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from the editor
Hello again Friends,

That’s it for Issue #2, Winter 2020 / 2021.
Cheers to Hot Cocoa with Whip Cream on
Top,

~Shyla and Ed v
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Today, as we write this letter, we
can’t help but think about the fact that it is
the last day of 2020. This year has been a
doozy, for everyone, an ominous presence
hovering over every inch of the year and one
that we are looking forward to leaving behind. Of course, in the months of planning
our debut of The Good Life Review, we were
not thinking about that. When deciding to
publish quarterly issues, the cadence of the
seasons for a journal based in Nebraska felt
very natural.
The progression from Issue 1 in autumn to Issue 2 in winter just works. Until
you get to winter and realize there’s a question about the year. Such a small detail, but
one that concerned us: Would our second issue be Winter 2020 or Winter 2021? Surely
there was enough time to produce the issue
before the end of the year. Surely we would
have learned enough from the first issue to
roll quick and smooth through the process.
Surely it would not be a problem promoting
our second issue as “Winter 2020.”
It now seems fitting to close out this
year with our second issue. 2020 may have
been tough but art continues to flourish, and
this issue is proof that life continues and can
even thrive in the direst circumstances. It is
the end-cap to a year that will be remembered as especially difficult, but we hope
that this issue serves as a celebration—in a
way, preserving the beauty that can come
out of hardship.
And what a celebration indeed! We’ve
poured over each piece in this issue and are
so invested in all of them. We are once again
grateful to our contributors for trusting us
with their words, and we hope they find that

we’ve created a good home for their work.
These pieces are the biggest part of what defines the voice and image of The Good Life
Review and for that we thank you!
In a way, it is also a celebration of
what we anticipate and hope for in the coming year. The journal is still very new and we
are, as a team, still very much in the early
stages of figuring out which directions to go
with this endeavor. We have learned a great
deal at every turn, but expect there will be
quite a bit more as we progress through producing future issues and running our first
contest in 2021.
One thing we know for certain is that
whatever developments occur, we have the
right team to continue being successful with
what we are in the midst of planning. We
want to express our thanks to the team and
acknowledge their efforts too. Without their
dedication to craft and the time they take to
carefully consider every submission this endeavor would not be possible.
To our readers, thank you for visiting,
for reading, and for your support of the arts.
We are confident that you will enjoy this issue and hope you will stick with us through
2021 and beyond!
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FICTION

JIM
PETERSON

Jim Peterson has published a novel and seven poetry collections, most rcently
The Horse Who Bears Me Away from Red Hen Press. His collection of short
stories, The Sadness of Whirlwinds, will be published by Red Hen late in 2021.
The two stories of his in The Good Life Review will be included in that collection. He retired as Coordinator of Creative Writing at Randolph College in
2013 and remains on the faculty of the University of Nebraska-Omaha MFA
Program in Creative Writing. He lives with his charismatic Corgi, Mama Kilya,
in Lynchburg, Virginia.

THE BE LT a n d
GO GET THE GUN

the belt
some private knowledge to himself. He carried himself as a man who knows things.
Not like how to roof a house—though he
knew that and many other such skills—but
something he carried within him that words
couldn’t touch.
The boy tried the belt on, but it was
way too large for him, the long tongue of its
excess hanging down. Still, it felt right on
his body. He packed his backpack and crept
out of the house and away from his mother and stepfather watching television in the
den, believing the belt would lead him somehow to an adventure beyond his dull summer vacation. He soon found the woods his
father had loved half a mile from the house
and followed a doe and two young bucks
into the dark edge. He tucked his father’s
belt inside his pants so it wouldn’t catch on
thorns. After picking his way through for a
mile or so, he found a trail, and decided to
go wherever it led him. When he took off his
shoes and socks, waded across a knee-deep
creek, and mounted the opposite bank, he
felt that he’d passed into a different world
where constant readiness was required. He
carefully put his socks and shoes back on,
tying the laces into double knots, looking
around alertly as if the very air might consume him. He had enough food in his pack
for three days, a pocketknife his stepfather
had reluctantly given him for his birthday,
a spoon he’d stolen from a kitchen drawer,
and a small flashlight with a pack of spare
batteries.
Much later, when he re-discovered
the belt in an old chest-of-drawers as a middle-aged man, it was too small, the tip of the
tongue barely slipping through the buckle at
his waist, the last hole far short of the prong.
He’d not realized he’d become physically a
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It stretched down the length of the
closet door like an unrolled scroll. The
boy laid it across his palms, the gold buckle clinking slightly. It had belonged to his
father before he went off to the war from
which he didn’t return. Two of those who
did had visited the house and told the boy
that his father died bravely in battle. They
described some of the fighting for him, the
hand to hand, how brutal it was.
His father used to wear the belt when
he wasn’t working as a carpenter building
the new houses in their rural county, or
repairing the old ones. He’d worn it when
they went to town to buy supplies, when
they hiked down to the river to fish, when
they attended church on Sundays, though
he never repeated the words of the Apostles’
Creed or the Lord’s Prayer, nor did he sing
the hymns from the worn hymnals, though
the boy’s mother made up for it by singing
loud enough for all three of them.
When the preacher called for sinners
to repent and walk down the aisle to salvation, the boy’s mother slid her elbow into
his father’s side, but he remained so still
and erect in the pew that the boy thought
his father had left his body and flown to
some ancient mission out in the forest that
they sometimes explored together. At these
moments, the boy would study his father’s
lean face, the creases around the mouth and
closed eyes, the scoops and knolls of the
bone structure under the skin, and the boy
thought then what an amazing and strange
landscape a human face is. At night he
sometimes had dreams that were journeys
over the continent of his father’s face. On
the inside of the belt, his father had burned
a message in his own code. His father had
been like that, mysterious, seeming to keep
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time ago. Another day through a gap in the
canopy the boy saw an eagle soaring high
in the sky. The eagle landed in the top of
a nearby sycamore, male or female the boy
couldn’t tell. The boy felt that the bird was
watching him as he passed beneath. He
kept looking back to catch sight of the eagle
among the highest leaves, the fierce clench
of its head, the cool witnessing of its black
eye. The forest was full of watching and listening. The boy spent one whole day carving each of the thirty-seven symbols of his
father’s belt into a different tree. At last
they meant something to him in the woods,
though he couldn’t say exactly what it was,
as if the unknowable nature of his father
would linger there forever. Or at least as
long as those trees remained.
At night he ate his peanut butter
sandwiches and oatmeal cookies, drank
creek water from his canteen, and let the
darkness come to him. The forest canopy
held back the light of stars and moon, and
the darkness was almost complete. He
turned his flashlight on, and the trunks of
trees stood around him like giant horses sleeping on their feet. Would they ever
wake up? Would they stretch their legs and
walk? Were they protecting him, or oblivious to him? He turned out the flashlight
and listened to the creaking of limbs in the
breeze sounding like the voices of whales
he’d heard in a documentary on TV. He
listened to the calls of owls hunting, sometimes heard the whup-whup-whup of their
wings among the limbs over his head.
One night there was a storm, and though it
was summer and the weather mild, the boy
shivered in the heavy rain. When lightning
struck a nearby tree, the flash of light and
explosion of thunder were so strong they
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bigger man than his father. He laid the belt
out on his dresser, disappointed, wondering
what to do with it. For one thing, it was still
beautiful, the leather for most of its length
so dark it reminded him of the darkest chocolate. Sewn into the front of the belt, surrounding the buckle, was leather of a lighter shade in the shape of narrow, serrated
leaves, penetrating the darker scroll. And
then, burned into the rough inside hide of
the belt, were thirty-seven symbols, indecipherable as letters or numbers. The man
marveled at his father’s imagination that
could create so many unique forms. He hung
the belt behind all of his others out of sight
so his wife wouldn’t see it and ask questions.
But one day, when she was devoting herself
to many details of cleaning in the house, she
did find it, and so he sat her down that night
and told her the story of the belt. He would
have given the belt to his own son, but he
had died of complications at birth, and his
wife could have no more children.
On the first day in the woods, the boy
came upon a bear in a great patch of berries.
A large male, he rocked back on his haunches and looked at the boy for a moment without fear or ill intention, then ambled off, a
huge black cloud disintegrating into the forest. The boy gorged himself on blueberries,
listening to the bear’s slow progress through
the underbrush. One day he saw a female
red wolf digging in pinestraw. She stared
at him with the steady fire of her eyes, then
trotted off, head slung low, tongue flopping
from the side of her mouth. The boy went to
the spot and found a footprint there, much
larger than his own, a man’s, the tread of a
boot sole recorded like a fossil in the hard
clay. Could it be his father’s? No, the
weather would have washed it away a long
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himself become a cold body curled up on the
dusty floor of a dried up well. A crow’s call
drew him up the tunnel of the well and deposited him in a bright, clear morning. He
lay on the pinestraw floor of the woods. His
eyes were dry and covered with the crust of
the deepest sleep he’d ever known. He was
still drenched from the rain but no longer
cold, and his body hummed with a relic of
the current.
One day the boy stumbled out of
the trees into the sunlight of a dirt road. A
farmer in a pickup truck gave the boy a ride
home, only a few miles away after all. His
mother despaired of his thinness, hugged
him and cried and didn’t let go of him once
for a whole week. The first chance he got,
his stepfather whipped the boy with his father’s belt and made him vow never to hurt
his mother like that again. The boy bears the
marks on his scrawny old legs to this day,
the remnants of his father’s code catching
fire on his skin and swelling into his whole
body when lightning comes close.
The boy who became a man and
now an old man sometimes thought he
could hear those symbols crawling out of
the woods and toward the house in the dry
leaves of fall. Over the years, he whittled
each of the symbols into freestanding forms,
which he would have given to his son, but
which now lay randomly about the house,
saying and not saying whatever it was his
father knew and that he knew but could
not speak. He could feel it when he sat on
the porch with his wife in the evening after
work. When he lay down in bed those first
moments before falling asleep, he felt it.
There were days when he felt it constantly,
that presence for which he had no name, because he knew it wasn’t his father, but rather
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transported him into a silent, deep place inside himself, where he sat so still in the pew
next to his father he thought he would never
move again, hyper-sensitive though to the
congregation around him, the slightest adjustments of their bodies, a cough, a subtle
amen, the words coming from the pulpit like
wind chimes, or the knocking of a tree on
the window. Then, he suddenly felt the current pouring through his body, an intensity
that stretched the boundaries of every cell,
and yet he was aware of no pain. He withdrew into the dark place inside like repelling down into a well. He became less and
less of himself going down until he curled
up at the bottom like smoke, and then not
even that. If time passed, it was none of his
concern. If there was light at the top of the
well, it didn’t enter his eyes. If somewhere
his mother and stepfather were worried
about him, he didn’t care. They would just
have to get over it. The darkness and silence and emptiness descended on him with
a weight unlike anything he’d ever known.
But this weight felt good, felt like a warm,
heavy blanket covering everything. The boy
rested. He would have been happy if it lasted forever. The thirty-seven symbols of his
father’s belt slowly appeared like glowing
embers in the wall of the well around him.
He had no mind left with which to interpret
their meanings. They just existed, the alphabet maybe of a language that had never
formed. He had plenty of time, so he studied each one as if it held the secret of the
universe. Without words, how does meaning arise, and yet he felt it and knew it. And
when he knew that he knew it, each symbol
crawled slowly up the wall of the well until it disappeared somewhere up there in
the night sky. And then, slowly, the boy felt
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the understanding of his father, that lived in
the still continent of his face. v
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go get the gun
I admit that absence of light was a bit
strange. I sighed and went back to reading
my own book.
I was getting into a good part when
Martha said, “I want a divorce.”
I looked at her and she was glaring at
me again. This time her eyes were narrow
and hard. “Martha,” I said, “We’ve been together for thirty years. You do not want a
divorce.”
“Yes, I do,” she said, “you don’t take
care of me anymore. You don’t believe anything I say. You always have to be right.
You don’t even protect me anymore. A rapist could come through that door, and you
would just let him have me!”
“That’s a terrible thing to say,” I said,
“and you know it isn’t true. I would gladly
die for you if that’s what is called for.”
“Prove it,” she said.
“What?” I said, “you want me to die?”
“No, I want you to go get that gun
and make sure no one is trying to break in.
I’m really frightened. Can’t you tell?”
I took off my reading glasses and put
on my far-sighted glasses. She came into
better focus. Yes, I could now see that she
was trembling. Her eyes were glassy with
fear. “But Martha,” I said, “it’s dangerous
to run around with a loaded gun unless you
really need it,” I said.
“If you don’t get the gun, then I want
that divorce. I’m tired of being so scared all
the time.”
“When are you afraid?” I asked.
“All the time!” she shouted. “I tell you
and you ignore me. I’m tired of it.”
“I can’t believe you would leave me
because I don’t carry a gun around all the
time,” I said.
“There are other reasons,” she said.
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“Go get the gun,” Martha said.
I put down the book I was reading.
“What?” I said.
“The gun! Go get it. Hurry!”
I looked around the living room. Everything was quiet. I looked at my wife sitting in her favorite recliner with her favorite
lamp bestowing light to the pages of a book
by her favorite author. She was looking at
me with big eyes over the top of the book.
“Well,” she said, “what are you waiting for?”
“But I don’t hear anything,” I said.
“Are you going to let the fact that you
are deaf keep you from protecting me?” she
said.
“I’m not deaf, Martha. I’m hearing
you just fine, for example.”
“Well, something must be wrong
with you,” she said.
“I’m not going to grab the gun every
time you imagine a bad guy is trying to break
in.”
“I’m not imagining. I heard something.”
“It’s those books you read,” I said,
“with all those deranged killers. That stuff
gets into your head, Martha, and makes you
paranoid.”
She just glared at me. After a moment or two, she lifted her book again. At
last, peace was restored. Sometimes I just
had to reason with Martha. After thirty
years of marriage, I had learned that reason
usually won the day.
I looked out the window just beyond
where Martha was sitting. It was pitch black
out there. I could hear the wind blowing
in the nearby trees. That must have been
what Martha heard. That must also explain why the street lights were out, though
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patio thrashing. I stared and stared, trying
to bring it into focus. And then I saw it. A
badly wounded deer trying to stand up in a
slippery pool of its own blood. It had been
trying to get into our house. But why? I
turned the lock and opened the door.
“Be careful,” Martha said in my ear.
I carefully pushed open the screen
door. Martha remembered the patio light,
switched it on, and light flooded the scene.
It was a doe, and her eyes were big, black circles. She thrashed, but she couldn’t get up.
One of her front legs was twisted and obviously broken. She was bleeding from a hole
in her shoulder. The anguished guttural of
fear broke from her throat. I didn’t hesitate.
I walked up close to her, raised my gun, and
shot her once in the head. The blast carried
its message across the neighborhood. She
dropped to the patio bricks immediately,
spasm’d a time or two, and died.
A thin trail of white smoke flowed out
of her body and drifted into the trees. I had
been present at other deaths, but I’d never
seen anything like that before. Somewhere
in the nearby woods, a hunter was probably
looking for her. The wind was worse than
I had realized, throwing the heads of trees
around like crazed toys.
“I’m so glad you had the gun,” Martha said behind me. “It was suffering terribly,” she said.
I turned to her. She was crying.
“I don’t want to divorce you,” she
said.
I didn’t want to divorce her either,
and said so. I realized I was crying too,
trembling with a fear I couldn’t name. We
held on to each other for a while. Then we
went back inside, leaving the deer in darkness.
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“Do you want me to list them for you?”
I thought about that—my balding
head, my thickening middle, my two glasses of whiskey every night, my cousin James
who was always stopping by and staying
for a week. Then I thought about Martha’s
blueberry pie, her beef stew, the long walks
we took together, her warm body in the bed,
her IRA that had grown substantially over
the years.
I decided to get up and go get the
gun. Just then, I heard a crashing sound.
Martha screamed but remained in her chair,
holding her book against her chest as if it
would protect her. I proceeded back to the
bedroom where I had hidden the gun and
a box of bullets buried under some of my
shirts in a drawer. Martha had followed
me so closely I thought we had become one
four-legged creature. I could feel her breath
on my neck, her voice in my ear. I carefully
loaded the 38’s into chambers of the revolver and snapped it shut.
Shaking, Martha gripped my arm like
she might try to tear it off. As one, we slowly
trundled up the hallway. We checked and
secured the front door, the back door, and
the side door. There was one more door, in
the basement. We heard another crash, and
it was definitely coming from down there.
We slowly made our four-legged way down
the stairs. I flipped the light switch, but
the basement light had apparently burned
out. Martha pulled out her cell phone and
turned on its light. Everything appeared
in order: the pool table, the futon, the table
and chairs.
We made our way over to the door
that opened onto a patio. Martha pressed
her phone to a window pane in the door,
and outside we saw something on the
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I unloaded the gun and left it on the
table. It could take care of itself for the rest
of the night. Martha and I took care of each
other. v
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KENDALL
KLYM

