


 

Editor's Notes 
Three Poems - by Amanda Newell 

Country Lepers - fiction by Brad Felver 
Things As They Are - poetry by Mark Simpson 

Therapy - short fiction by Ruvanee Pietersz Vilhauer 
Flame - poetry by Kate Asche 

Fireweed - fiction by Karin Rosman 
Two Poems - by Sierra Golden 

Things Better Left Unsaid - fiction by Bryan Shawn Wang 
August 31st - poetry by BD Feil 

Entre Nous - poetry by Nathaniel Hunt 
Contributors' Notes

Book Review

Page 2 of 57

http://www.summersetreview.org/staff.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/vol_info.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/previous.htm
http://www.summersetreview.org/guidelines.htm
file:///C|/ezine/13winter/12fall.pdf


Those of you who have beautifully come to know and love The 
Summerset Review might appreciate a little local trivia, namely, 
something that's recently happened to the primary home and 
headquarters of our journal. Perhaps a few pictures will best explain:
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A second oak tree, almost as big as the first, ten feet outside The Lab
—the room where our issues are developed and published—
fortunately fell the other way:

Thankfully, no one was hurt here as a result of Superstorm Sandy.

Though our ordeal was terrifying and our recovery will be long, our 
hearts go out to those stricken by the storm and not as fortunate. 
Sandy has already achieved number two status on the list of costliest 
storms in the United States. We've heard many sad stories firsthand, 
and many others on the news. But rather than go into them, let's be 
reminded of the resiliency of the human spirit—our ability to go 
beyond and rebuild. For some, it may be very difficult. For some it 
may be impossible. But let's try, and let's help those who need help.

If you or someone you know experienced hardship as a result of 
Sandy, send us a short note explaining. We will mail a free copy of 
one of our print issues to the address you give us. We'll do this for at 
least the first fifty notes we receive. Our mailing address is 25 
Summerset Drive, Smithtown, NY 11787. Alternatively, you may 
email us at ed (at) summersetreview.org. We ask that everyone 
please be honest.

Despite our own hardships, we've managed to release our Winter 
2013 issue on time and hope you enjoy its contents, which we're very 
proud of. Thank you for your loyal readership, and we hope you have 
a nice holiday and winter season.

- Joseph and the staff of The Summerset Review: Leigh, Meredith, 
Lindsay, and Nick

Theme graphics this issue - "Yellow Deli" 
Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2012.
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I killed a snake once,  

a copperhead.  
It must have come 

from the river.  

We found it  
in our yard— 

it surprised us 

as we were planting 
tomatoes  

and squash.  

I took a shovel 

and severed its head,  
a clean 

decapitation.  

You have to be 
careful with snakes— 

their reflexes 

are so strong,  
sometimes 

they'll bite  

even after  
they're dead. 
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A fresh arrangement  

     brightens Adam's room.  
           Red, yellow, orange:  

 

reminders of the fallen  
     and falling leaves, flames  

           of a burning desert, sand 

 
steeped in blood,  

     molten stars. Colors  

           of the pierced heart,  

 
the flesh and the wound,  

     of Thanksgiving  

           and the cold yet to come. 
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Impossible to see the body:  

Marines and machines surround  
the stretcher like fortifications.  

A woman in civilian clothes— 

she must be the mother— 
stands rigid with one hand  

clasped over her mouth  

as they rush the injured inside,  
sliding doors closing like a seam 

behind them. Unmoved 

by the commotion, a deer grazes 

nearby, as though accustomed 
to such scenes.  
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My wife moved in with you last month. You, a bald museum docent. 
Surely you know the story by now. 

She comes home from the library at six or so, and I'm still running 
sausage through the grinder and sheathing them into the casings and 
twisting them at eight-inch intervals until I get the long sausage trains 
like in the cartoons. I have the air conditioner cranked up, even though 
it's almost November. Gus, our Irish Setter, I have tied up on the 
sidewalk, and he's staring at me through the window. I'm just churning 
out the sausages, hanging lengths from cupboard doors and the 
refrigerator handle and the backs of chairs. It's a one-bedroom 
apartment, so there's sausage everywhere, even in our bedroom, even 
hanging from the curtain rod in the bathroom. Everything smells like 
fresh sausage. I have to do this from home since I let my lease on the 
shop over in Turtle Bay lapse last month. 

Well, this part you've probably heard about already, but here's how it 
actually happened. Karen walks in with Gus, and they both see these 
sausages hanging on everything. She can't even turn on the living room 
lamp without brushing up against a knackwurst. And Gus starts bucking 
around, trying to get at anything he can, and his hair is wafting about 
the whole apartment.

"Marty," Karen says, "get your sausages out of our bedroom right now!"

And I tell her it can't be helped but that I will soon. It's a couple grand 
worth of sausage hanging around here, and I'll have it in cold storage by 
morning. But right now she needs to get the dog out or he'll have a 
seizure from too much excitement.

"I'm not sleeping here with this smell tonight," she says. "Get the 
sausage out!"
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"Karen," I say while I crank on the grinder, "This is my job. I have to. 
You know that." Gus is still flailing around, and Karen has to hold his 
leash up high, above her head, to keep him from getting at all that meat.

She stares at me for a long time. Just stares, this mean, ugly stare that 
says Marty, I want to pound your face into ground mutton. I've never 
seen this from her before, and didn't know she was capable of it. She's a 
librarian, but you know that.

I just keep on grinding out the sausage links, casing them up, twisting, 
and hanging. I have thirty pounds left, and I'm not wasting it. It's my 
job. You have a job, so you understand, I'm sure. I wouldn't tell you to 
stop docenting little kids at the museum. I wouldn't tell her to stop 
shelving her books.

So she leaves. She puts Gus in my station wagon, and she leaves. In the 
morning, I find a note taped to the mailbox, detailing the atrocities I've 
inflicted upon her for the past six years: how I always smelled like I'd 
just rolled around in a bucket of intestines; how we were probably the 
only people in New York who consistently had pepperoni logs stacked on 
the nightstand; how I was in our bathroom one time, brushing my teeth 
while her cousin was showering, and I tripped and fell into the curtain 
and ripped it off the hook and then had to break my fall, and one of my 
hands ended up grazing her nipple on the way down. There are others, 
but you get the idea. She hasn't been happy for years, our Karen. 
Apparently I'm like a contagion, and she should have quarantined herself 
a long time ago. She feels infected by me. And did I realize we haven't 
even made love for over a year? It's as if we just forgot to have kids. 
Mostly, we're just a bad fit, always have been. Square peg, rhombus 
hole. Close, but a little cockeyed. She's cosmopolitan, I'm rural. 

But you, the bald museum docent—you're quiet and kind and, you make 
her sizzle with life again. You keep your beard trimmed and watch 
Charlie Rose. You own a shoe polish kit and never eat fried catfish. She 
can't waste any more time being unhappy and childless with me. Sizzle, 
she says. Do please understand. 

And I know what you're probably wondering: Did her cousin have big 
nipples? Well, I'm not talking on that.

The apartment is in her name. She makes most of the payments, and I 
can't stay. I'd like to help you out, Marty, she says when I call to talk it 
over, but we're moving to his place in Gramercy, and we need the equity 
to expand. Do please understand.

She never used to talk like that—Do please understand—but apparently 
you bald museum docents talk like snooty assholes, and you've already 
started to rub off on her.

Since you've evicted me from my apartment, I scan the Post for a new 
place, spend an hour calling around. Lots of places have been rented 
already, which makes me think I should learn how to use the Internet at 
some point. A studio in Hell's Kitchen is listed at $1600 a month and this 
is close enough to Gramercy for me to occasionally bump into you in a 
planned-accidental sort of way.
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"Any chance we could negotiate on the price?" I say to the woman. "I'm 
pretty handy. Can fix leaky pipes and trim you a nice pork shoulder each 
week."

"How much were you thinking?"

"I could swing $800 a month," I say. But even that would be pretty 
tight. Gus would have to eat squirrels from the park.

Then I try a studio over in Hoboken, but it's still over $1000 a month. 
The first thing I think is, No way I'm paying that much to live in New 
Jersey. I'd imagine living in Hoboken is a lot like standing on the balcony 
that overlooks a killer party. And telling people you live there is a lot like 
telling them you have Ebola. But you know all about the Jersey issue. 
You live in Gramercy.

Then I find an ad from out in Changewater. Way out in western Jersey, 
not far from where I grew up. I don't want to move that far away, but I 
also didn't want my wife to drop me and start playing kiss-me-where-I-
pee with one of you bald museum docents. This is what the ad reads: 
Quiet NJ Livestock Farm. No noise, no polutn. One month labor for one 
room to sleep. No kids, no yap-dogs. I call. I can tell it's an old man 
because he speaks slowly and sounds angry that he's still alive. And he 
clicks his teeth, adjusting his dentures. It's an unmistakable sound, like 
ice clinking into a glass. My father used to do it. "It's a nice enough piece 
of land," he says. "You have to work it with me. That's the deal."

Apparently his daughter takes care of him, but she's a teacher and is 
leading a group of snot-noses on a trip to Europe for an entire month. 
He'll trade a month's rent for a month's work.

"Changewater," I say. "Is that near Califon?"

"No," he says. "Near Hampton."

"Oh," I say. "Near Asbury."

"No," he says. "It's near Hampton."

And that's how he talks. Kind of refreshing compared to you bald 
museum docent-types, but still kind of enough to make you want to 
murder his fucking rooster.

Then he tells me I can't be a city priss, have to be willing to kill hogs and 
fix fence rails and do other man-type work that you couldn't even spell. 
And I tell him that's why I called, that I grew up nearby and I run a 
butcher shop in the city. I can swing an axe and pull nails and hang 
drywall if he needs it. I can probably even show him a few things about 
butchering. I'm the perfect tenant for his situation. It's lucky our paths 
crossed.

"I don't like city people," he says. "You live there long enough you forget 
how to do anything but eat cheese and talk about paintings."

"I do have a dog," I say. "The ad says no pets."

"No," he says. "It says no yappy dogs. Is it a real dog or the kind that 
rides around in a purse?" 
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His name is Linus Houghton. Have you ever met a Linus? Or are they all 
Reginalds and Chersterfields at the museum? He walks with a jerky limp 
and has a splotchy, squished sort of face that looks a lot like a tomato 
left in the sun for a week. He's short and wiry and has perfect posture. 
He rarely speaks, but he sometimes gets this mischievous grin on his 
face, like he farted on your pillow when you weren't looking. 

His place is tucked way off the main road, halfway up a hill and with 
thickets all around. Can't even see there's a house from the road. 
Driving up the long lane is like driving through the Holland Tunnel. The 
trees overhang and actually catch on the roof of my station wagon. Then 
I emerge into a wide swathe of pasture, hilly and green and muddy, 
bordered by a rickety split-rail fence. Hogs I can't see but I can smell. 
Sheep in the far pen and a few cattle beyond them. And for a moment 
it's refreshing, like walking back into my childhood. That smell. 

This is the thing, bald museum docent: I slowly became one of those 
New Yorkers who never left the island. I made jokes about Jersey and 
sometimes wore a scarf. I stopped eating so much bologna. Thought 
playing the part might infect my blood somehow, squeeze the rustic out 
of me, morph me into a better husband somehow. I would have done 
way worse for our Karen. No such luck. She found you at some point. 
God knows when, but clearly long before the sausage incident. Probably 
closer to the nipple incident. 

But here I am now, back in the country, breathing air so clear it feels 
cold as it hits my lungs. It reminds me real air shouldn't smell like soy 
sauce and burnt Styrofoam.

Linus stands on the porch. An unlit, hand-rolled cigarette hangs from his 
lips, and he talks as if he doesn't even notice it there. 

"You New York?"

I nod and reach out my hand to him. "Marty," I say. He turns around 
and leads me inside. It's an original farmhouse: creaky floorboards, 
cracking wallpaper, that earthy smell that makes me wonder if he keeps 
a closet full of dirt somewhere.

