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The Good Life Review is an online literary 
journal independently operated by grad-
uates and candidates of the MFA in Writ-
ing program at the University of Nebraska 
Omaha. 

Our group of writers, editors, and designers 
came together to craft a space intended to 
shine a light on the diversity that exists in 
the Midwest. 

Based out of Omaha, Nebraska—astride the 
often unnoticed—we recognize there are a 
myriad of voices that call the regions sur-
rounding us home. The Good Life Review is 
committed to exploring the overlooked. Our 
mission is to lift up the strange, the daring, 
the underrepresented, and reveal complex-
ities hidden in the Heartland and beyond. 
We seek to elevate writing that takes risks 
and challenges perceptions, writing that 
haunts long after the last line. 

To our contributing writers, thank you for 
trusting us with your valuable words. To our 
readers, thank you for supporting indepen-
dent journals and believing in the literary 
arts. 
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from the editor
lovely Tacheny Perry joining our flash fic-
tion team. Welcome Jake, Joe, and Tacheny! 
And similar to our previous issues, I’d also 
like to extend my gratitude to the rest of our 
staff, who continue to dedicate their time 
and talent to our organization. 
 In producing this issue I developed a 
greater understanding of the potential im-
pact that our publication could have on an 
individual as well as the literary community 
we support. Quite a responsibility, indeed, 
and one that I don’t take lightly. It is one 
thing to state that we are working toward 
becoming a more diverse, inclusive, and 
welcoming space, and another altogether 
to be active in pursuit of this goal. There 
are a number of challenges that we need to 
work through in order to hold true to our 
mission and vision. How we approach these 
challenges and the actions we take to ampli-
fy marginalized voices, support other local 
and national organizations, and fairly eval-
uate the writing that we receive will solidify 
who we are as a publication. I’m excited to 
see what 2021 will bring and hopeful that we 
can continue to grow and learn together. 
 To our readers, thank you for visiting, 
for reading, and for your support of the arts. 
We hope you enjoy all of what this issue has 
to offer and that you will return again and 
again!

 That’s it for Issue #3, Spring 2021. 

 Cheers to Sitting on Patios and Sip-
ping from a Full Cup,

~Shyla Shehan

Dear Readers, 

 Spring has arrived in Omaha and 
with it, the promise of daffodils, tulips, 
and iris pushing through the newly thawed 
ground, rain to wash away winter grey, and 
this—The Good Life Review’s first Spring is-
sue. 
 Our aim from the start was to cre-
ate a space worthy of the myriad of voices 
that surround us. For our third issue, we 
attempted to draw in a larger, more diverse 
population of writers, and were pleased 
by the number and quality of submissions 
we received, some of which found us from 
half a globe away. I was personally touched 
by the submission letters from students in 
South Korea, who were hoping to publish 
their work in order to build their portfolios 
for school. I could not help but think what 
amazing times we are living in, that such 
connection and communication are possi-
ble.
 This issue includes poems, stories, 
and personal essays by a group of incredible 
writers from the likes of Nebraska, Georgia, 
New York, Oregon, California, Michigan, 
Illinois, Washington, the Philippines, Lon-
don, and Australia. It’s truly more than I 
could have hoped for and a wonderful rep-
resentation of what The Good Life can be. 
Thank you to all of our contributors for 
making this issue fabulous! 
 I’m also thrilled about the addition of 
stage and screen plays to what we are offer-
ing our readers. This would not have been 
possible without our two skilled script edi-
tors, Jacob Lawson and Joe Atkinson. I am 
thankful that they were willing to join our 
team and spend their time and effort with 
us. I’m also pleased as punch to have the 
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PASSSPORT

Nicholas Cormier III is a veteran of the United States Air Force. Spent several 
years as an Air Traffic Controller. Graduated from the University of Texas at 
Arlington. Studied Art with a concentration in Film and a minor in Theatre. 
Holds a Masters Degree in Business Administration from Texas State Universi-
ty. Actor. Writer. Director. Nicholas owns Runner Films, a film and video pro-
duction company. Volunteers for Veteran-centric service organizations. Regu-
larly advocates for mentally ill veterans, including those with substance abuse 
issues—living on the streets of Los Angeles. Nicholas is the Homelessness Liai-
son on the Community Veterans Engagement Board and serves on the Veter-
ans Patient Advocacy Council for the GLA VA in Brentwood, CA. USC Warrior 
Bard and longtime member of the renowned UCLA Wordcommandos Creative 
Writing Workshop for Veterans. Nicholas’ flash fiction and short stories were 
accepted for publication by MAYDAY Magazine, Lolwe Magazine and The 
Good Life Review.

