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December 15, 2013: Jacob M. Appel (Fall 2012) has released two 
novels in the fall of 2013. Wedding Wipeout: A Rabbi Kappelmacher 

Mystery, was published through Cozy Cat Press, and The Biology of 

Luck, reviewed in this issue of our magazine, was published through 
Elephant Rock Productions, Inc. 

December 15, 2013: Lyn Lifshin (Spring 2012) has released a new 
poetry chapbook through New York Quarterly. Titled A Girl Goes into 

the Woods, the poems first appearing in our magazine have been 
included there. 

December 15, 2013: Stephen Longfellow (Winter 2014) is 
releasing a poetry chapbook through FutureCycle Press. Titled 

Disappearing Act, the poem first appearing in our magazine will be 
included there. 

December 15, 2013: Nevine Sultan (Spring 2012) is releasing a 
poetry chapbook through Finishing Line Press, titled From Darkness, 

Beatitudes. 
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In the Editors' Notes of our Spring 2013 issue, we wrote about the 

increasing number of literary journals now charging submission fees—

something that we find discouraging to writers. We'd like to follow that 
up with an idea, or perhaps a plea: What if these journals were to waive 

the submission fee if the writer had a subscription? A few journals do 

have this policy, but not many. Most guidelines of literary magazines 

highly recommend reading one or more issues before submitting. (We 

are no exception.) We think waiving a submission fee for subscribers is 

consistent with this guideline and may even result in more readers. 
Managing Editors of journals who now charge for submissions: Please 

consider this?  

 

Congratulations to those contributors whose work published here has 

been nominated this past year for further acclaim. Below we list the 

nominations:  
 

Best American Essays  

 

"Bare" by Caroline Horwitz (Fall 2013)  

 

"Via i Yanki! (Go Home Yanks)" by Corbitt Nesta (Fall 2013)  
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"Legacy" by Erica Sklar (Winter 2014)  

 

"The Incredible Elk versus Sally P. Squirrel" by Jenniey Tallman (Fall 

2013)  
 

Pushcart Prize (poetry)  

 

"Sanitation Department" by John Gray (Fall 2013)  

 

"Where I Could Not Quit Wondering" by Christopher Michel (Summer 
2013)  

 

"Earthworm" by Wendy Oleson (Fall 2013)  

 

Pushcart Prize (fiction)  

 
"Stealing" by Robert Day (Winter 2014)  

 

"The Songbird Clinic" by Jean Ryan (Fall 2013)  

 

"Things Better Left Unsaid" by Bryan Shawn Wang (Winter 2013)  

 
Sundress Publications' Best of the Net (poetry)  

 

"Flame" by Kate Asche (Winter 2013)  

 

"Same" by Holly Hendin (Summer 2013)  

 

"Another Adam Speaks" by Amanda Newell (Winter 2013)  
 

"Breakers" by Irene O'Garden (Summer 2013)  

 

"Graffiti in Braille" by Barbara Strasko (Fall 2012)  

 

"Driving West After Sunset" by Helen Wickes (Fall 2012)  
 

Sundress Publications' Best of the Net (prose)  

 

"Stalled" by Allora Campbell (fiction, Summer 2013)  

 

"Elephant" by Laura Farmer (fiction, Summer 2013)  
 

"Floating in Arashiyama" by Loren Stephens (nonfiction, Fall 2012)  
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storySouth's Million Writers Award  

 

"The Bread Knife" by Nancy Bourne (Summer 2012)  

 
"Fireweed" by Karin Rosman (Winter 2013)  

 

"No Cat, No Father" by Alana Ruprecht (Summer 2012)  

 

Theme graphics this issue - "Sweet Ride"  
Copyright © The Summerset Review, Inc. 2013. 
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First, I check the dishwasher. Widow women don't use dishwashers. 

They hide money in them. That's what I did when Mrs. Walters died. 

Pricilla Walters.  

I'm the Handy Man at Running Meade Court. The Raisin Ranch, Jack 

Dogle calls it. To him you're the Nearly Dead. Jack's the estate buyer we 

use. When you're dead, he says you're the Newly Dead. He's rough. 
Jack's my brother-in-law. We get on. Sort of.  

Lorraine in the front office is always saying old age doesn't have to be a 

wreck. Running Meade's here to make your Golden Years Twenty-Four 

Carat. Lorraine's got a big smile. She's tall and young. She's the one 

who phones me when you're Newly Dead. In the Green Shed. It's where 

I work. 
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When I get the call your cottage has five days to be cleaned out. That 

includes the day you're dead. I'm through your door 8 a.m. if 911 hauled 

you the night before. By then you've got four days. It's in the contract. 

If The Bereaved are nearby they can clean you out. Sometimes I work 
with them. Sort things. Haul trash to the dumpster. Box the Deductibles 

for Jane Moore at Second Hand Rose. Call Jack to make a Quick Price on 

what's for sale. I get my hourly on Running Meade's clock and maybe a 

tip from the son. The daughter usually won't tip. Daughters-in-law won't 

tip for sure. They're all the time sticking things in their purses. Rings. 

Pearls. Watches. They look for the money, but they don't know the 
places I know.  

The best deal for me is when The Bereaved are in Hong Kong or Texas 

or Bermuda, and they tell Lorraine to clean Aunt Alice out. They'll get 

there when they get there. Be careful. Be careful, I've heard them say 

over the speakerphone. She had Wedgwood from England. And the wine 

goblets have been in the family since Great Grandfather Baxter ate 
dinner with General Custer. You can tell they're having second thoughts. 

But they don't come back if it's not convenient. Convenience is big these 

days.  

For your Arrangements, Lorraine recommends Eternal Peace. They do 

Cremations and Full-Body Burials. Or they'll store you in a cooler until 

the Whole Famm Damnly gets back. That's what Lorraine says when 
she's off the phone. We're to clean out the cottage but Eternal Peace is 

to put Betty Beulah Land on ice until the Whole Famm Damnly gets 

back.  

 

However it works out, somebody's got to go to Eternal Peace and say 

that's you that's dead. It's the law. Usually Lorraine goes. I just went for 

Mrs. Walters. Mostly I don't go. There's a reason. 

The Green Shed's got Bays with shelves and clothes racks so you can 

store what won't fit in your cottage. Everybody gets a Bay whether you 

use it or not. It's where I put your stuff when you're Newly Dead. Clocks 

and mugs of pens and pencils. Flower vases. Candle sticks. Dishes. 

Silverware. I wash your last dishes. Housekeeping is supposed to do 

that, but I call the shots when I get the call.  

What won't fit on the hangers or shelves I put in boxes. You get charged 

for the boxes. I magic marker them: Kitchen. Bath. Bedroom. I'm 
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organized. I have to be in case I get two calls. Piggybacked. That's what 

Lorraine says. We got a Piggyback, she'll say for the second one.  

We don't store Consumables. We'll get a tax slip from Jane at Second 

Hand Rose for what she puts in her Poor Box for the migrants. We'll do 
that. But Jane doesn't take frozen food or booze. I take beer. Jack takes 

your hard stuff. I take your soups. It's my lunch most days. I heat it on 

a burner in the Green Shed. 

Running Meade charges for me. For the dumpster, too. We're both under 

Sur Charge. Two boxes of Waste @ $10.00 per box sur charge. 

Handyman, sur charge. There's mileage on the truck to Second Hand 
Rose or the dump. If you put a pencil to it, your Bereaved would be 

better off paying another month's rent. That way I don't go through it.  

Not that I think one way or the other from what I find. Letters. Pictures. 

Books. Sometimes I get a laugh. But I don't think one way or the other 

about you. Except for Mrs. Walters. I think about her. 

By the time you're boxed, I've got the money. And the Consumables. I 
like it when they have tuna fish. Chicken of the Sea is my favorite. The 

frozen food I get home pronto. My freezer is sorted so the oldest stuff is 

to the top. But Ice Cream goes on top of that. Your Nearly Deads buy 

the best ice cream. They figure if they eat Lean Cuisine, they can eat 

real ice cream. Starbuck's Coffee Almond Fudge is my favorite.  

I get your Brasso. Baking Soda. Salt. Flour for the wife's baking. Onions 
or potatoes if you've just been to Whole Foods. Rice. Noodles. Coffee. 

When I've packed a load, I head for home with a stop at Jane's to drop 

off the cans. Evaporated milk. I don't even know what it is. Beets. I hate 

beets. Olives. Those tiny onions Jack says you put in martinis.  

Jane checks the seals on the jars and the date for the cans. You'd be 

surprised how long a widow woman will keep a can of food. Ten years 

once for salmon. That's the record. Jane pitched it. What she keeps she 
puts in the Poor Box. By closing time it's empty. Evaporated milk. Martini 

onions. Gone. Beets.  

Jane knows I take my cut. We go back. High school. We kept at it 

afterwards, even though we both got married. But we've stopped. Jane's 

husband works for Eternal Peace. He runs the backhoe that digs the 

graves. He's the reason I don't go to see if it's you that's dead. He's the 
reason Loraine goes.  
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The wife and me, we live out of town, so sometimes when I'm hauling 

your stuff I'll call her where she works at the country water department 

and we meet at home for lunch. We take potluck on the soup. The same 
for TV dinners. I like Swiss steak but your Nearly Deads don't eat much 

meat. They go for Chinese chicken. That's okay. But Swiss steak is 

better. 

We have our soup. Then I unload into the basement. My wife doesn't 

help. She's gotten jumpy about it. Even about the ReGiftables. That's 

her department. The ReGiftables. She does the dishes and won't look at 
what I'm bringing in. 

I've got shelves in the basement like in the Green Shed where 

everything's arranged. Food on one shelf. Products on another. Money I 

put in glasses and jars with your cottage number on it. Even a shelf for 

the cat. Pebbles. He's a cut cat. Always sniffing his bowl to see what's in 

it this time. Picky cut cat if you ask me.  

After I get back from lunch, I move what's left of you to your Bay. 

Usually I can get it all in if you've peeled your onion down. That's what 

Jack says when he's buying off you when you first move in and you 

realize you've got too much stuff for the cottage. You peeling the onion 

down? Sometimes they don't understand.  

Jack buys furniture. Plates and silver. Crystal. Tablecloths. Whatever he 
thinks he can sell in his store. Old Time Times it's called. I think he 

should call it The Peeled Onion. But Jack's all business.  

I put it on the AME, he says. The American Money Escalator. If they sell 

the Wedgwood for less than what they paid for it, the AME goes up for 

me and down for them. But the AME doesn't go anywhere if you don't 

put something on it. That's America. Running Meade's America.  

I don't fool with books except to flip through them for money. That's 
how I found the note from Mrs. Walters. The note to me. Not really to 

me. Well, maybe it's to me. For sure, it's to me. It was in a big 

dictionary that had its own stand. The note's the reason I went to see 

her at Eternal Peace. I'll get to that. And the mink coat. 

I hold the books by their spines and give them a shake. The Whole 

Famm Damnly will look through the books for money, but they haven't 
got a system. I shake the books and sometimes money comes out. It's 
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not like finding a dime on the sidewalk or how once when I was in the 

Whole Foods parking lot I found a trail of twenty dollars bills. Finding 

money in books doesn't have so much luck in it. It's the shaking them 

up and down until money comes out that's fun. It's like panning for gold. 

Sometimes letters drop out. I don't read them. There'll be matchbook 

covers or reading glass tissues, and a thin silver bookmark. I find slips of 

paper with lists of things to do. I'll read those. Call Oliver. Clean sink. 

Walk. Bank. Library. I see where they've crossed out what they've done. 

If it didn't get crossed out, I guess you didn't do it. You can't do 

everything.  

I find clippings about the books they've put them in. Mrs. Walters did 

that. She was the one who had the silver bookmark. Sometimes a book's 

been autographed. Mrs. Walters had lots of those. "To Pricilla Waters, for 

all her help." And inside there were newspaper clippings she had written 

about the book.  

I find notes like "Make it $30,000 and it's a deal." Then there was 
scratching like this guy was trying to get his pen to start. It was on a 

paper napkin from a bar in New York. Once I found a note that said, 

Next time don't be in such a rush. And on the other side it said, okay. I 

make myself a story that the okay was a note that was supposed to be 

sent back.  

I find pictures. Kids at beaches. On horses during a vacation. Pets. 
People standing around Old Faithful with it going off behind them. Men in 

uniform next to airplanes. One picture of this man's wife when she was 

young and not wearing her bathing suit top and on the other side it said, 

Southwest Coast of France, 1954. I put it back in the book. I put 

everything I find in your books back. Except the money. 

One man had money from all over the world. Jane said I should have 

kept it in case my wife and I ever went overseas, but I gave it to 
Lorraine. I give Lorraine half the money I find in the purses and billfolds. 

Here Lorraine. Mrs. Jackson's wallet. I found it on the kitchen table. 

Thank you Randy. Did you find her purse? That too. In the bedroom. 

Here it is. Thank you Randy. We'll put them in the safe.  

Your Bereaved get fifty cents on the dollar from the purses and billfolds. 