"Your daughter is gone for a month?" I say.

He points to a bedroom. "Right here," he says. "Get changed into 
something you don't mind smelling like hog guts." He limps away.

There's a four-poster twin bed in the middle of the room with crocheted 
pillowcases and a stack of quilts on the chair in the corner. It reminds 
me of my old bedroom. We didn't have so much land as Linus seems to, 
but it was fine. I haven't been back there in ten years, not since my 
father caught the extra-bad variety of ass cancer and we had to sell it to 
pay for his treatments. That's when I moved to the city, met our Karen, 
and opened a butcher shop. Somewhere in between all of that I had to 
move the shop to our apartment, and I also accidentally touched my 
cousin-in-law's nipple. But those sorts of details start to blend together 
now that Karen is knocking boots with you.

I turn Gus loose in the yard, and he bolts off after some critter in the 
brush, just like he does in the park. He'll come back after a bit, though. 
He gets nervous when he hasn't sniffed me for a while. 
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Linus has a slaughter pen set up, right next to the hogs. Seems cruel to 
kill a boar right in front of his cousins, but it's convenient, and a hog 
doesn't know murder from a rusty carburetor choke. They'll even drink 
each other's blood if you don't separate them.

We stack the wood under the tub and light it and let it start bringing the 
water to a boil. Then Linus ties the hog off and pops him in the head 
with a .22 long and we roll him over and jab a knife into the sternum 
and twist to snag that main artery. We cinch him to the block-and-
tackle, hoist him up over the blood pan, head down. I stop to watch him 
bleed out for a minute until I feel Linus glaring at me. I haven't done the 
actual slaughtering for a long time, and I forgot how much blood there 
is. The way its mouth hangs open makes it look like it's trying to squeal 
or gasp for air. We don't speak, just work like we ran out of things to 
say twenty years ago.

Soon we're scalding him and dragging the bell scrapers over him to rip 
the hair and scurf off all the way. That's the dirty work. Nothing like that 
stringy hog fur stuck to everything, kind of like pubic hair rolled in 
diarrhea and bacon grease. Probably why I stopped slaughtering them 
and just did the fine butchering. Once, when I was about seventeen, my 
father and I slaughtered a sow during the day, and then I took a girl out 
to the drive-in that night—her name was Brenda—and we were kissing 
with lots of tongue, and I was working on her bra when she noticed the 
dark scurf residue stuck under my nails and knuckle creases. I'd 
showered and used Lava soap and everything, but it's hard to get rid of 
that stuff, and naturally Brenda, who lived in town, screamed every 
combination of fear and hatred, and I never did get to see her jugs, 
which was bad enough, but I also had the kind of woody that was so 
puckered and veiny it actually hurt. You know the kind. You probably get 
those for our Karen, don't you? And of course a girl named Brenda who 
lives in town is never going to tug on the choad of a guy who has hog 
scurf under his nails, so I had to drive her home and then pull off the 
road to rub out the frustration. Even now feeling the scurf on my skin 
gives me this strange sensation of anger and shame and arousal that I 
fear Linus will somehow notice.

It's near dark before we've pulled the kidneys and heart and other 
organs out. Linus doesn't want to hang him overnight even though I tell 
him the pork will have a richer flavor.

"It ages just the same," he says. He clicks his dentures. "Lazy city 
people."

I don't want him thinking I'm lazy, so I start to hack him up and wrap 
the shanks and hocks and ribs and loins. My father was the best butcher 
I ever knew, cleaned every scrap, could squeeze an extra cut from a 
steer's nose and make it taste like sirloin. Linus isn't so talented, but he 
does okay. I show him a few things, about dipping the blade in cold 
water and keeping it moving with long strokes, about pitching it at the 
proper angles, about staying with the grain as long as possible. He 
pretends not to listen to me. "Don't play smart," he says. But before 
long he's moving faster and not wasting so much. 

Mostly I can tell he's the kind of man who does everything himself. I 
imagine if I kept after him long enough, he could teach me how to make 
rocks. And he doesn't seem to tire. He hangs that hand-rolled cigarette 
from his dry lips and sets to work, never lighting it, just clenching it 
there and slowly chewing out the tobacco. And he's quiet in a sturdy old 
man sort of way, so quiet it makes you feel like a sissy when you start 
talking, like he outlasted you in some primal game of chess.
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"I could take some of this into the city," I tell him. "Sell it for higher than 
market price. SoHo. Gramercy. Midtown West—those people love 
overpaying for anything."

Linus stares at me for a minute. He doesn't talk, just clenches that 
cigarette between his lips. "You trying to steal my pork?"

"No sir," I say, and I go back to work. 

We slaughter two hogs a day for the first three days. "You do okay with 
that," Linus says, "so we'll stick with it. Don't want to confuse you."

Evenings, when we're finished working, I drive back into the city. It's a 
strange sensation: I don't miss the place, but I'm just so used to being 
there, it's like there's a gravitational pull I can't escape. Kind of like 
having a limp that slowly heals. You know, how you end up hobbling 
longer than you have to because you just get used to it? Gus isn't 
thrilled about the situation. He obeys when I open the car door and toss 
his leash in there, but in that lackadaisical, snooty way that reminds me 
he's a teenager in dog years. At first, we head toward the Natural 
History museum. I want to sniff you out, see the guy who's putting it to 
my wife. 

I pretend Gus is a seeing-eye dog and that I'm blind, and I get away 
with it longer than you'd think. Just stick an arm in front and pretend to 
be groping for something. No one wants to question a blind man. But 
I'm sure they realize I can see just fine when I stare at this exhibit of 
early Neanderthal's hunting a woolly mammoth. It says not to touch, 
and I don't, but boy do I want to peel back the little huntress's tunic, get 
a peek at her chest. But I realize I'm an idiot. That kind of thing has 
gotten me into trouble before—touching someone else's nipple, which I 
swear was mostly an accident—and I guess touching the Neanderthal tit 
wouldn't really be sticking it to you the way I'd like. And that's really all I 
was after. On my way out, I ask the blue-blazered docent if one of his 
colleagues is bald and talks like a pretentious member of Parliament, but 
he ignores me. You can understand why, I guess. I wonder now, did 
they tell you about me later as you sat in your break room, eating your 
camembert and rye crackers?

I'm running low on money, so I grab some cheap Chinese noodles for 
dinner. Gus and I end up in Gramercy, wandering the streets. I mutter 
to myself, thinking of the things I can say when I do bump into the both 
of you. "Karen," I could say and remove my hat. "Look at all this hair!" 
Or I could tell her I'll start refilling the ice trays and taking her for bacon 
and pancakes on Saturdays. Or I could say something about not being a 
fossil, like you are, but I can't quite work out the phrasing, and I'm 
afraid I'll get it wrong and seem like an idiot rural who also happens to 
have a full head of hair.

I wander the side streets and alleys until I see her car—our car. The 
little Honda hatchback you're probably embarrassed about. It's on a 
tight one-way right next to the private park, surrounded by Volvos and 
Audis and glossy-black iron fences. I can't decide if I want to sit on it 
and wait for her or slash the tires. Gus sniffs around the doors because 
he smells her and probably thinks that means he'll get some food. So I 
wait for almost an hour, leaning against the car, planning my move. I 
have to be back to the farm in the morning, and it's a long drive. So I 
tear off a corner of the Chinese leftover box and leave a note under the 
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windshield wiper: Let's talk, I write. Gus and I miss you. Call me. Then I 
write down the number from Linus Houghton's ad and start on my drive.

It's not like Karen and I ever had such a good thing going. Bad match 
from the start. You probably don't realize, though. Probably don't ask 
too many questions about me. You're a bald museum docent, used to 
doing the talking. She wanted to train me into some refined fop who 
liked art and Russian opera, you see, and I was pretty reluctant. She's 
so quiet and refined. Reads all those books and never talks too loud in a 
restaurant, even when I wear a flannel shirt under that Joseph Abboud 
sport coat she bought me. I do think she loved me at first. She was a 
city kid, grew up in a boxy Bronx high-rise, and here I was, a guy with 
calluses. She could feel cultured around a guy like that. Looking back, 
she probably started getting frustrated early on, though, when she 
realized I wasn't going to turn into some cosmopolitan dick.

Has she told you any of this? Told you about our silent fights we had, 
sitting across from each other at that little metal table we had, eating 
cold pastrami sandwiches, just glaring? Or what about all those nights 
we just threw our hands up and went to sleep because we were too tired 
to fight anymore? Or that President's Day weekend, 1993, when we 
drove up to Vermont, to that adorable little bed and breakfast with the 
wrap-around porch and the gingerbread trim. It had a petting zoo—
cows, sheep, a couple pigs, a horse. All she wanted to do was feed the 
lambs, run her fingers through their soft coat, and so why did I go on 
explaining about how the different parts she was petting were really just 
different cuts? That's the scrag right there, dear. Kind of tough but okay 
for stew. And that—that's the fillet. I like the chump chops better, a little 
fattier, but most people like the fillet. That's what you'd order at the 
little restaurant down the street—the one you said that took reservations 
six months out and we would never get to try. She was awfully upset 
after that, which is probably fair. I apologized and everything, told her 
I'd take her to get that fillet soon, though I never did. Later that night 
she crawled on top of me and started gyrating. And I just went with it 
because who wouldn't? Even you would. But halfway through I realized 
she wasn't moaning so much as she was sobbing, and then I didn't know 
what to do, so I sat there for a minute before I started feeling dirty. 
Then I rolled her over and we sat quietly in the dark and didn't talk for a 
while. 

On the drive home she told me I was like a chunk of deformed brass. 
She kept polishing me, thinking I'd stay like that. I'd be like gold. But 
after a couple weeks I'd be all tarnished again and she'd have to start 
over. That's called a metaphor, and she uses lots of those, being a 
librarian and all. 

I wonder, did she tell you some skewed version of this? Or was she 
maybe too embarrassed? Or does my name not even come up? 

I start suspecting something is wrong with Linus late that first week. 
We're up early mending fence, splitting firewood, clearing brush from 
trails in the woods. It's all refreshing work, and I'm taken back 
immediately to being a kid, trolling around the farm with my father, 
working those thick yellow calluses deep into the creases of my hands. 
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And Linus starts to open up just a little, easing off the angry old man 
routine. 

"A museum docent?" he says.

"A bald one," I tell him.

He shakes his head. "Never been to a museum myself." 

"Well," I say. But I don't really tell him much more about you since I 
don't know much more. Just that you guide little kids around and don't 
have as much hair as I do.

"So when you drive in there at night, it's what, some kind of stalking?"

"Nothing like that," I tell him, but then I don't really explain any more 
since I don't know why exactly I do go in there or what I'd do if I 
bumped into you.

Anyway, while we're mending a length of split-rail and talking like this, 
Linus reaches too far for a flat blade screwdriver, and his forearm pops 
out from under his jacket. And it's messy looking: red and blistered, 
dark splotches like craters. Mix that with his old man wrinkles, and it 
starts to look like someone hit him with a load of buckshot and he never 
cleaned it, so it got all gangrened. Has to hurt like a real bastard. 

Linus catches me staring, I know he does, and we both stop for just a 
minute. He looks down at his exposed arm, but he doesn't cover it 
because that would be too obvious. 

"What you do," he says, "is buy her some sort of jewelry. A necklace, 
maybe, with a turquoise rock on it. Women love turquoise shit."

"Right," I say.

He stands and stretches, kind of nonchalant like, pulls his shirt back over 
his forearm. "You've been working out good," he says. "You go hard, 
don't need me training you. How's an extra hundred a week sound? On 
top of room and board."

I squint at him, trying to figure his angle, but I don't think too long. I 
need the money, and I tell him that'd be great if he can spare it.

"It's a deal," he says. "A hundred a week for the next few weeks so long 
as you keep working out. Get you back on your feet, maybe help you 
buy a turquoise rock."