NICHOLAS
CORMIER III



 I’m levitating. Chest pressed in pave-
ment. Eyes widening. Cuffs grab my wrist 
flinging an arm upward. Air enters my lungs. 
I can breathe. I gasp for air then say “thank 
you” to the cop that saved my life. He cuffs 
my other wrist. I’m sitting on the sidewalk 
watching two officers speak to the men that 
jumped me. Heads nodding. I can’t read 
their lips. The hum of slow-moving cars 
mixes with the muffled static of waves crash-
ing a couple blocks down on Ocean Avenue. 
The streetlights of downtown Santa Monica 
shimmer off of the gold eagle on the cover 
of my prized little blue book. The great seal 
illuminating the words: United States. Each 
page stamped with multi-colored tattoos 
that harken to my life before these nightly 
searches for dirty cigarette butts and food. 
“I need that,” I say to the officer as he picks 
it off the ground. Examines it, then shoots 
a puzzled look in my direction. I can’t be 
sure, but somehow, I know he knows. The 
narrative doesn’t fit. How does a homeless 
man have a valid U.S. passport? I managed 
to save that passport throughout each end-
less day on the streets. It went everywhere 
I went, along with my Texas Driver’s Li-
cense and electronic benefit card. I kept 
them tethered to my clothing or strapped 
on my back in a black Oakley rucksack, a 
European girlfriend gave me. I’m in the car 
now. The cuffs claw into me. I scoot to the 
edge of the seat and lean back, sliding my 
wrists to the base of the backrest, creating 
a pocket of relief. A trick I learned along the 
way. Piercing pain. “My ribs.”  They broke 
them. I tell the officers. The cuffs tighten 
with every move like silver teeth biting to 
break skin. I say it again: “My ribs.”  I’m ly-
ing across the back seat. I’m screaming now. 
The X-rays are inconclusive. The Latino lab 
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tech consults with the officers as they break 
toward me. The form they’re holding reads 
ready to book. The rest of the ride is a blur. 
Each holding cell, a longer and longer wait 
to the next. Morning eventually comes. The 
van is cramped, but there are windows. 
No way to foresee how precious the famil-
iar fleeting scenery will become. The mut-
ed green mountains of the Antelope Valley 
shine with that bright white sand easily mis-
taken for snowcaps at night. It’s November. 
All Saints Day. My heart leaps, shame cov-
ers me as we pass my former place of em-
ployment. I look for some symbol in moving 
from the corporate jail of aerospace manu-
facturing to Wayside Correctional Facility, 
only a mile or two up the road. I never knew 
it existed, and now it’s to become my home. 
They file us in. They tell us to strip down. I 
hesitate. I look around. The others seem less 
resistant. Tan uniforms surround me. My 
hands slowly move to my underwear. I slip 
them down. It feels as if a million eyes watch 
me do it. They tell us to bend over. I can’t. 
My eyes lock on the officer barking the or-
der. I call him a “faggot” and fight with every 
backward fear I have to save my masculinity. 
It works, if only for a moment. They wrestle 
me down. Then throw me in a solitary cell. 
I keep screaming as loud as I can. Then run 
headfirst at the officer standing behind the 
steel door. I slam my head against the small 
square glass. It doesn’t break. I sleep.
 Vertigo. The room spins. I hear foot-
ball in the distance. I grow more and more 
nauseous with each rotation of the room. 
I sit up. The revolutions of the room slow. 
I see bars. A television in the distance sus-
pended on a concrete wall. Game in prog-
ress. I can’t make out the teams. I lay back 
down. The room spins faster. I sit up again. 
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My feet scrape the ground. I touch the bone 
protruding from my rib cage. Skin’s not bro-
ken. I hear guards talking from below. A 
labyrinth of cells surrounds me. Three lev-
els, of which I am at the top. Guard slides 
a meal underneath the bars. The first meal 
I’ve seen in months, and it’s jail food sec-
tioned off on a brown plastic tray. I can’t 
make out the main entrée. I take a few steps 
toward it. The room rocks like a ferry on 
choppy waters. I can’t eat. Tray seems to 
sway on my lap. I’m no longer levitating. 
The freedom I felt wandering the streets in 
open rebellion of a life spent checking the 
boxes is gone. The military service. The 
weddings. Birth of my daughter. Degrees. 
Divorces. Gone. My daughter moving 2,300 
miles away. The hate that ensued. Prayers 
and platitudes to a God that abandoned 
me. Prescriptions. Hospitals. Fed Ex pack-
age holding my termination letter from the 
corporate job. Eviction notice pinned to my 
luxury apartment door. My sanity. Gone. 
Thoughts continue to flood my already rac-
ing mind. My eyes find a narrow rectangu-
lar window. A sliver of light breaks through 
illuminating the niche below it. Top right 
corner of the tray contains bleached shreds 
of cabbage that look like crinkled confetti. I 
wonder aloud how it all came to this. I stand 
up, tray in hand and sprinkle the cabbage on 
the niche spreading it out evenly until the 
entire area is covered. My head aches. Room 
seems to shake. I take my seat. They won’t 
break me, I think as I stare out the window. 
A bird drops into view, appearing to see the 
cabbage on my side of the glass as a poten-
tial nesting place. Wings flutter as it hovers 
for a moment. Chest is orange. Seems to see 
me. Overwhelming rush of emotion. I fight 
back tears. 