I get a dollar on the dollar from what's in the dishwashers. Or under the 
tray in the microwave oven. Jars they've put way up high behind the 

cans of soup. In between place mats is good. Under ironing board 
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covers. You look for flat spots. Finders keepers. I'm the Finder. A dollar 

on the dollar for what I find. Plus ReGiftables and Consumables. 

Toilet paper. Clorox. Dishwashing powder. Vitamins. All kinds of pills. I 

toss those. Kleenex. You'd be surprised how much Kleenex the Nearly 
Dead women have. They're always tucking it up their sleeves. You see it 

sticking out of them by their wrists, or high on their arms if it's summer. 

I have a theory that the more Kleenex you put in your sleeves the closer 

you are to me getting the call. When it's sticking out all over you like big 

white flaky warts, I know you'll be 911 by spring.  

My wife says it's stealing what I do. I say maybe taking the money is 
stealing. But not the Scrub-So-Soft and Lubriderm. Not what we give our 

daughters for coming to see us. Or what's in the ReGift Drawer. Like 

dish towels if they're in a set with fancy potholders and a kitchen apron. 

Maybe the money's stealing.  

But if the money's stealing, maybe it's all stealing. Not just the 

potholders or the Lubriderm or the Starbuck's ice cream. It's all stealing, 
right? That's what I'm asking here. 

At Second Hand Rose Jane sells your scarves and purses you never took 

out of the boxes. But not to the poor. There'd be too high a price on 

them for the poor. But I'm poor if you pencil me against the Raisin 

Ranchers. My wife works a job and I cut grass weekends in the summer. 

I plow snow in winter. We got medical bills. I put one daughter through 
state college and the other one halfway through before she got knocked 

up. The house is mortgaged to the bank, and again to Jack. Not that the 

bank knows about Jack. I'm not poor like the Migrants. I know that. It's 

just I'm getting first pick. Is that stealing? If somebody else gets second 

pick, is that stealing? What about Jack's AME? Think about it. For sure I 

can't tell my wife a thing about what's stealing and what's not. We 

stopped talking about it. Until I brought home the mink coat from Mrs. 
Walters' attic.  

I knew her because she'd call me at the Green Shed to say Nike was on 

the loose. I'll find Nike, Mrs. Walters. I'll find Nike. He never went far. He 

was a Pug. A low-to-the-ground dog. Always running away.  

After Mrs. Walters died, I took him to the pound. You get charged for 

that too. The Puff of Smoke Pound, Lorraine calls it. Mainly the Raisin 
Ranchers have cats. I'm to take those to the pound but I don't. I put 

them out by the county lake. Only once I kept Pebbles. 
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By the time I find Nike, Mrs. Walters is walking over. I have these two 

aluminum folding chairs left over from one of the Bays and she takes a 

seat. She pats Nike and rests herself. We don't talk much except about 

the headline news or the weather. Every once in awhile she looks at the 
Bays filled with stuff Jack hasn't put on the AME and says, Getting and 

Spending, Getting and Spending, like it was something she'd read in a 

book or the newspaper.  

Mrs. Walters died during the night right after the last time she came 

over to get Nike. The light was blinking on the phone when I opened the 

Green Shed. I knew what it meant. I just didn't know who.  

Right after 911 hauled her, Lorraine called me and said Sales had a 

Waiting List who wanted to move in Pronto. Get her out so 

Housekeeping and Painting can get in. Don't store it. There's no Whole 

Famm Damnly. Call Jack and get a Quick Cash Price right out of the 

cottage. Take the rest to Second Hand Rose or toss it. Keep track of the 

dumpster loads for the Surcharges.  

Mrs. Walters had no Bereaved and no will, which means the county gets 

it all. When that happens, Running Meade's lawyers figure how to bill the 

B-Jesus out of your estate for all kinds of things. Like me taking Nike to 

the pound.  

I opened her cottage and looked for the money. There was twenty 

dollars in her purse, and maybe it was because of how we used to sit 
together that I gave it all to Lorraine even though it was two tens. Thank 

you, Randy. No other money in the usual places. 

I called Jack. I took Nike to the pound and came back. When Jack 

showed up, he made a Quick Cash Price for what he wanted and went to 

the office to pay Lorraine. I spent the morning hauling for Jack on 

Running Meade's clock. Then I hauled two loads to the dumpster. 

Nothing to Jane. 

I took my cut of Consumables. It wasn't much. Toilet paper. Janitor-in-a 

Drum that still had a sticker on it from when Mrs. Walters moved into 

Running Meade. Glass Plus. Brillo. A packet of fancy soaps from France I 

figured my wife could Re-Gift. Band Aids and Rolaids and rubbing alcohol 

from her medicine cabinet. But not her prescriptions. Those were on the 

kitchen table in a row by her Days-of-the-Week pill-box. I tossed those.  

Then I remembered I hadn't checked the attic. Usually we don't bother 

with attics unless they're finished. You have to go up this ladder in the 
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utility room, and be careful to walk across the trusses or you'll go 

through the ceiling.  

I climb up the ladder and slip through the lift panel and pull the chain on 

the light. Nothing. I walk across the trusses to have a look-see under the 
eaves. Nothing. I'm about to go back down when I think what's that over 

by the gas vent? And it's a mink coat. Only I don't know it's a mink coat 

because it's in a box, so I don't know what it is until I get it down the 

ladder into the utility room. Then it's a mink coat.  

I take it to Green Shed and call the wife and say we'll have lunch. Then I 

sit on one of my folding chairs and drap the coat on the other. I am 
trying to make a story that goes with the coat being in the attic. But 

nothing comes into my head. I think it's not Mrs. Walters' coat because 

all the time I knew her she was too old to be going up and down the 

utility ladder.  

What's this? my wife says. A Mink Coat I say. It's from ... Don't tell me, 

she says. I don't want to know. Try it on, I say. No, she says. Take it 
back or Lorraine will be out here and find all the stuff you've got in the 

basement. The money and everything. Put it back! Put it back! We'll go 

to jail unless you put it back. My wife won't even let me eat lunch she so 

hot about it. Put it back!  

I leave with the coat to put it back where I found it. Or give it to 

Lorraine. But I don't. What good's a mink coat in an attic where nobody 
knows it's there? And Lorraine would just take it for herself. Jack would 

put a Quick Cash Price on it and wait for winter and up it ten times. 

Everybody gets a cut but me unless my wife will have it. And she won't. 

On the way to town I use the road to the county lake. I'm stalling. I stop 

where I let out the cats. Nobody's around. Just me and picnic tables. 

Ducks on the lake. 

I sit in the truck thinking what to do. Then I get out and put on the coat. 
I'm not big, so I can get into it. I don't know why I'm doing this, only 

once I saw an advertisement with Joe Namath wearing a mink coat. I 

like Joe Namath. Anyway, I put the coat on. That's when I find the note. 

In the pocket. It's the second note I've found from Mrs. Walters today. 

This one says: This is not my coat. I do not know how to give it back. It 

was signed Pricilla Walters, just like the note from her I found in the 
dictionary in the morning. I'll get to that. Same handwriting.  
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Now I got a mink coat my wife doesn't want, and I got a note out of the 

pocket from Pricilla Walters. Plus the note from the dictionary I shook for 

money before I found the mink coat.  

Jack drives up. Maybe he's been to a farmhouse to buy collectibles. Or 
maybe he's got some Strange out this way. I think he does. Then I 

remember there's an auction in Wells on Wednesdays, and he's taking 

the back road to town. He stops. I'm standing there in Mrs. Walters' 

mink.  

"What's up?" he points at the coat. 

"I found it," I say. 

"At Running Meade?" he says. 

"Yes." 

"The cottage we just emptied?" he says. 

"Yes." 

"You taking it?" he says. "For Laura?" Just then somebody we both don't 

know goes by in a pickup. Migrant man. 

"Laura doesn't want it," I say. 

"Why not?" 

"Just doesn't." 

"You need a price?" he says. He gives the sleeve a feel. I start to take it 

off but he says, "Keep it on. It looks nice on you." He winks. I should tell 

him to get fucked, but he's not all bad. 

"You think so?" I wink back. I wiggle my ass and he laughs. 

"A quarter," he says. "No one has to know."  

He pulls out his wad and peels off two fifty. I look at the money. 

Something is happening to me. Just looking at the money, something is 

happening.  

"I don't think so," I say.  
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"Three?" he says. 

"It's not the money," I say. 

"What's not the money?" Jack says. "Laura doesn't want it. Lorraine 

doesn't know about it. It's a clean deal." 

"Maybe it's not right to sell it."  

"What are you saying?" 

"It's not mine," I say. 

"Everything out of Running Meade's not yours," Jack says.  

"It's stealing," I say. Jack looks at me like I'm not who I am. I'm 

standing there in Mrs. Walters' mink coat thinking about the first note 
from her, the one that fell out of the dictionary: I know what you do 

when we die. It was signed Pricilla Walters. Underneath her name she 

had written: ISTMP. I get out my wallet and Jack figures I'm going to 

take his money, but I'm not. It's where I'd put the note. 

"What's this?" he says. 

"It's to us," I say. "I found it in her cottage."  

He gives it a glance. Then hands it back.  

"So what if she knows," he says. "She's bye-bye." 

"Maybe not," I say.  

"You think she's not bye-bye," says Jack, and I can see he's backing 

away like me wearing a mink coat from a dead woman in the middle of 

nowhere was something he shouldn't have joked about. "She's dead, 
right? 911 dead. On the slab in the cooler at Eternal Peace." 

"She's dead," I say. "But what she says isn't." 

"She's talking to you," Jack says. "I got a license for what I do. I pay 

taxes. I took a course in being an estate broker. I got my certificate on 

the wall. You're the one she's talking to here. It's your cut she's talking 

about. You want to sell the coat or not?"  
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I don't say anything. Then I say okay. It seems like what I should say 

with Jack standing there holding out three-hundred dollars and me 

wearing Mrs. Walters' mink. At least I get my cut. 

I take the coat off and give it to Jack and take the money. Then I hand 
the other note to him. The one about the coat not being Mrs. Walters'. 

"What's this?" he says.  

He reads it, then tears it to pieces and pitches it on the ground. 

"Maybe the coat was stolen," I say. 

"You're getting ..." and I can't hear what he says because another truck 

goes by. 

"Maybe," I say, but I don't know what I've agreed to. 

"I got to get going," Jack says.  

We drive to town. I'm behind. Jack's pulls into Second Hand Rose and I 

know he's going to put the coat on consignment instead of waiting for 

winter. I'll buy it back, I say out loud in my truck. I'm behind him in the 

parking lot. I honk. He sees it's me.  

"I'll buy it back." I yell as I get out. He's walking toward Jane's with the 

coat over his shoulder. 

"Five hundred quick cash price," he says without stopping. "Here's your 

three hundred," I say catching up with him. "Follow me to the house and 

I'll get the rest." He stops. 

He's looking at me like I'm fucking nuts. He's looking at me like he'll 
never think I'm anything but fucking nuts no matter how long we both 

live. Like maybe I was going to pull down my pants and beat by meat 

out there by the county lake with Mrs. Walters' coat on when he drove 

up. 

"Jesus," he says.  

We drive to the house. He stays in the kitchen while I go into the 

basement and get the money out of the water glasses. I take a ten from 
one glass, a twenty from another and so on, until I get the two hundred. 

When I come up I hand him the money and he hands me the coat.  
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"I think you're losing it," he says.  

I know that's not what he said when the truck went by at the lake, and I 

wonder if he'll tell Laura.  

"I'm quitting Running Meade," I say. 

"You owe me for the mortgage," he says and walks out the door. The 

phone is ringing but I don't answer it.  

I go into my basement with the coat. I put it on the bench where I sort 

stuff. I put Mrs. Walters' note about what she knows back in her pocket. 

Then I hear the door open upstairs. My wife calls, Randy. I say I'm in the 

basement. She comes down. Part way. She sits on the stairs. She says 
Lorraine has called her to see what's up.  

"You sick? I talked to Jack and he said ..." 

"I'm not going back to work," I say. 

"What's with the coat?" she says. "I told you ... " 

"I bought it." 

"You bought it?" 

"It's yours," I say. 

"I don't want it," she says. But she's looking at it. 

"I didn't steal it," I say. "I bought it." 

"What do you mean you're not going back?" she says. Lorraine's looking 

for you. She wants you to go to Eternal Peace and tell them it's the 

woman who died last night that's there. She says you knew her."  

"I'm not going back." 

"You sick?" she says. "Jane says you stopped there with Jack then drove 

off. Then Jack said ..."  

She comes the rest of the way down the stairs. It's the first time she's 

been all the way down for a year. Maybe more. She takes the coat off 

my bench and holds it out, then puts it on. She looks good in it. Very 

good. 
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"It's never been worn," she says. "What's this?" She's found Mrs. 

Walters' note. "What's it mean, she knows what you do?" My wife's 

taking off the coat. "I don't want it," she says. "Not even if you paid for 

it." But she's holding it. 

Then she looks around the basement at my shelves and how neatly I've 

got it all organized. Maybe she's going to say we should take the money 

to Lorraine so we can keep the rest and not call it stealing. Maybe she's 

waiting for me to say it.  

