curtis replied, 

"I'm afraid it's a lot more than that. We used to get ten thousand a 

year."  

This interview not only gives good glimpses of the man behind the 
decisions to publish in a major magazine, but also shares some hard and 

logical views of literary reading and publishing in general. "Writers of 

literary fiction are probably not going to support themselves by writing," 

Curtis says, "but that's been true for thousands of years. They're going 

to have to teach or find some other means of livelihood."  
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As was stated in the forthcoming book, Paper Dreams, (Atticus Books, 

reviewed in our Summer 2013 issue), the larger commercial magazines 

such as The Atlantic, The New Yorker, Harper's, and The Saturday 

Evening Post used to put out as many as six or seven short stories each 
issue. Imagine that! To us literature lovers, heaven! Now, as Curtis 

recalls recent cancellation of the summer fiction issue and great 

reduction of fiction content annually, the large commercial magazines 

struggle to justify the inclusion of a single short story per issue.  

"Somebody in the financial end has been given the job of getting us into 

the black," Curtis says. And so again comes the question: At what price, 
art?  

The interview culminates on the topic of what makes for a good story, a 

story good enough to rise above tens of thousands of others. Curtis had 

difficulty explaining exactly, but explain exactly he did. "It's not like you 

can go to the story and say here are the three main reasons... It's a 

quality or empathy or an interest in how people connect to each other 
and relate to each other and talk to each other... Either it moves you 

and you remember it forever, or you don't."  

And so we come to this Fall 2013 issue of The Summerset Review. Hop 

into the taxi shown in cover graphic and see where it takes you.  

— J Levens 

 

Theme graphics this issue - "Joyride"  

Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2013. 
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A woman in the shape of a monster 

a monster in the shape of a woman 

the skies are full of them 
—Adrienne Rich 

2012 

The mother tells her children the story of The 

Incredible Elk: the rage that descended onto 
their house when she was five months pregnant 

with the middle one. The depression that held 
through the pregnancy, through the middle 

child's first year, lifted briefly for a third 
pregnancy, and then came knocking again. The 

first time the Elk came for the mother, she told 
the oldest (who was only one and a half years 

old at the time) to go sit on the flowered chair by 
the window until the fight was over. The oldest 

sat and cheered the mother on as she battled 

the Elk. She threw a tree, broke the air 
conditioner, put a chair inside a potted plant. 

"What did he look like?" The children want to 
know. 

She spreads her fingers atop her head to show 
them, and trudges heavily toward them with 
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growling breath. "The Incredible Elk had five 

mossy horns and yellow teeth that dripped slime, 
and he was twice as big as an elephant."  

The children are thrilled and curious. "Why did 
he want you? Why?"  

The mother releases a sigh. "Actually, he was 
after you," she admits. "But, your cheering 

strengthened me. You cheered and I yelled, 
screamed, threw things at him. I kicked him and 

punched and cried and used all my power to kill 
him."  

"Did you kill him, Mama? Did you?" the oldest 
asks, excited, jumping up and down. 

The mother stares into the distance and drops 
her story voice. "No, my sweet. I did not. Not 

that day." 

2005 

She stands vacantly at the kitchen sink while the 

children practice being ninjas and yell for her to 
watch. "Look at me, Mama. Is this a cool move? 

Look at this, Mama. Look!" She is trying to enjoy 
them: their laughter, their smiles, their fun; but 

it is so crushing, their joy.  

"What can I do?" the father asks. "How can I 

help?" 

"Sleep," she says. "Please, just let me sleep." 

~ 

The children giggle at the mother. They tell her 

that she is The Best Mama in the Whole World. 
How beautiful she is, with her hands and her 

eyes and her hair, they say. She creates a song 

for them, to make up for angry words and fiery 
rages. A song that says she loves them when 

she is angry, and loves them when they are bad. 
She makes up a friend named Sally P. Squirrel, 

and a rule that Sally cannot come into the 
house—that way they will not ask her to be Sally 

when she needs them to eat their dinner. 
Because Sally P. would never ask them to eat 

their dinner. 
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Two years old, the middle child invites the 

mother into his room to watch him play. He is 
bouncing two toys up and down on the bed, a 

plastic baby doll he calls Baby and a pink lamb 
he calls Strawbobo—two creatures he seems to 

love endlessly, effortlessly, equally. This is the 
boy the mother did not understand, the boy she 

ignored and disliked, the boy she did not want. 
He covers Strawbobo's ears and tells the mother 

quietly, secretly, that really he loves Baby more 
because he is a real baby but he won't ever tell 

Strawbobo that because it's not his fault. "Don't 
tell Strawbobo, okay?" 

"No, dear, I won't tell." 

This middle child knows, in his way, that love is 

not a choice. He comes to the mother—as she 

watches the birds out the window above the 
stove—tugging her skirt and wanting up, up, up. 

Looking down she sees a boy she had not seen 
before. A boy so small and cute and sweet that 

she gasps and puts him on her hip.  

"Where did you come from?" she asks this child, 

as if he'd appeared overnight. 

"From you, Mama!" He laughs at her, "Silly 

Mama." Ha ha.  

"Silly child, this cannot be true. You must have 

been dropped off by a stork." 

But, for a moment, she remembers. Squeezing 

him out, the slippery warmth of him on her 
chest, and love, only love. 

~ 

Outside the children ask the mother to play Sally 
P. Squirrel with them.  

"Please, Mama. Please play Sally."  

She relents; she plays. It is not hard, this game. 

It only requires that she does not know them. 
She must ask their names, introduce herself, 

play along. They are nameless orphan spies on 
the run; they are superheroes in disguise; they 

are Badger and Rabbit, friends of the forest. She 
asks them to tell about themselves and is 
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amazed to hear their lives. They seem very 

happy, very loved. The mother does not know 
how this is possible.  

They make a nest of grass and dried stalks and 
branches for the mother. She sits in the middle 

and they bring nuts. They tell her how to crack 
them open and advise not to eat the bad ones. 

They know how to find the bad nuts: just drop 
them into the pail of imaginary water. If they 

float, they are bad; if they sink, you can eat 
them. Why is this game so impossible? Why can 

she not remain Sally? The baby is napping, 
though he might be awake. The oldest looks at 

her sideways. Is she still Sally or has she 
morphed back to Mother? 

~ 

Look at this funny child cracking eggs onto the 
floor, watch the dog clean it up with her tongue, 

witness the hilarity. This child is walking plastic 
animals through the poop inside the diaper he 

has removed from himself. He is walking the 
animals on the carpet, up the wall, down the 

stairs. The father enters the home and silently 
organizes the destruction. Here is a child with his 

head inside a bucket bonking into walls. Here is 
a child building a cushion mountain—does this 

look too high, too dangerous? Watch the mother, 
pouring her coffee, watch her scanning the 

room, watch the children watching her.  

   1. Get the baby out of the dishwasher.  

   2. Read Little Bear to the middle one. 

   3. Latch the bathroom door.  
   4. Turn head and nod at the oldest's questions.  

   5. Nurse the baby. 
   6. Look at them.  

   7. Admire their sturdiness.  
   8. Find the dog; let it outside.  

   9. Remove the baby from the cupboard. 
  10. Get them food.  

"Do you want peanut butter and jelly?" Repeat-
repeat-repeat. Repeat until they listen, until they 

hear.  

"Yes, Mama—cut mine in a triangle; I want 

orange jelly; make mine grape; Mama, did you 
hear me? Make mine grape!" 
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"You'll eat what I give you, goddamn it. Sorry. 

I'm sorry. Mama doesn't feel very good right 
now. She shouldn't have said that."  

"It's okay, Mama. I'm sorry you don't feel good. 
Do you need a Band-Aid?"  

"No. Sorry." So sorry. 

~ 

The father is leaving for work, another week out 
of town, another week alone with three small 

children.  

"It is okay to just put videos on," he says. "Take 

the boys to the river, start the garden, do yoga, 
write, relax, eat breakfast." 

"Would you please just go."  

"Don't kill them, okay?"  

Rolled eyes. "Don't be ridiculous." A kiss. A hug. 

A frown. She hears his keys jingle out the door, 
the truck starts up, and away he goes. Over the 

bridge and through the woods, down the road, 
away from here. 

~ 

The mother bathes the children and imagines 

their bodies thrashing against her arms holding 
them under the water. She sees herself weeping 

as she holds their lifeless bodies to her chest, 
unsure of what has happened. Focus in on the 

confusion. Which child would this hypothetical 
mother drown first? Wouldn't they be afraid? Try 

to stop her? She is not this mother—it is the 
newspaper, the radio, other mothers. Not her. 

She sits by the bathtub and tries to stop thinking 

this horrible thing that will not go away. Why 
must she think such horrible things? Sally chews 

a hole through the bathroom wall and washes 
the children for the mother.  

At night the mother wakes in a panic, desperate 
to feel the rise and fall of their small chests. She 

lies awake staring at the ceiling, listening. She is 
listening for the sound of their breath, for 

intruders, for fires, for coughs and sneezes and 
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cries. She sings to them while they sleep, kisses 

their cheeks, tucks their long hair behind their 
ears, and curls up next to their warm soft 

bodies. In the quiet dark it is so easy. 

"They deserve a better mother," she complains 

to the father. 

"You're a good mom," he assures her. "They love 

you." 

"That is true," she says, "they do love me. Why 

should they love me? I am so unpredictable, so 
mean, so sad." 

"Not always." He is angry now. "You are not 
always. You are a good mom." 

Good—how she loathes the word. 

~ 

The baby wakes in the night. The mother nurses 

him and turns his body away from hers, staying 
ever so still, wishing: Please, let him sleep.  

He does not sleep. He stirs. He says "backpack." 
He laughs.  

"God damn it! Go to sleep!"  

The father wakes and shushes her, says she is 

going to wake everyone.  

"Fine!" she yells. "Why don't we all just have a 

fucking party? Why the hell not? Let's just wake 
everybody up at three o'clock in the goddamned 

morning and watch movies and eat popcorn!"  

He puts his hand on her shoulder, brushes the 

hair from her neck, and quiets the mother. 
"Shh," he says. "It will be all right."  

The baby has fallen back asleep, soothed by the 

familiar lullaby. 

~ 

Outside, the mother is walking. She is walking 
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fast. They yell, they whine, they worry.  

"Where are you going, Mama?"  