I leave Gus with Linus that night when I drive in to the city. They seem 
to have hit it off: Gus gets his snout scratched, but he doesn't ask stupid 
human questions, doesn't stare at that rotting arm. As I drive that night, 
I can all but see Gus with his face on Linus's lap, the old man's 
gruesome looking arm draped around him, petting little circles, feeding 
him chunks of bologna while they listen to the radio. 

I park near Baruch College and walk up and down the side streets until I 
see the little hatchback that you hate. At first I'm dismayed because it 
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looks like my note is still stuck under the wipers, but then I realize it's a 
different note, one from Karen. Please, Marty, it says. Don't come 
around. Vick carries a stun rod for work, and I don't want him to use it 
on you. Hugs to Gus, Karen.

What's odd, though, is how small to Gus is, like she wrote Hugs as a 
sign-off but then realized it was inappropriate now and had to squeeze 
the other part in to make it more acceptable. I stare at it for a long time, 
how squished to Gus is. 

So I write her another note on the back of hers, and I pin it under the 
wiper blade: Dogs can't hug, but I can. Call me. This is silly.

We trade more notes on the car. Karen doesn't call, but she responds. 
One of them says it's not fair to her, the way I'm writing nice notes now, 
that I have to stop. It's like I'm Lopakhin and she's Lyuba, and we're 
trying to keep on living in some cherry orchard even though we know we 
can't. She knows I don't read books like she does, but she still says 
things like that. Please do stop, Martin, she says.

You're oblivious to all of this, of course. No way she's telling you. Do 
please understand, Vick, I'm just writing little notes to Marty, but you're 
still the one who gets to see my nipples.

I ask Linus if his daughter has any books around so I can find out about 
Lopakhin. 

"What?" he says. 

"Doesn't she have some books around here or something?"

He looks confused. "Oh," he says. "My daughter. No. No books."

Then he limps outside and calls for Gus. And I sit there wondering about 
Linus, what his deal really is. He's a mysterious character, and I think I 
could live in his house for the next ten years and still not really 
understand him. Why he is how he is. That arm, his daughter, all of it. I 
think on that for a while, and I can't decide who I'm more like, Linus, or 
you. I guess neither. I'm some strange mixture who only erects half-
walls around himself. And I don't know where that leaves me, where I 
should be or who I should be there with.

So I go to the library one evening, tired of talking around the issue. I'll 
make Karen tell me about Lopakhin, why I'm like him. But she's not 
there. Must have changed her schedule to eat dinner with you.

I ask a different librarian about Lopakhin. She helps me find this book, 
The Cherry Orchard, where I read half that damn thing to find out about 
him. He seems like a superior-type dick who really isn't. The kind of guy 
who drinks tea and would never cheer for the Mets because it wouldn't 
be proper, even though he wants to. But I guess that's the point. She 
likes the refined assholes who get offended by paper napkins and buy 
new furniture designed to look old. So, when I write her a note back, I 
mention something about how Lopakhin cares about Lyuba, you can tell 
he does, and isn't that worth something?
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Then Linus's daughter apparently has a problem with her passport, and 
so she has to stay in Madrid a bit longer. He wants to know, could I 
maybe do the same? Maybe an extra week? He could use the help before 
winter sets in. And he'd be willing to up it to $200 that extra week.

I tell him sure, I could use the time to set up another place. I don't say 
anything about his daughter even though I want to. My role with Linus is 
pretty limited. I need the money, and he's offering enough that I keep 
my mouth shut. I tell him I can stay even longer if he needs it. I look 
down at his arm, the nasty one with the boils. I don't mean to, but I 
can't help it because I'm sure me being here helps a load, what with that 
arm being so torn up.

"No," he says. "Just a week."

It's getting colder now, thick frost in the mornings, but we still head out 
just after sunrise. Most mornings we spend out a ways from the house, 
splitting firewood. At first he insists on working the chainsaw himself 
while I drop the logs in the hydraulic splitter and stack them in the truck 
bed. But I can tell he's struggling with it. And so I offer to switch spots.

"I can handle a chainsaw just fine," I say. "Used to all the time. Why not 
let me take over, give your bad arm a rest."

He glares at me then, like I just insulted him. "My what?" he says.

"It's why I'm here, right?" I say.

"Your wife doesn't like you too much," he says. "That's why." Then he 
drops the chainsaw at his feet and motions for me to take over.

We go on like this for most of the morning, cutting up the better part of 
three maples without saying a word. Near noon, when the sun has 
peaked out just a bit, Linus rolls up his sleeves in a big, dramatic scene, 
as if to signal he can do whatever he likes now. And both arms are 
splotched with lesions and open sores and this white sort of mold-
looking stuff all around them. 

"Stare now," Linus says. "Get it out of your system."

And then I don't know what to do. Do I stare or not? And so I just glance 
over real quick, as if I see but don't really care too much one way or the 
other. I feel Linus staring at my back, but I just keep on cutting away, 
the sawdust blowing out the back end, clinging to my arm hair and every 
little crook in my body.

That night we're eating pork chops and applesauce when Linus tells me 
he won't be needing me that extra week after all. His daughter sorted 
out the passport problem. She'll be back in a few days. I should pack my 
things.

I stare at him for a while. He doesn't look at me, just keeps chomping 
away at his pork as if he doesn't care one way or the other.

"I can still help out around here," I say.

"Did you buy a turquoise rock yet?"
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"Linus," I say. 

"I don't run a boarding house, New York."

Gus wanders into the kitchen and starts sniffing at my leg. Linus tears 
off a hunk of meat and holds it out for him. He scratches Gus' ears, 
which just burns me up for some reason.

"To be clear," I say, "you don't have a daughter, right?"

He stops petting Gus. "To be clear," he says, "you did drop the hammer 
on your wife's cousin, right?"

And I don't answer that just the way he won't answer about his made-up 
daughter. I don't owe him an explanation just the same as he doesn't 
owe me one, I guess. I bet if you were sick the way he is and you 
needed help you wouldn't want anybody heaping their pity on you, 
either.

So I leave in the morning, and that's the last I see of Linus Houghton. I 
go back to the city, but it feels different. Dirtier, more crowded. Without 
Karen, it feels like I don't belong so much. Like a party I wasn't exactly 
invited to. So I find a place way out by Yonkers. It's a crummy room in a 
crummy house, but it works. When I scan the Post each week, I still see 
Linus' ad, exactly the same as it was when I first saw it. No yappy dogs. 
He probably has another guy working with him now, somebody else who 
can split logs and won't notice he's sick for a while.

Eventually I run into you, don't I, Vick the bald museum docent? Both of 
you. I'm walking my side streets, nowhere else I need to be. I'm looking 
for our little hatchback, a note tucked in my pocket apologizing for all 
the hanging sausages, and there you both are, sitting on a stoop, 
shoulders touching, smiling. A bottle of wine on the step below you. A 
log of crappy, pre-packaged salami at your feet. No frowns. Like a 
postcard you'd buy in a gift shop.

Karen stands when she sees me. "Marty," she says.

And then you stand up, too, don't you Vick? You aren't so bald as I 
thought you'd be. It's mostly just your forehead, and your hair is dark 
still. You're thin and have a strong jawline that I can even see through 
your trimmed beard. Younger than I expected, too. I'm not standing 
close enough, but I suspect you smell like Sean Connery would.

We stand there, awkward for a minute. Gus runs up the stoop and starts 
nuzzling on Karen. Then you say, "Martin. Would you care for a glass of 
Pinot?"

"No," I say.

"Are you certain?"

"Err, okay. Sure." Really, I just want him to stop with the talking.

You stand an extra beat, look at us both, then go inside, which seems 
like a classy move at the time, Vick.
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I look at Karen. She seems thinner somehow. More fit. I think she dyed 
her hair, too, some shade of brownish-black. Auburn, maybe.

"You said I was like Lopakhin," I say, though I'm pretty sure I pronounce 
it wrong.

"Marty," she says, "you can't be here."

"Relax," I say. "I'm not going to pelt him with bratwursts."

"You need to leave," she says. "Right now."

But I'm not going anywhere. I came to apologize for some things, get 
answers to some others. "Look," I say, "about the meat smell. I'm awful 
sorry about that. I could get a new job."

"That's good," she says.

"No more hanging sausages from the lamp shades. No more cold meat 
storage in our bedroom."

"We don't have a bedroom," she says. "The place is already in escrow."

I guess it's at this point I realize there's no getting her back. She sold 
our house, lives with you, doesn't think too much about me. Maybe she 
didn't squeeze Gus into her note after all.

We stand there quietly. Gus licks Karen's hands like they're made out of 
butter. She won't look at me. "About your cousin," I say. "That was 
inappropriate. I did the wrong thing there."

Karen just nods, doesn't look up, but just moves her head a little bit.

You come back out. You're not holding a wine glass. You stand in the 
doorway, your arms crossed. You clear your throat. "You did what wrong 
thing there, Martin?"

I kneel down and reach out for Gus. I don't look at you or Karen. "You 
know," I say.

"I do, Martin. I know what there is to know."

And this is hard to hear, you—a total stranger—knowing these kinds of 
things about me. It feels like a betrayal, makes me want to bolt and 
never come back. It's hard knowing that while I was off with Linus 
Houghton on his leper colony, Karen was here with you, telling our story, 
explaining all the horrible things I've done. Explaining about her cousin 
and how, yes, I did a bad thing there. My version probably makes it 
sound a bit more benign than it was, I admit.

No one says anything. 

You take a step out of the doorway. "Do you have anything else to add, 
Martin?" You reach into your back pocket and pull out your little stun rod.

But this only makes me angry. I take a step forward, and we have a 
little stare-off. "Marty," Karen says. "Marty you need to leave."
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I stand still for bit longer, and it instantly reminds me of all those silent 
fights Karen and I had over the years. I don't think for a second you'll 
actually use your little weapon on me. 

I reach forward to grab Gus's collar, but I guess I move too fast because 
you jump forward and jam that stun rod into my forearm. And it hurts 
worse than any cut I've ever given myself. Burns into my skin, and I can 
even smell melted flesh. I yelp and reach down to cover it with my hand, 
but this hurts even worse. 

"Vick!" Karen says.

"Dammit!" I shout, and I want to attack you, but my arm hurts too bad. 
I shake it out for a minute, and you glare at me like you'll hit me 
another time if I take a step forward. You really enjoyed that, didn't 
you? So I hold my good arm out for Gus, and he comes.

"Fine," I say as we reach the last step. "Enjoy your shitty, grocery store 
salami and your city." And we leave. 

You don't say anything. Karen doesn't say anything either, doesn't call 
after me to say goodbye. Doesn't even say goodbye to Gus. We walk 
down the street, in between the luxury cars and expensive brownstones, 
and I look down at my forearm. It's already blistering and purpled, and 
it'll be like that for a while. Might leave a scar, but it'll heal. I don't worry 
about it too much. Things will work out. I can't be a librarian or a bald 
museum docent, but people will always need meat. Not everyone can be 
one of those vegans. I'm sure I can snag a job in some deli in some 
crummy grocery store. No need to worry about me. 

And you, bald museum docent. Vick. Do please be good to her. Take her 
to that little restaurant, get her the lamb fillet. Wear nice shoes and a 
sport coat. No flannels. Act like Lopakhin. Never stop wooing her, taking 
her to wine tastings and lectures. Make her sizzle with life every day. If 
she ever starts crying during sex, don't hesitate. Roll her over, ask her 
what's the matter, dear? Remind her there's no need to salvage 
anything, no secrets to protect, and you have all the time you need.

Title graphic: "Never Stop Wooing Her" Copyright © The Summerset Review 
2012.
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Everything you don't understand  

makes you who you are.  
The long soliloquy of St. Elmo 

as he listened to the fire.  

The genius of your neighbor  
who waves to you now,  

small person that you are,  

four feet and growing shorter,  
almost a shadow now,  

and Aquinas' Last Argument,  

your reply inked out on the crumbling 

paper tucked in your wallet 
like a forgotten credit card receipt.  