"I'm not going back. Never," I say. "I'll take the money to Lorraine, if 

that's what you're thinking." 

"What about the rest of it?" she says. She's got the coat over her arm 

and looking around. 

"I don't know," I say. 

"I had some of the Regifts planned for Christmas," she says. 

She puts the coat back on and looks at the note from the pocket and 

reads it again. 

"What do you think it means below where she signed," I say. "ISTMP" 

"'I Stopped Taking My Pills,'" my wife says as she moves herself so the 

coat settles over her. She looks at herself over her shoulder down the 

back.  

"How'd you figure that so quickly?" I say. 

"It just came to me," she says. 

I walk up the stairs and out the door. I drive to Eternal Peace to tell 

them it's Mrs. Pricilla Walters they've got. She was on a cart behind a 

curtain. I found her on my own. I wanted to talk to her, but I was afraid 

somebody would come along and it would be like me wearing her mink 

when Jack drove up.  

I didn't know everything I'd say, but I knew once I got started I'd say 

that I knew her note in the dictionary was for me. And how I gave all 
twenty dollars from her purse to Lorraine. That I was going to get Nike 

out of the pound before they puffed him. That Nike and Pebbles would 

just have to get along. Was it true about ISTMP? How I missed her 
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sitting with me in the Green Shed and how I was going to ask her about 

the mink coat this morning as if she were wearing it next to me. Whose 

coat is it anyway? How did she get it into the attic. How does she know 

what I do when you're dead? Didn't she ever take a cut? Why were some 
books signed to her? What should I do with what I've stolen? The 

money. The Consumables. The ReGiftables my wife has planned for 

Christmas. The mink coat that's not hers.  

But I don't say anything. Pretty soon along comes this woman who 

wants to know if I am Randy and can I identify The Deceased? I tell her 

The Deceased is Mrs. Pricilla Walters of Running Meade Court. She writes 
it down on a clipboard and I have to sign where she's put an X. Then 

because I don't leave, she asks if there is anything else. I can't talk to 

Mrs. Walters like I want to, so I say no. 

 

I've quit Running Meade. I mow lawns. Plow snow in the winter. I'm 

spending down the money out of the glasses. Gas. Groceries. We pay 
Jack on the second mortgage. It won't last the year. But we got our 

Consumables. ReGifts. Nike is with us. He and Pebbles don't get along. 

My wife still works at the country water department. She won't talk to 

me about anything. Some days in my basement I think I should give it 

all back, but everybody's dead. And like Mrs. Walters said about the 

mink, I don't know how. Only I can't think she stole it. I've made stories 
about whose coat it is and how she got it in the attic, and why she 

couldn't give it back, and nowhere in my stories does Mrs. Walters steal 

it.  

Not like me. When the girls open a present of fancy scarves or napkins 

and tablecloths from the Bays, I know it's stolen what we've made a gift 

of. When the wife and me have TV Swiss Steak for dinner, I know we're 

eating stolen food. And the dish soap she uses to wash up. The mink 
coat she won't wear but takes out now and then. Beer, when I have one 

with a ball game on the TV from the Bays I've got in my basement. A 

house full of stealing. That's where I live. Not that it gets it off my mind 

to confess it to myself.  

 

Title graphic: "Theft" Copyright © The Summerset Review 2013. 

 

Page 21 of 76

toc.html


this tender  

young head,  

green and trepanned, opening 

 

a hollow full of water,  

electrolytes,  

the firefly taste,  

 

warped walls padded 

like an asylum 
with sweet white meat,  

slippery, softer  

than ice, stronger,  

more pliable.  

 

You scoop it out,  
devour it 

like a mad survivor,  

 

or, from a big tarantula-haired 

globe, press the flesh for oil 

swimming in spoons,  

 

or dry the marrowy morsels 

for snowstorms  

of shavings.  

 

You can live on this  

world at the gate  
of your teeth 

forever— 

food like light  

passing right through 

the mind, hacked right out  

of the skull.  

 

 

  

  

 

From the black root 
in your heart 

magnified 

by the moon 

of the eons,  

 

from the beating yellow sun 
that leads you on,  

that licked  

its cool shadow 

 

from a crater in the sand,  
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 Artery-twisted  

on the outside,  

the torn, blood-draggled glove 

of a poor ogre’s heart,  
the most pointlessly  

neglected vegetable.  

 

Bathe this knotted beauty, ancestor 

of the ancient ways of the earth.  

Slip the clots of dirt 
from this tangle of hairy tubules that fed  

green stalks in the rain.  

 

It labored all year to grow,  

got shovel-cut,  

hardened 
into the clenched face  

of a fist, as if defying Dante with its uncried 

cry, hunched so long by dust-drunken bulbs 

in the cellar, unable to recall  

the sun’s heat on flesh.  

 
When this black thing emerged, sky- 

pierced, in the winter 

market, the earth still refused to burn,  

having turned  

to stone, like the white meat of this root,  

all its assertive, refreshing flavor 

 
hidden in a monster heart. 
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frizzled  

 

on them and eaten, though not polished off, now that night passes over 

—and under—the face of the deep 

 

in a reflected cloud of smoke... for the last time before break- 

fast, and the first...  

 

 

  

 

 

 
Over the emerald olive oil ocean, mist settles, slowly  

sinks, and what dinner seems, won't seem, is fixed 

 

in the flood, in loose ends sizzling, hot red threads 
of sun, grain-heaps of dunes, as guests arrive beneath 

 

the squall-line, in broadsides, pitched trawlers, dash 

of yawl. Distant figures listen for a next black 

 

catch, as they peer—through anticipatory whispers, thuds  
of waves against the hull—for the haloed glow of shrimp  

 

in briny water, translucent fingers stirring beneath the moon,  

within its dim-lit mirror, the moon-pan still heating the sea-broth,  

 

simmering in the gathering hunger, then spurting, fizzling  
out. Docks lie like crusted burner-plates, black iron grills—all that was 
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"Dance!" Keller Greene shouted. "Dance like it's your last minute to 

live!" Students laughed and swirled, flickering around him like flames. 

He'd pushed the desks to the walls so his class could imagine a haunted 

ballroom: crimson carpet, shining chandelier, scent of death. Two girls 

held hands and spun until one staggered, hitting her knee against a 

desk. Keller grinned. He wanted them to lose control. He wanted them to 
feel it: this riotous warmth, this exuberance, this ability to keep despair 

momentarily at bay.  

The shed last night had gone up easily, after the flare and hiss of the 

starter paper, the spreading red glow at its edges. The first flames 

stumbled uncertainly, like newborn fawns. But soon they grew strong, 

roaring orange mouths devouring wood into ash. Keller wasn't trapped in 
this windowless classroom. If he closed his eyes, he could pretend the 

faint must of the walls was smoke: soft grey tendrils curling from the tip 

of his match. 
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"Now!" Keller said, holding up an arm. "Enter—the Red Death!" He 

pointed to the boy who'd been crouching behind his desk. The boy 

sprang out, snarling, and ran toward a group of girls near the door. The 

lights went out; girls squealed. The classroom fell black.  

This darkness was like the shed, a close cavern scented of birdseed and 

potting soil, faint light struggling through the grimy windows. It was a 

mile from his own home, on Smith's retired farm, so far buried in the 

wooded backyard that the old man couldn't see Keller slip in, kneel, and 

cup his hands around an orange glow.  

Blinking, the classroom lights struggled to come back on. The period was 
nearly over, just as the enactment had exhausted its fuel.  

"All right, everyone. Back to your desks," Keller said. The fire had made 

the front page. In this small town, it was the most exciting event in 

weeks. They had a picture of soggy black ash on the ground; wetting the 

coals had been all the firefighters could do. He looked out at his class's 

smooth trusting faces. What would they think if they knew?  

But it didn't matter; they wouldn't find out. He was being careful now. 

He'd purchased his matches three months ago with cash, and had left 

behind a cigarette butt for authenticity. Besides, no one would 

investigate the burning of an old shed. They were probably happy it was 

gone. The thing had been a hazard, a heap of splinters and tetanus at 

the edge of old Smith's land. 

"Bye, Mr. Greene! See you tomorrow!" the students called as they ran 

out the door. Keller smiled. The shed was a small feat compared to what 

he was planning next. 

 

For thirteen months now, Keller had wanted to burn the old Silverton 

house. It was a decaying two-story Victorian he'd discovered when he 

first moved to town. He'd taken a drive to investigate possibilities. He 
liked weary abandoned places, where time gathered softly like dust. Past 

the church and the pond, and past the old town library, with its bricks 

and bay windows, he found a driveway leading into the woods. He 

parked at the entrance. His feet crunched on the gravel, as loudly as a 

person breathing in an empty room. 

He ignored the blackened "No Trespassing" sign, a futile sentry at the 
foot of the weed-grown yard. He inspected the house. The light blue 
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paint was peeling. One of the upper windows had been cracked, 

fractures spidering out from the central eye. The railing of the front 

porch had broken loose from the siding; it dangled over a patch of wild 

daisies, as though it might jump to join them. 

Most people felt disquieted by signs of the town's decay. They dreaded 

shuttered stores and houses surrendered to dust. They turned their eyes 

from boarded windows, rusted cars, crumbling sidewalks claimed by tree 

roots. Most of all they feared the silence. It crept up on them in their 

homes, stealing silently like water spreading across the floor. Young 

people fled to cities, where noise obscured the sound of crumbling time. 

But Keller liked the silence; he saw anonymity behind stands of trees. He 

saw lonely houses, aching for release from the emptiness of their rooms. 

He strode through the weeds and over broken steps onto the porch of 

the Silverton house, resting his hand on the windowsill. The wood was 

cracked and dry. 

 

He waited. It would be dangerous to start another fire too soon. His 

fingers longed for matches. He loved their slender wooden stems, their 

proud red tips. It amazed him that such modest little sticks stood ready 

to burst into flame. Sometimes he sat in his backyard and struck an 

entire box one by one, with as much pleasure as people who eat 

chocolate in the privacy of their bedrooms. But now he had waited 
enough.  

At seven o' clock, Keller drove to the library and parked his car. He liked 

to leave it far from the scene. He checked the parking lot for witnesses: 

not a person in sight. It was nearly always deserted, since the town 

could only afford to keep it open part-time. He left his cell phone on the 

passenger seat. From the trunk, he took a backpack full of crumpled 

newspapers. He walked for ten minutes to the Silverton house.  

The light grew dim as the sun slipped down, leaving a cold orange glow 

in its wake. Pine trees creaked as he walked up the driveway. He paused 

at the weed-grown yard and watched. The house was a blot of darkness 

against the fading day, the windows blank like guarded faces. He 

imagined the house bright; the tips of his fingers anticipated warmth. He 

would try the front door first.  
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He was nearly to the steps when he saw something move—a person or 

an animal? He focused on a splotch of shadow blacker than the rest of 

the darkness, and as he froze his heart became loud in his ears.  

"Hello?" Keller called, his voice louder than he had intended. "Hello?" 

He thought he could make out a person, but no one responded. 

"Who's there?" he demanded.  

"I'm really sorry," a woman's voice said. "I was just about to get going. 

Don't mind me." 

She stood up and skipped down the steps. Then she glanced at him and 

stopped.  

"Keller?" the woman asked. "Is that you?"  

Keller pictured running away. He could deny it all. He could still pretend 

that he'd never been at the Silverton house that day. But now he 

realized who the woman was, and he had to stay. 

"Lara?" Keller asked. 

It was the art teacher—the strange young woman who, at the last staff 
meeting, had asked everyone to donate scraps from their three-hole 

punches for some kind of "installation." The teachers exchanged 

glances: she was already disliked for protesting the principal's decision 

to replace rotting ceiling tiles, which leaked whenever it rained. He 

shouldn't do this, Lara said, because the mildewed scent would teach the 

students to think of passing time. Keller had seen her at meetings and in 
hallways, but he had never spoken to her before. 

"What are you doing here?" he asked. 

"I was—" She looked away and paused. "It's kind of weird, but I really 

like old houses. I just like being around them. I was sitting on the porch, 

and thinking." 

"I love old houses too," Keller said. He tried to keep the irritation out of 

his voice. It would seem suspicious. 

"Especially this one. It's gorgeous. When I see it, I can practically hear 

time passing." 
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"I know what you mean." 

"You know," she said, "I've been trying to work up the courage to break 

in. Not to do anything—just to look around. I come here a lot, almost 

every day sometimes, but I haven't done it yet."  

He stared at her. She wore a fitted wool coat in a dark shade of purple, 

her dark hair loosely hanging around her shoulders. If she came that 

often, how would he ever plant his supplies? 

"Let's do it," Keller said, stepping onto the porch. "Let's break in."  

"I'm surprised to see you here," Lara said, as Keller tried the front door. 

It was locked, so he stepped to the side and pressed his palms against 
the grimy porch window. It slid grudgingly open. "In school you seem 

so—normal."  

"I do?" he asked, laughing.  