In addition to winning the Tartt First Fiction Award for Step Lightly, (Livingston Press, 2019), Dr. Kendall Klym has won numerous awards for his short
stories, which have been published in literary journals including Puerto del Sol,
Hunger Mountain, and Fiction International. Klym is a three-time honorable
mention winner of the Great American Fiction Contest and has won writing
fellowships at the Fairhope Center for the Writing Arts, the Martha’s Vineyard
Institute of Creative Writing, and Monson Arts. Two of his stories have been
nominated for a Pushcart Prize. A former professional ballet dancer, Klym
holds a Ph.D. in English, with a concentration in Fiction Writing, from the University of Wales, Aberystwyth. For six years, he taught English composition,
American literature, and creative writing full time at Kennesaw State University outside Atlanta; however, he considers the Midwest his home, particularly
Kansas and Missouri.

APOTROPAIC

apotropaic
I sit shirtless before a long row of cottonwoods at the park. On my headphones, I listen
to Arnold Schoenberg’s Verklarte Nacht—if
you don’t know it, it’s really passionate. A
minute or two into the string sextet, I spot a
slender man in a pair of white shorts taking
off his shirt. He spreads his blanket just far
enough away to make conversation a strain.
He glances at me, and when I look back, he
turns away. After smoothing the edges of his
buffalo plaid coverlet, he retrieves a bottle
of water and a book from his bag. I silently
admire his sculpted shoulders and well-developed quads. Then I notice his book: The
Sorrows of Young Werther, English translation. As he reads, he mouths some of the
words, and every now and then, he goes
back a page. I close my eyes and imagine
him a professor of literature at the small private college outside of town. Wearing a blue
button-down shirt and khaki pants, he faces a classroom full of deadpan expressions,
heads turned downward and thumbs beating out text messages, as he explains why
young men reacted to Goethe’s masterpiece
by killing themselves. When I open my eyes,
the man in the white shorts and his buffalo
plaid coverlet are gone.