"Nowhere. I will be right back; no, you cannot 

come; please go find your father."  

She is walking, they are finding, and she is 

getting away for a minute. Just a minute by 
herself to hear the burble of the river, to feel sun 

on cold shoulders. Nothing is as she thought it 
would be. Where is the sweet-loving-kind mother 

so giving and understanding and patient? Where 
did she go? Why does she not sing with them, 

tell them fairy tales, be Sally?  

A bird flying low sees her out; something in the 

blue color under his wings is all she needs to 
remember to smile. Purple Martin. 

2003 

The mother was not always like this. Once, she 
was kind and patient and fun. When she got 

pregnant with the second child, something 
snapped. A curtain drew shut and the world 

became darker, more distant.  

For two weeks after she had him, she did not 

leave the house. It is the tradition in many 
cultures that a new mother should be protected 

for at least a month following childbirth. She 
should not leave the house, bathe, or do any 

housework at all. She should not have sex. This 
was not the mother's tradition. However, a 

hurricane knocked the power out for the first 
postpartum week, and she reveled in the 

freedom this offered her from laundry, dishes, 

visitors, normalcy. By the end of the second 
week she still had not left the house. Her 

midwife came to the house to check on them 
because the mother was not returning phone 

calls. The midwife was worried. She asked a lot 
of questions about emotions. 

"Second children are harder," the midwife said. 
"You are a middle child too, aren't you?" 

"Yes," the mother nodded. "I am a middle child."  

"You will be harder on him," she predicted. "You 
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will blame him." 

The mother tried not to hear this. 

After declaring mother and baby healthy, the 

midwife insisted they go out somewhere, 
anywhere.  

"Get out of this house!" she yelled, joking a little. 
"I don't care where, just go." 

So, the mother and father loaded the children 
into the car and drove. From far away, the 

mother heard the father's voice, asking 
hopefully, "Where should we go?" 

"Nowhere," she said too quietly. He could not 
hear. "I don't know," she said, loud enough. 

"Well, it is up to you."  

"I don't care."  

"Just tell me what you want."  

"I don't know what I want." 

"But, it is up to you. Whatever you want!" 

"Oh, goodie." 

And so it went. On and on and on. Nothing was 

right. She could not sit inside of The Olive 
Garden or Cracker Barrel, Baja Bean or IHOP. 

She just could not. She was not up to the eyes 
and hands of prying strangers, their vapid 

dialogue and tedious declarations of selfish 
yearning. Impossible to smile, to say, He's just 

two-weeks-old... yes, isn't he beautiful? Martin, 
his name is Martin. Surely, she would gouge her 

eyes out at the table.  

They drove for hours. The mother was overcome 

at times with the need to check the children's 

breathing and the oldest would protest every 
time she placed her finger beneath his nose. 

When she felt their breath, warm and moist on 
her fingers, she was filled with the smell of the 

candles she burnt at home since the second baby 
was born in the hurricane—like scented freesia 

wax melting into dressers and sour milk and 
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burnt wicks.  

In the parking lot of The Pancake House, the 
father took the children out of their seats—

cradling the baby on his arm like a koala bear 
and gripping the oldest's hand. He opened the 

mother's door. 

"Come on," he smiled.  

The oldest offered the mother his other hand and 
she got out of the car. 

2005  

The father comes home from work. The mother 

is absentmindedly making dinner, staring out the 
window above the stove at the laundry flapping 

on the line. The crying baby hangs from the 
ceiling in the Johnny Jumper; the middle child 

repeatedly blows a wooden whistle; the oldest 

runs cackling through the house wearing nothing 
but a cape and screaming, "Naked boy!"  

"What's for dinner?" the father asks. 

The mother looks in the frying pan. "Zucchini 

and pasta, looks like." 

"Oh," he sighs. Sounding disappointed—to her. 

To the mother, he sounded disappointed. 

She casually lifts the pan from the stove and 

dumps its contents into the trash bin. He yells 
and huffs as she robotically begins preparing a 

second dinner, and the children are stunned into 
silence—but the mother is soothed by the 

stinging smell of the plastic trash bag as the 
zucchini melts it. 

~ 

In the seconds that it takes an insignificant white 
ceramic tea saucer to smack onto the floor from 

the hand of the middle child, grinning atop the 
arm of the sofa that he is not allowed to climb 

on, the mother has lost it and yells, "No sir! We 
do not throw things in this house!"  

Which is funny because they most certainly do 
throw things in that house: they throw zucchini 
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and pans and tantrums and fits. It is his laugh 

that does the mother in. She grabs him by the 
front of his little blue shirt, pulls him off the 

couch, drags his maniacally laughing self across 
the floor to where the laundry is heaped high. 

She is prepared to yell at this child, to yell until 
he cries. She pushes him back against the pile, 

and Sally turns sadly away, unable to bear 
witness to such rage. The Elk approaches from 

behind: greedily, hungrily, and thrilled with this 
anger.  

Pause. Please. Let us just take a time out from 
this. Time has stood still. Let us too, reflect. 

Reflect while the Elk and the Mother fight it out. 
Sally will comfort the children. 

PAUSE 

MARTIN: Sally? What would happen if a monster 
came into my room while I was sleeping and tore 

open my stomach? 

SALLY: There are no monsters. 

MARTIN: But Sally what would happen if a 
monster came from the sea and ate my brains? 

SALLY: Little one, listen to me. There are no 
monsters. I promise. 

MARTIN: But Sally, what if a monster ate my 
brother and then tried to get me? 

SALLY: I would come into your room and I would 
kill that monster. 

MARTIN: I'm magic, Sally. I can kill monsters 
too. I'm magic and I'm big and I'll help you. 

SALLY: Of course you will, dear. Now go to 

sleep. 

RETURN 

She is the Elk. She is the Squirrel. She is the 
Mother. She stops the words from coming, stops 

the rage from pouring, stops the wind from 
blowing—turns away from the sobbing child in 

front of her, with his face contorted in fear and 
confusion, and teeth like little pearls behind lips 

Page 18 of 73



stretched thin in a sob. She finds the nearest 

door and goes through it. The mother stares into 
the room, trying to find Sally.  

"Woe to the mother losing her mind," Sally 
squeaks, and the mother agrees. 

"I can't do this," the mother whispers. 

Sally tells her that she is silly. "Yes, you can. 

Gather nuts and twigs." 

The Elk murmurs in the mother's ear that Sally 

doesn't know anything; smashing the child is his 
helpful suggestion. 

The mother places her head in her hands and 
tells them both to shut up. She stands. She 

considers herself and returns to her son. She 
touches his face, holds his hands, stares deep 

into his big confused eyes until he smiles. She 

puts the baby to her breast and sits on the floor 
to help the children build robots out of colored 

wooden blocks.  

BREATHE 

Sally wants to know why the mother is like this. 
If she could answer, the mother would. Maybe if 

she got a lobotomy or took pills, someone could 
cut the sad part out and everything would be 

fine. But what if they took Sally too? The 
children would have a mother with no joy at all, 

no anger, no sadness, just nothing. She can't do 
that to them. She can't leave them alone. She 

loves them too much. 

The mother looks up "postpartum depression" on 

the Internet. She finds that she is not alone. This 

fact does not comfort her. It would be better, 
she thinks, if she were alone. But at least it has 

a name and with a name comes the possibility of 
a solution or at least an end. When it lifts, as it 

does occasionally, it is as if someone has turned 
on the sun.  

Music from the other side of the globe playing on 
National Public Radio catches the mother 

unaware and she is dancing in the kitchen to the 
droning of sitars and the jangle of the tablas, 

unable to resist the high-pitched voice chanting 
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out of sync with the quick beat. The middle child 

joins her with a mischievous smile and does 
ballet. He gracefully twirls across the linoleum to 

the intensely raucous Indian music. It is 
intoxicating, his dance. The mother lifts him in 

her arms and they dance round and round and 
round until the room is spinning faster than the 

planet.  

2012 

The mother asks her sons if they remember 
anything from that time.  

"Do you remember how I used to yell?" 

They do not. 

"Do you remember Sally?" 

"Oh, yes," the oldest two tell her. The baby, who 

is now seven, does not remember. He would like 

the mother to play Sally now. She refuses. 

"Sally is gone now," she says. "As are many 

things." 

The children sense a story in these words and 

beg for more, but the mother tells them to go 
watch old home videos instead. 

"Please, Mama! Please tell us." 

She says, "The Elk was a horrible thing, but he 

wasn't all bad. Sometimes he helped me, too. He 
was very strong. He could stop the wind if he 

wanted to."  

"You said he wanted us," the oldest asks, "Why 

did he want us?" 

The mother considers this for some time. "I think 

he wanted me all to himself. He just didn't want 

to share me at all." 

"I don't like to share either," says the middle one 

with a mischievous look. 

The mother laughs, "You know, he could pluck 

birds right out of the sky, and when you were 
very little, you loved to watch them come 
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flittering down like wayward kites." 

"Did he hate the birds?" the youngest asks.  

"No. He didn't hate them. He just didn't know his 

own strength." 

"What happened to the birds?" the middle one 

asks. 

"Sally P. Squirrel put lights inside their bodies 

and sewed them onto the sky. They are up there 
now. We can go look at them if you like."  

They liked. 

2006  

Sally P. sits playing happily and peacefully with 
the children. The Elk beckons. Sally cracks an 

imaginary nut by smacking it against a rock on 
the ground. The Elk stands just beyond the tree 

line at the edge of the property, waiting. Sally 

feels the air, thick and hot, and smells the river, 
loud and rough. She is a very small and 

vulnerable squirrel. Were it not for the children 
and their storage of walnuts, she would not have 

made it through the winter. The children fight 
over who brought the biggest nut.  

"Stop fighting or Sally's leaving," the mother 
threatens. The Elk perks his ears and the 

children watch her cautiously. 

It is boring, this game. The Elk tells Sally to 

leave. The children beg her to stay. Sally P. asks 
the children about their mother. I do not want to 

hear these things. But I do. More than anything, 
I want to hear these things. The oldest plays 

along, happily telling tales of his beautiful 

mother. Why is she always beautiful? Why not 
kind and fair and fun? The middle child is not 

sure. He looks at Sally and wants his mother.  

"Silly!" he laughs. "You are my mama and I love 

you this much." 

He stands and shows her, wrapping his little 

arms around the entire world.  