He stepped over the sill and climbed inside, his backpack still on his 

shoulder. He held out both hands to help her through. Inside, fragments 

of light struggled through the far windows. For a moment both of them 
stared at the shadows and the silence—and then Keller, realizing he still 

held Lara's hands, let go suddenly. She smiled and turned to walk 

around the room. Dust stirred in the wake of her footsteps, swirling in 

soft silent eddies. Dreamily she traced a finger along the wall, leaving a 

narrow trail. Only a few artifacts were left: an overstuffed couch, a 

shabby wicker chair. Lara stepped carefully around the perimeter of a 
faded red rug with yellow tassels.  

"I love this rug. I had one like it, once. But my bathroom flooded and it 

got ruined." She wandered into the next room. "The poor widow," she 

called back. "Did you hear what happened?" 

"Yes," Keller said, following her. "I read about it—how they found the 

body three weeks later." 

"She must have been so lonely," Lara said. "I wonder what's upstairs." 
The wooden floor creaked under her feet. They came onto a small 

landing and went into the first bedroom. There was an old grey smoke 

detector in the center of the ceiling, the batteries probably dead. 

Curtains hung by the window. Keller went over to investigate. They were 

dry, almost brittle. 
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"This is beautiful," Lara said, in the opposite corner of the room. "It's 

just so gorgeous. It'd be perfect for my installation." She was stroking 

the wall. He turned to look at it. The wallpaper was pale faded gold, 

slightly reflective in the dim light. It had a pattern of vines, with red 
thumbnail roses tucked into curls of leaves.  

"It is pretty nice." He would never have noticed if she hadn't pointed it 

out.  

"We have to come back," she said. 

"What do you mean?" 

"For the wallpaper. To peel it off. Will you come back tomorrow, to help 
me? It's such hard work. But I definitely need it, for my installation." 

She was standing close to him now. She smelled sweet, with an 

undertone of clay: an art teacher smell.  

Keller felt helpless.  

"Of course I will." 

 

The next morning, he found a note in his office mailbox:  

If you can, meet me in my classroom at 5. I want to show you my 

project. — Lara.  

It was written in flowing cursive across a faded yellow, lined piece of 

paper, the kind schools had when Keller was a boy. It smelled like it had 

been in a closet for several years. Anyone else would have emailed.  

Intrigued, he went to Lara's classroom at five. Pollock-style splatter 

murals in red, orange, and blue marked the hallway outside the art 

room. Inside, paint and paper shreds speckled the floor. Against the 

walls, pointillist paintings were clipped to drying lines. Papier-mâché 

bowls covered several tables; autumn leaves cut from construction 

paper hung from the ceiling. Lara seemed to favor the burnable arts.  

"Here I am!" she said from behind him, carrying a box of paint bottles. 
Her hair was wrapped into a wispy bun; she wore a black button-down 

shirt spattered with paint. She unbuttoned the shirt and threw it on the 

counter, revealing a violet V-neck sweater. 
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"Do you have time to see my installation?" she asked. "It's at the library. 

Afterward we can go to the house. I can drive us."  

"Why don't we both drive to the library, so you don't have to bring me 

back later? We can walk to the house from there. It's nice out." In his 
trunk was a backpack concealing three tall soda bottles, each filled with 

paint thinner. He wasn't about to let her disrupt his supply-planting 

again.  

An old brick cottage sat in the park behind the library. As Lara led him 

around back, he was surprised to see the brick facade scrubbed clean, 

with new bushes planted in front. The old warped-glass windows had 
been polished. No longer vaguely opaque, like early cataract eyes, they 

had become clear and reflective.  

"Did you know the Silvertons owned the library?" Lara asked. "The 

cottage was the caretaker's place." 

"I remember reading something about it," Keller said.  

"It was abandoned for years. But I got a grant to make it into an 
exhibit," Lara said.  

She took a key from her pocket and opened the door. The cottage was 

small and square, with hardwood floors. A writing desk stood in the 

corner; a gilded mirror hung on the wall. Two glass-doored bookcases 

housed volumes with cracked spines. Lace curtains framed the windows, 

and from the ceiling hung strings of origami cranes. The walls were 
white and bare.  

"It's a room where old things are safe," Lara said. "I found all of it 

around town. I really hope the wallpaper's dry-strippable. I want to 

paste the strips on these walls."  

Brick buildings didn't burn, but things inside them did: desks, curtains, 

hole punches. A handful of white ones sat on the bedside table, 

scattered slightly.  

"Is this what you need the hole punches for?" Keller asked. 

"Yes. They're the dust. I want to get them in every color and scatter 

them all over the room. In the summer, we'll open the windows, so the 

place will be full of light and air. The wind will stir them when it comes 

through. The only problem is, people aren't bringing me any hole 
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punches. I might have to make them all myself." She frowned, and then 

he realized what was so beautiful about her face. Hidden behind her 

mouth, and reflected in her eyes, was a line of vague and causeless 

sadness.  

 

Back at the cars, Keller checked his watch: 5:30. They'd have an hour 

before sunset. He took the backpack from the trunk. "Supplies," he said. 

"I think we'll have enough sun, but I brought a flashlight, just in case." A 

whole backpack for a flashlight: brilliant excuse. His voice sounded loud 

and false; surely Lara could tell. 

"I brought putty knives," Lara said unfazed, taking a backpack and 

cardboard box from her trunk.  

They went down Silverton Road. The wind rustled the pines as they 

turned up the long gravel driveway. It was the first time Keller's 

footsteps hadn't sounded so unbearably loud, now that they were joined 

by Lara's. The porch window was closed, just as they had left it last 
time. He raised the window and held her hands to help her climb inside. 

She lingered near him, then continued into the living room, smiling. He 

shifted the backpack on his shoulder. He didn't know when he would 

hide his paint thinner, or where.  

He followed her as she floated toward the stairs, her footsteps creaking 

on the warped wooden floors. In the pale darkness she looked unreal. 
How could he be sure she was not just a lovely ghost, that she wouldn't 

pass through a wall and vanish? The stairs spiraled into the dark; she 

faded as she climbed further up. She turned a corner and disappeared. 

He couldn't lose her now. He leapt up the stairs. He plunged into the 

darkness of the hallway and found the door. There in the bedroom was 

Lara, smiling and stroking the wallpaper.  

"I love paper," she said. "All of it: books, newspapers, stationery. I just 
love how it kind of disintegrates when it's old. It's so delicate, it could 

burn up in an instant. That's what makes it beautiful."  

She bent closer to the wall. "This has an amazing texture. It reminds me 

of rice paper." She wasn't paying any attention to him: here was his 

chance. He darted out of the room. There had to be some place he could 

hide things. Usually he stocked supplies slowly, over the course of 
several days. He liked to use a variety of materials: paint thinner, nail 

polish remover, hairspray, newspaper. He relished taking time, stocking 

Page 32 of 76



inconspicuously, while planning how best to unleash the conflagration. 

But he'd never had an art teacher along, trying to salvage historical 

artifacts.  

There were two other bedrooms on the second floor, each also covered 
in wallpaper. What if Lara went in to look at them? In one of the rooms 

was a mattress: that would be useful later. Keller ran downstairs. On the 

first floor was the kitchen; the oven would do for now. He stuffed the 

bottles of paint thinner inside and ran back upstairs.  

"Everything okay?" Lara asked. 

"I was checking for more wallpaper," he said. "There's some great blue 
stuff in the master bedroom." 

"This should be enough," Lara said. "But maybe we can use that for 

other projects!"  

She lifted a corner of the paper with her putty knife and pulled. The 

wallpaper peeled away in a long strip, and her eyes widened.  

"We're lucky!" she said. "I think we'll be able to dry-strip it. Careful—try 
not to rip it too much!" Keller tested the drywall beneath his hands. It 

was brittle, and the autumn air cool: perfect burning conditions. His 

mouth grew dry at the thought of a glorious, quick-spreading 

conflagration. Lara gently rolled her strip and put it in the box.  

An hour later, as they walked back together with the box of wallpaper 

strips, Lara exulted. "I feel like a criminal!" she said. "It's kind of 
exciting!" Keller laughed.  

At the library, he experienced a startling sight. Usually his car was alone 

in the parking lot. But now, like a ghostly double, Lara's sat next to it. 

 
Keller made himself a promise: he wouldn't burn the house until Lara 

had taken all the wallpaper. It was a matter of prudence. If he burned it 

too soon, she would be upset, and might ask questions. And he did want 
to see her finish the installation. The bare white walls were clearly 

incomplete. Her room begged for golden finish, with green curling vines 

and red thumbnail roses. The wallpaper was necessary for the wind, 

which otherwise would never come to stir the lace curtains and colorful 

hole punch dust.  
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He worked with her twice a week, Mondays and Thursdays. The other 

days, he struggled to contain himself. He couldn't go to the house. 

Otherwise, he'd imagine smoke filling the rooms; his hands would sweat, 

anticipating the beautiful, dense heat. Then he would have to light the 
first match. Against the image of red light he held Lara's pale, thin smile. 

He'd waited this long; he could wait for another few weeks. 

Late on Sundays, he found recycled newspapers shivering helplessly on 

the curb. He hated seeing words thrown away, stripped of their dignity 

and next to the trash. He rescued the newspapers from their 

homelessness; he dismembered them and crumpled them up. He piled 
them in conical stacks six feet high, framed by dry branches from the 

lower reaches of pine trees. He lit matches to send the words off, 

releasing them with sympathy: the same way he freed abandoned 

houses from the emptiness of their rooms.  

But backyard bonfires weren't enough. The fire consumed the paper 

greedily; after the initial joy of flame and smoke, it vanished within 
minutes. Then Keller felt as he did when news of random violence 

triggered visions of his own body in the grave. He needed more than 

anything to light a momentous fire, one that would burn slowly and 

grandly in an old Victorian house. But he thought also of Lara, who had 

begun to excite him almost as much as burning. Nothing was quite like 

peeling golden wallpaper with a peculiar woman in pale darkness, as she 
spoke in her low voice about art.  

"What do you want to be?" Lara asked. 

The greatest fire-starter in the country—but Keller self-censored. "I want 

to be a great teacher," he said. "I want to make kids love reading."  

"You already do," she said. "They talk about you in my class. Just the 

other day they were raving about Edgar Allen Poe. I practically know 

your syllabus, from hearing them." 

"They also talk about you. They love your class, especially the papier-

mâché." 

"I'm glad. Sometimes I feel like I'm not getting through to them. I just 

want to make them see beauty, whether it's a Renoir painting or a scrap 

of paper in the street."  

She looked away at the window, trying to hide her growing smile. The 
sunlight was almost gone. "Where does the time go?" she asked. "It 
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rushes away so quickly. I always felt it passing, even when I was a kid. 

Sometimes, when I was walking home from the bus, I'd turn around as 

fast as I could to try and catch a glimpse of the past me. I never knew 

what I'd do though, if I actually saw myself."  

"I know," Keller said. "You can almost see time evaporating before your 

eyes."  

"That's why I love art," Lara said. "When a work of art reaches you, the 

artist seems as real as people living now. Sometimes I feel like Monet is 

more alive to me than people I actually know." 

"I'm the same way with books. I'll read something written a hundred 
years ago, and it makes me feel less alone."  

Keller and Lara stood close together. As he reached to grab a corner of 

paper his hand touched hers. 

"Sorry," he said.  

"Don't worry," she said, not moving away.  

 

One Thursday, after the students had gone home, Lara appeared in the 

doorway of Keller's classroom. He had been sitting at his desk thinking 

of her. 

"I can't make it tonight," she said. "I'm behind on my grant proposal. 

It's awful, but I have to finish it. I'd much rather spend the evening with 

you." She was wearing a blue dress with tights. She frowned and started 
to walk along the wall, tracing the gaps between the concrete blocks 

with her fingers.  

"Well, another time, then." He watched her walk the perimeter. It 

comforted him to think that she was as strange as he was. They could 

understand each other. Thinking of not seeing her, a chill of 

disappointment settled on his skin like fine snow. 

"I was thinking maybe tomorrow," she said. "Are you free?" 

"Yes," he said, too quickly.  
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"Also, I have a project to show you, at my house. Maybe you could come 

over afterwards?" 

"Sure. I'm definitely around." 

"Great. See you tomorrow, then." She came near his desk and brushed 
the front edge with her hand, smiling at him. As she walked out the 

door, she let the white tips of her fingers linger on the frame before she 

disappeared.  

 

Keller got to the library early. It was a dry day in October, his favorite 

month. He liked to think of the trees as slow fires, shifting from green to 
orange to black. He crossed his arms and leaned against the trunk of his 

car, wondering what Lara's house would look like. It might be strewn 

with all sorts of interesting art projects. Maybe there would be more of 

her clay sculptures—abstract shapes with intriguing textures embedded 

into the surface, glazed in hues of yellow and purple. Maybe each room 

would have a different kind of wallpaper.  

He checked his cell phone. It was 7:15: their meeting time plus fifteen 

minutes for Lara's customary lateness. But she had not arrived, nor were 

there any texts from her. He walked around the library and peered in the 

windows. Rows of books huddled in the gloom. They looked dry and 

lonely, sadly unused.  