On Saturday, the temps warm up, and the
sun comes out, so I go to the park. Despite
the nice weather, the place is mostly deserted, not like 20 years ago, when sex aps
didn’t exist. The few men I see on a regular
basis are either too old or too young. The
young ones wear baggy sweats or shorts beyond the knee and like to jog or walk with
mean-looking dogs. It’s as if they’re trying
to prove how macho they are in the midst
of looking for other men. The old ones I try
not to judge. After all, I’m headed in that direction. I find my place before the cottonwoods—leaves looking rough around the
edges now that summer is nearly over. I
strip down to a white Speedo. While smearing sunscreen on my face, I see an out-ofshape man approaching from the left. At
least a decade older than I, the man drops
his blanket next to mine. I scowl and look
away. When he strips down to a pink thong,
I put on my shorts, get up, and start walking.
That’s when I see my poet-teacher, this time
in a pair of black shorts, sitting on his blanket. Refusing to waste time, I set my blanket
a few feet from his and sit down.
I’ve memorized a variety of first lines, all of
which I forget instantly when he turns and
smiles. Both of us speak at the same time.
I start to say something about the weather,
and he tells me cops are cracking down on
lewd behavior in the park. He says his name
is Art. He asks if I’m hungry. I say yes, and he
invites me to dinner at his house. I look into
his eyes, which seem to say he’s sane and
sincere, not a closeted homophobe waiting
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The next four days are cold and rainy, so
instead of going to the park, I romanticize
my man in the white shorts, button-down
shirt, and khaki pants. Not only a professor
of literature but also an aspiring poet, he’s
waiting for me to make the first move. And
when I do, he will speak to me in iambic
pentameter, make love with the intensity
of a spondee. That’s if I ever see him again.
Still entranced, I go to the library and check
out a copy of Young Werther and mouth
some of the words. When I get to the part

about suicide, I close the book and return
it to the library. I remember why I changed
my major from English to Museum Studies.
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to get me in a room and bash the bones in
my face while quoting Christian scripture. I
accept the invitation. While I follow in my
car, I notice he’s a careful, safe driver.
Art lives alone in an impressive brick structure next to a big Catholic church in a nice
part of town. While he opens a box of spaghetti, he asks me to go into the third cabinet on the left and select the sauce of my
choice. He has four-cheese, marinara, and
mushroom—all arranged in a perfect line,
equidistant from each other and in alphabetical order. I’m impressed but slightly
afraid that his tidiness is an indication of a
hidden disorder, something that could turn
Walt Whitman into Jeffrey Dahmer. After
dinner, we cuddle on the living room floor.
Art tells me he’s a nudist and asks if I mind
if he takes off his clothes. I say that’s fine
and do the same. In the midst of kissing Art,
I notice a long black robe and some other
garments hanging on a rack in a corner of
the room. He notices me noticing and tells
me he’s a Catholic priest. When I get home,
I vomit spaghetti and sauce into the toilet.
After brushing my teeth four times, I look
online at the brand of sauce I had chosen
and see it has anchovies, which I’m allergic
to. I decide not to see Art again.

The weather turns cold, and I start going
to First Fridays Art Walk a few blocks from
where I work at the historical society. I meet
someone I like. His voice has a homespun
lilt, he’s a freelance artist, and his name is
Sam—a real hottie in a white tee and jeans,
that is, until he opens his mouth and flashes a set of yellow, brown, and black teeth.

One night, I invite Sam to dinner. In the
middle of the meal, he excuses himself and
disappears into the bathroom. Over dessert,
he tells me he has IBS, which causes discolorations in his teeth. I try to be supportive,
offering to cook something that won’t irritate his bowels, but he says that food just
does that to him. I tell him I’m determined
to help and will use organic, non-GMO
meats, grains, and vegetables to prepare a
meal that will nourish and please. He says
okay. The next time we get together, I make
sauerbraten with quinoa salad, and he has
the same reaction.
After that, we agree to downgrade to a platonic friendship. Within a month, I manage
to perfect a concoction that fails to give Sam
diarrhea: cream of rice with stewed prunes
and 2-percent milk. I have no idea how I
came up with the combo, but I’m glad I can
help.
In exchange for meals, Sam agrees to paint
a mural of my ideal man, a boyfriend who
will be all I could ever want. It takes a month
for Sam to complete the project on a bare
white wall in my partially furnished attic.
To my specifications, the man in the mural
is olive-skinned, has long black hair, and
wears a golden loincloth. His body is slender and muscular. On the day that the mural
is finished, I cook dinner, eat with Sam, and
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***

I try to overlook the negative, and we start
to date, the slow way. We meet regularly at
an art gallery or coffee house and chat for an
hour or so. Then he says he has to go. Sometimes we take a walk. Hidden in parkas, we
finally kiss on a frigid afternoon outside an
old factory turned into lofts. No one seems
to notice.
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present him with a gift certificate to the art
museum bookstore. When he leaves, I head
up to the attic to spend time with my new
boyfriend. I name him AVB, short for Acrylic Virtual Boyfriend. AVB looks a little out
of place in my Queen Anne Victorian, circa
1902, but I don’t care. When the sun shines
through the windows of the turret, his skin
looks real, especially in the triangular area
between the trapezius and clavicle.
***

***
After a rather intense conversation, in
which I tell AVB about my inability to trust,
I turn on the radio and learn of the mass
shooting at a popular gay club in Orlando,
Florida. My mind jumps back to October
1998, when I learned that a college student

***
Sam invites me to a vigil for the 49 killed at
the club, and I decline. When he asks why, I
tell him I’m not up for it. Sam says no one’s
really up for it, and I say there’s nothing I
can offer the dead or their families or friends
by attending a party or service or whatever.
When Sam continues to probe, I mention
the word schadenfreude—an expression that
sums up my view of why some humans turn
into barbarians: they get a rise out of other
people’s pain. Sam says: This is not the time
to get philosophical. Just go with me. I tell
him no. I take a breath and make a prediction that someone will eventually come up
with a theory that the Orlando shootings
had nothing to do with homophobia, knowing full well that they did. Sam hangs up—
for good, I think.
During the vigil, I clean out the closet facing
the mural of AVB. First I take out all the junk
from the people who sold me the house—
boxes of broken Christmas ornaments, an
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I start jotting down and acting out little scenarios I think of while AVB and I stand faceto-face. In one, which I call Scenario 3, I talk
about stress-related issues at work and link
them to aches and pains in various parts of
my body. As the scene unfolds, I strip. I start
out wearing multiple layers, so the encounter can last longer. During the striptease,
AVB—I play his part, too—says exactly what
he’s going to do to relieve my tension. Some
of the conversation is super hot, and other
parts are tender and sweet. On one occasion, I interrupt AVB in the middle of his
description of how he plans to manipulate
my calves and thighs and ask him what he
needs from me to relieve his stress. When he
tells me he wants to become three-dimensional, I get scared. Then I apologize for trying to make AVB human.

named Matthew Shepard was tortured and
murdered by gay bashers in rural Wyoming.
They had met at a bar. My stomach sinks.
Sweat breaks out around my temples. My
throat becomes so dry I rush downstairs to
get a drink of water. When I return to the
attic, I tell AVB I haven’t been to a club or
bar in almost 20 years. Who decides who
gets killed and who doesn’t? I ask. I’ve never
stayed out past 1:30, which means I would
have left before the shootings. AVB says I
might have stayed late if I had met someone
like him. I shake my head and try to imagine
what it feels like to be dead. AVB’s loincloth
suddenly looks dirty.
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old toaster with a frayed cord, and the rotting carcasses of three dead mice. When I
rip out the faded pea-green shag rug, I accidentally pull up a couple floorboards. Putting on a pair of gloves to avoid splinters, I
come across what I first think is a large dead
rat. Upon closer inspection, I see that it’s a
black elastic-sided ankle boot, quite scuffed,
the elastic turning to powder when I finger
it. Immediately I turn to AVB and ask if he
knows its owner. For once the mural has
nothing to say, its expression lifeless.
When I search a library database, I learn
that concealed objects, particularly shoes
and other footwear, are a remnant of British
and Roman superstition that dates back to
the Middle Ages. Shoes, boots, and slippers
symbolize an attempt to be apotropaic, to
possess the power to avert evil. People hid
footwear in walls and between floors of their
homes in order to ensure a good life. These
items, an anthropologist says, are the one
type of clothing that molds to an individual’s body; they express how a person moves,
the way a person acts, who the person is.
Shoes and boots symbolize the soul of a human being.

***
While trying to nap, I remember an old TV
movie about a straight man who discovered a batch of love letters—addressed but
never mailed—in a secret drawer of a nineteenth-century desk he bought at an antique
shop. He mails the letters and begins receiving responses. He and his pen pal meet. It
turns out that the man has fallen in love with
a Victorian ghost. The ending, which I don’t
remember other than the fact that there was
a fire, was rather bleak. I decide to take a
break from the attic. I call a colleague, who
tells me about Nathaniel, a guy who specializes in something called spirit removal. At
work the next day, my colleague gives me
Nathaniel’s card, saying she has never met
the man, but her neighbor, a woman with
a poltergeist that used to remove the toilet
paper from her upstairs bathroom, says he’s
legit. Knowing that my house has no departed spirits other than my own, I call Nathaniel. When he answers the phone, I find myself tongue-tied. I’m not sure why, but if I
could conjure up a ghost to fill the boot from
the attic, my specter’s voice would sound
exactly like that of Nathaniel—soft and sinuous, masculine but sensitive, the sort of
voice you’d want to tell you goodnight on a
winter evening, when you’re sick in bed with
the flu.
I need for someone to investigate my attic, I
finally spit out.
Nathaniel asks what sort of incidents I’ve
experienced, and I tell him I’m not sure.
Then I’m not sure I can help you, he says,
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I try the boot and it fits. Then I close my eyes
and take a few steps. I imagine a tall artist
with dark wavy hair: a dropout from an obscure Catholic seminary—gay and alone,
someone who spends hours looking at the
backs of leaves, how they turn silvery when a
summer thunderstorm is about to approach.
Then he paints landscapes, mainly of trees
with men in the background. My eyes still
closed, I feel a sharp pain in my lower back,
not unlike a kick. A moment later, I notice
I’m standing a foot away from AVB, facing

the opposite direction. I decide to break up
with my virtual boyfriend.
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still managing to keep the sensitivity in his
voice.
I tell him about the boot, but not the painting.
Nathaniel clears his throat. I charge $50 an
hour, one-hour minimum.
***
While waiting for Nathaniel to arrive on a
dreary November afternoon, I reread a series of newspaper articles about the Orlando
shootings. The papers are yellowed. In one,
there’s a photo of a man in a loose tank top
hugging another man. The hugger holds his
left hand over his face, while the receiver
of the hug buries his head in the hugger’s
shoulder. A later article questions the economic impact of the shootings on the Orlando metro, especially its theme parks. A
third article talks about how the shooter frequented gay clubs and social media sites, yet
claimed allegiance to groups known for violence toward gays and lesbians and transgender people.