 It’s been a week, or maybe not. I’m 
alone in a large room sitting on a cold con-
crete floor. Each outburst has netted me ex-
actly what I’ve wanted. To be alone, apart 
from all of the activity around me. Pro-
tected from inmates shuffling from each 
checkpoint of in-processing to the next. I’ve 
judged them. I’m shivering. I pull my elbows 
through the sleeves of the jail-issued blouse 
I’m wearing unwittingly bumping my left 
side. Pain shoots through my body. Hours 
pass, until a small bespectacled man enters 
the room. I imagine him to be Jewish. He has 
dark curly hair, and a professorial look like 
a friend of mine from college who happened 
to be the same. We called him Bubbles. The 
man is speaking, but all I hear is: “I’m a 
psychic.” He actually said “psychiatrist.”  I 
respond with: “Do you want me to speak to 
you psychically?” I meant telepathically. I 
use the two interchangeably. He says: “You 
can just talk.” I say a few more things. His 
eyes are kind. I bellow from some strange 
uncharted space in my soul: “I’M IN PAIN.” 
“I DON’T BELONG HERE.” He listens and 
says: “Let’s get you to a better place.” Before 
I know it, I’m in a van and we’re heading 
away from the jail. I lean my head against 
the window, as close to the metal wall as I 
can to avoid touching the man cuffed to me. 
I hear the walla of conversations all around. 
I don’t take part. I don’t remember music. 
About a half hour later we’re in downtown 
Los Angeles pulling up on two large towers 
that look like elevated sections of the Penta-
gon. I read the signage on the concrete: Twin 
Towers Correctional Facility. Our black and 
brown bodies form a daisy chain as we are 
brought inside.
 I learn on this stop of what seems like 
a series of layovers on an endless travel day 
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that I’ve just left what’s affectionally known 
as Gladiator School. I also learn that the 
yellow shirt I’m given has a mental health 
stigma and sets me apart from the general 
population, which wears blue. My cellmate 
gives me my first airport book: Mary Hig-
gins Clark’s Still Watch, which will become 
my new mode of travel. I take it to gener-
al population a day later. There’s a sense of 
pride in now wearing the blue shirt. With it 
comes additional privileges and a danger-
ous set of gang and racial politics. The cell 
has four metal slabs, but only three are oc-
cupied. The owner of the cell, the one who’s 
been there the longest, teaches us how to 
use the toilet. He’s hung a sheet that acts 
as a makeshift curtain. He says: “Make sure 
you flush before it hits the water—keeps 
the smell away.” A necessary jail courtesy. 
There are others. He sits on the bed silently. 
His large round black body hunkered over, 
heaving. He appears to cry, but I brush that 
aside. He whispers calmly: “My mom just 
passed away, and I wasn’t able to go to the 
funeral—cause I’m in here.”  “If you see me 
crying, that’s why.” Crying is frowned upon 
in jail. One might receive a beat down for 
doing so. I don’t learn this till later. I try to 
sleep; my dislodged rib cage stabs the met-
al slab. I complain of pain. I’m hungry. The 
flat screen television mounted directly out-
side the cell appears out of place. I haven’t 
watched TV in months, except for the World 
Series, which was a respite from the streets. 
I’d stand outside of bars with a joint and a 
ginger ale spiked with Aromatic bitters and 
root for my team. Dodgers lost. Bounce, a 
hip black channel plays a hip black movie. I 
try to listen. My new celly keeps a bag laden 
with snacks underneath his bed. Brings out 
four packs of ramen noodles, drops them 