He went around to the back to Lara's cottage. The setting sun cast a 
glare on the windows, so that they were brashly opaque. He cupped his 

hands around his face to look inside. For a moment he thought he saw 

something white moving inside, and he jumped back, but when he 

looked again, it was only the lace curtains. 

It was 8:00. He had heard nothing from her. He sent her a text, but she 

did not respond. He wondered what to do next. Maybe he had 

misunderstood their meeting place, and her phone was off. He got into 
his car and drove to the house. He drove up the gravel driveway, hoping 

to see her. But the window they used was closed.  

He drove back to the library and waited for a few more minutes in the 

parking lot. He called her, but she did not answer. He swore and 

slammed his fist on the trunk of his car. She was not coming.  
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It was a ten-minute drive back home. He paced his yard, resentment 

burning in the back of his throat. If she didn't want to see him, why had 

she acted that way the day before? Maybe she'd found out about him, 

somehow. It wasn't fair. Other people could be their true selves, if their 
happiness depended upon banking, or filing things in an office, or flying 

planes. But his true self was forbidden. The scenes of his incendiary 

passion blazed before him. In high school, the neighbor's doghouse, 

after the gentle golden retriever had died. In college, a sad, squat ranch 

in Vermont. Since then, a small barn and an old grain silo. Here was the 

way to relieve his emptiness. Keller's hands grew damp. He could do it 
now. 

He got in his car and drove to the Silverton house. He didn't bother to 

stop at the library; he recklessly parked halfway up the driveway.  

What had the widow thought, as she lay withering in the dust-strewn 

light? Did she think of her husband, who had died so pointlessly eleven 

years earlier? He was shot by a robber at the florist's, after her 
spendthrift son had already been lost in a plane accident. With family 

and fortune gone, the widow buried herself inside. The next time people 

saw her, she was dead.  

Keller, too, would die alone. He was a fool. Love and arson were 

incompatible truths, he knew that. And since the latter was 

indispensable, the former was out. He thought of Lara, scraping in her 
purple coat, smiling in the dust. She was too good to be ruined by his 

vague and causeless misfortune—and apparently she knew it. His feet 

crunched on the gravel; for once the mournful pines were still. Here was 

the Silverton house, leaking dark loneliness from the windows. It was up 

to him to rescue it from time. 

There were matches and bottles of paint thinner in the oven, nearly a 

hundred newspapers in all the kitchen cabinets. In a closet on the first 
floor, he'd hidden hairspray and nail polish remover, a paintbrush and 

large plastic bags. Wearing leather gloves, he snatched his supplies from 

hiding. He ran through the house, opening all the doors and windows, 

taking the bottles of paint thinner upstairs. The door to the room with 

the wallpaper was already open; as he passed, he looked away and 

paused. How would Lara feel when she realized the house was gone? He 
hoped she'd feel exactly as he did right now. He knew what the room 

looked like: three walls bare, a single side of gold left next to the 

windows—next to the brittle, burnable curtains. 
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Though he hadn't lit the fire yet, already the rousing scent of smoke 

blackened his lungs; premonitions of flames leapt before his eyes. He 

neglected to open the windows of the wallpaper room, and strode to the 

far bedroom instead. 

He dragged the mattress into the hallway, propping it against the wall 

near the top of the stairs. He unscrewed the cap from one bottle of paint 

thinner and poured it over the mattress. As it dripped down the side, the 

pungent scent thrilled his nostrils. His hands trembled as he unscrewed 

the other caps and balanced the open bottles on the mattress. He ran 

downstairs for the newspapers and hairspray, bringing them back to the 
second floor. Grinning, he scattered the newspapers down the stairs, 

spritzing them with hairspray as he descended to the first floor.  

At the bottom of the staircase, he used the paintbrush to dab some nail 

polish remover on an electrical outlet, arranging a few pieces of 

newspaper between it and the stairs to create a trail. His hands were 

sweating now, his heart thumping like a little boy's on Christmas 
morning. Dabbing more nail polish remover on his paintbrush, he swept 

the perimeter of the room to connect the electrical outlets—always a 

useful trick for confusing fire investigators. Next he gathered the 

furniture: the overstuffed couch and the wicker chair. He shoved the 

couch next to the wood-paneled wall that sheltered the stairs, stacking 

the chair on top of it. He emptied the bottle of nail polish remover over 
them, stuffing more newspapers in the spaces between. Finally, he rolled 

up the red rug and propped it against the entire starter pile. Lara loved 

that rug. 

"This is for you," he said. He struck the first match. It flared up between 

his fingers, and he held it carefully to the newspapers under the chair. 

Suddenly, they lit, and Keller jumped back. The couch became engulfed 

in flame; the wicker chair burned like it was in love. The smoke rolled; 
Keller laughed. It was his best fire yet. 

He took out a handful of matches, scraped them all against the box, and 

tossed them. They scattered happily, one landing near the stairs. The 

electric outlet burst into flame, and soon the newspapers caught. The 

fire traveled toward the stairs; there would be an explosion, exactly as 

he had laid the path. Keller's heart beat proudly. The house was full of 
light, no longer the dark abode of dust. And it was all because of him. 

But already the black smoke grew dense. He had to get out.  

He burst from the house and dashed down the porch steps. Halfway 

through the yard, he turned back to look. The fire was spreading 
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quickly; he could see the light starting to leap in the second floor. Soon 

the windows would explode in flashover, and all the evidence would be 

destroyed. Keller laughed happily. The fire wasn't just outside him; it 

was inside him too. He felt warm and buoyant. He ran from the house.  

There was Lara at the opening of the driveway, her hands shoved deep 

in the pockets of her purple coat. By the glow of the blaze she seemed 

small and dim. The firelight shone in the tears on her cheeks; her eyes 

were as blank as empty windows. Suddenly Keller's stomach felt like a 

pit of ice.  

"Keller," Lara said. "You did this, didn't you?"  

"Oh, so now you show up." 

"What are you talking about? I texted you, from my friend's phone."  

"When?" 

"About half an hour ago. My stupid bathroom flooded again. The plumber 

said he fixed it last time, but I guess not. Everything in the dining room 

was ruined. My phone, my laptop, a bunch of projects. It never occurred 
to you that my phone might break?" 

Keller shook his head. 

"What the hell are you doing?" Her hands were stuffed in her pockets. 

He noticed that she was slowly backing away.  

His voice was quiet. "Well, I—" 

"What are you, crazy? I don't show up right on time, so you torch the 
place? You're insane. I can't believe this. I thought you loved this house, 

like I did." Lara's voice shook. Her eyes were squinting, like it hurt her to 

look at him. 

He couldn't bear to wait for the rest of her denunciation. In a blaze of 

pain and fear, Keller ran.  

 
Before Lara there had been Kacey, a sweet-voiced redhead who'd 
noticed Keller's details gradually, until the day she understood them all 

at once.  
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"Why do you have nail polish remover?" she asked, looking for paper 

towels in the bathroom cabinet. "Do you really need five bottles of it?" 

"It's good for removing stains," Keller said, ignoring her puzzled glance. 

"Wow, need any more matches?" she'd asked, finding sixteen boxes in 
the pantry. 

"I buy them in bulk. Otherwise it's impossible to remember. Don't want 

to be caught matchless!" 

Kacey spotted all the clues—but in the absence of their glorious sum, it 

would have taken a person like Keller to piece them together. And in 

Easton, the healthy suburban town where he taught for four years, there 
was not a single person like him. He projected the semblance of a 

normal young man; for this, others liked him. A friend introduced him to 

Kacey, whose sweetness and pale beauty felt to Keller like rewards for 

feigning sanity. He took her to community contradances, where her 

orange and blue paisley dresses flared generously from her waist. He 

wrapped his fingers in her curls and stroked her smooth pale legs. He 
told himself he was happy.  

But stealthily the old emptiness crept up inside him. As much as he 

kissed Kacey and gazed into her cheerful blue eyes, he couldn't help 

craving what she had caused him to abandon. Soon he was stockpiling 

again: three boxes of matches at the grocery store, hair spray at the 

pharmacy. One weekend he told Kacey he was busy, and that Saturday 
he torched an old barn in the next town over.  

And one day, the old farmer who owned the grain silo died. The silo 

seemed stricken with dementia. Loose shingles and rotting wood 

signaled its pitiful demise, until Keller decided he had to stop it. He told 

Kacey he had tests to grade. He readied his supplies, and late one night 

he lit another match.  

He was strolling away from the fire when Kacey saw him in the street. 
He knew she liked to walk alone, but he didn't know that she did it at 

night.  

"Keller?" Kacey asked. "Thank goodness! Did you see that fire? The one 

time I forget my phone, there's an emergency!" 

"The silo? Yeah, I was just about to call the fire department," he said, 

pulling out his phone. 
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"You didn't already?" she asked, looking at him oddly.  

Keller made the phone call.  

"How can you be so calm?" Kacey asked. "What if it spreads to the 

house next door? You smell like smoke," she said, frowning and stepping 
closer. 

"You know, Kacey, I'm pretty tired. I'm going to go home," he said.  

"Don't you want to wait for the fire trucks? I want to see them put it 

out." 

"I'm tired. I'm going home now." 

She stared at him. "You did this," she said, realization changing her face.  

Keller did not reply. 

"You did, didn't you? I can't believe it," she said. 

Keller said nothing. 

"It all adds up. You've lost your mind. Go, Keller, before I call the 

police." 

He ran. In the three months that he searched for a new job elsewhere, 
he kept waiting for the police to arrive at his door, but they never did. 

Kacey had liked him at least that much.  

It burned that the revelation of his truest self had frightened her away. 

That Kacey could not love him made Keller lie awake at night, feeling 

like there was no ceiling above him—only endless black sky and empty 

universe, space lurking and waiting to vacuum him up.  

This was his unchangeable self, the one he had known since fifth grade. 

He discovered it on the day he found the match. He'd been dragging his 

feet as slowly as possible through the moldering hallways of the 

elementary school, bathroom pass dangling from one hand, when he 

found the message: a folded paper triangle flung far beneath the stairs. 

Such triangles were scattered in classrooms throughout the school, 

folded so carefully they seemed to promise secrets. Usually Keller was 
disappointed; most were wordless, mere objects for flinging at enemies' 

backs. Still, he unfolded the paper in the gloom of the stairwell, and as 
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he detected the scratches of letters his heart raced. He could barely 

make them out. He shifted toward the light. He read: "YOU ARE NOT." 

He flipped the paper over. There was nothing on the reverse side, not 

even scratch marks as though the pen had run out of ink. Only the 
terrifying message. YOU ARE NOT. Keller's stomach sank. He stuck the 

paper in his pocket, where it hung like a small dreadful weight. He 

couldn't bring himself to throw it away; he would know it was hiding in 

the trash can, mocking him. The loneliness that lurked like a lump of fog 

in his stomach unfurled, and by the time he returned to class it had 

seized his insides.  

"What's wrong, man? Come play tag!" his friends said at recess. But 

Keller snuck away, unable to bear this coldness in the presence of 

others. He went around the side of the school. As soon as he turned the 

corner the noise of the others seemed far away. It was quiet. Isolated 

with his loneliness, Keller felt calm and sad. 

There, like an answer, lay the match on the sidewalk. It was placed in 
the center, parallel to the trough in the concrete, as if it were expressly 

for him. He looked around for a stranger: the match could not have 

dropped by accident. But he saw no one.  

Keller picked the match up and held it between his thumb and 

forefinger. The tip was red: a sign of what it wanted to be. He knew 

what to do; he'd seen his dad strike them against the matchbox. He took 
the message out of his pocket. He did not read the words. He struck the 

match against the ground. It flared with a tearing sound and he held the 

paper to it. It lit slowly, edges curling and blackening, then went up in a 

brief exuberant burst. The heat nipped his fingers, and he dropped it. It 

fell flaring at his feet. Keller looked up at the sky. It didn't matter that 

time passed and that his heart was stung with sadness. Against these 

inexorable things he held fire as his talisman: heat, light, and joy. 

This was his unchangeable self. But still he thought incurably of Lara: 

how she moved in the gloom of the vanished Silverton house, how she 

loved colors and wore a purple coat, how she fancied paper and the 

past. Why was it that things became more beautiful after they were lost? 

As Keller thought of Lara, tears burned his cheeks, and his soul felt like 

ashes. 

 
"Punch!" Keller shouted. "Punch like it's your last minute to live!" 
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The room was strewn with colors: red, purple, orange, green, blue. One 

girl with dark frowning eyes had a stack of yellow all to herself, 

slamming several sheets at once with vigor. A large cardboard box sat 

on Keller's desk. Already the bottom of the box was covered with 
multicolored hole punches, and each second students threw in handfuls 

more.  

"Why are we doing this?" someone asked. 

"For Miss Tyler," Keller said. "For her installation." 

At the end of the class the box still wasn't full. He shook it, staring into 

the shifting hole punches. He'd imagined heaping piles of them, but they 
barely filled a quarter of the volume.  

The hours dragged. At five o' clock he would go to see her. He had never 

been so terrified, not even when he was afraid Kacey would tell the 

police. Lara's rejection would be more dreadful than any threat of jail.  