No equipment, he says. I’m not that kind of
ghost hunter. They charge a lot more than
50 an hour. I ask him how he does his job,
and he tells me he’s a good listener. What
I do is listen carefully with all my senses.
Once I’ve identified the problem, we look at

When we reach the attic, Nathaniel starts
asking questions about the mural of AVB. I
tell him about the kick and the events leading up to it. He says my entry into the closet after learning of the Orlando shootings is
both melodramatic and trite. I agree. When
I show Nathaniel the shoe, he says he wishes I had found the other. Polish them up,
he says, and they’d look great with my Victorian coattails. When I ask him about the
presence of a ghost, he tells me to paint over
the mural and learn to get out more. Then
he tells me there will be no charge for his
services, if I let him rummage beneath my
closet for the other shoe. v
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The doorbell rings. Wearing a gray V-neck
tee and tight vermillion jeans, Nathaniel introduces himself. All I can do is keep my jaw
from dropping. After an uncomfortably long
pause, in which the two of us stare, I offer
to carry equipment up to the attic. Nathaniel lifts his eyebrows, and the creases in his
forehead make him look sexier.

various options.
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role, but by default I was Molly, Annie’s side
kick. We referred to the play on and off for
a few years, but after our family finally got
a VCR—we were definitely the last people I
knew to get one—we rented the movie and
watched it over and over. Little by little Oma
decided she was Annie and by her seventeenth birthday that was the only name she
answered to. It was never changed legally,
but to us she became Annie. Her headstone
reads Oma “Annie” Kunstler.
“Well, when you’re bad, you’re Oma.
When you’re good, you’re Annie. And if Miss
Hannigan sees this she’s going to flip.” I
helped her up, made sure her butt was clean
as we sang our new getting dressed anthem,
unabashedly stolen from Bob Marley: “get
up, stand up, stand up for your pants.”
My sister used to be able to go to the
bathroom alone just fine, but gradually her
left side stopped working. Doctors said it was
because she had series of mini strokes. They
were amazed she was still alive, but they
didn’t offer answers or treatments. Nothing happened suddenly. As she changed we
changed with her, adjusting our routines
as needed, until eventually our whole lives
were transformed.
The bathroom was by far my least
favorite part of our new routine and made
me appreciate being able to grip things
firmly with both hands. She didn’t have the
strength or mobility to hold the roll steadily
enough with one hand to be able to rip off a
normal sized piece, so she would try to use
her right hand to pull it hard and rip it off—
the result being enough paper to cover a
man-sized mummy or a high school enemy’s
house. She piled it so high in the toilet that
you could actually see the top of the paper
mound above the rim. To this day I can’t eat
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It wasn’t even close to a decent time
to wake up but I couldn’t ignore the rumbling coming from the other side of my bedroom wall. The whirr, whirr, whirr sounded like semi-trucks parading through my
room. I banged on the wall as hard as I
could. “Oma! Stop pulling the toilet paper!”
The noise stopped and I put my head back
on the pillow. After a few minutes of silence,
the whirr, whirr, whirr began again.
“You’re going to clog the toilet!” Now
completely awake, I had to get up and assess
the damage. I’d counted six whirrs. That
could produce a lot of toilet paper. I hopped
down and landed on the hard wood floor,
shocked at how much colder it was than my
warm bed.
I inhaled deeply, held my breath
and opened the bathroom door. Oma was
perched on the toilet, pajamas at her ankles,
holding a giant wad of toilet paper over her
nose that was still connected to the roll, like
a party streamer.
“Oma, you’ve been in here long
enough. Are you done?”
“My name’s not Oma, it’s Annie.”
My family had seen the play Annie at
a local theater and it became a family joke
that Oma was the lead, our dog Jack was Sandy, and naturally, even without the fortune,
our Dad was Daddy Warbucks. The part that
wasn’t funny was our mom became known
as the abusive Miss Hannigan. Although we
knew Mom loved us and did all of the dutiful mom-stuff like cooking and cleaning,
we knew she didn’t really like to do it and
we often felt we were a nuisance or burden,
just like the orphans. And when provoked,
our mom’s high pitched rage could be heard
all the way in the cheap seats, just like Miss
Hannigan in the play. I never got an official
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mope, so eventually she started to get a pile
of presents for my birthday, too. I couldn’t
complain. How could I dare? For my birthday I once got a (used) root beer-colored
three-speed bike I could ride gleefully
throughout the neighborhood. She got my
old bike with rusty training wheels to ride
very slowly back and forth in our driveway.
Things were never fair between us, but I
don’t blame our parents. It’s hard to make
things even for your kids when the world
didn’t.
“Go draw or something,” I said.
Then it dawned on me. “You know what, it’s
Mom’s birthday. We forgot to make her a
card.”
“I’ll make a masterpiece,” she said.
Although she probably wasn’t thrilled she
wouldn’t be getting any presents today, she
didn’t mind our parents’ birthdays as much
as she minded mine, so she was happy to
draw for our mom.
I gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I
know you will. I love you.”
When your mom is an artist and
wants to keep her kids busy so she can
paint, she buys you a lot of art supplies. Annie turned out to be an incredible artist in
her own right. Although her human figures
looked like Mr. Potato Heads with circles for
bodies, eyes and teeth, her abstract drawings were covered edge-to-edge with rainbow colored shapes and scribbles coming
together to make magical, mystical terrains
I wished I could run through.
I didn’t have the imagination she
and my mom had, but I used to draw all the
time. Once when it rained on Mom’s birthday and I could tell she was really depressed.
I thought the sun would cheer her up, so I
drew and cut out a big yellow one and drew

THE GOOD LIFE REVIEW WINTER 2020

mashed potatoes and gravy.
We looked down at the mess. “Sorry,”
she said with a slight lisp—which was another side effect of the strokes—as she looked
up to me for a solution. She had started
wearing the kind of cotton turbans that old
ladies wear instead of her hand-made bonnets. Her wide and innocent doe eyes shining brightly from that turban disarmed any
anger I had over the disgusting task that lay
before me. Bambi was always one of my favorite movies.
As I helped her wash both of her
hands, our reflection in the mirror confirmed Annie’s biggest fear. Her little sister
had become bigger. Her medications and
lack of mobility continued to add to her
weight gain so I was tall and skinny and she
was short and plump. She started to resemble a Winnie the Pooh balloon from Disneyland with half of the air let out—still cute
and cuddly enough to make you smile, but
sad enough to make you wish you could go
back to the time when it was fully inflated.
“It’s okay,” I told her. “I’ll take care
of it. Go back to bed.” I rubbed her back and
massaged her shoulders while pushing her
towards our room.
“I’m not tired.” The warmth and
sympathy I had for her cute little face was
starting to disappear as it usually did when
she made things unnecessarily difficult. Her
childhood bossiness was growing into full
on authoritarianism as she grew older and
weaker. She brought toys and blankets into
the living room like we used to, but now she
would stretch out with them on the couch
so there was no space for me to sit while we
watched the shows only she was allowed to
pick. If it was my birthday, she would be so
upset she’d put her head on the table and
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Later that night we went out to celebrate at a Japanese restaurant. This was a
big deal for because although walking wasn’t
the easiest for Annie anymore, she refused
to try a wheelchair. Taking her places was
becoming more difficult she walked more
slowly, got tired easily and then sometimes
even a little grouchy.
“This is like a palace,” Annie said
while we waited for our table. Her wide eyes
slowly took in the golden paper screens depicting peaceful images of cherry blossoms
and cranes flying over lakes and the shimmering pink and blue kimonos hanging on
the walls. Although l was a young teen out
with her family, I had to admit I liked it too.
“Well, you are all my princesses,”
Dad said as he bowed to us. Mom coughed
loudly. “And my queen of course.” He kissed
her hand and bowed to her. Mom smiled
and reluctantly curtsied.
“I can take you to your table now,”
said a lovely young woman. Our dad dropped
Mom’s hand and gave the hostess his full
attention, chatting with her as they walked
to the table as if she were his date. Mom’s
smile dropped but when her eyes met mine
she tried to play it off.
The table sat in front of a mural of Mt
Fuji and was very low to the ground. Around
it were four silky cushions the same colors
as the kimonos on the walls.
“Where are the chairs?” Annie asked
loudly.
“Those cushions are your chairs.
Here, I’ll help you.” The hostess, trying to
impress our dad, took Annie’s arm and tried
to help her sit. She didn’t take into account
that Annie was heavy and was surprised
when she fell limp into her arms almost
knocking them both down onto the wooden
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a happy face on it. Then I traced it with gold
glitter and hung it on the fridge. While she
thanked me, the drawing didn’t cheer her
up at all. Years later, when she checked herself in and out of several mental hospitals, I
found out she’s bi-polar, but back then I just
thought she didn’t like us very much, that
we were not enough to make her happy.
“You good now?” I asked once Annie
was all set up at the kitchen table with her
pad and fairly new box of 64 crayons.
She answered with a thumbs up and
went to work. So did I. I got a plastic grocery
bag from under the kitchen sink and went
back to the bathroom. I held my breath and
used the toilet brush to shovel the heavy,
drippy mess into the bag. Once I got enough
out to allow the toilet to flush, I used more
paper to wipe up all the drips from the floor
and toilet, tightly tied up the bag and took
it outside to the trash. The bag was leaking
toilet water so I had to run. I retraced my
steps to wipe up those drips with a hand
towel, collapsed in a chair next to my sister,
and watched her draw.
I heard the hiss of a match being lit.
It was Mom lighting her cigarette first, then
the pilot light on the wall heater near her
bedroom. I peeked around the corner and
down the hall. She was sitting on the floor in
front of the heater smoking and crying, the
mauve-colored velveteen robe we bought
her for Mother’s Day tied tightly around her
thin waist. She must have taken an early
shower because her hair was dripping down
her back in long black tendrils, water darkening the robe like blood. She often sat there
and smoked, but this morning she seemed
especially sad. Birthdays were hard for her.
Maybe she counted up the years and they
didn’t amount to what she wanted them to.
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himself into a cross legged position. He was
limber enough to do it in one move even
though he was so tall. Mom was at least a
foot shorter than Dad and sat down with
the ease of a yoga instructor. She smiled
graciously when our waitress, a much older
woman this time, came to get our order.
“I’m starving. Let’s get one of everything!” Mom said.
We didn’t get one of everything, but
when the food came it seemed like we did.
“This is delicious!” I said as I stuffed
my mouth with meats and vegetables covered in sauces I’d never had before. Dad
took us to a lot of authentic places he found
when he filled their cigarette machines, but
this was by far my favorite. I forgot everything else for a while as I happily ate and
talked to my parents.
“I got an A on my essay about the
Amish,” I bragged to my parents.
“Good job, Nick,” Dad said. I didn’t
choose that nickname but I loved Nick
Rhodes from Duran Duran, so my Dad
called me this a lot. Still does. I was glad
I had graduated from being called “Ina,”
which came from the sound I used to make
when I sucked my thumb.
They changed the subject to my
Dad’s upcoming gig with his Reggae band
and I lost interest. I picked up an origami
paper crane table decoration and flew it
around my water glass. Annie and I got an
origami set as a gift once and neither one
of us could make anything good from it. I
couldn’t figure out the directions and Annie
couldn’t follow them anyway, so the delicate
paper went in with our arsenal of art supplies. I flew the crane towards my sister but
she wasn’t there. She had lain down completely flat, right from where she was sitting,
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table. Somehow she wrestled Annie to the
ground and Dad took her arm to help her
up. She pulled away from his grip red faced
and said our server would be with us shortly. Mom didn’t sit down with, us but instead
walked away.
“I’ll be right back, ladies,” Dad said as
he followed Mom.
“They’re fighting,” Annie said.
“It’s not that bad. They’ll be back in a
second. Mom probably had to smoke.” Just
like Mom, I tried to hide how embarrassed I
was.
“She should call Schick,” Annie said.
“I know. You’re right. Let’s play I
Spy,” I said.
We played a few rounds. It was easy
to win because she always picked whatever
was right in front of her vision. Each time
it was my turn I correctly guessed: chopsticks, water glass, table. She got frustrated quickly. Annie was never good at games.
Most of the time I would just let her win
or say she won even if not one checker was
moved properly. But she was good at Hungry, Hungry Hippos, because all she had to
do was slam that little handle down and try
and get as many marbles into the mouth as
you could. I usually pushed extra marbles
towards the mouth of her hippo but she had
no problems gobbling them up on her own.
When we went to an arcade I’d set her up
in front on Pac Man but wouldn’t put in a
quarter. She just moved the joystick left to
right with no idea she wasn’t controlling it.
That may seem mean, but it saved a lot of
quarters and she had a ball.
Our parents returned smelling of
freshy toked pot and were much more relaxed. “We’re back. Sorry for the delay my
royal highnesses,” Dad said as he lowered
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making a perpendicular angle from the table so that her head almost hit the cushion
of the person sitting behind her.
“Mom, Dad, where’s Annie?” I whispered.
They couldn’t see her at all from
where they were sitting and looked panicked. They were pretty high so they may
have actually thought she was gone. I pointed down at her and they leaned over the table. We watched her big belly rise up and
down like a hibernating bear sleeping at the
foot of Mt Fuji. Her hat had come off slightly and you could see wisps of thin brown
hair float over her otherwise bald head. The
peaceful scene was interrupted when Mom
let out the huge laugh she had been trying to
suppress from deep within her throat. Dad
and I joined and we all laughed until we
cried. Most strangers had a hard time figuring out where to look or what to say when
they saw Annie, but the kind family behind
us noticed something strange was going on
and laughed along. They even scooted over
to give her a little more room.
Mom wiped away her tears with a
silky napkin. “Oh Annie, what would we do
without you?” v
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kathy kay
Dear Mom,
The day before you died, I hugged
you in the hallway of my childhood home.
The framed photos to the right, just before
rounding the corner into the kitchen, were
hung too closely together and yellowed from
the sun shining through the front door. Your
bones looked so thin under the soft cotton of
your T-shirt. You smelled like you.