There is bedevilment in knowing,  

and the dampness of not,  
your mother leaning out 

from the kitchen door,  

calling you back,  
calling to the whole neighborhood,  

the whole world  

your graceless misunderstanding.  
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Watch her stroke the arm of your red leather couch. Let her talk. Just 
nod and stretch your lips and scribble on your pad. Make a to-do list. 
Think about what you'll do when the minute hand moves to ten. You'll 
wait for her to get off the couch Jerry gave you as an office-warming 
gift seven years ago. You'll escort her to the door. You'll shut out her 
wagging hips and write the shortest case note in the history of your 
practice. There'll still be light when you walk home. You'll clean the 
refrigerator, wash a load of whites and sanitize the kitchen sink. You'll 
cook a chicken buriyani, mild, the way Jerry likes it, and cover the 
dish with the tea cozy you bought for him in San Francisco.

Watch her big red lips and listen to the words spilling from her mouth. 
You need to interpret them carefully. Watch her crossing her legs on 
Jerry's leather couch, and remember the expensive education that 
prepared you for this lucrative practice. Don't flinch at the name of 
her man. There are many Jerrys in Palo Alto, and no doubt, several of 
them are artists and married. Your Jerry likes wasabi seaweed and 
novels about the zombie apocalypse. And your Jerry doesn't have a 
nickname. He would never call himself JJ.

Remember how you'd hold his hand over a cold wine glass and ask 
how his day at the studio went, whose portrait he painted that day. 
You'd remind him it was worth the time and money you put into your 
training to be able to support his artistic work the way he deserves. 
You'd tell him that you had another session with your newest client, 
and that she has been in love for months—that would be all you could 
say because you would, of course, respect her confidentiality. But 
then you remember that there will be no one to hear you. You can 
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talk aloud about your client's problems, even mention her name. 
Jerry's painted ladies will watch you from the walls, but there will be 
no need for secrecy.

Let the client talk about how much she enjoys the bath salts in JJ's 
studio, the drives in JJ's Camaro to Half Moon Bay, the take-out 
orange chicken from Ho King. When she describes her mornings and 
the tea she drinks with JJ, stifle the thoughts of the chai tea you 
bought for Jerry from the Teavana store on Market Street. Observe 
the way she twists locks of her red hair in her fingers, the way she 
rubs her forehead, the way she jiggles her legs, the way her eyebrows 
twitch. You cannot help her with her fear of losing her man. She 
needs more help than you can give.

Listen to her describe JJ's studio on Embarcadero. Watch the way her 
bell sleeves fall back when she shows you how big the bay windows 
are. Watch her toss her red hair back when she tells you the studio's 
curtains are striped like the trunks of bamboo trees. Don't think about 
the saris you used to make curtains for Jerry's studio windows.

Take the tissue box from your client's hands, with their French-tipped 
nails and silver rings. Turn away when you wipe the moisture from 
your eyes.

When she leaves, silence the phones and lock the door. Give up on 
keeping your crying quiet. Let go and sob. Don't go home to your 
empty living room. Turn out the lights and curl up on Jerry's red 
leather couch until you fall asleep.

Title graphic: "And What Do You Think Makes You Feel That Way?" Copyright 
© The Summerset Review 2012.

 

Page 23 of 57



 

We sit on the ice-cracked dock.  

 
Its legs hold up wood planks  

that hold us, shivering, over lake water.  

 
I alone see 

something in the sky  

that moves. I will strive 
 

to love my idea of you 

and maybe I can love  

you, even,  
outside of that.  

 

Floating buoys impose an order:  
without them, you say,  

we can’t be sure 

of the movement,  
whether frigid mist slips toward 

 

or away from shore.  
Threads of it condense 

and stream among a child’s 

many-colored balloons 
 

left on the white edge 

near water plants frozen in shallows,  

snow-dusted candelabra forms 
 

for flames we imagine 

into brittle air, to brighten 
 

our dark table. 
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A primary plant that grows on soil scarred by fire.

When it stopped, Charlie closed her book, put the headphones away, 
and listened for the back door to open and close. She got up from her 
chair and, following the renewed quiet, changed the lightbulb from 
white to red. She used a rag because in just twenty minutes a bulb 
can get hot enough to blister your fingertips. Then there were the 
sheets, because her mother was particular about the sheets. She took 
the stairs that lifted steeply from the kitchen and she turned toward 
darkness until she was on the landing. There, where nobody had 
made any effort to modernize, she would adjust the wicks on the 
lamps, scoop up the sheets that were left in the hall, and carry them 
down the stairs.

Most of the time the men respected the on-the-half-hour rule, but 
sometimes she had to narrow herself to allow them to move past. She 
was a thin girl, breasts beginning to turn forward. If the man touched 
her, brushed her with a shoulder or an elbow, he would flinch back, 
allow her to pass. Glance, but not look. Then he would continue up 
the stairs, to the last of the five rooms, the red room, the one with 
the sloping roof, the one with the ribbon on the doorknob.

Next, Charlie would go to the kitchen and down the narrow and darker 
basement stairs, to the modern washing machine. Three times a night 
she washed the sheets. If she was lucky and the weather was dry, she 
would hang them on the line. How she loved the smell of sheets left 
outside to dry.
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When it started again, she closed the door to her bedroom and sat in 
the chair with her back to the door. She put the headphones on and 
opened the book and let it rest on her lap. Even though she had 
covered the walls with flattened cardboard boxes and old army 
blankets, the lights still flickered, and the fringe on the lampshade 
swayed with short punctuation. Ruby, her mother, could not do this 
without her.

There was a curse on the area for almost a hundred years. First it was 
the foreclosures and then the Great Depression. Following that, the 
mountain sucked the silver back into its veins. A colony of pine bark 
beetles destroyed most of the timber. A windstorm knocked it all 
down. There were years of drought and years of rain, and during this 
rain there were no forest fires to stimulate the economy. The rain ran 
down the hills. Rain that flooded the basements. Rain that bulged the 
river and kept everything green. Green grass, green wood, green 
wheat. Oh, the green wheat.

The result was that none of the men ever paid Ruby with cash. Bridles 
hung neatly on the back porch with harnesses, bits, spurs. In the 
salon were cases filled with pocket watches, eyeglasses, wedding 
rings and all the glitters of women's jewelry, engagement rings being 
common. Paintings hung on the walls, mostly Westerns but a few in 
the modern style as well. Fiddles, trumpets, even a sousaphone, a 
tiny wire horse that appeared to be galloping (its legs were attached 
to wheels). For generations, men had been very creative as to how 
they paid the ladies, and now the house on the hill looked less like a 
house of prostitution and more like a museum of wealth spent badly. 
Ruby even had two woodsheds filled to the roof. But the biggest prize 
was a saddle said to be used by Calamity Jane. Every man who came 
through the back door touched its pommel as he entered.

It was not quite spring and Charlie was in the basement doing 
laundry. Her brown hair had not yet turned golden, as it did on the 
first day of sun, and she was in a sour mood. The washing machine 
was thumping like a good man trying to get out of hell, and she did 
not hear the knock on the door. When she lifted the lid and 
rearranged the sheets, she heard his yell, and then she heard him 
leaving. By the time she ran up the stairs and opened the door, he 
was almost gone.

"Anyone there?" she called.

"Hello?" he said.

He came around from the side of the house, and she saw that he was 
cleaned up the old-fashioned way, with a white shirt. He smelled like 
old stories and lye. She knew he was not a customer when he took his 
hat off.

"I'm a man of God," he said. "Do you want to keep this house alive? 
Don't you want a husband and children?"

He stood long enough to let his words sink in, and then he spoke his 
real intention.
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"Martha Jane stole my great-great-great grandpa's saddle and I want 
it back."

He pointed to the saddle that was in the middle of the porch: Calamity 
Jane's saddle. She looked at him for what seemed like a long time, 
and she saw that he was not going to leave without it.

"That saddle's been here about as long as this house has stood on this 
bluff," she said. "That's over a hundred years. I'd call that a hundred 
and fifty-dollar holding fee."

She was about to close the door on him but he stuck his foot in the 
gap and then put his fist in. When he opened the fist there was a roll 
of cash. She opened the door enough to look at him but he wouldn't 
look back at her. He kept his eyes down on his hands as he counted 
the bills. She had never seen so much money rolled up like that. But 
there it was. A man of God about to pay good money for a saddle 
worth nothing to nobody but a middle-aged whore and her daughter. 
Charlie let him in and took the money.

"It's a narrow saddle," she said. "Won't fit most horses."

"It's the idea of it, that's all," he said.

He lifted the saddle so that she could slip the noose off the horn; then 
he eased past her.

"Ruby's going to be mad when she finds out that you took the 
saddle," she said.

"You can come with me," he said. "We're related. Our great-great-
great grandmothers were sisters. They started this house, only at first 
it was a house to do laundry."

He walked down the steps and she followed him to the station wagon. 
It was an old wagon, made in Japan, and the saddle took all the room 
in the back. Then he folded himself into the front seat.

"That means we couldn't be married," she said. "We're too closely 
related."

"You could let me save you," he said.

She was holding his car door open, but he wasn't trying to get away. 
He just looked ready to go.

"What's it mean to be a wife?" she said.

"To start, there's cooking and cleaning and raising babies."

"I do all that now, except for the babies. Say, if paying women is so 
bad, why'd you give me that hundred and fifty dollars?"

"You told me it was a holding fee."

She thought about that, and then she said, "Why can't you and I be 
married? It's not like we're real cousins."
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"It wouldn't be right, not with me doing God's work."

"You're not Catholic. You're Pentecostal." She knew this because 
Pentecostal churches were the only churches in the area. "I think I 
like this setting-up-house idea, but if I were to be your wife, then who 
would marry us? I'm in a real bind now that you put this idea in my 
head. You're the only one who cares about me marrying."

"You could come with me and be saved."

"Nah. I think I'm going to meet someone soon."

"Just so you know, I'm going to be shutting this house down in a few 
days."

"Come a few days, I'll have myself a husband. I can feel it," she said.

When Ruby saw that the saddle was gone, she began to slap Charlie 
around the head. The slaps came down hard but not too hard because 
it had been a busy night and she was tired. Charlie thought about 
taking the slaps and keeping the money but then Ruby got a second 
wind and one of the blows really hurt, so she reached into her pocket 
and pulled out the cash. She had managed to keep some of it in her 
pocket, but a hundred and twenty of it went to her mom.

Ruby became dreamy when she saw the money. "Maybe we can go 
somewhere with this," she said. "Maybe I can take you to Missoula for 
a sody-pop." She was pushing her hair away from her face with the 
back of her hand. She didn't realize that the fingernail polish she had 
just put on was ruined. Her mother put the money in her bra and took 
it upstairs. It was more money in one roll than she had ever seen, too.

Steve came to town later in the week on a quiet day. It was a small 
town, just a row of buildings facing the railroad tracks and some 
farmland, then the mountains that rose up from the farmland. No one 
had seem him before, so it had to be his first time.

Charlie sat in the window of the laundromat and watched him cross 
the street. He parked his Jeep across the street, in front of the post 
office. She was going to steal some clothes, but the woman who had 
left her laundry didn't have anything that would fit Charlie. Or Ruby, 
but Ruby never wore anything that Charlie brought home.

Before he went into the post office, he stopped and looked around, as 
if searching the street for someone. It was a cold day, the snow had 
melted but the ground froze again. Winter would not let go. He wore a 
knitted hat that he pushed away from his eyes and he pulled at the 
wool scarf wrapped to his chin, revealing a red beard. She liked how 
he walked and how he looked over the town. She liked his old green 
Jeep that was touched up with slightly different green paint. It had no 
top and no doors. The windshield was folded down. He wasn't in the 
post office for very long.

Charlie was sitting in the passenger seat when he came out.
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"What are you doing?" he said.

"I'm going home with you," said Charlie.

He got in and started the engine as if he might drive away with her. 
He reversed back onto the street and then stopped.