The youngest hands Sally a large walnut and she 
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chatters her teeth as she examines it. To their 

delight, Sally wrinkles her nose and declares, 
"bad nut" as she throws it hard toward the Elk 

who flares his nostrils and slips grudgingly into 
the forest.  

 

Title graphic: "Story Time Battlefield" Copyright © The 
Summerset Review 2013.
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I bought one  

big fat slice 

of cake yesterday 

at Siebkens 
for your Grandpa 

 

and when I got 

home 

I ate half of it.  

 
Today I must admit 

I ate 

the other half.  

 

People 

betray one 
another.  

 

I thought you should know.  
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I have to love a sandwich so  

greasy it could condition my hair,  

oil a hinge, seal a poolside tan 

 
I have to love a sandwich 

that knows its limitation 

yet spreads it like a rumor 

 

a sandwich that bows to the blow  

of grace, smacking its lips  
for sweet Jesus & cheeze Louise  

 

a sandwich with sass & sleaze  

like a fat cat denying a heart attack  

a sandwich so beautiful 

 
it bathes in butter before lying down  

between white slices of heaven 

a sandwich that is surely enraptured 

that can do the do-wop like a 

brave little sermon, a sandwich  

with a soul of sizzle splat, got dat  
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I took my clothes off in front of a stranger holding a camera.  

Most of my life, I'd been shy about nudity, sometimes even when 

changing clothes in front of other women. If I had to strip all the way 

down in a locker room, I'd sometimes do it in a bathroom stall instead of 
amidst the other undressed women. But I suddenly found myself 

wearing nothing at all, making pouty come-hither looks at a rapidly 

clicking camera. 

It wasn't for money. Rather, I paid the photographer to do it. 

I began toying with the idea of having nude pictures taken when my 

husband Dan left on a six-month tour of duty in the Middle East. The 
half-year of celibacy looming before us occupied my mind. On his 

previous two- and three-month deployments, I'd sometimes snapped a 
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few pictures of myself sans clothes, either holding my camera at arm's 

length or setting it to automatic. The results were usually dark, crude, 

blurry and always artless. 

"These are great," he'd say upon receiving them.  

"I don't know," I'd say. "They never turn out how I want them to. 

They're too seedy-looking."  

I'd heard of boudoir photography a few times in the movies and on TV 

but didn't know how plausible the service was in real life. Out of 

curiosity, I Googled the term and my current city and received several 

results. Many of the photographers performed wedding or other family 
photography in addition to boudoir shots, or "intimates." It was 

expensive, but manageable, especially with deals coming up for 

Valentine's Day. 

So this is real, I thought. There was nothing standing in my way if I 

wanted to do it. I knew it could be a terrific valentine for Dan. The idea 

of being naked in front of someone I didn't know still rattled me, but as I 
scanned more pictures of smiling and seemingly relaxed women, I 

realized that this could be fun, too. 

I compared prices, browsed artists' online portfolios, and held my breath 

as I e-mailed my top choice photographer, Elizabeth. She had the 

biggest portfolio, full of romantic and varied sets, poses and lighting, 

and her Valentine's Day special included a hair and makeup appointment 
before the shoot. She replied to me less than twelve hours later, and 

before I knew it I was booking an appointment with her for after the 

New Year. The anticipation prompted me to work out more than usual 

and omit the occasional indulgence of ice cream or popcorn or cherry 

Danish. 

There were, of course, unforeseen costs. Once I decided to do it, I knew 

I wanted to do it right. I bought a new piece of lacy, lipstick-red lingerie 
and splurged on a manicure, pedicure and bikini wax the day before the 

shoot.  

 

The morning of, I woke up with nerves akin to the day of a job 

interview. I laughed, thinking about the types of jobs that would require 

an interview process like this. I showered, moisturized and left the house 
free of makeup and hair treatment, as I'd been instructed. I followed the 
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driving directions to Elizabeth's studio, rang the apartment's bell outside 

and chewed my lip as I waited.  

Elizabeth greeted me and showed me upstairs. She had a cute, short-

styled haircut and a warm smile. I supposed she had to be friendly in 
this line of work, getting clients comfortable enough to take off their 

clothes and feel sexy. She introduced me to my makeup and hair stylist 

who painted and curled me while Elizabeth set up her equipment and 

arranged the furniture.  

"Just to let you know, I have a bruise on my leg," I said, lifting my left 

sweatpants leg to show her. "I slipped on some icy steps the other day." 

"No problem," Elizabeth said. "My photo-editing software can edit that 

right out." 

She asked me what type of photos I had in mind. 

"You mean, like, poses?" I asked. 

"More like the tone and style of your pictures. Would you say you're 

more into doing hardcore, BDSM-type photos, or soft and sensual?" 

"Soft and sensual. Definitely." 

I was tempted to ask if clients who chose the former brought their own 

ball gags, handcuffs and whips, or if she provided them herself. Instead, 

I asked about her experience with boudoir photography.  

"I've been doing it for about three years," she said. "My husband and I 

are both wedding photographers, and then I branched out to this too. 
When I started doing boudoir, I'd say about three out of ten people I 

talked to had heard of it. Now, it's more like eight in ten." 

I asked if she ever photographed models. She said that most boudoir 

photographers train with models, and that she held regular seminars to 

teach other photographers about the field, paying a model to be present 

for the training. 

"I actually had to hire a model for a client's photo shoot once. The 
woman wanted pictures of herself with another scantily clad woman—

she thought that would be up her husband's alley, so to speak." 

"Wow," I replied. "There's a level of dedication I don't think I'd pursue." 
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The idea behind these photos for me was not to indulge some male 

fantasy, but to capture my body. Dan hadn't seen my physical form in 

months and was currently in a place of much emotional turmoil and little 

sensory stimulation. I just wanted him to see me, and I wanted the view 
to look good.  

 

When my hair and makeup were finished, I looked in the mirror at the 

1950s pinup girl who gazed back. It wasn't me, but I loved it. Impossibly 

long fake eyelashes, glossy ruby lips, rosy cheeks, and hair curled into a 

Marilyn Monroe-esque 'do, high up to my jaw. If only I had her bust line 
to match. 

Elizabeth flipped on her CD player, which pumped out upbeat songs to 

loosen me. I perused her collection of costume jewelry, high heels and 

accessories as I slipped out of my sweats. I selected a pair of black 

patent leather heels to go with my first outfit—an unbuttoned white 

dress shirt, black lacy panties and sunglasses.  

"Love it!" Elizabeth said. "I think we'll turn the fan on you to get your 

hair blowing for more of that ultra-glamour look." 

"Pardon me?" 

It was January, and I was standing in a large open room with lots of 

windows and a hardwood floor. Nevertheless, I sucked it up and 

attempted sexy poses, all the while trying to conceal my chattering 
teeth, before Elizabeth acquiesced and turned off the fan. 

I became comfortable enough to lose the shirt and shades. 

"You're good at varying your poses and giving the camera sexy looks," 

she said, to butter me up, I assumed. "Some women who come in seem 

so out of place that you wonder if they're even doing it voluntarily." 

I hoped everyone chose to participate voluntarily. It seemed too archaic 

nowadays for a man to coerce a woman into being photographed nude. 
Perhaps the out-of-place subjects were just unprepared for the reality of 

this intimate act. Maybe it made them feel vulnerable instead of 

empowered.  

I changed into my new red corset with matching G-string to be 

photographed on a chaise lounge, windowsill and wooden stool. I had to 
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admit that I was enjoying the experience. The big hair and dramatic 

makeup helped me to step outside myself. No, I did not have a perfect 

body. I had cellulite, pale skin even by winter standards, an 

asymmetrical back and waistline thanks to scoliosis, and plenty of other 
flaws. But standing there, confident, nearly nude, with a camera 

capturing my every gesture and facial expression, I wasn't aware of any 

of them. I felt sinuous. I felt stunning. I felt uninhibited. 

"Your husband is going to love these," Elizabeth said. 

I smiled. He didn't even know I was doing this yet. I was going to wait 

until I mailed the pictures so he could be surprised. I knew he was going 
to enjoy it more than the watch or cycling equipment I'd given him for 

past Valentine's Days. 

Then I started to think how this gift didn't need to be purchased for a 

significant other. I suspected that I might enjoy these shots also. It was 

my body, after all, and unlike the many unflattering, nonphotogenic 

pictures taken of me throughout my life, these would forever document 
me, at this one point in time, as alluring and uncovered. It was vain, 

perhaps, but every woman deserves a chance to celebrate her body.  

Then it was time for the big show. Elizabeth strategically placed me in 

positions that would hide my nether region, as I had requested, but 

showed everything else. She, of course, saw it all. But at that point, I 

didn't care. As I lay on a fluffy white rug, or wrapped in a transparent 
sheet, or leaning against the wall, I didn't feel naked. I just felt sexy. 

 

On February 14th, Dan and I connected via video to open our gifts 

together. The package containing a small photo album and disc with the 

electronic files had reached him in Kandahar a few days earlier. He 

assured me he wouldn't open it until our Internet date. 

That morning, I saw him on my computer screen. His hair was buzzed 
short and he wore one of the tan T-shirts that went underneath his 

desert flight suit. We videoed about twice a week during his 

deployments, but I still wasn't used to seeing him reduced to a two-

dimensional image on my laptop. I was grateful, though, to see him 

move and talk and smile, to hear his voice. 

"You go first," he said, indicating the package I had received the week 
before. After prying through layers of tape, I freed a silver necklace with 
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a star-shaped pendant and purple stone in the center. I put it on right 

away so he could see me wear it. 

"I bought it from one of the local Afghani jewelry makers," he said. "The 

vendors sometimes bring their merchandise onto base for us to buy." 

I was excited to have a gift from where he was living. "You next," I said. 

He was in the room he shared with five others, but each man's small 

section was separated by a hanging sheet, so we had privacy. I sat on 

the edge of my desk chair as he pulled at the box flaps. He lifted out the 

album, the cover of which featured a black-and-white photo of me from 

the side, nude, kneeling, hand over my breasts. 

I could see his eyes widen, hear his breathing deepen from the other 

side of the world. A smile formed at the corners of his mouth and slowly 

spread across the width of his face as he flipped open the book to find 

me, and more of me, and even more. 