forward and hugged her with one arm and
Annabelle with the other. Did I sense it, in
this moment? That my mother would be
dead in twenty-four hours in the bedroom
ten feet from where we stood? No. But it’s so
easy to imagine I did.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said.

***

Dear Mom,
You spent much of your life apologizing. Apologizing for the trauma you faced as
a child and its effects into adulthood, apologizing to my father for your inability to control your addiction, apologizing to my brother and me for being drunk for most of our
childhood. Did anyone ever turn to you and
say—I mean really say—they were sorry to
you? Sorry for refusing to acknowledge the
terror and humiliation you faced repeatedly, or sorry for our lack of understanding of
what you needed to fill that gaping wound? I
don’t know if it would have made any difference.
I have some apologies of my own. I
didn’t understand how—or didn’t have the
courage—to voice them to you while you
were still alive. That is my first apology.
I’m so terribly sorry that I often saw
you as a one-dimensional addict. When you
were drinking, it was so much easier to be
angry with you for the physical act of consuming alcohol and what it did to our family
on the surface. There was some comfort in
the predictability. You drank, which usually
involved lying or at least evasiveness, then
you became some combination of belligerent, embarrassing, pathetic, and comatose.
The fact that this behavior was a direct result of a liquid you purposely put in your
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Things between my mom and me
weren’t what one would call “fine,” but that
was nothing new. I was seven months pregnant and Annabelle, my three-year-old, and
I had visited for a couple of days to belatedly celebrate Christmas. My husband, Cory,
stayed home. He was understandably angry
at my mother’s recent relapse and refused
to support the occasion. I was angry too, of
course, but I couldn’t bear the thought of
no one from my nuclear family showing up
for our post-Christmas gathering. What if it
tipped her over the edge, whatever that edge
may be? I cursed Cory on the three-and-ahalf-hour drive to my parents, stopping at
a McDonalds in Abilene so Annabelle could
get lunch and use the restroom. It was blistering cold and the wet wind whipped my
car door open. I pictured him playing video
games in our living room by the fireplace.
That was two days before that hug. Now it
is warmer and sunny, and I’m hugging my
mother goodbye for the last time. She held
Annabelle, and I told her to be a good girl
for Ammaw and Papa while they kept her
for an extra night.
“She always is,” my mom said.
She wore the necklace we had given her for Christmas. Casually, I leaned

***
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body made it easy to lean on my anger. It
was perhaps too painful to peel back that
layer to see your pain, to better understand
the perpetual nightmare of shame that existed within you. I didn’t understand that
it was your own betrayal that led to the one
you would enact on us.
***
The parting words my mom and I
spoke aloud were full of love and familiarity, but our final digital communication was
ridiculously mundane. I began my eastward
return home, sans Annabelle, and decided
I’d stop at a local children’s consignment
shop in Great Bend. Three shopping bags
later, I was back in the car and I texted her.
“Stopped at that consignment place
in Great Bend. Super cute stuff if you’re ever
looking for stuff for the girls.”
“Yep. Been there.” Our last communication.
The consignment shop was called
Forever Young.
***

***
Dear Mom,
I’m sorry I couldn’t bring myself to
touch your hand one more time. I still remember how the veins patterned their backs
and how your nails could grow so much longer without breaking than mine ever could.
I’d rather imagine them in the kitchen,
though, wiping a finger across a metal mixer before popping it in your mouth to gauge
seasoning for mashed potatoes. You made
the creamiest mashed potatoes.
***
My brother, Marc, was brave enough
to face my mother in her casket and for that
I’m grateful. He and I operate as different
sides of the same coin, perhaps more so than
most siblings. In a way, his courage feels a
little like something I can share. She looked
like a reflection of herself, Marc said. Physically, of course, she had the same attributes
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Six days later, I was back in the car,
this time with Cory in tow. Annabelle, too,
as my father had returned her to our home
the same day my mother killed herself,
probably as he was driving back. We were
returning for her funeral.
I purposely timed our arrival so we
would miss most of the visitation. Maybe
I should feel shame for my selfishness—
didn’t my dad need me, after all?— but I
know my mom would have understood.
She shared my dread regarding crowds
of all sizes, well-meaning acquaintances

encroaching on our space. the sorrowful
eyes, the uncomfortable hugs, the “suicide
is such a different type of grieving” sentiments. I just couldn’t. Being quite pregnant
meant I wasn’t as nimble in my attempts
to dodge them, either. More than this wellworn anxiety, though, I was terrified that
I might catch a glimpse of my mother’s
cropped blonde hair lying on a satin pillow in the open casket down the aisle of the
chapel attached to the funeral home. I simply could not bear it. We arrived at the tail
end, plenty of time for sympathetic shoulder
patting, but not enough time for my disobedient eyes to wander to the chapel.
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as in life, but the lack of a spark made her a
stranger.
I white-knuckled my way through
the tail-end of the visitation, knowing the
worst was to come. Several months ago my
father had rented my mom an apartment in
an attempt to save his own sanity and keep
her out of the house while she was drinking.
While she still spent a lot of time living in
my childhood home, most of her possessions resided in this apartment. In the pristine cream-sided house back on the farm
her memories permeated the walls and her
footsteps were beat into the floors, but it was
still a shared space that allowed for a level of diluted avoidance. Within that apartment, though, every item had been chosen,
organized, and arranged with my mother’s
hands.
I prepared myself to enter that apartment, the one you left just a week before,
fully expecting to return. You would not, but
I would. It felt like an altar.
***

***
The apartment was silent but for the
air gusting in and out of my lungs. At the
top of the stairs, just beyond the front door,
my mom’s scarves hung neatly on hooks
and her gloves rested in a basket below. In
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Dear Mom,
Did you like living alone? I know you
were sad to not be back in the house with
Dad, but I like to think you found some power in being away from his suspicious eye.
He wasn’t fair to you. I wish I had told you
that so long ago, but I spent my childhood
and early adulthood being told that he was
the hero of this story. He was the one who
carried the burden of the alcoholic wife, the
embarrassment of your missteps, the raising of the children when you were incapacitated, and, most of all, making the money
and keeping the family together.
“Your father is a saint. I couldn’t

put up with everything he has.” I heard a
variation of this sentiment a million times.
And he did put up with a lot, you knew that
and you felt the guilt. But you also did the
emotional labor that is rarely recognized
in women, especially women who are constantly tripping over their own trauma.
When you weren’t intoxicated, you
were usually planning the next time you
could drink or you were reliving the shame
of your last binge. But even with all that
chatter and distraction ping-ponging in
your head, you still managed to wake children up in the morning, yell at them for eating five granola bars for breakfast, harp on
them about making their beds, ensure they
had clothes that fit, scheduled haircuts and
doctors’ appointments, enrolled them in
school and sports, attended their sporting
events, bought groceries, made lunch daily for Dad and his hired hands, drove grain
cart during harvest, ran to the parts store
for farm emergencies, bought birthday and
Christmas presents, taught Sunday school,
chaperoned field trips, and substitute taught
at my school (much to my chagrin).
You made plenty of mistakes, but we
all know what the Bible said about casting
the first stone. Dad cast a lot of those stones
and while I’ll never judge the anger and betrayal he felt toward a spouse who chose a
liquid over everything he provided, I think
you had some stones to cast, too.
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***
Dear Mom,
Do you know that Dad told me that
I should take some of your clothes because
we “had the same taste”? Hilarious, right?
You and I both know that isn’t true. You
were constantly pushing boots, dresses, and
shirts onto me and I would politely push
them back. You were a size four on a bad
day and the thought of me shimmying into
your dresses now would have made us both
cringe a little, even if you would have been
politely encouraging.
Still, I did as he suggested.
***
“Yeah, okay. I will. Is there anything
you want me to make sure I leave here?”
“No, take whatever you want,” he responded as he turned to walk out.
I stuffed cardigans and sweaters into
suitcases—items with a better chance of fitting my very differently shaped body—and
quickly zipped them shut. Wheeling them
out toward Cory a thought bulldozed me.
I ducked back into my mom’s office, trying
to channel her thoughts. Where would she
have put it? Would it even be here? I poked
around in the closet and there it was—the
blanket my mother was knitting for the
granddaughter she would never meet. Periwinkle blue, perfect in its slight imperfections and, best of all, nearly finished. I let
out a low laugh. Even in death she held our
shit together.
***