"You need to get out."

She would not. Instead, she smiled at him, as if that would propel him 
onto the road and away from here.

"You need to get out or I will take you out myself."

"I'll scream."

A car came to a stop behind them and the driver gave a polite tap on 
her horn. Charlie turned and waved her around. The car passed them, 
slowing. The driver looked hard at Steve.

"You won't scream," he said.

"Try me."

He got out and came around to her side, trying to lift her by the 
shoulders, but she gripped the seat fiercely and did not scream. He 
tried again by wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close to 
him. She screamed in his ear and laughed.

"What are you doing?" he asked her.

"What are you doing?"

He picked her up and she screamed again and tried to push out of his 
arms but he managed to lift her out and set her down on the side of 
the road. Nobody came when she screamed. Nobody looked out a 
window or stopped what they were doing to come to her rescue. She 
was going to get back in but he put his hand up, showing her his palm.

"Stop. I don't want you."

His scarf had fallen, or maybe he pulled it away, but she saw enough 
of his face to be convinced that this was the man she was going to 
marry.

She didn't see him again for about a month. In that time, she learned 
from one of Ruby's clients that he bought the Wilford place, an old 
homesteader's cabin about five miles out of town and up the 
mountain. It took her all of the morning to get there. He saw her as 
she was walking up his driveway and he came to meet her.

He said: "I'll report you to the state."

That stopped her. She had a brother that was reported to the state. It 
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was not that long ago, about a year, that Ruby called the state on her 
own son. He was melting Ruby's silver in a coffee can. Not any of the 
silver that had been left behind on the display shelves, just Ruby's. 
She would never wear the jewelry that was left behind as payment 
because she might be seen by the wives who used to wear it. The 
state came, decided that Ruby had all but abandoned her son, and 
sent him away to a group home. She spent thirty days in jail for 
neglect and said it was worth it to get her son out of the house.

Steve flipped open his cellphone. She knew what those were.

"Can you hear me now?" she joked.

He dialed a number and put the phone to his ear.

"You got no signal out here," she said.

He put his finger to his other ear.

"Hello?" he said. "I'd like to report a runaway."

He held the phone away from his ear so that she could hear that he 
did have a signal and was talking to the state.

"It's for real," he mouthed.

"Yeah, she's at my house. About five miles outside of Flats... I don't 
know, up Vicks Creek Road."

"You don't know your own address?" she said.

Red-faced, he closed his phone.

"I'll take you home," he said.

"You called the state but they can't get me because you don't know 
your own address. Do you really live here?"

"Shut up and get in the Jeep."

"Don't talk to your wife that way."

"Wife?"

"It will happen."

"Get in."

She did, and once they were on the country road, she liked how the 
vehicle rolled along and how the grass below her blurred. He said 
nothing as he drove to town. It was a warmer day than when she had 
first met him, but it was as if he were still wrapped in the hat and 
scarf. She could not read his intentions and she remained hopeful.

When they reached Charlie's house, Ruby came out to meet her 
wearing only a short red nightie with a robe that was open in the 
front. The fabric was see-through and lifted with the wind. Charlie 
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could see that she wore no underwear and she was sure that Steve 
could see that, too. Until that day, she had not realized how young 
her mother looked from the waist down.

"There are velvet drapes, horsehair chairs, and tiffany lamps in my 
house," Charlie said. "Elk in the freezer, blankets in the cubbies, wood 
in a shed that's pretty close to the house. You could come live with 
us."

"No."

"Then I'm coming back to your place," she told him.

"I'm leaving for California tomorrow morning," he said.

"It's too early for the Santa Ana fires."

"Not this year."

They were still sitting in the Jeep, and Ruby was calling for Charlie to 
come to her. The ground between them was flooded, a big pool of 
water that reflected a break in the clouds above.

"You're making a fool of yourself," said Ruby.

"You really should live with me and my mom," Charlie said.

"No way," he said.

As she got out of the Jeep, he reached for her hand. He missed, 
taking only her smallest finger. Charlie, wanting to feel his warmth 
wrap around her, said: "She'll be dead soon." He drove away so fast 
that she had to jump to get out of the way. His tires spit up grass and 
mud as he tore onto the county road.

Ruby came forward and put her arm around Charlie. She was wearing 
bedroom slippers, which had a heel and were made of clear plastic 
with fake ostrich feathers over the toe. She needed Charlie's help 
getting back to the house. When she had Charlie's arm, she twisted 
the skin on the inside of her elbow and left a swelling bruise.

The following morning, Charlie's cousin returned. She watched him 
drive the old blue station wagon right up to the back door. It was 
filled with so many kids that their faces and hands were pressed 
against the windows. None of them got out until he did, and then they 
filed to the house with intention. Most had signs that read things like 
"The wages of sin are death" and "Salvation grants eternal life."

It was early; the sun was throwing a dull light. If there had been any 
fires, the sky would have been red, but it held no color. This, she 
knew, was what the summer held: days of protest, evenings of fading 
light, nights alone with her mother. She opened the door before he 
could knock.
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"I just want to give you an opportunity to stop this," he said. "Either 
you or your mom or both of you could come with me, right now, and 
I'll take you away from this place."

"But you're a man of God."

"Here to save you."

"You said, 'we can't marry'."

"I think you misunderstand me." He held his Bible up. It was black 
and the cover had been bent open many times. It had a gold cross 
that was nearly worn away but "Holy Bible" was visible.

"I don't think I should," said Charlie.

"We brought tents," he said.

"What's your name, anyway?"

"Zacharias."

"That's a cool name."

"It's biblical."

"I'm going to close the door now."

When she did, he began to preach and the children began to wail.

Ruby came downstairs to the kitchen. Her hair was wild about her 
face and she was strangely pretty. Fragile.

"What is he doing?"

"Do you have a customer?"

"It's Thursday."

There was a pause. The wind hit their house. The house stood against 
it, except for the window panes, which were old. They rattled.

"Jesus forgives, but God's wrath is eternal," shouted Zacharias from 
outside.

"God," said Ruby and she went back upstairs.

"Would you make the coffee?" she called from her room. "I need to 
relieve the pain in my head."

"We don't have any."

"Oh God again."

Charlie sat at the old table in the kitchen with her hands tucked under 
her knees. She thought that if she were a wife, she would have 
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something to do right now.

"Then took Mary a pound of ointment of spikenard, very costly, and 
anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped his feet with her hair and the 
house was filled with the odor of the ointment," read Zacharias from 
outside. She was unsure if the wind carried his voice, or if it carried 
the wind. She thought that if she could, she would wash Jesus' feet 
with her hair. She would have to grow it out first, but she would do 
this for Him if He were still alive.

Ruby came back downstairs, dressed in a black dress that had dark 
stains, and high-heeled shoes. Her hair was pulled back so tightly that 
she looked fifteen years younger.

"Let's go see the fire crew off," she said.

By this she meant they would drive to Missoula and she would drink in 
the lounge and Charlie would sit and drink her pop and wave to the 
crew from the window. They had done it before. If there was a plane 
taking them away, it also meant that there would be a plane landing, 
unloading fresh potential.

They tried to leave by the front door to avoid Zacharias and the kids, 
but it had been so long since that door had been used that the lilac 
bush had grown over it. They pulled the door open to the surprise of 
starlings and pushed through the thick smell of it.

Ruby ran to the car and started it. At that sound, Zacharias led the 
children to the car and they had it surrounded before Charlie got 
there. She moved through them, and they crowded her as she 
climbed in. She understood how the word "whore" could be thrown at 
them but she and her mother remained like their house, solid with 
windows that rattled but held to their places. Ruby drove and the 
children parted for her.

It was eighty miles to the airport. When they were halfway there, they 
passed the van with the fire crew in it, and Charlie rolled her window 
down and waved to the men. Then she saw Steve, and she told Ruby 
that Steve was inside and to slow down. Ruby drove next to the van 
and Charlie waved and waved until Steve finally saw her. Everyone 
else waved back to her but Steve didn't. He sat with his arms crossed, 
looking straight ahead.

"I'll be at the lounge!" she shouted, even though she knew he could 
not hear her.

The driver of the van blared his horn, warning them of oncoming 
traffic. Ruby stepped on it and they got past the van without a 
collision.

"You're their favorite nuisance," said Ruby.

She tried to light a cigarette but was having a hard time steering the 
car and working the lighter. Charlie took the cigarette and lit it, 
sucked on it to get it going, and then she handed it back to her 
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mother.

"It sure is hard to find a husband," said Charlie.

"Why doesn't he want to marry you?"

Charlie shrugged.

"Give him time," said Ruby.

Ruby pushed the car hard so that the engine whined and the 
temperature gauge lifted to red. Charlie thought that the car might 
fall to pieces in the middle of the road and there they would be, sitting 
in their seats, open to the world and the world open to them. But that 
didn't happen.

When they got to the airport, the car was barely stopped before her 
mother's heels were scraping across the asphalt. She moved so 
quickly she nearly missed the curb. Her heel lifted above the gutter 
and there was an instant where Charlie thought Ruby might go down. 
She was used to things nearly falling apart. The doors glided open for 
her under the magic eye.

"The right thing about airport lounges is that they open early," said 
Ruby.

She found a small table with chairs because Charlie was too young to 
sit at the bar. There was another lady in the lounge. She also wore a 
black dress and her hair was red and very pretty, curling in a way that 
showed just her earlobes and pearl earrings that hung like big 
teardrops. Sometimes Ruby wore pearl earrings but her hair never 
looked as good as that. Today she forgot to put anything in her ears 
and she looked plain compared to the woman at the bar.

"It's not my day to work," shrugged Ruby.

There was a drink in front of the lady, but she never drank from it.

The bartender brought a whiskey ditch for Ruby and a cola for Charlie. 
Ruby drank hers down, the ice clacking against her teeth. Charlie 
looked for the fire crew and it was not long before they walked past 
the lounge. When they reached the line for security, they shrugged off 
their backpacks, removed their shoes, and waited. They spotted 
Charlie and her mom, and there was some playful jostling, but Steve 
stopped it. Charlie counted the crew and said that there were fourteen.

"Just means that they don't expect anything to happen around here," 
said Ruby. "I love watching people leave."

"Do you like watching them come back?"

"Not as much."

An airplane landed, and after a while, people filed past the lounge. 
Most were laughing and talking, but some were by themselves. One 
came in and sat at the bar. He looked at Charlie and her mom and 
then at the lady in the black dress. He drank and watched them, but 
mostly he watched Charlie. When he caught her mother's eye, she 
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shook her head, no. He got up and moved closer to the lady with the 
pearl earrings. Ruby slapped Charlie's leg. She told her, "If you want 
in this business, then go all in, but you can't be crossing your signals."

The man left with the lady. Someone else came into the lounge, but 
he just sat at the bar and drank his beer. By the time Charlie turned 
her attention back to the fire crew, they were already gone.

It was dark when they returned to the car. Ruby tried to put her key 
in the lock and then she sighed. "I can't do this," she said. "Come 
over here and unlock my door, will you?"

Charlie came over and took the keys.

"You were using the wrong one," she said and tried to give the keys 
back to her mother.

Ruby dropped them, and when she bent down to pick them up she fell 
forward. The straps on her heels were broken or maybe she had 
undone them and forgot to buckle them. She leaned on the car to 
right herself. The keys had fallen underneath.

"You should pick them up for me and drive," said Ruby. She stumbled 
around to the passenger side of the car.

Charlie got down on her knees to reach the keys and then opened the 
driver's door. She glared hard at her mother before getting in.

Ruby alternated between fumbling in her purse for her cigarettes and 
banging on the window, telling Charlie to hurry and unlock the 
passenger door. Charlie leaned over the passenger seat and pulled the 
peg lock up.

"Don't worry," said Ruby. "You can do it. Turn the headlights on."

"I don't have a license."

"You've seen me do it plenty of times." Then Ruby added, "Do you 
think they'll still be there?" referring to Zacharias and his crew.