 

Title image used with permission of the writer and photographer. Copyright © Elizabeth 
Craig 2013.  
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It undulates, this light. Once  
deemed straight by scholars 

benighted, it churns in sexual waves  

over each sweet hip, each cheek  

fresh-kissed or breathless and grey.  

Sinewy light follows us into beds 

and the shameless dark, though 
we wake to a dream world  

where desire sloughs—as if  

light's hands were not all  

over us, bending us always  

toward its lips, toward the bright,  

curved pleasure at its source.  
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These trees cascading,  
this clump of shrubs  

bowed and flashing 

under the fierce pulsate pelt of rain 

hasten grace and 

stir my amygdala 

to flow with associations.  
 

O rostral anterior cingulate cortex,  

aware of my optimistic 

illusions, protect me 

while I dream of faith.  
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As ants to vicious teens  

Whiskey is to time 

As the slurry light of an old barn 

Glamorous maple 
Is to my syrupy repose.  

In the primitive landscape 

Of my head 

It's time to sugar daddy off  
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"Like this." Leslie touches the yellow beak of a baby bird and 
immediately the beak opens. Dropping in a bit of mush with a pair of 

plastic forceps, she says, "Don't worry about choking. The glottis closes 

to protect the lungs."  

The bird, a robin, is only a few days old, nothing but a scrawny gray 

lump with a gaping beak. The raw need appalls me.  

I recall something I read once about baby animals. Young reptiles are 
self-sufficient. They come into the world as tiny replicas of their parents 

and are quickly on their way. Baby mammals are helpless. To ensure 

they get the care they need, they are born cute, irresistibly so. But what 

about baby birds, helpless and ugly at once? I look at the knob of its 

head, the bulging eyes, still closed. What compels a mother bird to raise 

this frightful thing?  
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Like the other chicks at Cedar Bluff Bird Rescue, this tiny bird is an 

orphan: incidental damage. Maybe its nest blew down, or other birds 

drove the parents away, or the mother succumbed to a predator, most 

likely a house cat. That's what brought me here. My aging gray tabby 
killed a dove, the only bird slow enough for this rare event, which made 

me feel awful, and so I came here the next day and made a donation. 

One hundred dollars seemed like reasonable compensation for what my 

cat had done, though it felt odd to think of it that way. The last time I 

was in a pet store (I can't go into them anymore), I walked up to a cage 

of parakeets and peered at their blunt heads, their bodies colored like 
Easter eggs. They were on sale that day, twelve dollars apiece, two for 

twenty. For the cost of a movie and popcorn, you could buy a life, an 

exotic one at that. Your own little fraction of Australia to enjoy for years 

to come. Twelve bucks.  

"You'll know when they've had enough," Leslie explains, "though there's 

bound to be one or two gluttons in the bunch." The volunteers, mostly 
older women, laugh. They listen closely to everything Leslie says, not 

wanting to make a mistake. They watch her hands, her posture, the way 

she moves. They barely breathe. 

"If a chick won't feed, we probably can't save it. Sometimes they've had 

too much trauma. Chicks this young are always on the edge." She drops 

in another bit of mush. "Less than a third of baby birds survives their 
first year—most are lost in the first few weeks."  

We absorb this information, our faces serious. Someone asks what sort 

of food Leslie is feeding the chick. "Mostly kitten chow," she says, 

"soaked in water, and we add a little hard-boiled egg and chopped-up 

mealworms. At this age, you'll be feeding them every twenty minutes, 

dawn to dusk—which is why we need all of you." 

Leslie is a strapping woman, around fifty, I'd guess. She has a thick 
silver braid down her back, a squared-off jaw and a hair-trigger smile. 

Her glasses have green frames and sit halfway down her nose. Her 

hands are large, her nails short. So far, I like everything about her. 

When she took my check last week, she thanked me and then pointed to 

the Baby Songbird Clinic sign. "Orientation is this Saturday. We need all 

the hands we can get." She beamed at me. The smile was impersonal, 
involuntary, a wide-open welcome to the world. Doing right by this 

woman was the only way to go. 
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I signed up for the last shift, five-thirty to eight-thirty, three nights a 

week. Leslie was glad I took that time slot as most people want to be 

home in the evening. It makes no difference to me whether or not I'm 

home then, particularly now that I'm living alone. Right after Christmas, 
Jane moved out. I had changed, she said, and the gap between us was 

widening. "We've been together six years," I said. "Of course I've 

changed. You haven't?" She pursed her lips at this and looked out the 

window. You can't argue your way back into someone's heart, and so I 

let her go without much more dialogue, assuming she had found 

someone else, which, it turned out, she hadn't. That stung. For a while I 
wondered just what it was about the new me that Jane could no longer 

abide, and then I stopped because I didn't care enough, which of course 

proved her point. I wound up admiring her gumption.  

My day job is not taxing: I purchase specialty foods for a high-end 

market, Babo and Tabani. Perfumed, well-coifed reps come to my office 

with their rolling cases of pomegranate honey and smoky onion mustard, 
and I decide which products land on the shelves. Once a year I go to a 

vast food show in Atlanta and wind my way through a sea of displays, 

stopping, tasting, moving on. Nothing prepared me for this vocation; 

anyone can do it, and don't think I'm unaware of the luck involved in 

sampling over-priced condiments for a living.  

At the end of these breezy days, a few hours caring for baby birds is not 
too much to ask, and the clinic ends in mid-August. I do the feeding 

when I get there, and after that I make more formula, or smooth down 

the tips of the forceps, or line plastic nests with paper towels. The sides 

of these baskets are sloped as in nature, enough to keep the chicks safe, 

but not so steep that the birds can't defecate over the sides. This 

impresses me: baby birds, blind as bats, knowing to lift their tails so the 

nest stays clean.  

In another part of this facility are the bigger birds: owls hit by cars, 

crows shot from the sky, vultures sick from lead ammo. I won't go into 

those rooms. I can't.  

 

Megan, my younger sister, is a lawyer. And a marathon runner. And a 

violinist. And a sculptor. I wouldn't be surprised to hear that she has 
learned Mandarin, or taken up fencing, or invented a novel way to clean 

up marine oil spills. She usually pauses before she speaks and what 

comes out of her mouth is flawless and considered. People pay attention 

to Megan. She's smart alright, but what impresses me even more is her 
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quiet avidity. She is like a leopard resting in a tree, still and keen at 

once.  

Megan and I are on the phone, talking about the songbird clinic and the 

efforts involved in raising orphaned chicks. I picture her on her sofa, her 
slim legs curled beneath her, her lambent gaze focused on some elegant 

object in the room.  

"I don't know how the parents do it," I say, "how they find all the bugs 

they need. And here we are dousing our yards with pesticides." This last 

distressing thought has not occurred to me till now. 

"There doesn't seem to be as many hummingbirds this year," Megan 
says. "At least not here." Megan lives in a spacious home near Seattle, 

along with her husband Lyle and their two Great Danes. "You know, I 

don't recall any songbird clinics when we were kids. I guess we've lost 

the luxury of letting nature take its course." 

"Yep. It's all mop-up now." 

"The condors are coming back," she offers. This is a habit of hers, 
setting a bit of hope in front of me. "I just saw a program on them. 

There were once twenty-two left, but the latest count is around four 

hundred." In my fashion, I ignore the latter number and focus on the 

first, wondering if the condors knew it too, if their scarcity alarmed 

them. I picture this last group, huddled on the edge of oblivion, and I 

am sick to my stomach.  

"Callie, it's wonderful what you're doing," Megan says. "Do you like it? 

Are you sublimating your maternal urges?" I can see her smiling. 

I reflect on this. "It does make me think about how much power I have." 

I summon the rows of plastic nests, the birds lurching inside them, the 

frantic way they depend on what can't even see. "Here is this creature, 

smaller than a lemon, but it's a whole life. It's got the same force"—I 

grope for a comparison—"as a blue whale."  

"Do you save most of them?"  

"Yes—if they're strong enough to begin with." I consider the birds the 

volunteers never see, the ones that come in sick or hurt, the decisions 

that Leslie must make each day.  
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"You'd love Leslie," I say. "She's the program director. She's got this big 

booming laugh, and she's always telling people how well they're doing 

even when they're not." I offer an example of this, a nervous girl with 

shaky hands and the way Leslie calmed her, and then I describe Leslie's 
looks, her long braid and green glasses and easy stride, and Megan 

says:  

"Sounds like you're sweet on her." 

This brings me to a stop. Am I? Wouldn't I know this? Do forty-one-

year-olds have crushes? 

"I don't think so. I admire her, that's all." 

"Oh no," says Megan. "The dogs are after something in the backyard. I 

gotta go." 

"Okay. Call me next week." 

"Will do." 

I set my cell phone on the counter and summon up Leslie's image, 

waiting for a clue, a subtle, telling thrill. Can you lose the knack for love? 
A few days after Jane left, Megan reminded me that being alone had its 

compensations, that now I could fall in love all over again and what 

could be nicer than that? The thing is, these last four months haven't 

been terrible; they've been... restful: no need to make conversation, no 

worries about disappointing someone, no obligation to agree on menus 

or movies or dental products. If I do wind up falling in love again, I hope 
I'm up for it.  

 

This morning I was having coffee on the deck when I noticed a spider 

web, about the width of a grapefruit, strung up between two of my 

potted vegetable plants. Three minute strands stretched from both 

sides, anchoring a tightly rigged web of breathless perfection, each 

miniscule partition exactly the same. Sitting in the middle of this web 
was an auburn spider the size of a pea. If the light had come from a 

slightly different angle, if I had not been looking that way at that instant, 

I would have missed him altogether and my world would be unchanged. 

Nothing had flown into his perfect web, at least not recently, and I 

wondered if he was hungry and how long he went between meals, and if 
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every web he made was this exquisite, and if they were all productive or 

if some webs proved worthless, and if a spider could become 

disheartened. A tiny movement on the periphery turned my attention to 

another bug, a green beetle with black stripes crawling out of a yellow 
cucumber flower. Knowing these beetles are trouble, I plucked it from 

the plant and held it between my thumb and forefinger, regarding the 

waving twin hairs of its antennae and the tiny hooked feet. It was nearly 

the size of the spider, and I thought what a feast it would be. I looked 

from one to the other. Here was the problem, here the solution. I could 

help a beneficial species and practice organic pest control at the same 
time.  