THE GOOD LIFE REVIEW WINTER 2020

my mind, my knees gave out and I tumbled
back down the stairs, but in reality, I found
myself somehow moving forward. Cory followed behind, silently, letting me soak my
grief in and out like a sponge. My dad said
to take anything I wanted, as the apartment
was going to be cleaned and back on the
market by Monday.
How does one decide the items they’ll
take from their dead mother’s apartment
four days after she died? I grabbed two small
suitcases and began filling them with a hunger that will never be satisfied. I started in
the office, grabbing scraps of paper with her
handwriting, books I knew she loved, then
I turned to the bedroom. Her curling iron
sat on the bathroom counter, cord dragging
on the ground, makeup scattered nearby.
I didn’t take any of that. I’m not so sentimental that I wanted a half-used tube of deodorant. Instead, I took the framed picture
of my mother as a child that sat next to her
bed and the simple flat stone she’d painted
with Psalm 18:2, “The Lord is my rock, my
fortress and my deliverer.” I took the shawl
tossed on the bed, not necessarily because
I wanted it but because I liked imaging her
placing it there, fully intending to return
and hang it back up in the closet.
Sitting on the closet floor, my face
wet, I held her sweaters up to my nose,
memorizing the smell of the laundry soap.
I heard the front door open, followed by my
father’s voice softly greeting Cory who waited on the couch.
A moment later my dad popped his
head in the closet. “Just wanted to say goodnight before we headed home,” Dad said as
he glanced around the closet. “You should
pick out some of her clothes to take with
you. You two always had the same taste.”
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Months later, I was back at the
house—the apartment long gone—for the
weekend, this time with the new baby in tow.
While my dad was preoccupied I resumed
my new reluctant pastime: Searching the
house for anything that could remind me of
my mom. After turning up little in the hall
closets, I opened the coat closet off the front
door and felt around the top shelf. Bingo,
notebooks. She must have been doing a Bible study in the months before her death as
the writing seemed to have a focused quality,
like she was answering questions. Beneath
all the surface-level familiar highlighted Bible verses a stunningly painful theme began
to emerge: Heartbreak.
“I will forgive Kirk, I will forgive Kirk,
I will forgive Kirk,” my mother wrote in one
corner, line by line. “I will work on bettering
myself so Kirk will want me back.”
***
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Dear Mom,
I’m sorry I read your entries, but I
think they gave me your final beautiful, terrible gift: understanding. The divorce a year
before had been sold to the family—myself
included—as more of a legal formality. What
if you injured or killed someone on the road
while you were drinking? It may sound cruel, but it’s practical—if you two were still
married potential victims could come after
the farm and the assets that he, his father,
his grandfather, and now Marc had worked
so hard to accumulate. Divorce could insulate our historic livelihood.
Slowly, though, the severity of the
break became much more apparent. I can’t
imagine what that was like for you, watching your marriage dissolve in extreme slow

motion, knowing your own actions were
causing it but not being able to stop that
train. By the time you died it had progressed
from “on paper only” to “only at the house
when necessary.”
It was clear how long you had been
hurting and how little of it had to do with
your alcoholism. “I’m so frustrated that
he won’t recognize my value to not only
the farm, but in raising our children,” you
wrote. I know that’s true. Dad is a kind,
hard-working man, but his focus is narrow
and his flexibility is that of a fresh carrot
(you would like that joke). It’s not that he
didn’t love or respect you, but I don’t think
it is unfair to say he viewed you as inferior. I think you viewed yourself as inferior,
too. He was the man, after all, so he made
the money and gave his blood and sweat to
keep you at home and comfortable. So what
if you were home alone all day, in the middle of nowhere with two small children and
near-crippling anxiety that made a social
life next to impossible? You had a comfortable bed, plenty of food, and Bible class on
Sundays. What more could you want?
I must admit that the overwhelming
feeling I felt reading those notebooks was
guilt. It was the kind of guilt I didn’t feel
when Dad called me that terrible evening after Christmas to tell me you had killed yourself. “I should have done something more,”
people say in those situations. But I knew
there was nothing more I could have done to
stop you from putting a gun in your mouth
at 2 p.m. alone on a Sunday afternoon. You
were drunk—the coroner could still smell
the booze in the room—and so afraid and
sad. At that point I had no power to help
you.
But reading those journals, I fear that
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***
The morning of the day my mom
would die my dad briefly left the house to
check cattle, getting in a quick chore before
bringing Annabelle back to our house. My
mom planned to tag along, an opportunity to
help me organize the nursery. Instead, when
my dad returned home around 7 a.m., he

found his wife passed out in bed, inebriated
beyond belief and Annabelle standing alone
in the hallway looking afraid. We’d been
thrilled to leave her there just one extra day,
not only to give Cory and me a break, but to
give her one-on-one time with her Ammaw
and Papa. Subconsciously, maybe it was a
misguided motivation to help my mom stay
sober.
“Are you coming with us to bring Annabelle back?” my father asked the unmoving form lying on the bed.
“No,” she murmured, lips barely
moving.
He left my mother in the same bed
in which she’d soon die. Several hours later
he would stand in my kitchen with me and
explain why she wasn’t there. We both simmered in the familiar disappointment and
anger.
“If she thinks she’s coming up when
the baby is born, she is very wrong,” I said.
“She made that decision for herself.” Dad
just nodded somberly.
“If you want to see her from now on,
you’ll have to visit her in her apartment,”
he said. “She isn’t coming back to the house
anymore.” I returned his nod.
He got back in his truck for the return
trip that marked the start of his nightmare.
For the second time that day he would find
her still body in bed. When my father called
to inform me that normal life had ended,
I blurted out, “I can’t imagine feeling that
kind of hurt.”
Of course, I couldn’t, because I was
immersed in my own hurt. But her hurt
was real, too, and I can’t help but wonder
if we’d spent more time surrounding her
with love and support and less time trying
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I failed you. I know the psychology—I was
the child, you the parent, albeit often an incapacitated one. It wasn’t my job to monitor your emotions. But my heart whispers a
different story. I wasn’t just your daughter,
I was one of your only true friends; one of
the only other people in your world who understood the suffocation of anxiety and the
constant threat of negative thoughts looping
through your brain. Maybe most of all, I understood on some level the complications of
the man you married—my father—and how
he could be so compassionate and understanding one moment, then quickly turn off
emotion at the drop of a hat and repel any
source of warmth.
I may not have been able to change
it, but I should have felt your hurt at losing
your true love. Dad had rescued you from a
mother who sat silently with the knowledge
of your abuse and now it felt as though he
was the next one to turn his back on you
when you were struggling. Don’t get me
wrong, Mom, I was angry with you too. I
was on Dad’s side, and I shared a portion
of his pain. But toward the end, I know we
had a tendency to treat you as An Alcoholic,
and not as Kathy Molitor. You became flat,
a two-dimensional problem that was best
dealt with using tough love. Often, though,
it was more tough than love.
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to parent the alcoholism into submission,
maybe that morning would have gone differently. Maybe she would have woken up to
find Annabelle making a mess in the kitchen, then made her some peanut butter toast
and started a cartoon on the tablet for her to
watch. Then, after going to church, the three
of them would have driven Annabelle back
up and I would have hugged her at least one
more time.
***
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Dear Mom,
I’m not disillusioned—you still would
have been an alcoholic no matter what steps
we took. Your trauma preceded us by decades. You probably still would have been
the mom who got drunk on mouthwash
while substitute teaching my high school
class or who had to be carried to the car after my wedding reception.
But you still would have been my
mom.
Cory disagrees with me and maybe it’s the irrational thought of a grieving
mind, but I told him the other day that maybe we should have just let you drink. Would
it have been so bad? Even intoxicated, you
were never cruel or hateful. Really, any embarrassment or danger came from imposing
such strict restrictions that caused you to resort to stupidity in order to rebel.
What if we would have just taken
away the keys and let you be?
While you were still alive, I often
had a silly, wistful thought: While many
of my friends were reaching the age where
they spent time with their mothers at wineries, treating themselves to a fancy cocktail at dinner, or even engaging in a little