"They said they brought tents," said Charlie.

"Oh, hell," said Ruby.

She passed out just before they left the lot. Charlie had to dig under 
the seat for two dollars in change. She was a dime short but the man 
at the gate waved her through. She drove in the dark wondering if 
anyone would notice that she should not be driving. No one seemed to 
care and the traffic thinned as they got further away from Missoula. 
Just after Evaro hill, she saw a bear.

"Look!" she said to her mother but Ruby only returned a snore.

"Look, look, look!" she said again.
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Ruby woke and said, "God, child, what is wrong with you?" She curled 
with her face pressed against the window, and went back to sleep.

The bear loped in front of the car for just a little bit, then it ran down 
the ditch and into the woods, gone to the darkness.

He did not come back until October and there was a skiff of snow on 
the ground. The ground was not frozen, though, so Charlie knew that 
the snow would not last. The little cabin was unlocked but she had 
made a shelter from a fallen tree and a blue tarp. If she were going to 
be his wife, she needed to behave respectfully and wait to be invited 
in.

A light glowed from his window when he came back. She knew he had 
seen her and she waited patiently. One night it snowed about twelve 
inches, and he came to the little shelter she made in the rosebushes 
that were growing wild just beyond his yard.

"Okay," he said, "you can come into my house."

He smelled like wood smoke and pipe tobacco. She followed him to 
the little cabin and through the door. There was very little to look at. 
A bed along one wall. A table and a chair on the other. A basin of 
water. A tea kettle on a potbellied stove. A refrigerator that would 
have looked out of place if it wasn't so old. Everything smelled like old 
pine trees.

In the morning, she showed him her leather slingshot, the one her 
brother had taught her how to make. She slipped it over her finger 
and swung it in circles. Faster and faster it went until she released it 
and the stone, a projectile on the course she intended, found its 
mark. Squirrels were easy prey.

"I can take care of you," said Charlie.

Title graphic: "Fire-wired" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2012.
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                  Somewhere in Kentucky  

 
A murmuration rises sideways over my car,  

a pitiless wave of starlings rolling in endless 

 
copies over the highway, the sky, the telephone lines.  

Insanity is measured by how many times one does  

the same thing expecting different results.  
 

My sanity depends on a horse  

steaming in sulfur-yellow God light at dawn.  

 
I'm driving with Dostoevsky on the tape deck.  

Let the world go to hell, but I should always have 

tea-colored wings casting shadows over fields of cut wheat.  
 

This is mercy like a small tray of grain for a sparrow in winter.  

Tires on the tar-sealed road frighten the horse 
and the starlings scatter. 
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Port Townsend, Washington 

 
Dread the cold shatter of morning.  

Punch the coffee pot on,  

shuffling toward the outdoor shower.  
 

All this time, believe in cold feet & yachts.  

Recite, "Turn and turn in hot water... 
the world as heaven, your body at the edge of it."  

 

Think of people who maybe showered here,  

singing & sliding soap as slick as the cement floor  
up their warm summer bodies.  

 

Stand in frost and streams of steaming water.  
There is no name for the way this place 

lipsticks the day, makes you believe  

 
in heat and the spider unwinding invisible  

monofilament the length of a silvered plank.  

 
 

 

 
Quoted lines are from Sharon Olds' poem: "Outdoor Shower"  
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When I approached Pastor Griebel and asked if I could come back to 
the Church of the Good Shepherd as a volunteer, I wasn't looking for 
a spiritual reawakening or a defining personal experience. I was 
padding my college admissions package, burnishing my 
extracurricular-slash-community service credentials. Truth be told, I 
was more than a bit nervous about the whole prospect of college, but 
in those days I deferred to my parents and teachers and their 
judgment of what was good and proper, and so there I stood, doing 
my best to look enthusiastic and capable, while Pastor Griebel smiled, 
clicked open a binder, and handed me the job description for 
Children's Bible Quizzing Coach.

"We'd be thrilled to have you back." He winked, dismissing the years 
that had elapsed since my own quizzing days. "Our kids are perfect 
angels," he said, "but they need someone who can relate to them 
while keeping a few lines of Scripture straight in his head."
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He handed over the coming year's curriculum, a glossy packet whose 
cover featured the biblical patriarchs in cartoon form—Noah loading 
up the arky-arky, Joseph in his prismatic coat, and Jacob, pink as a 
mole rat, standing beside his hairy twin.

"You'll be doing Genesis," Pastor Griebel said. "How appropriate for a 
new beginning."

The pastor called the team's performance in recent years "lower than 
a snake's belly," and so although we wouldn't compete until the 
middle of November, I held a study session during the Sunday school 
hour that very week. To prepare, I reviewed the first three chapters of 
Genesis, finding reassurance in the ease with which the passages 
returned to me.

The first children to arrive that morning were Lizzie and Lacey 
Davidson, fraternal twins (Lizzie a brunette, Lacey a dirty blonde). As 
she sat, Lacey crossed her legs and smiled in a way that unnerved 
me. In their white taffeta dresses, the twins gleamed, in direct 
contrast to Dorothea Crump, who arrived next and exhibited a stolid 
drabness: brown loafers, denim jumper, a yellow gingham headband 
that accentuated the pallor and breadth of her face. Then Albert Blass 
sauntered in, sporting a grin so wide you would never have thought 
him capable of even the slightest iniquity.

The children waited, looking up at me with their pimple-free faces.

"Hello, kids," I said. "My name is Tommy Cupp—"

Lacey rose and extended her hand. "Peace be with you, Mr. Cupp." 
She was smirking in the practiced manner of any eleven-year-old 
who'd never been humbled, but her voice carried a poised quality, as 
if she'd skipped over the remainder of childhood and adolescence, 
settling right into small town, upper-crust ladyhood with its overdone 
and insincere niceties.

The church secretary peeked in. "One more for you." She nudged a 
smaller boy through the doorway.

"Why are you here, C.J.?" Lacey asked. "Aren't you a little young for 
quizzing?"

I gestured for him to take a seat. "C.J.'s on my roster."

Lacey puckered her lips. "C.J.'s a baby."

The boy sat staring at the table, hunched over in resignation, hands 
tucked under his knees.

I fixed Lacey with what I hoped would pass for a stern look. 
Paraphrasing the "Dear Quiz Coach" letter in the packet from Pastor 
Griebel, I reminded her that Bible Quiz was supposed to promote 
fellowship. In Bible Quiz, I said, we compete as a team. Anyone who 
didn't wish to cooperate was welcome to rejoin the Sunday school 
program.
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Lacey sighed. "Okay, Mr. Cupp. I'm sorry."

C.J.'s eyes remained cast down, which I interpreted as a kind of 
acceptance. "You're forgiven," I said to Lacey.

"Of course I am." Her expression turned haughty. "I've invited Jesus 
Christ into my heart as my personal savior. All of my sins are 
forgiven."

I wasn't entirely sure, but as I understood it, grace was a gift that 
was, however freely given, not to be taken for granted.

"I don't think that's how it works," I said. "In all honesty."

Lacey frowned. "Really? How do you know? Are you a Christian, Mr. 
Cupp?"

"Let's get started."

"If you're not a Christian, why are you coaching Bible Quiz?"

I wasn't a Holy Roller by any stretch of the imagination—willing to be 
persuaded was more like it—but I didn't need a lecture on salvation 
from Lacey Davidson. What did a sixth grader know about theology, 
anyway? World Religions was a tenth grade elective at Chesterton 
High.

"Open your Bibles," I said. "Genesis, Chapter One."

Lizzie's hand sprang up. "Mr. Cupp," she called out. "Mr. Cupp, 
shouldn't we start with a prayer?"

Lacey nodded vigorously. "Our last coach always started and ended 
Bible study with a prayer."

As quiz coach, I was the one in charge—the "adult"—an ironic 
although unhumorous position given my own lack of maturity. An only 
child, naïve and coddled, in my sixteen years I'd made only the most 
casual acquaintance with responsibility. Not exactly Holden Caulfield 
or Peter Pan, but I could identify. Most of the high school juniors I 
knew had developed early-onset senioritis and were eager to get more 
independence, to get away, to get on with quote-unquote living. The 
idea of more freedom didn't appeal to me, however; I suspected the 
more rope I was given, the more likely I would be to hang myself. I 
wasn't interested in "moving on" to college life in the dorms or 
fraternities (the very idea of hazing terrified me), or to anything 
beyond. A job and a house? A family? I couldn't handle my own peers, 
let alone anybody younger than me—the closest I'd ever come to 
babysitting was the egg-parenting project in Ms. Lantern's eighth-
grade health class.

Now, however, I'd assumed the role of a grown-up. I was Teacher: a 
substitute teacher, an ineffective substitute teacher, unable to keep 
the children from challenging my authority or ridiculing poor C.J.
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"You stink," Lacey said one morning. She scraped her chair as she 
moved away from him. "Like a rotten banana."

"Gross," Albert said. "Mr. Cupp? Can you ask Banana Boy to sit in the 
corner? We're suffocating here."

They disparaged C.J. because he was a grade behind them, and two 
years younger. They disparaged him for his parents, twice-a-year 
churchgoers who harbored just enough guilt to load him onto COGS' 
evangelism bus, which swung through Chesterton every Sunday to 
rescue kids from their heathen households. Are you even baptized? 
they asked him.

They disparaged him because he excelled, and they—who habitually 
forgot their Bibles, who balked at reading aloud, who never completed 
my take-home practice quizzes—did not.

"It's so easy for him," Dorothea complained. "He's too smart."

Lacey sneered. "Too smart for his own good."

"He's book smart," Albert said. "That's why he wears those glasses. 
He reads so much he needs four eyes instead of two."

Not that C.J. called attention to his book smarts. He never answered 
out of turn, never corrected the girls when they misquoted a passage, 
never boasted about what he knew. Albert, on the other hand, after 
nailing his first memory verse (Genesis 1:1), spiked his Bible, pumped 
his fist at C.J., and shouted, "I'm the king around here, Banana Boy!"

C.J.'s other cheek remained turned, although perhaps it was neither 
humility nor selflessness nor any other virtue on his part so much as a 
defense strategy: ruffle no feathers, and you'll receive no peck. But 
the kids continued to tail him like a brood of territorial chickens.

"Brown-noser," Lizzie said one Sunday, after he recited Chapter 18, 
Verse 23 at my request.

Lacey scowled at him. "What? Have you memorized the whole Bible? 
Get a life."

I put up my hand. It was November, and we had just one week before 
our competition at Lebanon Valley, the first of two invitational meets 
before the official quiz season started.

"Who cares?" Lizzie said. "We're just going to come in last, anyway."

"That's because C.J.'s the only one who's made an effort."

Lizzie flushed. "Why do you like C.J. so much?"

"He works hard and pays attention," I said.

"He's just showing off."

"Pride," Lacey said. "It's the original of the seven deadly sins."
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Albert's hand flew up. "I know. Pride goeth before a fall."

Lizzie pointed at C.J. "He thinks he's better than the rest of us."

I looked at the boy. He was just so good. I wished that I could bottle 
it, inoculate the others with it, and though I didn't intend anything 
hurtful (even then I understood the truth is sometimes better left 
unsaid), my next words were sly and quick, and they slipped free of 
my better judgment.

"C.J. is better than the rest of you."

Lizzie stared at me. The others stared, too, but it was Lizzie's gaze 
that held me. Her face, usually so smooth and white and perfect, 
looked cracked, like a broken egg. The thought returned me to my 
eighth-grade health class and the way I'd fumbled the egg-parenting 
project.

My partner for the project, Sylvia Richman, was a crafty girl. On the 
first day, she decorated our blown egg with felt-tip markers, giving 
the egg a grave expression, glued on googly eyes and a helmet of 
yarn hair, and fashioned a waistcoat from gray felt. We named our 
egg Benedict and worked out a custody schedule.