Still, I had to get up the nerve to toss the beetle at the web; I was half 

hoping it would bounce off. It didn't. It stuck fast. In a blink, the spider 

shot down the web, seized the poor thing and stilled it just like that. 

Expertly, rapidly, the spider then began wrapping the carcass, enfolding 

it in sticky strands. In less than ten seconds, the beetle was a white 
mummy, and the spider, more leisurely this time, returned to the center 

of its web.  

I've crushed more than a few troublesome bugs under my shoe, and I'm 

not sure why this death was so disturbing. Maybe because I trespassed, 

bullied my way into a place not designed for me, used another innocent 

creature to do my dirty work. How can I apologize? God was the only 
witness. 

 

A lot of people think that only some birds, like ducks, bond with their 

caretakers. Wrong. Birds that can walk from birth are most susceptible, 

but all birds—all animals, in fact—imprint. Basically, they decide what 

they are during the first few weeks of their life; whoever feeds them is 

what they think they are. Because of this, we're not supposed to hold 
the chicks or have any contact with them beyond feeding; we're not 

even supposed to look at them too long, or from above, if we can help 

it—baby birds have predator fear and they don't like being peered down 

at. We're also cautioned not to talk loudly or use our cell phones. 

Another factor is heat. We use heating pads under the chicks without 

feathers, but the room is still kept very warm, and this is a challenge for 
some of the menopausal volunteers.  

So many things can go wrong with baby birds. Beyond drought, storms, 

predators and chemicals, there are hazards you'd never guess. 

Everything has to be just so, even the bottom of their nests—too smooth 

Page 39 of 73



and the chicks' legs and feet don't get enough support. They wind up 

with something called "spraddle leg." People who try to raise chicks at 

home don't know this. They bring us these birds that can't walk right 

(Leslie calls them "swimmers") and want to know why. Also, people 
forget about giving the birds branches to perch on, or they give the birds 

branches that are too narrow or too wide, and the birds don't learn how 

to grip.  

Lots of times the parent birds will discard their sick babies, nudge them 

right out of the nest—not a pleasant image, but that's how nature 

works: no looking back. People find these luckless chicks and bring them 
to us as if something can be done for them. People also bring in 

perfectly healthy birds, fledglings learning to fly. That's the mistake we 

see most often, and it's a shame because many of these birds die of 

stress, cornered in a shoebox, on their way to a rescue they never 

needed, while their parents are trying to find them.  

 

I live in Napa Valley, which is not as romantic as it sounds, given the 

clogs of tourists, the sulfur spraying and the pre-dawn roar of the wind 

machines, but the beauty is a fair trade, and I'm not complaining. The 

vineyards turn lovely colors in autumn, and the clouds above them add 

to the splendor, especially when hawks are riding the thermals. Vultures 

like it here, too. On winter mornings you can see them lined up on the 
fence posts, six or seven in a row, spreading their enormous wings to 

the sun, ground fog rising around them.  

From the deck of my apartment, I can see both sides of this valley, the 

green mountains to the west and the pink rocky hills to the east. There's 

some reassurance in this. I can't imagine living on the Great Plains, 

infinity on every side. All that time you have to watch a storm barreling 

down, knowing there's no escape. 

I pay more for this apartment than it's worth (another drawback to living 

in this valley), and without Jane's income I have to be careful—not that 

I've ever been extravagant. I drive an ancient Honda Civic, and I hardly 

ever travel. Whatever clothes I need for work, I buy at discount stores. I 

got rid of the flat-screen TV after Jane moved out because the three 

hundred channels were not worth the cost of the cable. I do have a cell 
phone and a computer, both outdated, but I'm not going to upgrade till 

I'm forced to. What I would like is more money for animal charities, 

which is something Jane and I had started to argue about and one more 

reason I don't mind living alone.  
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Another thing I didn't realize about baby birds is that they are born 

knowing how to fly. They don't need encouragement; they just need 

room. As soon as they have all their feathers and are eating on their 
own, we take them to the flight areas. There are three vinyl-screened 

aviaries at Cedar Bluff, and the young birds flutter around in them, 

trying out their wings and competing for food. In about two weeks 

they're ready for the world. Some we release right here; others are let 

go in areas that need re-populating. 

I've seen Leslie free some of these birds, and she's just like a kid—all 
whoops and smiles, waving madly as they take to the sky. "Go be 

great," she yells, or, "Have a good life!" Watching her, you can't help 

smiling—at least I can't. That expression, to "get a kick" out of 

someone?—that's Leslie to a T. Her wholehearted laugh, her mismatched 

clothes, the flyaway hair around her face, the way she sometimes 

reaches out and squeezes my arm when she's talking to me. I haven't 
seen anything about her that isn't rock-bottom real.  

Turns out she lives close to where I work. She says she walks over there 

now and then, that she adores the cheeses, and she told me I must be 

quite the gourmet, buying all that fancy food. I told her I wasn't, that as 

far as condiments go, looks matter more than flavor, and people will buy 

anything with a cheeky name and a little raffia. She laughed, but it's the 
truth. God help me if I ever start taking my job seriously. 

 

In the mail this afternoon was a card from Megan, a photo of an old 

woman on a park bench feeding pigeons. The message read: "All that 

matters is what we do for each other." Inside the card was a check to 

Cedar Bluff Bird Rescue for five hundred dollars. I looked at the check, 

smiling, loving my sister for the way she writes. Her handwriting, like 
everything else about her, is small and precise. I picked up my phone. 

"Hello?"  

"When I grow up," I said, "I want to be just like you." 

"Not now you don't," Megan said. "One of the dogs just threw up in 

Lyle's office. Guess who's cleaning it up?" 
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"Yuck. Those dogs keep you running, don't they? I hope they're worth 

it." 

"Oh they are. Absolutely."  

"Should I call back?" 

"No need. I just finished. Time for some wine." I can hear her heels 

clicking across the kitchen floor. "So, why do you want to be like me?" 

"I got your card today. Wow, Megan. That's going to feed a lot of 

beaks." 

"Good. And you'll be happy to hear I bought a bird feeder, too. And a 

bluebird house. You see the power you have? I'll probably turn into one 
of those rabid bird watchers. Camo jacket. Ugly hat."  

I laugh at this image. "You might."  

"How's it going at Cedar Bluff?"  

"We're starting to wind down. But I've been putting in a lot of hours, 

covering for other people." 

"How much longer does it last?" 

"Another couple of weeks. But there are things you can do after that—

maintenance, fundraising, computer stuff. I might help out this winter." 

"Interesting," Megan says, her tone teasing. "This wouldn't have 

anything to do with Leslie, would it?"  

I say no, telling her that it's all about the birds, and it is; I want to help. 

But I did notice something last night when I was getting dressed to go to 
the clinic: I tried out three shirts in the mirror before I picked one. 

Beyond things like checking my teeth for food, I don't spend much time 

in front of mirrors, especially since Jane left. I think I need to be better 

about that, maybe spend a few minutes each day primping. Like my 

sister: Megan would never let her appearance lapse. I don't want to wind 

up like some wild-haired hermit, which is a risk you run when no one's 

looking. 
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Not all baby birds can eat kitten chow. People bring us pigeons, too, and 

they eat what their parents regurgitate. We feed them a special formula, 

using syringes, and we have to do this slowly and make sure we don't 

overfill their crops. And because the formula hardens like cement, we 
have to be careful about washing off their beaks and necks afterward. 

The trade-off is they don't need to be fed nearly as often as the other 

birds. I think I like the doves and pigeons best of all, the good-natured 

way they meander around. And their cooing. Such soft, bubbling notes, 

as if they arise from a musical instrument, as if these birds were put 

here to calm us.  

I worry a lot about the pigeons and doves we release—they spend so 

much time on the ground, and they don't move quickly. We need to 

make sure they're eating well and that they're preening, which we 

encourage by misting them with water. After we've done all we can, we 

take these faultless creatures to a park and hope the world makes room 

for them.  

 

Megan may be right. When Leslie asked me this afternoon if I wanted to 

come by her place sometime, I felt my neck get warm.  

"Sure," I said. "When?" 

She grinned, shrugged. "How about tonight? I've got some of that 

wicked cheese you sell, and some wine." She pulled a container of bird 
food out of the microwave and tested it with her finger. "You can follow 

me from here if you want." 

"Great," I said, beaming at the pin-feathered robin in front of me.  

 

Leslie lives in a cottage in her landlord's backyard. It is a wooden 

structure half-covered in vines, and when you look at the arched door 

and the wavy glass in the windows, you expect to find elves inside. On 
the porch is a collection of pots from which various plants rise and 

droop, and over the doorway is a plaque decorated with a line of crows 

and these words: Primitive Gatherings. 

Leslie pauses, her hand on the doorknob, and looks at me over her 

shoulder. "You don't mind dogs, right?" 
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"I love dogs," I assure her, which I do. 

"These two won't attack. They might not even get up."  

She pushes open the door, snaps on a light and we walk into a cozy 

living area that holds a maroon velvet sofa, a burl wood coffee table, a 
bookcase and two dog beds. On the far end of the sofa is an end table 

and a lamp with an amber mica shade. The room is cool and smells like 

deep woods. One of the dogs, a stiff-legged Jack Russell, rises from his 

bed and hobbles over on his three legs. "That's Kevin," says Leslie. "He 

needs to smell you." Kevin eyes me carefully, then sniffs my feet and 

ankles. In a moment, the stub of his tail starts to wag. "You pass!" she 
says.  

"And that's Molly." The other dog, a brown Chihuahua, studies me warily 

from her bed. "She's okay, a little more nervous than Kevin. They're 

both rescue dogs." 

"How old are they?" 

Leslie leans close and whispers. "Old. They don't like me to mention 
their ages." She turns, beckons me with one hand. "Follow me. You can 

pour the wine."  

We walk into a tiny kitchen brimming with food: potatoes suspended in 

wire baskets, bananas browning in a big chipped bowl, dried herbs 

dangling from the rafters, grains sitting in glass jars. The countertop is a 

great slab of wood; the white sink, big enough to wash a collie, is old 
and streaked with rust. I think of my own kitchen, everything tucked 

away, the glossy granite counters, the stainless steel sink, no sign of 

food anywhere.  

"It's kind of messy right now," Leslie says, pulling packages of cheese 

from the fridge. She stops, looks at me, lets out a laugh. "Hell, it's 

always messy!"  