old-fashioned drunken bickering over
Christmas I knew I would never have that
milestone. I’d never share a glass of wine
with you. It’s inconsequential, in the scheme
of things, but I think it speaks to a bigger,
yet childlike desire: To go back in time and
save you from the monster who stole so
much from you as a child, every shred of
innocence, not just once but time and time
again — and still had the nerve to call himself family. What’s worse, the people who
mattered knew and they turned away from
the little girl in front of them who was loudly crying for help. I want the impossible; I
want whatever chewed you up and spit you
out, damaged and terrified, to have never
existed, so that I could have a mother who
still did.
I was robbed of the mother-daughter
relationship I craved. Crave.
We were never a family that said a
lot of “I love you’s,” but that mistake ends
here. I will tell my daughters I love them
every day until they’re sick of hearing it
and then I’ll tell them some more. I’ll also
tell them about their Ammaw and how she
loved them both so much that you could see
it welling in her eyes when she’d talk about
them—even Adeline, whom she never met.
On that last Christmas you hastily hung up
an extra stocking and pinned a slip of paper with Adeline’s name, even though we
weren’t sure yet of the spelling. I treasure
the few times I heard her name come off
your lips and I grieve so hard that I couldn’t
bottle up that sweet sound and play it for
her.
Adeline’s middle name is Kay, after
you, and I hope that isn’t all she gets from
her grandma. I hope she has your fierce
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kindness and subtle sense of humor that
was both eye-rollingly lame and refreshing.
I hope she searches for similarities with others, not differences. I hope her silent presence is just as comforting and that she isn’t
afraid of her emotions. Your emotions were
what made you so strong, stronger than Dad,
even. Your weakness was that you didn’t believe it. I hope both of my girls love in the
face of great impossibility and hardship, just
as you did for all your life, and I hope that,
like you, they never give up.
Because you didn’t give up, Mom.
You fought like hell for decades to overcome
sexual trauma and PTSD, depression, anxiety, bulimia, alcoholism, and a sense of both
geographical and relational isolation. You
survived. Demons just seized your reason
when you were most vulnerable.
“Let’s not end it like this,” you whispered to me at the breakfast table that last
morning as I wrestled a screaming Annabelle into her booster seat. “Just let her be.”
I, too, must now let you be.
“I know that I am gone.” – The last text my
mother sent my father. v
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Caleb Nichols is a queer poet and musician from California. His poetry has
been featured in Redivider, Perhappened Mag, Cypress: A Literary Journal,
and elsewhere. His poem, “Ken,” won an Academy of American Poets University Prize, and his first chapbook, “22 Lunes,” is available from Unsolicited
Press.

I CHECK THE MOON a n d
AUGUST HYMNODY

i check the moon
Lulu writes me
into a poem,
as if I were the moon,
messages it to me.
Night spiders down,
glides along,
spins Santa Anas,
whips the bleach
blonde hills,
the frosted tips of
late spring.
I dream drift back
down the tracks.
A teal discourse
on a rain rusted rail car
reads, momma didn’t raise
no ho and, more mysteriously,
c
corn
b.
Hampsey emails a dream:

Noah texts a new song,
sings like seraphim,
an ode to kissing cousins
then says check the moon.
I pocket my phone.
I check the moon:
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1976
East Berlin...
it is night and i am trying to figure
the street signs up on a low stage, next
to a dingy curtain,
you are singing by yourself
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i check the moon
the moon is full—
slung low
above the suburban frame
of trees and children howling.
Morning worms out,
casts threads,
canvases the void.
My eight legs spin
silk, weave a God’s
eye, a dream catcher.
The pitch of these dreams,
Grandpa’s booming bass note;
Grandma’s dulcimer lull; sounds
bounced off yellow stucco; afternoon light
shells I hermit into,
found texts,
tide pools
spilling over,
lunar surfaces
mirroring
moon phases,

the gulls wing in,
to break me out
of my wonder. v
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veiled in swell, then
revealed in ebb—
and that’s when
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august hymnody
Growing up in August Country
August light, the golden twilight
Eucalyptus crowned the canyon
Blue gum towers lit like lampposts
August feeling on the waters
Calm and quiet in the harbor Past
the sun-baked oyster farmers Past
the open estuary
From the dunes an august silence
Toward the inlet tidal marshes
With the stillness of an egret
With the hush of pending autumn
There’s a stand of hollow cypress
With the likeness of a graveyard
Where I sit in august wonder At
the gently lapping waves. v
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Tyler Michael Jacobs currently serves as Editor-in-Chief of The Carillon. He
is the recipient of the Wagner Family Writing Award Endowment. His poetry
has appeared, or is slated to appear, in The Carillon, Poached Hare, The Hole
in the Head Review, Runestone, The Magazine, Rumble Fish Quarterly, The
Whorticulturalist, East by Northeast Literary Magazine, White Wall Review,
HASH Journal, Funicular Magazine, and Aurora: The Allegory Ridge Poetry
Anthology.

STANDING WATE R IN
CENTRAL NEBRASKA

standing water in central
nebraska

A dragonfly swarms callow fields;
Paint on a calm, vast canvas. v
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Native of Boston and Martha’s Vineyard, MA., Stelios Mormoris is currently
CEO of, EDGE BEAUTY, Inc. Dual citizen of Greece and the U.S., and raised
in New York, Stelios has spent most of his life living in Paris. He received his
undergraduate degree in architecture at Princeton, and M.B.A. from INSEAD
in Paris. Stelios is a contemporary artist, specializing in abstract geometric oil
painting [www.steliosmormoris.com]. Stelios was part of the Creative Writing Program at Princeton, as a student of William Meredith and later studied
at Columbia with Stanley Kunitz, as well as with Nancy Schoenberger from
the Academy of American Poets. He has published work in The Fourth River,
Gargoyle, Humana Obscura, Midwest Poetry Review, The Nassau Literary
Review, Press, South Road, Spillway, Sugar House Review, Verse, The Whelk
Walk Review and other literary journals. Stelios has held positions on the
Boards of the French Cultural Center of Boston, Historic New England, The
Fragrance Foundation, Symrise, ACT UP, and is a member of the Kytherian
Society.

LINOLELUM

linoleum
It is clear we all need flooring
in our lives--something to keep
our traction with a modicum
of decorum and alacrity from
one appointment to the next,
from the procession of infant to
child to man, far surer firmament
than skipping on the lily pads
of strangers to lovers to friends
with not enough time to sink.
I approach this corridor of old
linoleum with mild trepidation,
as if it were an oil slick, easy
to slip in its black fluorescence.
Brazen ship, I slip into it anyway:
the linoleum recomposed from
some malleable matter like wax
or asphalt, remnant of liquid,
puréed, re-formed, jaundiced
with age, hardened by lack of use.

of lanolin seething through its
pliant surface, then lift to my face
the tacky moisture, and smell the
putrid summer when we cried
with her on a set of swings,
away in the Catskill mountains
and drowned in her sermons,
four fatherless young children
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I notice the linoleum is sweating.
It feels indecent to traverse it
as if someone dead is pressed
inside its board. I lift one corner.
The underside looks baked like
dried brown mascara, the top side
black with bits of mustard, matching
our old fridge, abused and familiar.
I swear my mother is still breathing
through it, and touch the beads
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gathering milkweed and thistle
on the shoulder of the interstate.
Even an acrid bouquet was a gift,
and she wept. Even a window open
and hearing a chorus of girls
carry across the valley like puffs
of dandelion blown loose excited
her as I picked the stiff white seeds
caught in her sweater. Even the
footsteps of her son pressing
tentatively the vulnerable skin
to summon her out of her oculus
keeps her alive—as the priest would
say—like lights of candles passed
from the altar to the altar boys
to the congregation. I decide to lie
down in the cradle of curling tile
to hear the pulse in my ear,
and set alight the crickets that
dry summer night when I heard
her crying alone in a rented cabin,
to my delight, and to my peril. v
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Travis Stephens is a tugboat captain who resides with his family in California.
A University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire alumni, recent credits include: Gyroscope Review, 2River, Sheila-Na-Gig, GRIFFEL, Offcourse, Crosswinds Poetry Journal, Gravitas and The Dead Mule School of Southern Literature.

NEAR DROWNING IN A DESERT

near drowning in a desert
Roman nearly drowned and nobody saw it.
He was wading out to cool off, the wide froth
of the public beach littered with the Labor
Day weekend. Record heat had been forecast for Los Angeles and it came. He left his
studio apartment and walked past the coffeehouse and through a sleepy, torpid Santa
Monica. In his eyes it was a place of lovely
women and gimlet-eyed men who patrolled
it in sports cars. He was a retired Army
Corps of Engineer flood control officer who
appreciated that the streets of Santa Monica
had deep troughs cut in them to shed rain.
He followed the flow of non-existent water
toward the ocean.

Texas tried to float away.

In his years in the Corps he had been stationed along rivers. They ran like worry
beads through his memory—Tombigbee,
Tennessee, Missouri, Mississippi. He wasn’t
concerned with the sinuous run of rivers,
rather the way they flattened and spread.
Flood plain. Control plain. Diversion and
Spill. When he drove up from a river bottom, climbing onto a levee he looked past
the bars and shacks, he saw the cool pool
that resided between floods and thought
acre-feet and acre-feet as far as he could
see. So much possibility. These people could
drive to higher ground, probably.

Somehow he hadn’t. The lease was paid for
the rest of the year. His doctors were here.
Winter is no time to leave California for the
Midwest. She had stopped asking.

“Mother-in-law unit,” Roman teased.
“Come with me,” she said. “You always liked
Cincinnati. One of your favorite rivers.”

The wave caught him not ready. He had left
his towel, shirt and shoes up on the dry sand.
These were a pair of trunks that dropped to
mid-thigh like a cross between board shorts
and hiking gear. Roman had never been too
big. Built more like a quarter miler.
One of the young women working at the coffee house had told him that he had a nice
smile. She was the afternoon shift and wore
eyeliner that rose in the corners like something Egyptian. When she smiled the eyeliner tried to touch the line of her brow. She
took his order for coffee and entered it into
a computer.
“You want a pastry with that?” she asked.
“Not today.”
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By some strange fluke he missed most major flood events. When the Red River of the
North shrugged off its ice and swallowed
Fargo he had been in Hawaii. When the Ohio
could not handle two days of torrential rain,
he had been in New Orleans at a training
seminar on protecting endangered species.
Two years ago, he had left the Southwest
District having weathered seven years of
drought. Three months into his retirement

When Peg was still living with him, she said
he was a lucky charm. His career was made
in preparation for disasters that never occurred when he was around. Never a car
wreck. Not a single broken bone. Then Marcy needed help with the grandchildren. Peg
had moved into their converted garage and
stayed.
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He was thinking about her when he waded
in. On the path he had passed an umbrella that shaded a woman lying on a towel.
A wide straw hat covered her face but he
thought her hips were that of the afternoon
shift. Add an apron. It was possible. This
woman under the umbrella wore a bikini the
color of an iced latte.
The water had been cool and waves raced in,
pushing small storms of pebbles with them.
These waves stung his feet and so Roman
hurried into deeper water. In a few steps
it felt sandy and then the bottom dropped
into a trough, cold water and deep. He had
opened his arms to enter the water and a
wave met him. It lifted him from his crouch
to upright then tossed him. Roman was
roiled, sanded and tumbled into the gravel.
He tasted salt and the grit of sand. Because
his eyes were open the wave was caramel
with sand and foam. A cappuccino. He
flailed but the wave decided to hold him
down among the stones. Roman dug like a
dog, kicked like one too. His eyes were open
and all he saw was shadow.