We were to care for the egg for an entire week, keeping him safe and 
attending to him as if he were a human infant. Tentative and grade-
conscious, I started the week by keeping Benedict in a shoebox 
padded with layers of bubble wrap. Sylvia, on the other hand, would 
nonchalantly scoop him out to show him off, her friends surrounding 
her and cooing as she cradled him and pretended to play with him. In 
class, Ms. Lantern held Sylvia up as the model of an involved parent.

By the weekend, I not only had adopted Sylvia's relaxed parenting 
style, but I'd taken it to a sadistic extreme. I brought Benedict along 
to Sunday brunch with my parents, propping him up between the salt 
and pepper. I ordered an omelet and wondered aloud whether the 
restaurant served eggnog at this time of year. I told jokes in an effort, 
I said, to crack him up. Given this behavior, I suppose it was only 
fitting when at the end of the meal, as I stood to follow my parents 
out, the corner of my jacket swept Benedict from the table, and he 
tumbled to the floor.

These children were like that, I thought, as I looked at Lizzie and the 
teardrops rimming her eyes, as regret swelled within me.

"I didn't mean it," I said to her. "Each one of you is unique and 
special."

"Whatever," Lizzie said, and I didn't know how to respond. In the 
moment of silence that followed, however, I understood that I did 
value each of the children, and I didn't wish for any of them to fall, for 
while they might seem solid and cold, they hadn't yet hardened to the 
blows the world would deal them—one mistake, one jab, one swipe, 
and how easily they shattered.
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In Bible Quiz, quizzers work alone. They earn points for every 
question they answer correctly, and the team's score is the simple 
sum of the individual scores. A Quizmaster reads each question and 
the four possible answers, and the children respond by holding up 
large numbered placards: there's no hiding one's ignorance in Bible 
Quiz.

At the Lebanon Valley invitational, as my quizzers flashed one 
incorrect answer after another, I squirmed as if I were putting my 
own glaring inadequacies on display. Dorothea inexplicably avoided 
every answer that included the words flesh, naked, lay, or pregnant. 
And she was doing well in comparison to Lizzie, who missed nearly 
every other question, and to Lacey and Albert, who were correct less 
than a quarter of the time, who missed even the question covering 
Genesis 1:1.

Thank goodness for C.J. He knew that in the beginning God created 
the heavens and the earth, and what God had done on each 
subsequent day. He knew the four rivers that flowed from Eden. He 
knew the meaning of Eve. He knew that Adam's third son was Seth, 
and that Seth was the father of Enosh, and that Enosh was the father 
of Kenan, and so on down the line to Methusaleh who was the father 
of Lamech who was the father of Noah. He knew the length of Noah's 
ark in cubits. He knew about Cain and Abel, and Abraham and Sarah, 
and the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah and the other seven kings who 
fought in the Valley of Siddim. He knew more about the first twenty 
chapters of Genesis than I did.

I wanted to cheer. What I felt was the pride—and yes, the affection—
that brims inside a teacher when his favorite students make their 
mark. As C.J. finished the quiz with an incredible run, it occurred to 
me that for a young child to come to know the Word on such intimate 
terms was in itself testimony to a supernatural power. In the end, C.J. 
had scored as many points as Lizzie, Lacey, and Albert combined and 
finished as the invitational's top quizzer.

And then the Quizmaster announced the team rankings.

"Sixth place?" Lizzie said. "We came in sixth out of fifteen?"

Albert whooped, and Lacey's sneer vanished. Even Dorothea was 
smiling. I didn't point out that C.J. had made the difference—they 
could add it up for themselves. What mattered was that we'd placed 
among the upper half, a more than respectable outcome for COGS. 
Reveling in our shared success, we gathered in close, grinning at one 
another as if we'd just sneaked our first taste of champagne.

The following Sunday, Pastor Griebel stopped by with a pie left over 
from a church bake sale. "I think you all deserve a little reward," he 
said. 

Lacey shook her head. "Thanks, Pastor Griebel. But my reward will be 
in Heaven."

When Albert reached for her slice, she slapped his hand away. "I was 
kidding, you dope."
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Pastor Griebel beamed. "Keep at it, everyone. You're sowing the seeds 
of faith in here."

Certainly something had taken root inside me—not faith exactly, but 
perhaps a related species, and in an attempt to nurture those hopeful 
shoots, I'd devised a new strategy for our team. For the next eight 
weeks, as we covered the remainder of the material, I would focus my 
attention on Dorothea and the sisters—C.J. evidently needed no 
assistance, and I viewed Albert as a lost cause. If the girls set forth an 
honest effort, we could make an even better showing at the winter 
invitational, engendering confidence and enthusiasm as we moved 
into the review phase of the curriculum and the opening of the official 
quiz season. The team could, conceivably, prove contenders at the 
March zone-wide meet.

"Let's split up," I said, as the kids finished their snack. I handed C.J. a 
study guide and asked him to go through Chapters 21 and 22 with 
Albert.

"Why are they getting free time?" Lacey wanted to know.

Ignoring her, I asked Lizzie to read the first seven verses of Chapter 
21 out loud.

It wasn't fair, Lacey protested. She didn't need extra help if Albert 
didn't. It was an insult. It was sexist. When I told her to cut it out, she 
reverted to mocking me.

"What are we, six years old again?" I asked.

She snickered. "What are we, six years old again?"

In the end, I told Lacey to join C.J. and Albert in their corner.

I consented to the arrangement again the following Sunday, and the 
Sunday after that, and soon we'd established two separate study 
circles. I recognized the mischief Lacey and Albert were making (once, 
they convinced C.J. to read the memory verses in Pig Latin: Iyay 
eardhay ouyay inyay ethay ardengay), but the team was treating C.J. 
more kindly now, and I didn't want to disturb that. 

The children's previous bullying of C.J., I realized, reflected instinct 
more than intent. There was a world of difference between the 
quizzers' taunts and, for instance, the transgressions of my adolescent 
peers outside of the church. At parties, those almost-adults with 
whom I was associating—or, more accurately, not associating—were 
getting drunk and getting laid and getting high. My quizzers may have 
misbehaved, but they were innocent of such wickedness, and their 
making up with C.J. seemed ample penitence to me.

Absent of Lacey's corrupting influence, Lizzie and Dorothea were 
progressing well.

"How could he do that?" Lizzie asked during one review session. "How 
could he sacrifice Isaac just like that?"

When I explained that Abraham hadn't, in fact, sacrificed his son, 
Lizzie shot me a steady, spare-me-the-fairy-tales look. "He would 
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have. In a heartbeat."

"God told him to," Dorothea said. "He trusted God."

"But it was just a voice in Abraham's head. Nobody else heard it. How 
did he know he wasn't crazy? We'd lock somebody up if he murdered 
his kid because of a voice in his head."

Dorothea pointed out that it wasn't just a voice. "He saw an angel, 
too."

"We're talking about his child. You don't just give up your kid like 
that."

They turned to me. Perhaps, given enough time, I could have plucked 
from somewhere deep inside my head or my chest the thought that 
the divide between good and evil spans, at certain junctures, only the 
narrowest distance, but this notion was circulating amid a stream of 
platitudes, rationalizations, and half-formed hypotheses. "It's 
complicated," was all I could manage, and I smiled at them, 
purporting a confidence I didn't own in even one-tenth the measure.

In February, at our second scrimmage, Dorothea and Lizzie both 
received honorable mentions. They pinned their ribbons on each other 
and squealed. C.J. won a gold medal, and the team placed third in the 
field of twenty.

After that, Pastor Griebel inserted special blurbs about us in the 
church bulletin and monthly newsletter. He plugged us in his sermon 
and paraded us in front of the congregation. Visitors began to stop by
—parents hoping their kids could join the team the next year, church 
council members planning the children's programming budget, elderly 
congregants delighted to see the Spirit moving among the youth.

The Spirit. Those Sunday school lessons from long ago about the 
tongues of flame and the great wind, mythic stories both wondrous 
and implausible, now shimmered with possibility. Christianity offered a 
tremendous comfort—the idea of "Father," a being who dictated 
commandments like rules of the house, who justly dispensed 
punishment and reward, who would care for us without end, who 
asked only that we believe and trust and love. And now, it seemed, I 
might have a reason to.

At the March zone-wide meet, the first official level of competition, we 
took second place, qualifying us for the district meet.

Albert said, "I think we're getting half-decent."

"No, we're getting half-decent," Lizzie said. "You still stink." Even 
Lacey had outscored Albert that day, even though I'd privately tutored 
him the previous two Sundays. Apparently, C.J. was not only a better 
quizzer than I, but also a better teacher.

"I'm trying," Albert said. "I'm just not that smart."
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"You're smart," I said, with feigned conviction. "You're just not book 
smart." Albert grinned, and I added, "We're all doing the best we can."

I switched on the stereo, a new sound system the church had recently 
purchased for us.

"Attendance and offerings are both up," Pastor Griebel had said when 
I gave him the announcement about the upcoming district meet. He 
promised to fly us to Orlando for the national competition if and when 
it came to that. "I'll make a special appeal this spring. Packed your 
bathing suit yet?"

I didn't quite share his optimism. I knew that just one team from 
Districts would advance to Regionals, and just one team from 
Regionals would be invited to the national competition. We had yet to 
place first in a meet. I knew that other churches groomed their 
quizzers from kindergarten age. I knew that in spite of my efforts, 
Albert was an abysmal student and Lacey mediocre at best, that even 
C.J. was human.

This would probably end soon, I thought, dialing up the volume on the 
stereo.

The local pop station, airing an 80's flashback hour, was playing an 
old Madonna hit. The children danced, their moves uninhibited and 
surprisingly competent. They all giggled when Dorothea kicked off her 
shoe, sending it clattering across the room. Albert scampered after it 
and presented it to Dorothea, kneeling. She pointed her toes and let 
him slide it into place. As she straightened, she appeared suddenly 
altered, the withdrawn nub of a girl spread radiantly open to reveal a 
shapely and self-possessed young woman—but then the song gave 
way to a techno piece with a rapid, heavy beat, and Dorothea skipped 
away from Albert, and the girls and the boys moved to opposite sides 
of the room.

Against my every expectation, we took first place at Districts, handily 
beating Ephrata, our closest competitor and a church with three times 
the membership of COGS. It was nothing short of miraculous, I 
thought, as the children strode to the podium and bowed their heads 
to receive their medals, as they raised the district trophy in triumph.

Later, I struggled to explain our improbable finish. What set our team 
apart? Diligence and motivation? The excellent coaching? Good old-
fashioned guesswork? Did our win merely represent a statistical 
aberration?

A countervailing part of me scoffed. This was the voice that spoke for 
faith and the belief in the omnipotence and beneficence of a higher 
being, the understanding that some experiences are beyond 
understanding. Educated guessing, celestial alignment, dumb luck—no 
matter what you labeled it, our success was divinely ordained, plotted 
out by the pen of our Creator.

Nonsense, Logic argued. Our Creator, if there were indeed such a 
being, was not confined to such foolishly human concerns. He/She/It 
did not orchestrate our lowly lives like pawns on a chess board. But 
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even then my faithful half whispered a prayer, begged forgiveness for 
my skepticism, and beseeched Him to grant us continued blessings as 
He saw fit.

Other quiz teams, all wearing coordinated T-shirts and determined 
expressions, surrounded us as we trooped into the host church for the 
Regional competition. We registered and then joined the throng in the 
gathering room. From a snack table, I picked up a bottle of water with 
a custom label: Green Hills Church: Quenching Your Spiritual Thirst. 
This church's evangelism program, I thought, put COGS' to shame.

I looked over the other groups. Many huddled together on the floor, 
praying. Others flipped through Bible flash cards. Nearby, a child sat 
in a meditative pose, his eyes closed as he chanted lines of Genesis in 
an unaccented tone, his words as indecipherable as Hebrew or Greek 
or some other ancient tongue.

My quizzers were more relaxed. Lacey had acquired her own spiritual 
thirst quencher and was dipping her fingers into the bottle and flicking 
water at the others. They shrieked, danced away, and scrambled back.