"I love it," I say, almost fiercely. I do. I wish I lived in a place like this. I 
look at the window over the sink, the plants rooting in tiny jars. I want 

plants like that on my windowsill. 

"There's red wine over there," she says, nodding toward a shelf to my 

left. "And I have Pinot Grigio here if you'd rather have that."  
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"The Pinot's fine," I tell her. Leslie opens a cupboard and takes out two 

wine glasses. I pour the wine, and she unwraps some packages of 

cheese and sets them on a plate, along with a fistful of seeded crackers. 

"I live on cheese," Leslie says. She pats her hip and grins. "Can you 
tell?"  

We move into the living room and Leslie sets the cheese tray on the 

coffee table.  

"Have a seat," she says. "Not much choice here, I'm afraid. But I like it. 

It's quiet, and my landlord's a dream." 

I settle onto one end of the sofa and Leslie drops down on the other. 
Kevin is back in his bed, but Molly comes over quietly and lies on the 

braided rug, resting her chin on Leslie's foot. On the wall in front of us 

are two photographs, both of young men, one laughing and waving from 

a canoe, the other looking up from a book.  

"My boys," she says, and points to them. "Danny and Joel."  

Danny is blonde and broad shouldered; Joel has dark hair and a solemn 
look. Of course Leslie would have children. I never wanted children, not 

for a minute, and I'm surprised at the number of women who do, who 

relinquish themselves so easily.  

"Danny looks like you," I say. 

"He does. And Joel looks just like this father. Ted." She reaches for her 

wine. "We're divorced. Good friends, though." 

"How long have you lived here?" 

"Four years. Since I got back from Costa Rica. I was there for nine 

years." 

"Nine years! What were you doing in Costa Rica?" 

"Ted and I heard about this animal sanctuary there, so we went down to 

help. It's a spider monkey rehab." Leslie reaches for a cracker and 

smears it with a soft cheese. "After a couple or years, he started missing 
the States, so he moved back, and I stayed on." 

I look at her a moment with quiet amazement. "What was it like, taking 

care of spider monkeys?" 
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She takes off her glasses and rubs her eyes. "It's hard stuff, Callie. I've 

rescued all kinds of animals, but primates are different." She pauses and 

looks at me. "They're like us, their sounds, their movements, their 

needs. The first one you hold, you see that. It knocks the wind out of 
you." 

"Why do they need rescue?" 

She frowns. "The power lines, mainly. They're being strung up 

everywhere, and of course the spider monkeys think they're vines. 

Sometimes just the mother gets killed, or injured, and sometimes the 

baby too, at the same time. It's awful."  

I tear up at this and for a moment I can't talk. I look down at the rug. "I 

don't know how you did it," I murmur, "how you could see that every 

day for nine years." 

Leslie shrugs. "It's more than wound care. You have to discipline them. 

Sometimes you have to leave them alone so they won't attach, so they 

can be freed, and they don't like that. They don't want to let go of you." 
She leans forward and puts her hands on her knees. "We did manage to 

release quite a few of them." 

I lift my palms in a gesture of helplessness. "They're still putting up 

power lines, right? Did you give up? Is that why you came back?" 

Leslie stares at me a moment. It's an expression of regret, one I've 

never seen on her. "I got tired, Callie. I didn't give up. I never thought 
that what I did didn't matter. The monkey you're holding—that's the one 

that matters. Just like the songbirds." 

I shake my head, loathing myself. "I could never do what you did. The 

birds are hard enough." 

Leslie regards me, her expression softening. "Lots of people can't, Callie. 

They come to monkey rehabs and leave a few days later. But when they 

get home, they start writing checks, and we need that as much as we 
need caregivers—more even. Do you think Cedar Bluff would be there 

without the donations we get?"  

This makes me feel a little better, and I offer a slight smile. She reaches 

across the sofa and pats my thigh.  
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"Takes all kinds, kiddo," she says. "But enough of that." She picks up 

her wine, leans forward and clicks her glass against mine. "Cheers." 

We look at each other, a look you can't name or pin any hopes on, a 

look I've shared with a thousand people, on the street, in a store. A 
connection is all it is, the briefest acknowledgment that this is common 

ground.  
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When they leave me  
with Grandma, she pours  

herself a glass of port. I watch  

a fruit fly circle and land  

in the syrup-orange  

liquid. It swims.  

Soon there's another;  
now three, four, and five,  

their wings beat tiny pulses  

as the clock strikes.  

Grandma dips a thumb  

into the port: two flies  

stick. She presses  
her thumb against a napkin,  

then into the drink  

again. She shows me  

dark spots on an amber wash,  

the napkin my smeared  

specimen chart: my prize  
for coming indoors.  

When she drinks, her gums  

flash pink and sharp—a thrill  

like finding an earthworm  
under a rock. It's better  

to belong to land than air,  

and Grandma comes from earth.  

She smells of mold, my mother,  

white sheets. Will they  

come back for me?  
They always do. But this time  

they might not. Grandma  

and I will make our beds 

in the dirt. Our mouths  

will fuse, wet-warm  

skin stretching over our ears  
and eyes, sounds softening  

to static, the darkness pressing in  

through the pale glaze.  
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                      for Victor Espinosa  
 

Pink smudges hide your father's flowers.  

The boys without faces are your young sons.  

They stand with your brothers,  

 

lifting their arms. You know what work is:  
labor with your brushes, labor in fields.  

Your father's colors struggle to enter  

 

your painting. He doesn't like your  

oranges, your deep blues, light  

from a secret source, bird the size  
 

of a whale. You hold its clawed feet  

in your wounded hands. Blue ovals,  

globes of water, rise from you to the bird,  

 

its sacred red eye and enormous wings.  
When you tell your brothers to let go,  

they open their hands. The bird flies free.  
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Blowsy laurel blooms fleck  

a pathway, starting the slow  

twist of seasons, grand desires  

 

converting to stasis of summer,  

burnt landscapes of fall.  

A warbler swivels one eye  

 

toward me, one toward  

a hawk in moving pines.  
Sand on the path waits  

 

for the sea's return—glitter  

of water, hot sting of salt.  

A hawk lifts a flopping  

 

animal. A deer jumps  

in front of me, white tail  

flaring, behind her a faun,  

freckled world's daughter  

leaping. My heart tries 

to burst my ribs and follow.  
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There are no better Americans than those living in a foreign country. 
They are expected to defend the United States every day, at home, at 

work, in the streets. Whether they want to or not. Whether they 

understand the issue at hand or not.  

 

It's 1968, and I am in Naples, Italy, teaching English as a Foreign 

Language. I'm on my daily three-hour lunch/siesta break and wandering 
the city with my camera and notepad. In the infamous Spanish Quarters, 

the poorest section of the city, I befriend a group of young mothers and 

children. They sit, literally, in the cobblestone street, the babies playing 

with jagged tin cans, the mothers cooking beans on an open fire in front 

of their dark, one-room basement apartments. They are friendly and 

curious, as Neapolitans are. They want their pictures taken. I snap a 
few, and three days later, December 23rd, return with the photos and a 

few small toys for the children. In the Christmas spirit, I'd spent a good 
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part of my meager salary on the toys. The children, laughing, unwrap 

the gifts, and after a few minutes their mothers push them forward to 

thank me. Each child gives me a smacky smooch on the mouth.  

That evening, my Italian fiancé and I go to a cocktail party on Via dei 
Mille. The host's apartment is lavish, full of velvet damask sofas, 

Baroque gilt-framed oil paintings, elaborate silver services displayed on 

eighteenth century credenzas, and a huge balcony with potted lime 

trees. My fiancé is proud of his little American future wife, and relates 

the story of the gift-giving in the Spanish Quarters. We are both 

immediately attacked as "American imperialists" trying to buy influence.  

"What influence?" I say. "Neapolitan children have no influence! It's 

Christmas; I just wanted to make them happy."  

"Americans! Always trying to make people happy with money," a young 

lawyer says.  

An older businessman who had made a fortune supplying the local 

American naval base with something, (toilet paper?) says, "Make us 
happy and stay out of our politics."  

I vaguely remember the Marshall Plan, but say only, "Look, I just teach 

English." 

"Ah! One of the corrupters, the avant-garde, slipping American 

propaganda into the lessons!"  

The argument becomes more heated, and I find myself surrounded by 
twenty red-faced screaming Neapolitans, reliving World War II, the 

bombings, the starvation, the chaos. Outnumbered and confused, I exit 

in a huff, my bewildered, apolitical fiancé behind me. 

 

Five years later, in the early '70s, my fiancé, now my husband, has been 

transferred to Verona, and I am teaching Italian Language and Culture 

on a US Army base. My American students are very young paratroopers, 
none over twenty-three, though some are Vietnam vets. You can pick 

the vets from the group. Their baby faces have old, flat eyes.  

Many of my students have never left the base. I want them to lighten 

up, to see what I believe is the most beautiful small city in Italy, Verona. 

I hand out maps and directions. Their homework assignment is to buy a 
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small spiral notebook, put on their jeans, and take the bus downtown. 

Once there, they are to record their impressions of the Roman 

amphitheatre, the Arena, the medieval and Early Renaissance Palazzo 

del Podestà where Dante lived for a while ("Who's Dante?"), and the 
Capitolare library near the Cathedral, where Petrarch found some of 

Cicero's original letters. ("Who's Petrarch? Yeah, man, and who's 

Cicero?").  

Three days later, they report back to class.  

"So, what did you think of the palazzo where Dante stayed?" 

"Kinda old and crumbly." 

"Yeah, and real cold inside. How that dude kept the pen in his hand is a 

mystery." 

"Man, our mall back in Baltimore is nicer than that place."  

But a group of African-American soldiers is elated. They have been 

invited to dinner by some people they met in Piazza Erbe.  

"Veronese?" I ask.  

"No, Libyans."  

Khaddafi, that crazy Arab renegade, I think, but say nothing. My young 

soldiers feel accepted off base, and happy.  

They are wined (okay, watered) and dined by the Libyans for a few 

weeks, then report back that they are taking lessons in Islamism, off 

base, every Wednesday night. I go to the base commander. He seems to 
already know what I am about to report.  

"Everyone is entitled to practice the religion he wishes; that's an old 

American tradition," he says.  

"Yes, but this is Libya's religion. Khaddafi's religion." 

"That's true," he says. 