Nobody noticed. He felt another wave chase
him. It sent water and sand up the back of
his legs. A few more steps and he was ashore.
Before him, acres of wet sand studded with
birds. Beyond that, acres of dry heat, volleyball courts and the parking lots. Hundreds
of people writhed and waited, splashed

One of the websites he still subscribed to
was the water quality report. After a rain, he
knew, the coli form levels went dangerously
high. Midsummer it was the air went bad.
Roman looked out to sea and saw a cotton
haze that looked stained. Like the sky needed bleach. Or blue, he recalled. Peg put blue
in the wash to make the sheets brighter.
Roman looked around him and, seeing no
one watching, simply walked away. Made
another decision without effort. There were
jet planes lined up past the water treatment
plant, waiting their turn. One or two were
bound to go east. Los Angeles was due for
an earthquake, plus was in the fire season. A
place can be lucky only so long. v
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He rolled to the surface with sand in his
ears. He climbed to his feet and felt the sting
where the gravel tore at his feet and knees.
He staggered toward shore. Adrenaline lifted his feet.

and swam. Lifeguard towers watched with
young girls in their shade trying to be noticed. Roman walked toward his towel and
shoes. Too wet to put on his shirt, he sat in
the hot sand and wore the towel like a boxer.
The sand stung the bottoms of his feet and
he saw blood run from a dozen small cuts.
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Lynn Magill lives in Western Washington with deep Iowa roots that influence
many aspects of her work. She writes poetry and nonfiction and is also a painter and visual artist. She is scheduled to graduate from Central Washington
University in Winter 2021 with a master’s degree in Professional and Creative
Writing. She has two nonfiction pieces scheduled for publication in Spring of
2021 in an anthology via McFarland & Sons, as well as a poetry piece in Route
7 Review. Lynn loves to travel and spend time with her husband on their Texas
ranch, herding goats and finding any excuse to avoid being within range of cell
phone reception.

THE ENVELOPE

the envelope
I recognized the slightly shaky, looped
handwriting on the outside of the envelope.
It looked much like my own, only bigger
and hastier – just like its author. It was addressed to me, and the postmark read: Waterloo, Iowa.

nose to dislodge some of the beige dust from
the dirt roads that still managed to seep
in through the a/c vents. I plugged in my
phone and it managed to pick up a one-bar
signal as I turned out of the parking lot: 43
fucking texts? Now?

I let it marinate on the black granite kitchen
counter unopened for a day or so, like a clog
I was hoping Liquid Drano would take care
of for me with no unpleasant interaction on
my part. No such luck. There’s just no way
to deal with either of my half-sisters without
getting some shit splattered on you, really.
I could make out purple hydrangeas on the
inner card, opaque, like everything else in
this relationship.

Not today, Satan. I stuck the card upright
between the Black & Decker coffeemaker
and the microwave, brushing away a few
grounds and crumbs from breakfast as I
walked away.

Deep breath.
It’s just a card. You don’t have to open it if
you don’t want to.
Breathe.

I wasn’t. But I slid my index fingernail under the flap and moved it along the seam,
the paper separating from glue sounding
like a page being torn out of a book.
Lynn,
Thought you might want this picture of
you. I have a new job in town now, closer
to my house. It is much better! I can walk
to work.
Julie
And I began to laugh. The picture–what
was left of it–was one from 1972, taken in
front of my father’s orange floral couch,
brown wall paneling. Kindergarten. Smiling, hands clasped in front of me; wearing
a white chiffon dress. Someone had even
combed my wavy hair. Easter. I had this exact same photo; my mother must have had
copies made back then. Except the one in
my album had four people: my father (long
dead), my half-sisters, and me. The one she
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I hadn’t heard from my older half-sister Julie since, what? 2018? Amanda, our younger
sister, had been silent even longer– 2015,
when she’d blown up in a meth-fueled text
tirade over my not calling her within 10
minutes while I was inside the county hospice center, seeing my mother alive for the
very last time. Holding her weak, impossibly pale hand and fixating on the flecked
institutional linoleum so she didn’t exit this
earth worrying about me crying. When I’d
walked out of the aging one-story facility to
my rental car, the summer humidity hadn’t
yet turned to fall and the scent of the recently harvested cornfields was like my own
hope: freshly plowed under. I wriggled my

When I awoke from a fitful nap, my husband
said, “Aren’t you going to open it? I’m curious.”
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the envelope
so graciously sent me had telltale original
rounded edges on the right side, and on the
left the edges were, in contrast, sharp: it had
been cut in two from its original rectangular
shape.
They had cut me out of family photos and
were sending the discarded halves to me.
Half-sisters, indeed. v
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TRANSLATIONS

CLAREBERCOT
ZWERLING

Clare M. Bercot Zwerling is a newer poet with nine poems published to date in
glassworks, Halcyon Days, Night Waves Anthology 2019, Red Sky Anthology
2020, Coffin Bell Journal, Horror Before it Was Cool, Gyroscope Review, The
Purpled Nail and Odes and Elegies: Eco-Poetry from the Texas Gulf Coast.
Her forthcoming poetry publications include The Oakland Review, Poetry
South and Erosion Anthology 2021. A retired CPA and transplant from Deep
South Texas, Clare resides in Northern California and is a member of the Writers of the Mendocino Coast.

MIRROR: MADONNA DE LA PLAYA

mirror: madonna de la
playa

Excuse me Lady
I’ve interrupted the path to the sea
halted the progress of your
hesitant footfalls
the child awaits in the
shallows of the surf
eyes on you
on this sultry, sunlit
beautifully clear-skied
summer morning.

Disculpe Señora
He interrumpido el camino hacia el mar
detuvo el progreso de sus
pisadas vacilantes
el hijo espera en la
orilla del oleaje
ojos en vos
en esta mañana de verano
clima bochornoso, soleada
cielos despejados.

He doesn’t see
your meatless limbs
clothed head to toe in black
the clouded eyes
near toothless gape
he doesn’t notice the sadness and shame
he sees Madonna, Mother
looking to know that he is safe
and I’ve stepped in your path
if only for this moment.

El no ve
sus extremidades sin carne
cubierto de ropa negra de cabeza a pies
los ojos nublados
la boca casi desdentada
no nota la tristeza y la vergüenza
solo ve a su Madonna, Madre
buscando saber que el estára salvo y
yo me he interpuesto en su camino
aunque solo por este momento.
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“Mirror: Madonna de la Playa” is an original poem written and translated by Clare Bercot
Zwerling
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GABRIELLA
BEDETTI

Gabriella Bedetti studied translation at the University of Iowa and the Sewanee
Writers’ Conference. Her translations of Meschonnic’s essays and other writings have appeared in New Literary History, Critical Inquiry, and Diacritics.
Meschonnic was a guest of the MLA at her roundtable with Ralph Cohen and
Susan Stewart.

DON
BOES

Don Boes is the author of Good Luck With That, Railroad Crossing, and The
Eighth Continent, selected by A. R. Ammons for the Samuel French Morse Poetry Prize. His poems have appeared in The Louisville Review, Painted Bride
Quarterly, Prairie Schooner, CutBank, Zone 3, Southern Indiana Review, and
The Cincinnati Review.

AND THE EARTH FLOWS

and the earth flows

from Et la terre coule (And the Earth Flows), Arfuyen, 2006
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and the earth flows
it is blood
the words
are completely mixed
in it
since
we mistake them
for the living earth
the laughing earth
which is always there in us
each hand
I look at us
each passerby
as I walk
since the time
that passes us
is
sleep
watching
for us
and the cries are silent
since a cry
smothers a cry
and the words
now
are blood coming out of mouths
and when we want
to speak the day
it is the night
that speaks to us
and when we believe we drink eat
it is earth
that we spit out
the one that flows
with all this blood
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et la terre coule

Henri Meschonnic (1932–2009) is a key figure
of French “new poetics,” best known worldwide for his translations from the Old Testament and the 710-page Critique du rythme.
During his long career, Meschonnic generated
controversy in the literary community. His poems appear in more than a dozen languages;
however, almost none of Meschonnic’s poems
have been translated into English. His poetry
has received prestigious awards, including
the Max Jacob International Poetry Prize, the
Mallarmé Prize, the Jean Arp Francophone
Literature Prize, and the Guillevic-Ville de
Saint-Malo Grand Prize for Poetry.
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et la terre coule
c’est du sang
tant les paroles
sont mêlées
en elle
depuis
qu’on les passe
pour la vivante
la riante
qui est là toujours en nous
chaque main
je nous regarde
chaque passant
que je marche
puisque le temps
qui nous passe
c’est
le sommeil
veille
pour nous
et les cris font du silence
puisque un cri
étouffe un cri
et les paroles
maintenant
sont du sang qui sort des bouches
et quand on veut
parler jour
c’est de la nuit
qui nous parle
et quand on croit qu’on boit mange
c’est de la terre
qu’on recrache
celle qui coule
tout ce sang v

58

PHOTOGRAPHY

ZACHARY
BUNCH

Zac Bunch is a photographer and adventurer based out of Estes Park, Colorado. He picked up his first camera in his early twenties and has been telling stories ever since. Whether shooting portraits or landscapes, Zac is interested in
capturing the complicated nature of beauty. A natural explorer, he’s lived and
worked all over the world, photographing places like Okinawa, Iceland, Sweden, and Hawaii, but he always manages to find his way home to his beloved
Rocky Mountains. Most recently, Zac’s photos have been featured in Rock and
Ice and Denver Health. His work is currently on display at Rock Cut Brewery
and Rock Inn in Estes Park. Follow his adventures on Instagram @mountainplay.
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