His hands were damp as he carried the box to her classroom. He tried 

not to hurry, but his feet disobeyed. 

"Keller," Lara said, spotting him as soon as he crossed the doorframe.  

"Lara," he said, staring into the box. "My class made these for you."  

"Thanks." Her face was quiet; he could not read how she felt. 

"Lara, do you hate me?" 

"Because of what you did? Honestly, I don't know. Probably." 

"I wanted to tell you. I wanted you to understand," he said. "I'm not a 
criminal. I only do abandoned houses."  

"But those are the best kind," she said softly, looking into the box. "The 

ones you shouldn't—burn. Keller, I'm sorry, but I have work to do. You 

should go."  

Keller looked at her feet. She wore brown Oxford shoes, small and 

delicate like all the rest of her. He'd often wondered what her skin felt 

like—if it were as soft and warm as he suspected. But now he would 
never know. 
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Keller sat alone in his backyard. He held a matchbox in his left hand. He 

shook it slightly. Indians had rain sticks; he had these. Theirs created a 

long whoosh—his, a dry rattle. Dry things had such crisp, reassuring 
sounds. Snapping twigs. Crumpling paper. 

After Lara, he thought things would be the way they were before. But 

now the silence grew loud in the empty rooms of his house; 

unaccompanied evenings hung heavy on his shoulders. And he couldn't 

do another fire, not for many months. He felt as though the daylight 

weren't bright enough—everything was dim, and the matches were brief 
flickers that gave respite to his darkness. 

His backyard faced the woods, with a grove of young birches at the 

edge. Their white bark peeled like wallpaper, and the black knots looked 

like eyes staring at him, like they knew what he had done. 

He slid the box open and selected one of the top matches. A wisp of 

wood in his fingers, a red tip like a flower. He struck it. A hissing noise, 
and then his fingers were warm, almost too warm to bear. He watched 

the match burn down. It was almost like he held the fire in his hand. 

 

Title graphic: "Dry is Good and Wind is Better" Copyright © The Summerset Review 
2013. 
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Twenty below, and tulips unfolded  
for such sun flowing through glass 

 

as though tulips were all.  

 

* 

 
On the snow, the notion of trees  

rested in blue shadow.  

 

* 

 

I found absence on a lake:  
an island whose snow showed  

 

no footsteps.  

 

* 

 
Where the ice was restless  

against the shore, a pool  

 

of blackest water,  

 

and within, much darker still,  
the numinous eye of an otter.  

 

* 

 

Snow on bare branches buried  

the shadows  

 
until the wind  

set them free.  

 

* 

 

The pine bowed, burdened 
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with snow, but for one green branch 
 

floating in the sunlight.  
 

* 
 

On a still morning when air  

had no more substance than the spaces  
 

between the stars, night’s last breath  
was a blue mist that lingered 

 

upon the lake’s white breast.  
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With a few hours to kill before the overnight ferry to Bergen, Norway, 

my boyfriend Joe and I explored a short curve on Denmark's coastline. It 

was spring but freezing, and the salty wind off the North Sea was bitter 

on our exposed faces. Just north of Hanstholm, we came across an 

abandoned bunker pressed against the tree line. It was shocking, this 

relic of war squatting on the ocean-side like a fugitive from another 
decade. There was nobody around, and I got that feeling of dread deep 

in my stomach, like I was doing something wrong, or like Hitler himself 

might walk out of the dark entrance, dressed in uniform with the red 

swastika band on his bicep. We had just been through Nuremburg and 

Buchenwald a few days earlier. In Germany, I had looked in the eyes of 

people who were kind to me and wondered if they'd had Nazi parents. 

We had driven some Australian guys from the hostel to the Nuremburg 

rally grounds, and as I read the graffiti and looked out at the barren 

gray stone, one of them walked to the concrete lectern and threw one 

arm out wide in the Nazi gesture we all recognized from old news reels. 

Even as I watched him, struck by my shock and anger, I saw dandelions 

Page 47 of 76

toc.html


growing through the heavy gray bleachers, nature beginning to reclaim 

the stadium.  

For me, being an American Jew has always meant occasional 

conversations about avoiding Germany or not buying German products. 
Typically, in my family, these conversations were begun and carried out 

by foreign in-laws or people my grandparents' age. We'd sit on a plush 

couch, CNN on in the background, and someone would say something 

about Lebanon, and someone else would compare Arab extremists to 

Germans, and someone else would mutter, "fucking Nazis." As a child, I 

was mystified and fascinated by the Holocaust. Now, as a young adult in 
Germany, I found myself sadder for the Germans than for a history that 

didn't directly affect my life in any significant way. In most of the other 

countries Joe and I visited, being a tourist in museums and churches and 

castle districts meant that by the time I left a country, I had a sense of 

its long history, of what had changed over its centuries of existence. But 

in Germany, it was only the last century that got trotted out again and 
again like an apology that could never be sufficient. 

Nuremburg is also a city founded before the turn of the eleventh 

century, with thick walls surrounding its center to keep out invaders. It 

had the first red light district I'd seen in Europe. It had been home to 

Albrecht Dürer: artist, mathematician, Renaissance man. To me, the 

rally grounds looked like a guilty conscience on display, and I wanted to 
go further back in time.  

The Nazis believed in the credo they forced their prisoners to walk 

through at the labor and death camps: arbeit macht frei. "Work makes 

you free." I always felt ashamed when I read that phrase and thought 

that in some way, it made sense. Obviously, the Germans were speaking 

literally, while my interpretation, even at a young age, was 

metaphorical. Still, it resonates: when I did stand in the rally grounds, 
the crematorium at Buchenwald, the entrance to the Nazi bunker in 

Denmark, I was looking into horror without blinking. And after those 

experiences, when I made friends with Germans and learned that there 

was more to the country than Hitler, I felt better about an oppression 

that I was taught to feel but never did. I felt free from the shackles that 

my family members had unwittingly chained to me. Work, the work of 
judging how much to cry, or when to turn away, when to leave the 

crematorium, allowed me to feel that my love for Berlin was acceptable, 

and it was okay to like German food. I'd fulfilled some rite of passage 

that allowed me to see beyond the atrocity the country kept laying at my 

feet. 
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The bunker was like this: a giant circle laid into the earth, above which, 

at ground level, there would have been a giant gun facing Norway. I felt 

too uneasy to go inside. If there weren't Nazis or skeletons, surely there 

were rats. Joe went in, described the route around the circle, the 
antechambers off the main hallways. It was wet inside, and dark, chips 

of the foundation along the floor and unreadable graffiti on the walls. 

The gun pit, the only part of the bunker I could see from outside, was 

twenty-five meters wide and five meters deep. I imagined falling down 

into it, sixteen and a half feet. Joe came into the pit from inside at one 

point, and I was sitting on the edge, dangling my legs into it. He grinned 
up at me, said I should join him, disappeared through a different 

doorway.  

Our time at the bunker was an in-between moment, a moment of 

waiting—for the ferry, for the experience of a new country and its 

region, for the Iraq War, which had begun several days earlier, to really 

get underway. I wanted to feel the richness of place the way I had in 
Romania, in Greece. I wanted the food to taste like its country, the 

sights to feel impossibly fitting. The bunker was none of these—it was 

corroded concrete and a second or third look at what we'd already forced 

ourselves through in Germany.  

I had felt compelled to visit the rally grounds, the concentration camp, 

the Nazi casemates back in Brno. But I didn't feel compelled to go into 
this dank bunker, and I didn't feel like I was doing wrong by my people 

to sit with my legs dangling into the gun pit. If anything, the bunker 

represented a bit of closure for me in the story and history of suffering: I 

was willing to be present enough times and in enough places that I felt 

entitled to opt out of this one. 

 

We drove our car to the meeting spot when we arrived in Bergen, and 
Erik, Joe's distant uncle, stood with four other people, holding a sign that 

said FOSS, his and Joe's shared surname. We got out of the car and Joe 

shook hands with Erik, who introduced us to the others—a few of his 

cousins and their families. There was a little girl, white-blonde and wide-

eyed, who turned to her mother and said something Joe and I didn't 

understand. The others all guffawed until Erik caught his breath enough 
to translate: "She says that she can't believe how beautiful Americans 

are."  

The girl's mother turned to us, still smiling. "She wasn't sure what to 

expect."  
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Tension, during travel, is like the first days of living in a new place over 

and over. We cycled between comfort and discomfort regularly, 

sometimes feeling immediately at home, sometimes being turned around 

time and again. This rise and fall, in the first months, was adrenaline-
filled, enjoyable, part of the reason we set off in the first place. By mid-

March, four months in and with no ticket home, I began to tire of this 

routine. I wanted stability, time in one place, a comfortable bed for a 

long stretch of time. I didn't know it when I thought about all this on the 

ferry, or when I laughed along with the Norwegians in our first moments 

together, but Erik offered us exactly what I was in need of: our own 
apartment and a willingness to play tour guide. 

And this is the other thing I learned about travel: whatever I needed the 

most would be provided at the appropriate moment. When I needed to 

stop visiting churches, there was a place to snowboard. When I needed 

to leave Nazi history behind, we were about to board a ship for Norway. 

When I felt tired of museums, I happened to be in Amsterdam. Even 
better than the hearty breakfasts and space to ourselves, Erik happily 

toted us around the city. He knew what we'd want to do, where we'd 

want to go, and he took us there, taught us the city's history, the 

famous people who'd lived there. His English was impeccable. We hadn't 

been so well taken care of since we'd first arrived in Europe, and our 

friend Susana carted us around the Costa del Sol for a week. Letting 
someone else take the reins was a pleasure, and we gave Erik total 

control.  

On our third day in Bergen, Erik directed us out of town to visit the 

ancestral farm of the Foss family. The word voss is Norwegian for 

"waterfall," and there exists, near a fjord north of Bergen, the "Foss 

voss." It is on the property of a dairy farmer, back behind the barn. The 

farmer brought us into his kitchen, fed us lefse and herbal tea. I forget 
all of the history they told us, but I remember the wood paneling of the 

home, the farmer's weathered face, the gentle way he handled the cows 

when he showed us the barn. I stood with one of the cows, looking into 

her eye and breathing in the manure smell. Outside, a light rain fell, 

making the greens of the new plant life more vivid. Leaving the barn felt 

a little bit like waking up in Oz in the early spring, plants were growing 
explosively.  

Unlike Joe's, my family hasn't chronicled backward very far. It's 

impossible, since my great-grandparents were persecuted out of Russia. 

And what would there be to keep track of? A shtetl burned? A memory of 

violence? This difference in our experience only a few generations 

removed made me feel very distant from Joe. I thought about his 
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ancestors, working this farm, raising the predecessor to that cow in the 

barn, making families that would be safe, cradled in the curve of 

northern Europe.  

What would have happened to my ancestors if they'd stayed in Russia 
and Eastern Europe? I felt my Jewishness in that moment, and the 

sadness equated to never knowing the towns of my ancestors, the 

certainty of their deaths had they stayed, the few possessions they 

passed down. I also felt the power that comes from being white, 

Christian, European. I imagined Joe as a Viking, rowing toward a future, 

letting nothing stand in his way, and believing that it was his right.  

Being at this waterfall, in this moment, with this man, was jarring to me 

in a way that the bunker, the concentration camp, and the rally grounds 

weren't. In those places, I felt like the world was taking responsibility 

and pushing education, choosing a collective consciousness that was 

morally necessary. But in this moment, we were looking at a single 

personal history, and the knowledge that my own version of that was 
intentionally obscured felt devastating, even as I smiled up at the Foss 

voss.  

I wanted to be able to go to Russia, to see the shtetl, to imagine a hovel 

filled with children and fear, because that was true. I wanted to know 

the relatives I would never know, the great-uncle or cousin or whatever 

Erik was of my own life, the person who would take me around and say, 
"This is where we hid when the pogroms were happening, and over 

there, that is where we buried the children." 
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I can hear the television blaring 
and I just want silence 

or chaos 

or maybe 

just a cup of coffee;  

the kind you'd tell me 

to go make a fresh pot of 
when I would drop by,  

without knocking, and 

without an invitation 

to sit in that chair,  

the one with the not-hardly 

but probably-once-was 
tan fabric 

worn on the sides 

from how I'd sit:  

comfortably, but not how I ought to,  

you'd say.  

 
We'd watch television 

for hours on end— 

that is, when we would 

actually break from chit-chat 

to pay attention to 

all those dumb shows 
with people 

far worse off than you or me.  

 

Watching television there,  

in that chair 

across from you,  

made my going home 
seem something less like 

grieving.  
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wrapped in the zodiac, he turned to Else,  

who wasn't there, to see if she was cold  

 

and ready to retire to the comfort of their cabin.  
In darkness the ship would churn past Newfoundland,  

east to another continent, to Hamburg where 

he would anchor in the wake of pigeons, motorbikes,  

Bangladeshis selling mobile phones and where  

 

they would be waiting for him. Fresh from  
a May shower, blushing and perfumed, Else's roses 

would rise to greet him from their loamy beds.  