"It's not so much the religion itself," I say, "but who's promoting it, and 

where, and with whom." 
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"With whom? Wow," the commander says, a little smirk on his face, "I 

haven't heard 'whom' in years." 

That stops me for a second, but I push on. 

"But these kids are soaking up something really foreign." 

"Like what?" 

"Well, for one thing, there's no separation between church and state in a 

lot of Middle Eastern countries. Isn't the separation between church and 

state an old American tradition?" 

I can tell I am getting on his nerves. He dismisses me by saying, "Those 

troops' normal tour of duty ends in a month. They'll be shipped back to 
the States. And that will be the end of it."  

 

It's 1999, my husband has been transferred again, this time to Brescia, 

another small Northern city. I am teaching English language and 

translation at the local Italian university. 

It's a heady, confusing time for Italy. On the national scene, the old 
Christian Democrat and Socialist parties have been dismantled after 

mass corruption and campaign slush funds were uncovered. The old 

Communist Party had renounced communism years before, then courted 

elements in the Catholic Church and subsequently won the general 

elections in 1998. On the international scene, the European Union, 

NATO, and the UN had been dillydallying for years over the chaos 
resulting from the breakup of Yugoslavia, just across the Adriatic Sea. 

Belgrade is 789 kilometers from Venice. 

We are at dinner with old friends. They are friends, yes, though we have 

never understood their politics. In the 1930s and '40s, Romolo's father 

was a ranking Fascist; in the '60s Romolo and Anna were Communists; 

in the '70s they were Christian Democrats; in the '80s Socialists; and 

now they are "Catto-Communisti," Catholic/Communists, a contradiction 
in terms, of course. But, that's Italy.  

After spaghetti alla puttanesca, and a pot roast simmered in red wine, 

with a good Chianti, we are all feeling mellow. But then the debate over 

whether to support the American intervention in Kosovo heats up. The 

Catholic/Communist Italian government has decided to honor its NATO 
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commitment by contributing troops and by allowing air movement from 

Italian bases.  

But wait, our friends say, weren't the people who voted for this Italian 

government all anti-American? Hadn't the pro-government media 
harshly criticized American foreign policy, American TV, American food, 

family values, fashion, sports, literature, science, plus Bill's funny nose, 

Chelsea's wardrobe and Hillary's hair? Our friends are livid, truly 

outraged.  

I say, "Yes, that may be true. But Italy, like a lot of other European 

countries, is a member of NATO, and NATO has decided to intervene 
because of the genocide going on just across a very tiny sea from Italy."  

They say, "But our government is bilking its own voters by 

participating." 

I say, "Well, maybe denying NATO is a worse crime, considering the 

casualties in Kosovo." 

Our friends insist. "The Italian government was supposed to be anti-
American. Why help the Americans in Kosovo?" 

They just don't get it. And they feel betrayed, from their coifed hair right 

down to their Ralph Lauren trousers and Timberland shoes, by their own 

government! 

Again, I am the only American in sight, and again, when faced with 

screaming red-faced Italians, find myself defending anything and 
everything American, whether I like it or not. Whether I understand it or 

not. 

Our nice dinner is ruined and I, too, am shouting now. "And what about 

Italian promises made to NATO, the dead women and children caught in 

the tribal warfare over there, international cooperation, etc., etc.?" 

"Let the Slavs figure it out. It's their territory," says Romolo, guzzling 

down the last of the Chianti. 

Within the week, thirty years after first being accused of it, I start 

slipping American propaganda into my lessons at the university. I 

continue to do so until I retire, two weeks after 9/11. Then I think my 

little clandestine propaganda efforts are no longer necessary. The US will 
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have the world's sympathy, understanding and support for many years 

to come.  

Now, twelve years later, a short, efficient Italian word comes to mind: 

"magari!" Translated, it means: "It's not so, but I fervently wish it 
were."  

Magari. 
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He's sick with some terminal disease  
but still the office keeps calling.  

 

His blood slows, brain falters,  

and his cells devour their neighbors.  

 

But a report must be completed,  
an in-file needs outing,  

 

dotted lines cry out for signatures,  

a spreadsheet hasn't balanced in months.  

 

In a cubicle far from the sickbed,  
huddle his unknown well-wishers:  

 

a half-done product assessment,  

a rash of unseen memos,  

 

an unapproved sales form,  
columns of numbers that refuse to agree.  

 

The cancer claims him, his friends and 

family weep, he's buried.  

 

But he doesn't die 
until they hire his replacement.  
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The sound of garbage trucks  

wakes me every Wednesday morning.  

It's the alarm clock I can't shut off,  

the neighbor whose noise 
I can't complain about to anyone in authority.  

It's the disturbance that just is, that's necessary,  

that adds something to my quality of life 

even as it takes away.  

 

Think of all those; dull green bags on the sidewalk,  
boxes with chair legs protruding,  

trash barrels filled with scraps, half-eaten chicken legs,  

peach seeds, stuff that would overflow the house,  

stink the sweetness from the love in it,  

if it weren't for these weekly collections.  

 

What about the sicknesses of the body if no one came 

in the early hours of morning to haul them out?  

What of the despair? The anger?  

Imagine the dead still living with you,  
what rotting corpses would do for their memories.  

And then, all the people you've ever been with,  

huddled in the same rooms, nothing to come by,  

wrench them out, dump them elsewhere.  

Still, I wish that the removal of our waste 
was softer, less intrusive, or maybe happened 

at our convenience, not its.  

I could sleep through what's no longer mine 

without waking up like what's left over.  
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I was nine years old the first and last time I saw the heart in the cave. It 
began one cool autumn morning, when my father spread a brochure 

across the breakfast table and grinned.  

"It's called Howe Caverns," he said. "It's in the Catskill Mountains, and 

it's over six million years old."  

My mother raised one eyebrow. "Fascinating," she said.  

"Here, Emily. Look at these pictures." He handed me the brochure and I 
took it, examining the pages while my cereal turned soggy in the bowl. 

Despite the faded photos, I imagined the spectacular sight that would 

greet us when we arrived—a black hole yawning wide, echoes of 

underground rivers rising from its depths, a secret place full of mysteries 

that could be revealed only to a certain fated third-grader.  

"Fascinating," I said, echoing my mother, except I actually meant it. I 
passed the brochure to her; she returned it to my father without even 

glancing at it. Despite the tension at the table, I felt a small thrill roll 

across my spine. Caverns, I thought. Mountains. 
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Before this trip, I had left Long Island only three times in my short life. 

First, to attend my great-grandmother's funeral in White Plains, where I 

reached into the casket and tried to poke her awake. Second, for a 

Yankees game, where I ate three hotdogs before the first pitch and 
threw up during the seventh inning stretch. Third, on the way to see the 

Radio City Rockettes' Christmas Spectacular, where I let go of my 

mother's hand as we were boarding the subway and ended up alone on 

the platform, crying beside a police officer until my mother and father 

could loop around on the next train and rescue me. Though they never 

said anything after that, my parents had clearly decided it was safer to 
stay home. 

So the trip to the cavern was risky on many levels, and not just because 

it was, quite clearly, my father's last-ditch effort to salvage his marriage 

and save his family. And while I knew most families vacationed at the 

beach or visited amusement parks, and did not drive five hours to walk 

through a cave hundreds of feet below the surface of the earth, I was 
still young enough to hope that his plan would work.  

 

Most of what I know about my parents I learned from a scrapbook full of 

photos and newspaper clippings. I kept it tucked safely between my 

mattress and box spring, only pulling it out at night, after their 

murmured arguments in the living room had faded to heavy silence.  

Here are the things the scrapbook told me about my mother: as a young 

girl she loved horses and had a stallion named Oh Henry, which she rode 

from the age of ten to the age of fifteen. She danced—ballet and tap, 

mostly, but in performances she was relegated to the chorus. She went 

to school for art history and worked briefly in a gallery before meeting 

my father. She was once thin and beautiful. She once smiled.  

Here are the things the scrapbook told me about my father: at the age 
of eight, he held the record for the largest bass caught in the Long 

Island Sound. He dropped out of high school and found work repairing 

swimming pools, which he later grew into a successful business. He had 

no parents of his own—at least none that were pictured or ever 

mentioned. He was once burly and confident. He once laughed.  

The photos made me uneasy. It was as if the faces smiling up from the 
page were strangers who just happened to look like my parents. I 

wondered when the happy couple in those photos had been stolen away 

and replaced by the people now fighting and sleeping in a room down 
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the hall. I wondered if this was just the way life worked—sooner or later, 

we were all traded in.  

 

After a long car ride and an uncomfortable night in a motel room, we 
finally arrived at Howe Caverns. I jumped out of the car, eager to finally 

glimpse the majestic cave I had heard so much about. What I saw 

instead was a nondescript door, embedded in a wall of dirt and stone. I 

turned to my father, confused.  

"Well," he said, rubbing his hands together. "Let's see what this cave can 

do, eh?" Just then, the door opened and a man wearing a blue jacket 
stepped out. He was tall and thin, with a mop of brown hair that hung 

just past the edge of his wire-rimmed glasses.  

"Don't look too excited now!" the man said.  

"We're very excited," my mother replied, stifling a yawn. "Thrilled, 

even."  

"Then you're in for a treat. My name is Brian and I'll be your guide into 
the depths of Howe Caverns."  

"Where are the other people?" I asked. Other than our small family, the 

grassy knoll next to the door was empty.  

"It's just us today." Brian smiled a toothy grin. "Off-season." "It's 

cheaper to travel during the off-season, Emily," my mother explained, 

perhaps a bit too loudly. "That's why your Daddy waited this long to take 
us on a vacation."  

"Dear," my father said, the word barbed.  

"All right, then," Brian said. "Let's begin the tour, shall we?" He pushed 

open the small door, and one by one we filed through. A few feet farther 

we were greeted by another door that led to a rickety elevator.  

"Don't worry," Brian said. "This elevator has been around for decades 

and it hasn't dropped anyone yet."  

"Decades?" my mother said. "Somehow that doesn't reassure me."  
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"I assure you," Brian said. "Even if the elevator doesn't." He laughed at 

his own joke but we did not join in, so he pretended to clear his throat. 

"Tough crowd," he said. Against our better judgment, we stepped 

through the door. I grabbed my mother's leg as the elevator creaked 
and she put a hand on my shoulder, holding me just as tightly.  