"Not appropriate, Lacey." I rushed over. Their faces were wet, their 
clothes spattered. C.J.'s hair was soaked through. "What did you do to 
C.J.?" I asked Lacey.

She was unrepentant. "He wanted me to."

As C.J. shuffled away, sheepish and guilty, I said to Lacey, "Act. Your. 
Age."

A bell chimed, beckoning us to the Quiz Hall, where the tables and 
chairs were set in neat rows, a place ready for everybody. The 
quizzers faced the scorekeeper—Dorothea on the far left, then Albert, 
Lacey, C.J., and Lizzie. I would sit in front of them on Lizzie's side, 
well apart from the team, relegated to the role of an observer.

The quiz started with a question concerning the circumstances under 
which Joseph was sold into slavery. I glanced at the quizzers. C.J. and 
Lacey sat leaning forward, their hands flat on the table, as if bracing 
themselves. 20 shekels of silver, I nearly whispered aloud. The 
Midianites. In our study sessions, I'd belabored Reuben's role, and I 
hadn't emphasized Judah enough. I'd referred to the merchants as 
Ishmaelites. If this was the opening question, I thought, the day could 
prove demoralizing.

The entire team answered correctly.

The second question, a comparatively simple one, revolved around 
Jacob's deception of Isaac, and the third question asked about Abram 
fooling the Pharaoh. In choosing his heroes, I'd told the children, God 
often showed his sense of humor.

The Quizmaster then asked about Laban, and followed that with a 
question about Reuben. I hid my delight. After five questions, the 
team had a perfect score.
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"Genesis Chapter 3, Verse 22," the Quizmaster said, "begins: And the 
Lord God said, 'The man has now become like one of us, knowing 
(blank).' Complete the sentence."

In the pause before the Quizmaster read off the four choices, I caught 
Lacey's gaze flicker in C.J.'s direction. It was just a swivel of the eyes, 
but there had been a meeting there, an exchange. I peeked at our 
scorekeeper, but he gave no indication that anything was amiss. I 
leaned forward, keeping my eyes on Lacey and C.J. The Quizmaster 
read the answers.

Utter astonishment befell me, a shock delivered by the horrific 
obviousness of my revelation, when I then observed the index finger 
of C.J.'s left hand, the hand only partially hidden between his answer 
box and Lacey's, lift ever so slightly, and then fall again.

An instant later, Lacey signaled to Albert with her own forefinger.

After brunch on the day that I smashed poor Benedict, I'd gone to 
Sylvia Richman's house. Abashed and contrite, I showed his remains 
to Sylvia.

She laughed. "Don't worry about it, Thomas. C'est la vie." She took 
Benedict from me and bounded up the staircase, calling for me to 
follow.

Sylvia took me into her bedroom. The walls were postered with head 
shots of teen idols whom I recognized but couldn't name, a giant 
plush bear sprawled across her bed, clothes tumbled from the closet. 
Slithering out from beneath the bed skirt was a slender white strap 
that I surmised belonged to a brassiere. I realized it was probably 
Sylvia's. I felt at once too large for the room and too young.

"I've got a surprise for you," Sylvia said. She squatted near her desk 
and gestured for me.

I knelt beside her. She opened a cabinet in the desk and took out a 
large wooden keepsake box. She lifted the lid and let me look inside.

In the box sat six eggs. Each egg wore a waistcoat and Benedict's 
austere countenance. Each brandished that crop of carefully styled 
hair and stared up at us with the same flat, unblinking eyes.

"I made extras." Sylvia set our egg—the egg I'd taken to brunch that 
morning and broken—beside the others.

She handed me the egg at the end of the row. I turned him over and 
around. It was Benedict, fully intact. "Better be careful with this one," 
Sylvia said. "He's our last."

The remaining eggs, I now noticed, all showed signs of damage—a 
smashed-up nose, a blow to the temple, severe chin trauma.

"You know, I'm kind of glad you fucked up, too." Sylvia's tone was 
both menacing and conspiratorial. "We're in this together now."

At that I hesitated, discomfited by her words and by the knowledge 
that they would discomfit me for a long time afterward. But I nodded 
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and brought the last egg home.

The quizzers pulled out their answer cards in unison, all five of them 
proudly showing the number one. The man has now become like one 
of us, knowing good and evil. While the scorekeeper marked their 
scores, I began to understand what C.J. had already come to terms 
with. I realized that as we all learned to navigate this world, we were 
to take into account not only our own imperfections but those of 
everyone else as well; that God might provide a compass, but he 
wouldn't take the helm; that our forward progress was inexorable. 
Whether we cheated or tattled, whether we prayed for forgiveness or 
worried our sins alone or blithely forgot them, we would move on. I 
would move on.

Through the rest of the quiz, I watched C.J. signal answers to Lacey, 
and Lacey relay them to Albert. I considered Dorothea, noting that 
her dress was really rather becoming, and then shifted my gaze to 
Lizzie, wondering when and how she would fall. And even though I 
might have mourned for those who'd been broken, for those who were 
breaking, for those who would break, although I might have tried to 
repair them, catch them, protect them—I didn't.

Title graphic: "What You Don't Know" Copyright © The Summerset Review 
2012.
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Yes this is the end as I knew it then  

a faint music but rich like full orchestra playing 
and then again but piano then pianissimo then 

pianissimo possibile or maybe just an organ 

under the stage with a low indulgence of chords 
yes this is the end as I knew it then 

the gray dome dropping around me  

an open summer once limitless and dancing  
now dazed by a fading sun 

come up against another sham and scam of age  

goodbye to the thick-poured river to the free-ranging life  

to halted time set free to hold and sentence the flesh 
no more the rolling daylight the roads that took us  

and not us them all hours consumed  

through a paper straw left only the last embarassing gurgle 
the judgmental eye of September in sight punishing in its stare 

yes this is the end as I knew it then 

I can in no way  
hold you all my little ones 

but here let me try 
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The skies are grey—who can say  

when the sunrise came? All yesterday 
I was reading about disasters.  

In my feet and hands the fires and hurricanes.  

 
There was a bird underground, the whir 

of frantic wings on a subway, the hurt 

of pecking starving for crumbs.  
I did my best, but you know what it was worth.  

 

The blind sun's rise today on the turnpike.  

I am a flightless bird on a bus with shut eyes,  
and I saw there is nothing between us 

but the miles.  
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Reviewed by Lindsay Denninger - 

Flight Behavior by Barbara Kingsolver 
    Harper - November 2012 
    ISBN 978-0062124265, $16.20, 448 pages (hardcover)

The prolific Barbara 
Kingsolver's latest novel, Flight 
Behavior, opens in an 
Appalachian world few 
outsiders have ever seen, but 
the feelings of her protagonist, 
Dellarobia Turnbow, are 
universal. Bored with her 
never-should-have-stayed 
marriage, her young children, 
her poverty, and her 
squandered potential, 
Dellarobia hikes to her 
husband's family's failed 
Christmas tree farm to meet 
with a paramour. Starting an 
affair, she thinks, will change 
her life in a way that will 
matter. But she doesn't quite 
make it, drawn to something 
hanging from the trees. Pods 
of millions of butterflies? 

Kingsolver herself is a staunch environmentalist—many of her 
novels focus on the natural world, and in the book Animal, 
Vegetable, Miracle, Kingsolver and her family attempted to 
only consume what they could grow or barter for themselves. 
When it comes to sustainability, Kingsolver gets it—she's lived 
it. She starts Flight Behavior in a world where Dellarobia's 
marriage is falling apart, and it continues in a world literally 
melting: greenhouse gases, eroding ice caps, and millions of 
animal species in danger. As herds of Monarch butterflies ride 
out a hard winter in Appalachia and the uncertainty of a 
breaking migration pattern, flame-haired Dellarobia finds a 
spark, alighted by a team of visiting scientists and a newfound 
belief in her abilities. Asking the question, “What can we do to 
fix this?” Dellarobia sets about with a newfound curiosity in 
science and a new lease on making herself—and not everyone 
else—happy. 
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Flight Behavior analyzes not only how one change in the 
environment can damage a whole ecology, but also how every 
minute decision in a life can alter its course. Though heavy-
handed at times with scientific diatribes and lectures about 
global warming, its deniers, the media, and what we need to 
do to fix it, Kingsolver's latest creation is an intelligent look at 
curiosity, wonder, and the insecurity of being human. 
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Kate Asche is a poet and essayist. Her work was published in 
RHINO, Confrontation and elsewhere, and is forthcoming in 
Soundings East. She was a finalist in the 2011 Missouri Review 
Audio Competition. A graduate of the UC Davis creative writing 
program, she teaches creative writing workshops in her 
community, co-edits the Sacramento Poetry Center's journal, Tule 
Review, and reads for Memoir. www.kateasche.com 

BD Feil has credits in Mississippi Review, Slice Magazine, 
New Plains Review, and other journals. He lives in Michigan 

with quite the brood. bdfeil@yahoo.com 

Brad Felver just recently stepped away from editing and 
was previously Fiction Editor of Mid-American Review. He 
holds an MFA from Bowling Green State University where he 
is now a full-time faculty member. Most recently he's 
published stories in The Minnesota Review, Ascent, and 
Atticus Review, among others. bfelver@post.harvard.edu 

Sierra Golden received her MFA in poetry from North Carolina State 
University. Winner of the program's 2012 Academy of American Poets 

Prize, her work appears widely in literary journals such as Fourth 
River, Cirque, and Mobius: The Journal of Social Change, as well as 

place-based anthologies about the Pacific Northwest. Though she calls 
Washington State home, Golden has spent time in Spain, Mexico, and 
Argentina and summers in Alaska working as a commercial fisherman. 

sgolden@zagmail.gonzaga.edu 
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Nathaniel Hunt lives in Boston, Massachusetts, where he is 
working toward his MFA at UMass-Boston. He also works as a 
freelance writer, editor, and tutor. His poems have been featured in 
Iconoclast, The Houston Literary Review, Poetry Quarterly, and 
Pennsylvania Literary Journal, among others. He is the co-founder 
and co-editor of the upstart literary journal Cartographer. 
subsonic87@gmail.com 

Amanda Newell's poetry has appeared in such 
publications as Bellevue Literary Review, Pearl, Poet Lore, 

and Tar River Poetry. She was the Donald Everett Axinn 
Contributor Scholar at the 2011 Bread Loaf Writers' 

Conference and was recently awarded a fellowship by the 
Virginia Center for the Creative Arts. anewell@gunston.org 

Karin Rosman lives in Seattle with her husband and son. Her 
stories have appeared in Gargoyle, Revolution House, Platt 
Valley Review and others. She has worked as a race horse 
exerciser, horse groom, bartender and timber cruiser. She is 
currently working toward her MFA at Rainier Writing Workshop 
at Pacific Lutheran University. karinrosman@mac.com 

Mark Simpson's work has appeared in a number of 
magazines, including Hiram Poetry Review, Cream City 
Review, Faultline, and A Clean, Well-Lighted Place. He 

works in Seattle as writer for an instructional design firm. 
msimpson@redcircle.net 

Ruvanee Pietersz Vilhauer's short stories have appeared or are 
forthcoming in Kenyon Review, Quiddity, Bluestem, Notre Dame 
Review, Stand, and Literary Mama. An essay is in the Yale Journal for 
Humanities in Medicine. In 2004, she won the Commonwealth Short 
Story Prize for a story that was subsequently broadcast on BBC Radio 
4. She teaches in the Psychology department at Felician College in 
New Jersey. vilhauerr@felician.edu 
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Bryan Shawn Wang, a former biochemist, lives in 
Wyomissing, Pennsylvania. His fiction has recently appeared or 
is forthcoming in places such as The Kenyon Review, decomP, 
Rathalla Review, Solstice, Prick of the Spindle, Prime Number 
Magazine, and Valparaiso Fiction Review. His work has been 

shortlisted for the storySouth Million Writers Award. 
bryan_s_wang@yahoo.com 
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