She had left him these daughters—Blanche Neige,  

Dainty Bess, and Dresden—companions for the journey.  

 

 

  

He had survived the fire-bombing of Dresden,  
five years in a Russian prison camp, starvation  

and typhus. He survived to study in Munich,  

raise a family, run a printing business, and celebrate 

his 85th birthday on an ocean liner, where  

the English captain shook his hand, offered him  

 
a flute of Veuve Clicquot. He dined with the Mahoneys 

of Kansas City, who had never been to Europe or  

knew starvation and liked catsup with their breakfast eggs  

and let him beat them at shuffleboard. At night on deck 
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It's the night of the day you were born 

91 years ago,  

no time at all in our nebula.  

Look up: it's still in charge,  
master of our ceremonies, hurling 

a handful of rocks from Perseus,  

rough-cut diamonds.  

Voilà, here is my gift,  

call it God's tears or laughter.  

 
Was it on such an August night  

you lay with the Air Corps pilot 

on an old quilt your landlady gave 

her newly wedded guests, felt 

Georgia's swelter cool a few degrees  

while he held you tenderly, unsmiling 
knowing what wars can do,  

 

and did he say  

"I don't want you to be alone,"  

hoping a son would care for you.  

Did your lips meet then, sealing his intent,  
bringing me nine months later,  

a tiny star, into a new galaxy?  
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My people farmed these hills, dragging  

stones from the earth's deep pockets,  

 

inventing speech and ears to hear it.  
Their horizon grew like a scar.  

 

They died at home in a mist of pain,  

anchored to their hickory beds, the beds 

 

to their farms, farms to their fields,  
fields to the rock-ribbed peaks and valleys.  

 

We breathe the same air yet  

our bones become alpenglow  

morning mist, nothing.  

 

 

  

We wake to prehistory,  

the data of our lives erased,  

and crawl out of our seed pods.  

 
Conifers wash over us, a trough 

of balsam-scented green.  

 

Last night a whip-poor-will was stuck 

in the same groove for hours. Now 

 
light through the forest canopy plays  

chords of a Chopin Étude.  

 

We rub our backs on calloused  

hickory bark for the pleasure of it.  
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What does a nine-year-old black girl know about art? Give me a break. 

Not that I don't love the kid for what she did. I know artists who'd pay a 

fortune to get my kind of exposure. Actually, they do that. Pay a fortune. 
What do they get? Bupkes. 

Fact: People come to see an exhibit by Garrett White because Garrett 

White defines art. I told that to Vanity Fair. I told that to Slate. I told 

that to Terry Gross although you can't see my work on the radio. And 

The Times still trying to make some kind of point that I was born Gary 

Weisbrod in Queens? What? Frank Gehry wasn't Frank Goldberg? It's all 
part of the mystique. Garrett White reinvented himself so he could 

reinvent art. Michelangelo, Rubens, Degas, Picasso, Henry Moore. That 

was then. Ditto for Warhol and everyone who followed right up to the 

millennium and past. Garrett White is now. That's what I told American 

Art Collector.  

As to the girl, if I were writing a screenplay, I couldn't come up with a 
better story. She and her parents walk into my exhibit, White on White. 

The father's a doctor like Bill Cosby on the old TV show. The mother 

teaches Comparative Lit at Columbia. I forget their names. The kid's 

name I can't remember, either. But that's not the point.  

The point is, the story's simple. Like art should be simple. Too many 

artists make things complicated. Garrett White doesn't do complicated. 
He does simple. White on White? A room. A cube, actually. Twenty by 
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twenty by twenty. Walls? White. When the entry and exit doors close, 

you can't see them. Floor? White. Ceiling? White. Very white because it's 

the light source. It gives each surface the same value of brightness. 

More or less. Not exactly the same. Garrett White does simple. Making 
everything exactly the same? That's complicated. 

Visitors walk into the room ten at a time. Ten's the max. They get two 

minutes to take it all in. Then they leave as the next group enters. 

Before the kid came, some groups had only five or six people. Maybe as 

few as three. But ten, that is the max. More than ten screws up the 

experience. The curator's notes say that on a placard outside the entry. 
It's a quote from me, actually. "More than ten screws up the 

experience." I don't say why. Why say why? An artist doesn't explain 

himself. Other people do the explaining. The artist does art. 

So The Times reports that someone in a particular group—a full ten by 

the way—starts talking as soon as she enters the room. It's the girl. 

They describe a pink blouse, purple jeans and pink sneakers. Her hair's 
braided with all these beads—pink, yellow, turquoise. A real work of art, 

The Times says. So anyway, the girl blurts out, "There's nothing in 

here." Her parents try to shush her. At nine, the kid's a critic? The kid 

won't pipe down. "There's nothing in here," she says. "Isn't there 

supposed to be something in here?" 

The rest of the group remains silent. These are New Yorkers—or visitors 
who know the local customs. Their silence cuts deep. What, these people 

paid a special admission fee to see nothing? They're stupid? These are 

doctors and lawyers and professors and business people and students 

and other artists. Or their spouses or partners or friends or whatever. 

They may not know what they like, but they know art. 

That's a joke. 

What goes down is no joke. The next Sunday, The Times runs an article 
in Arts & Leisure. Might they be a little tardy? Hell, yes. Waiting ten days 

after the opening before reviewing Garrett White? That's like televising 

the State of the Union Address in February.  

The headline reads, "There's nothing in here." This, no question, would 

lead the reader to believe that White on White has just been chucked 

down a hole and Garrett White's reputation with it. Which, no offense, 
would make the reader wrong. 
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The thing is, the writer is ambivalent. Is White on White great art? Or is 

Garrett White putting something over on us? She can't say. Am I 

disappointed? Hell, no. You can't pay for that kind of ink—or digital 

composition. Now, everyone who gives a shit about art has to see White 
on White in order to weigh in. White on White is topic one on the East 

Side, the West Side, in Chelsea, in the Village. The hipsters down on the 

Lower East Side, they're all over it. Aside: Can you believe my 

immigrant grandparents once lived there? The same goes in DUMBO, in 

Williamsburg, out in the Hamptons. If you don't have an opinion on 

White on White, why did someone invite you to that cocktail party or 
dinner? 

Some people suggest hard feelings toward the kid on my part. No way. 

I'd take her to the zoo or out for gelato if I liked kids. It's simple. She 

called it as she saw it. Just like an artist. But what does a nine-year-old 

know about art? Bupkes. 

Here's what she should know when she gets ready to make her way in 
the world. The media takes a comment and runs with it. Maybe the 

comment's not positive. Maybe it's negative. Could be what they say is 

even true. Doesn't matter. It's all about the buzz. Some kid speaks. 

People start talking. A museum gets into crowd control. Galleries raise 

their prices on every Garrett White piece they have. Still, they sell out. 

They call my rep for more. Demand more. We, as they say, take it to the 
bank. 

So what's to know? It's simple. Creating something from nothing—that's 

art. 
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For hours, police tramped the already hardened dirt, too many  
of them to be useful, pulled into labeled bags straw sodden 

 

with blood, knelt and examined the corpse, rigor long upon it,  

or stood murmuring in corners, workless, coffee clenched 

 

in their hands. Even after they have gone, the barn cannot be  
made tidy. In their stalls, the horses buck, refuse the morning 

 

grain, will not be led to pasture. What they have seen will soon 

enough be guessed—resolved—but not this scent, secret as cancer,  

 

that drifts among the rafters and does not abate, seeps into  
hooves, the crooks of legs, coats slick with fear, and waits.  
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Reviewed by Lindsay Denninger -  
 

The Biology of Luck by Jacob M. Appel  
 

           Elephant Rock Productions, Inc. - October 2013  
           ISBN 978-0975374689 

 
 

 

 

The trope of the "Manic 

Pixie Dream Girl" 

(MPDG, for short) is 
among the worst and 

laziest in pop culture. A 
term coined by film 

critic Nathan Rabin, the 
MPDG is, to quote the 

critic himself, "that 
bubbly, shallow 

cinematic creature that 
exists solely in the 

fevered imaginations of 
sensitive writer-

directors to teach 
broodingly soulful 

young men to embrace 

life and its infinite 
mysteries and 

adventures."  

 

 

 

 

 

At first glance, Starshine Hart, the heroine of Jacob 
M. Appel's new novel, The Biology of Luck (and yes, 

that is her name), seems to fit this type. She is, as 
the book notes, an "odd job queen"—a free spirit of 

a twenty-nine-year-old, taking lovers as she 
pleases and not really committing to much. On the 

evening of the day in which the novel opens, 
Starshine is set to go on a date with Larry Bloom, a 

New York City tour guide by day, author by night, 
who is writing a novel with Starshine as the 
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protagonist.  

 
The other men in Starshine's life (who include a 

lawn chair magnate and terminally ill deadbeat) see 
her the way they want to see her: as the answer to 

their own problems. But Larry is the only one to 
recognize her for who she is, not as he wants or 

needs her to be. Appel—a winner of the 2012 
Dundee International Book Prize, as well as the 

Tobias Wolff Award and Walker Percy Prize, to 
name a few—puts a refreshing take on the MPDG: 

Starshine is allowed to be her own person, flaws 
and all, without being placed too much on a 

pedestal. This makes for a much better and well-
fleshed-out story.  

 

The structure of the work is also inventive—
chapters of Larry's day as a guide for a group of 

Dutch tourists are intertwined with the chapters of 
the book that Larry is working on, documenting 

what he imagines Starshine to be doing with her 
day. Larry is a keen observer of life around him, 

and the prose of the novel is both funny and 
poignant. The reader simultaneously feels for and 

with Larry, rooting for him that this date goes well. 
Appel, who actually is a licensed New York City 

sightseeing guide, gives firsthand knowledge and 
adds a whole new dimension to the book; the city 

itself is an additional character, offering insight with 
its mumbles, grumbles, and idiosyncrasies. The 

Biology of Luck is a fine showing from an author 

with a fresh and essential voice.  
 

Appel appeared in The Summerset Review's Fall 
2012 issue, and his work has been published in well 

over a hundred literary journals. His storytelling 
never disappoints.  
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Reviewed by Nick Sweeney -  
 

Sidewalk Dancing: A Novel in Stories by Letitia Moffitt  
 

           Atticus Books - November 2013  
           ISBN 978-0-9840405-9-9 

 
 

 

 

Billed as a novel in 
stories, Moffitt's 

Sidewalk Dancing, the 
retelling of the McGee 

family, is at times a 
novel, at times a 

collection of short 
stories, at times 

neither and sometimes 
both. Novel-in-stories 

live in the world of in-
between and this 

collection is no 
different.  

 

 

 

 

 

The result is a meaningful exploration, one not 
about the results but of the journey, and channels 

both humor and sadness in artful fashion. Early on, 
in the story "Model Homes," the character George, 

seemingly channels Moffitt's intentions for the 
reader: "That's how I designed it—to be interesting 

and unique, not just another one of those horrid 
boxy little houses cranked out by the hundreds, all 

laid in a row."  
 

The narrative of the overall book shows the rise 
and fall of the family. There is George, who travels 

from dream to dream, never staying long enough 
to see the conclusions of anything until it's too late, 

his wife Grace, who is stuck between the world 

made for her and the world she makes for herself, 
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and there is Miranda, the bystander product of 

George and Grace's marriage who watches her 
parents' dreams fly and crash. She is in a constant 

search to define family. The narrative switches 
between the three characters, from the first 

meeting of George and Grace to the conclusion of 
the family's constant dream-chasing.  

 
Sidewalk Dancing is an ambitious book, whether 

the reader would like to see it as a novel or a 
collection of short stories, and its ambition at times 

gets in the way of the elegance it hides inside. Like 
memories, some of the stories like "Incognito" and 

"That's Nothing" are perfectly captured while others 
like "Sidewalk Dancing" and "The Leilani Diner" 

seem unfocused, and like memories, we find out a 

little bit about the members of the McGee family in 
indirect and subtle ways. The collection itself is a 

photo-album, one that has many old memories that 
are placed together due to the space on the page. 

The lack of constant growth may be off-putting, but 
I believe that is the point. We are meant to 

question the spaces in-between.  
 

Moffitt has something here that hints at the layers 
beneath the surface, of things we want and don't 

want to hear. Read it with the full picture in mind; 
read it with self-reflection and thoughts of the word 

family.  
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Reviewed by Reed Wilson -  
 

Distant Glitter by Erin Murphy  
 

           WordTech Communications - June 2013  
           ISBN 978-1625490322 

 
 

 

 

Erin Murphy's fourth 

volume of poems 

borrows its title from 
Stevens's "The Snow 

Man," in which "One 
must have a mind of 

winter... /And have 
been cold a long time" 

to see "The spruces 
rough in the distant 

glitter" and not "think" 
of "misery." And yet, as 

that sinuous and subtle 
poem suggests, with 

persistent listening, we 
can experience 

something deeper, 

more mysterious than 
mere thought.  

 

 

 

 

 
This then is Murphy's task in Distant Glitter—to 

bring us, by having us listen to her luminous 
poems, to that moment of "nothing" which is, 

paradoxically, at the heart of everything.  
 