My stomach flipped as the machine began its descent, and Brian took 

the opportunity to inform us that we were, at that moment, traveling 

156 feet down into the belly of the cave. The elevator finally ground to a 

halt and the doors opened, revealing a shallow room. To our left, a 

lantern on the wall cast a pale yellow light over the stone surfaces and 
just ahead, smaller lights dotted their way down a tunnel, growing 

fainter and fainter as they stretched into the darkness.  

"Welcome to the foyer," Brian said, an edge of excitement in his voice. 

"This is the first part of the cave that Lester Howe discovered, when his 

cows led him to the opening of the cavern."  

"His cows?" my father said.  

"Yes, sir. He noticed that the herd would gather in one particular area on 

hot days, where it was a bit cooler for no apparent reason—or so it 

seemed." Brian lowered his voice just slightly, perhaps for dramatic 

effect. "Lester did some digging around and found the entrance to the 

cave. It was much smaller back then—barely big enough for a grown 

man to slip through—but Lester knew enough to recognize that he'd 
found something big." 

"You mean the cows," my mother said.  

"Pardon?"  

"The cows found something big," she repeated. "Not Lester." 

"I guess you could say that." Brian was beginning to sound annoyed but 

managed to smile as he handed us yellow hardhats, each adorned with a 

headlight. Mine was a few sizes too big and shifted whenever I moved, 
causing the dull beam of light to zigzag wildly across the stone floor.  

"Now we're ready," Brian said. "Let's explore!" He made his way down 

the hallway and we followed. For once, even my mother cooperated. The 

lights on the walls were spaced every few feet, and I watched the 

ground as we walked, stepping over the dark spaces between each 

yellow circle. 

Page 62 of 73



"See those pointy ledges and rocks?" Brian had stopped walking and I 

realized his question was directed at me.  

"Yes, sir," I said, carefully examining the stones that rose up around us.  

"Those are called stalagmites. They rise up from the floor of limestone 
caves. Those other outcrops, the ones coming down from the ceiling? 

They're called stalactites. Eventually, they meet in the middle, forming a 

column. It can take hundreds of years for this to happen, but they never 

give up."  

My father snorted.  

"Do you have something to add?" Brian asked.  

"No," my father said. He ran a hand through his hair and winked at me.  

"Are you sure?" Brian said. "I'm here to answer your questions."  

"It's just—don't you think that's a little romantic?" My father shrugged. 

"I mean, they're rocks. It's not like they're actually thinking about what 

they're doing. It's like giving a fish a prize for swimming."  

"That's one way to look at it," Brian said. "But I like to think the cave 
has a spirit. That it knows things we don't know." I was hanging on 

Brian's every word, imagining the spirit of the cave walking through me, 

just as I was walking through it.  

"Okay, now you're losing me," my mother said, breaking the spell. "I 

was willing to get on board with the stalagmites reaching for each other, 

but a cave that knows things? Next you'll be trying to sell us pet rocks."  

My father laughed again and my mother smiled. Brian looked pale and 

tired.  

"Why don't we continue the tour?"  

"Lead the way," my father said. We walked on.  

 

Here is a true thing about my parents' marriage: they were going to get 

divorced, but instead they had me. I know this because once, before my 
great-grandmother was lying in a casket in White Plains, she was sitting 
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across from me at our kitchen table, chain-smoking cigarettes while my 

parents were at work.  

"They thought having you would solve all their problems," she said. A 

plume of smoke flowed from her nostrils. I ate crackers with peanut 
butter, flicking away the ash that had fallen on the plate. "Just goes to 

show." She coughed and bent over the kitchen table. I chewed slowly, 

wondering what I had done to sabotage their plan.  

Here is a true thing about me: when we went to the city to see the 

Rockettes, and the subway doors opened, and everyone on the platform 

rushed forward, I let go of my mother's hand on purpose. I watched her 
turn as the doors shut, saw her grab my father's arm with a wild look in 

her eyes. I knew they would find me eventually, and I hoped that their 

fear for my safety would provide the healing that their love for me had 

not.  

"How could you lose her like that?" my father hissed on the train ride 

home, after an hour in the police station, filling out a police report 
instead of watching the Christmas Spectacular.  

"Why is it automatically my fault?" My mother sat with arms crossed 

over her chest, her face stony. "She has two parents, you know." I 

stared out the window, watched the landscape turn from gray buildings 

to the lush green of eastern Long Island, and imagined the perfectly 

synchronized legs of the Rockettes swinging forward and kicking me far 
away from both of them.  

 

"You're in for a real treat," Brian said. He stopped walking again and 

stood a little straighter, adjusting his nametag as if he knew that this 

was his last chance to impress us with the wonder of the cave. "A real 

treat. We call this section the Bridal Altar."  

We were standing in a shallow alcove. In front of us were three stone 
steps that led to a small stage. It took me a moment to notice the heart, 

and when I did I gasped. It was right in front of us, embedded in the 

smooth stone surface of the floor, pale pink and faintly glowing. I took a 

step forward and my mother grabbed my arm.  

"Emily, don't."  
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"It's okay," Brian said. My mother let go and as Brian continued his 

speech I inched closer, until I was toeing the edge of the heart's gentle 

curve. "Over six hundred weddings have taken place here. The first was 

in 1854 when Lester Howe's daughter, Elgiva, married a man named 
Hiram Dewey." He paused for dramatic effect and we gazed at the altar.  

When I look at photos of the cave today, or see advertisements for the 

cavern in travel magazines, the pink heart looks tacky, man-made in the 

worst way. But that afternoon, in the cave's dim light, I was 

mesmerized. As I stared at the heart, I thought of all those promises 

made in the dark. The heart didn't know if those promises were broken 
above ground, in the sun's bright gaze. The heart didn't care. The heart 

lived here, at the bottom of a cavern, safe from the world outside.  

I glanced at my mother. The pink halo of the heart lit up her face and for 

a moment she looked like the happy stranger in the scrapbook, hidden 

under my bed. My father, standing beside her, seemed to recognize this 

transformation. I know this because suddenly, somehow, he took her 
hand in his and held it. I remember the sound of a heart beating in my 

ears, and not knowing if it belonged to me or to the cave.  

After our visit to the Bridal Altar, we walked another twenty feet to the 

edge of a river where a small canoe was waiting for us. For once no one 

protested or argued. We simply climbed into the boat and allowed Brian 

to steer us across the dark water.  

"This is the Lake of Venus," he said. He spoke quietly. "Beyond this point 

there are over 640 more miles of the cave, but they aren't developed 

and it's too dangerous to travel any farther." We heard him, but we 

weren't listening. We felt like we were in a different boat, drifting down 

another river. Brian, excellent guide that he was, didn't stand a chance.  

 

Less than a year after our trip to the cave, my parents separated. The 
divorce was easy enough, and even though I was temporarily 

devastated, I realized that it was for the best.  

After that, I went on two vacations a year. My mother took me to the 

beach, where we spread out blankets, slathered ourselves in sunscreen, 

and read for hours in the shade of an umbrella. My father took me to 

amusement parks, and we rode the tallest roller coasters, ate too much 
cotton candy, and knocked down milk bottles to win giant stuffed 

animals. The trips were fun, but they lacked the magic of that first 
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vacation. In the cave, I had felt the possibility of change, the lure of 

love. It would be years before I felt the shadow of those things again, 

and never in quite the same way.  

Only one photo exists from our trip to Howe Caverns. When we got 
home I went to my room, reached into the space between the mattress 

and the box spring, and pulled out the scrapbook. I remember flipping to 

the back, where there were plenty of empty pages, and triumphantly 

pasting the photo in place. 

In the picture, I am standing between my mother and my father. My 

father has a hand on my head and my mother is standing slightly behind 
me, arms at her side. Behind us is the door to the cave, simple and 

small, but leading the way to unimaginable depths.  

I remember thinking the cave had changed us, that we emerged from 

the darkness better than when we entered. Looking at the photo now, I 

can't tell if we posed for it before we went into the cave or after we 

came out. I was certain I'd be able to know just from looking, but I was 
wrong.  

 

Title graphic: "Protrusion" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2013. 
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At the end of the road that arcs away from town,  
changing from concrete to gravel as it goes,  

 

there is an open space—an unused parking lot,  

scattered with shocks of beach grass that murmur in the wind— 

 

where you can see the sandpipers running in the dark,  
their eyes glinting in the bicycle headlight.  
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Many books that open 

with a tragedy lack a 
spirit of hopefulness 

toward the work’s end, 
but The Fifty-First State 

is not that book. Lisa 
Borders' second novel 

(the first was Cloud 
Cuckoo Land – River 

City Publishing, 2002) 
begins with a car 

accident that kills Hallie 
and Josh Corson’s father 

and stepmother and 
parents, respectively. 

Suddenly, Hallie is 

ripped from her life in 
New York City and 

forced to come home to 
Southern New Jersey to 

care for her long-
estranged brother, a 

high-school senior.  

 

 

 

 

 

Tough questions arise: What will be done with the 
Corsons' tomato farm? Where will Josh finish high 

school? Hallie, who fled South Jersey years prior to 
get away from her stubborn father, fears she will 

now have to stay forever. Though the hamlet to 
which she returns is fertile, Hallie is barren and 

frozen, avoiding feeling anything as often as 
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possible. As Hallie and Josh thaw toward each other 

and Hallie toward the town she felt the need to 
escape so many years before, the two begin to 

tackle the problems left in the wake of their 
parents’ deaths, as well as in the relationship 

between them.  
 

The Fifty-First State captures so intelligently human 
emotion and the slow, stinging feeling that is grief. 

An also appreciated aspect of the tale is that it 
lacks saccharine: as the siblings’ relationship with 

one another improves, there are no after-school 
special “aw”s needed from the studio audience, nor 

is there an emotionless aura to the story. Borders' 
work admits that mourning is messy, relationships 

with people you love are always complicated, and 

that’s just fine: it can and does get better.  
 

Given that it is the title of the novel, the love that 
Borders feels for her own birthplace of Southern 

New Jersey truly adds something special to the 
work; it’s as if the “state” is its own character. The 

Fifty-First State beats any thought of a sophomore 
slump by Borders out of the way: it’s a richly 

emotional tale of life, death, and how to make a 
family, from blood relations and the people you 

grew up with to the people you choose to let in as 
an adult.  
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