Many of the poems here call attention to their 
language, because, for the poet, language is what 

gives us that "everything." In fact, Murphy scatters 
love letters to words throughout the book: "Dear, 

Fringe," "Dear Winged," "Dear Net," and others, 
including "Dear Crevice," in which many variants of 
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its title subject appear from the "Notch in my 

newborn niece's chin, / same as her father's" to 
"lulls in conversations, marriages, flawed / hearts," 

to "the fissure between everything we wanted / to 
remember but forgot." Without words, not only do 

we lack names for things and memories, we lack 
the experience of particularized absence, the 

naming of which is one of the poet's many 
important tasks. In "This Grief," for example, she 

seeks "another word" for a particular kind of grief, 
a grief "twice removed" but still extant, heartfelt, 

and necessary.  
 

Two poems, "Released" and "Post-Season Playoffs" 
deserve particular attention, since they seem to 

have been born of clever wordplay, specifically riffs 

on the phoneme "ang" in the former, and the 
phoneme "ock" in the latter. These poems, 

however, move quickly beyond ironic linguistic 
play, toward intellectually and emotionally precise 

engagement with their subjects. "Released," begins 
in irony, insofar as the poem's subject is a prisoner 

being set free from a literal prison only to be re-
incarcerated in the figurative one of post-traumatic 

stress. In that prison he's locked up in the "jangle 
of loose / thoughts" and "angst growling like 

hunger," which gives way to  
 

       a tangled map of  
           mangled plans 

 

       a pang for air thick as 
           pecan pie and Southern twang 

 
and, finally, "a hanger on    a gang / a gang of 

one." "Post-Season Playoffs" on the other hand, 
starts with a direct jumble of rich description as 

"October knocks, fans flock, / scalpers squawk, 
vendors bark." But already the poem's first two 

lines offer an orthographic variation on the 
phoneme, and modulation toward another, related 

one. Neither the plenitude nor its darker reading 
can be contained by one sound as  

 
       In this league, the only balks 

       are from fans who walk 

 
       past homeless men's carts 

       outside the park 
 

Praying for "luck," the fans behave as though 
"there's nothing, nada / besides jocks with deep 

pockets," though we have been made to see much 
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more.  

 
Distant Glitter repeatedly reminds us that language 

is essential, not accidental to our survival. In 
"Heartbreak," the poet struggles to evoke 

immediately and imaginatively what the poem's 
epigraph provides, lifted from Scientific American, 

in remote physiological terminology: "During a 
particularly stressful experience, the anterior 

cingulate cortex may respond by increasing the 
activity of the vagus nerve, [causing] pain and 

nausea." Nothing the poet can say seems adequate 
to her task:  

 
        The bully on the playground 

        sucker-punches you in the ribs. 

 
        No. A belly-flop off the high dive 

        onto a water wall of bricks. No 
 

In fact, of course, nothing can be adequate to the 
task: as her final metaphor tells us, heartbreak is 

"A carpenter scouring / your throat with 
sandpaper" until "You / can't swallow. No. You can't 

speak." That may be how it feels, of course, but the 
poet herself, through her poem, contradicts the 

assertion by having the last affirming and 
imperative word.  

 
Literally, figuratively, and linguistically, 

"heartbreak" contains "heart" as do all of Murphy's 

elegant, sparkling poems. The final piece here, 
"The Winter of My Discontent," situates us in that 

season where we began the book, and its 
"discontent" is dissociation, existential angst, or, as 

Sartre would have reminded us, an experience of 
"nothingness":  

 
        I step on a pillow 

        of snow and do not sink. 
 

        I notice my wedding 
        band is a napkin 

 
        ring. I say the word 

        word over and over 

 
        until it isn't one. 

 
But when "An outsourced voice / asks if the I / in 

my name / is for invisible," the poet's nadir 
becomes her affirming apex: "what can I say? / I 

say yes."  
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Erin Murphy's poetry has appeared in three 
previous issues of The Summerset Review.  
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Robert Day's novel, The Last Cattle Drive was a Book-of-the-Month 
Club selection. His short fiction has won a number of prizes, including two 

Seaton Prizes, a Pen Faulkner/NEA prize, and Best American Short Story and 
Pushcart citations. His fiction has been published in numerous literary 

magazines. He is the author of two novellas, In My Stead, and The Four 

Wheel Drive Quartet, as well as two collections of short fiction: Speaking 

French in Kansas and Where I Am Now. His nonfiction has also been widely 

published, and as a member of the Prairie Writers Circle his essays have 

been reprinted in numerous newspapers and journals nationwide. Among his 
awards and fellowships are a National Endowment to the Arts Creative 

Writing Fellowship, Yaddo and McDowell Fellowships, a Maryland Arts Council 
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Award, and the Edgar Wolfe Award for distinguished fiction. His teaching 

positions include The Iowa Writers Workshop; The University of Kansas; and 

the Graduate Faculty at Montaigne College, The University of Bordeaux. He 

is past Acting President of the Associated Writing Programs; the founder and 
former director of the Rose O'Neill Literary House; and founder and publisher 

of the Literary House Press at Washington College, Chestertown, Maryland 

where he is an Adjunct Professor of English Literature. Let Us Imagine Lost 

Love, a novel, will be published starting in September, 2013 as a serial and 

then as an e-book by Numero Cinq. He is represented by Russell and 

Volkening. 

Emily Eckart graduated from Harvard University in 

2012. Her first story was published in the April 2013 edition of The Bacon 

Review. eckarte@gmail.com 

Graham Hillard is the editor of The Cumberland River Review 
and an associate professor of English at Trevecca Nazarene University in 

Nashville, Tennessee. His poems have appeared in 32 Poems, Fugue, The 

Journal, Puerto del Sol, Regarding Arts and Letters, Southern Humanities 

Review, Tar River Poetry, and elsewhere. His essay "A Killing in Cordova: 

The Trial and Tribulations of Harry Ray Coleman" (Memphis Magazine) was a 

finalist for the 2012 Livingston Award for Young Journalists. 

ghillard@trevecca.edu 

Stephen Longfellow watches the seasons go by in the 

northern Berkshires of Massachusetts. His poems have recently appeared in 

The Literary Review, Spillway, Sweet, Prism, and Quiddity. A first collection, 

Disappearing Act, should be out in August 2014 from FutureCycle Press. 

Steve is a 2001 graduate of the Vermont College MFA in Writing Program. 

slongfellow@gmx.us 
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Stephen Massimilla is a poet, critic, professor, and 

painter. His latest book, The Plague Doctor in His Hull-Shaped Hat, was 

selected in the Stephen F. Austin State University Press Poetry Prize contest. 
He has received the Bordighera Poetry Prize for Forty Floors from Yesterday; 

the Grolier Prize for Later on Aiaia; a Van Rensselaer Award, selected by 

Kenneth Koch; an Academy of American Poets Prize; and multiple Pushcart 

Prize nominations. His volume Almost a Second Thought was runner-up for 

the Salmon Run National Poetry Book Award, selected by X.J. Kennedy. 

Massimilla holds an M.F.A. and Ph.D. from Columbia University and teaches 
at Columbia University and the New School. info@stephenmassimilla.com 

New York poet Lisa Mullenneaux has published the 

collection Painters and Poets (2012) and maintains an ekphrastic art blog 

www.paintersandpoets.com. She contributes to journals such as The 

Broadkill Review, Stone Canoe, and The Fourth River. Her practice of poetry 
connects her with the happiest people on the planet. Who could ask for 

more? lisamull@aol.com 

Rachel Nix grew up in Northwest Alabama, still residing a 
stone's throw away from her childhood stomping grounds. She is a lover of 

dogs and an avid reader of poetry, who chooses to believe that most 
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everything else is either trivial or over her head. Her most recently 

published/forthcoming work can be found at cahoodaloodaling, Lummox, 

Petrichor Machine and Spillway. noceiling84@gmail.com 

David Perlstein is the author of Slick!, a satiric geopolitical 
novel set in the Middle East. Kirkus Reviews selected it as one of the 25 Best 

Indie Books of 2012. A follow-up novel, San Café, is set in Central America. 
He has written two nonfiction books. Reviews and magazines have published 

several of his short stories. His new novel, The Boy Walker, will appear in 

late winter 2014. He lives in San Francisco. dhperl@yahoo.com 

Erica Sklar is an MFA candidate in creative nonfiction at 
UNC Wilmington. Her work has been featured in The Master's Review and 

Barely South, and is forthcoming in Blue Earth Review. 

erica.sklar@gmail.com 
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Prose writers are invited to submit literary fiction and nonfiction of up to 

8,000 words, and poets may submit up to five poems. To get more of an 

idea of what we are looking for, please read The Summerset Review or 

consult our Recommended Reading List. 

This literary journal is primarily an online publication. Print issues are 

generated periodically, although we unfortunately cannot guarantee a 

piece accepted will eventually make it to print. 

Email submissions to editor@summersetreview.org as an attachment in 

MS Word, or as plain text. We suggest you include the word 

"Submission" in the title of the email, so that we don't mistake it for 
junk mail. For prose pieces, be sure you specify whether your piece is 

fiction or nonfiction. For poetry, please include all poems in the same 

document. 

Though email submissions are greatly preferred, you may alternatively 

submit in hard-copy by sending to 25 Summerset Drive, Smithtown, 

New York 11787, USA. We prefer disposable copies of manuscripts. We 
can respond via email in lieu of a SASE if you so designate.  

 

If we have not responded to a submission within three months, please 

hassle us. We read year-round and never go on hiatus. 

Excerpts of longer work will be considered if you believe the work stands 

alone. Reprints will not be considered unless the work has been, or will 
be, published in a new or upcoming collection. Simultaneous 

submissions are encouraged. 

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

We obtain no rights to literary work, although we request credit be given 

to The Summerset Review in the event the work is reprinted and was 

first published here. Contributors should wait one year before submitting 

more work. 

We nominate stories annually for various anthologies and awards, 

including Pushcart Prize, Best American Short Stories, and many others. 
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More information about this journal is given in the Masthead link, found 

in the Table of Contents. 
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Joseph Levens — Editor  

Amy Leigh Owen — Associate Editor  

Meredith Davies Hadaway — Poetry Editor  
Lindsay Denninger — Assistant Editor  

Nick Sweeney — Assistant Editor 

 

The Summerset Review is a literary journal released quarterly on the 
15th of March, June, September, and December on the Internet, and 

periodically in print form. Founded in 2002, the journal is exclusively 

devoted to the review and publication of unsolicited fiction, nonfiction, 

and poetry. 

All correspondence and submissions should be emailed to 

editor@summersetreview.org. Postal mailing address: 25 Summerset 
Drive, Smithtown, New York 11787, USA. See our guidelines for more 

information. 

This publication is made possible, in part, with grants from the Council of 

Literary Magazines and Presses (CLMP), supported by public funds from 

the New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA), a state agency. We are 

very thankful for the support and encouragement these organizations 
have given our journal and the literary community. 

 

The Summerset Review is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, 

incorporated in New York State. 

Republication or redistribution of any material on this web site should 

not be done without permission from the originator. 

ISSN 1933-7175. 
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Staff Bios 

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

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

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

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

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

and currently works for a publishing company in Manhattan. He lives on 

Long Island. 

Amy Leigh Owen joined The Summerset Review when it first launched in 
2002. Leigh has a BA in Communications from the University of Alabama 

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

fiction emphasis. Her background includes work in magazines, 

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

assistant editor of Columns for Moondance and currently freelances as 

an editor/copy editor in Alabama. 

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

(2005) and The River is a Reason (2011), both issued by Wordtech. Her 

poems have recently appeared in Alaska Quarterly Review, Nimrod, 

Cincinnati Review, and Grey Sparrow. She also writes reviews for Poetry 

International. Her work has earned multiple Pushcart nominations as 

well as Honorable Mention for both the Robinson Jeffers Tor House 
Poetry Prize and New Milennium Writings Award. She is currently the 

Rose O'Neill Writer-in-Residence at Washington College. 

Lindsay Denninger reads submissions and writes book reviews for the 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Nassau Review, Dead Mule, and Bartleby Snopes. 

History of the Journal 

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

publishing exclusively fiction and nonfiction. With a staff of three 

Page 75 of 76



volunteers, the magazine faithfully produced its issues on time, 

reviewing unsolicited submissions year-round, the great majority of 

which were made electronically and sent through email from hopeful 

writers ranging from high school students to authors with many 
published books to their names. 

Since 2002, the magazine gained several staff members (still all 

volunteers), has taken on poetry, book reviews, and occasionally art, 

and produced a few print issues collecting a sampling of work that 

previously appeared online. Remaining ad-free and simple to navigate 

and read, the publication has continued to release all issues on time and 
full of variety. 

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

national conferences, colleges, and other places, including events 

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

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

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

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

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

Mission Statement 

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

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

impact on a few sensitive readers of our journal—people we don't know, 

people we will never meet. We received an email from a reader once, 

who said a story in our current issue (at the time) changed her life. 

Assuming this change was for the better, what more could we ask for? 
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