into a clear bag with water. Minutes go by, 
then adds a concoction of Fritos’ and other 
chips and seasons it with packets from the 
noodles and cut up pickles. I try not to stare. 
Breaks out several bags of bread and packs 
the “spread” into them making sandwich-
es. I’m handed one and a packet of Tapa-
tio. Heaven. This is the first kindness I’ve 
received in recent memory. I look the other 
way and try not to cry. During the call for 
medicine my cellmates school me on how to 
get treatment in jail. An appeal to the nurses 
handing out pills is the quickest way. I do so 
and receive ibuprofen, another yellow shirt 
and am relocated to a medical dormitory. 
 I have to shower. There are many ways 
to get bloody in County Jail, but the easiest 
is to not be clean. I only have one pair of blue 
pants, the yellow blouse, a T-shirt and lime 
green boxers, along with a far-too-tiny tow-
el. I’m told where my bunk is and it’s a top 
bunk. The top bunk is customary when new 
to a cell or pod, unless you’re a Triple OG or 
willing to pay top dollar. Despite my years, 
I still only qualify as an OG and read even 
younger which becomes a problem later. 
There are no pillows in jail. I acquire anoth-
er book. Orson Scott Card’s Speaker for the 
Dead. The dormitory is segregated and con-
sists of two floors lined with bunk beds. I’m 
on the bottom with Black; Latinos are on top 
and, by numbers, control the pod. I take my 
shower with no thought of not having clean 
clothes to change into. I forget where I am 
for a moment. The water is near scalding. I 
mosey back to my bunk with the far-too-tiny 
towel wrapped around me. My bunkmate’s 
gaze is far from comforting. He seductively 
says: “I can’t protect you if you keep doing 
that.” I remember where I am. I see myself. 
Beaded drops of water glistening on my 
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chocolate brown body. Towel creating a jail 
house slit. Triggered. Paranoia places me 
on high alert. I quickly dress. I don’t think 
I slept that night but traveled at light speed 
with Andrew “Ender” Wiggin to the planet 
of Trondheim. My agitation continues into 
morning. It’s an education pod and, as the 
GED studies begin, a young caramel-colored 
gang member with tattooed teardrops wear-
ing a do-rag picks a fight with me. I’m ready. 
I’m also voted out of the section for the hos-
tility. This is accomplished by the kid roll-
ing up my mattress and tossing it outside. 
I await my fate chained to a metal bench in 
the main floor foyer. I protest. The guards 
speak to the Latinos in charge—it’s official. 
I’m evicted. Branded with a maximum-se-
curity level. I save my books just before the 
elevator ride to a higher floor.
 Blood upon entry. Two black men 
fire away furiously at each other’s faces. The 
guards let them fight it out. Blood sprays 
from the smaller more muscular man’s 
nose. Defeated. He hides away in a cell. The 
Crips run this pod. I’m told to go upstairs 
and pick an empty bunk. M is my bunk-
mate’s name. I learn he’s on vacation from 
North Kern State Prison fighting an appeal. 
Penitentiary rules apply. Bunkie’s prison 
neurosis places me in silent deference as 
I listen to his litany. He’s a dark-skinned 
meaty man about five-foot-seven with a 
pristine shiny complexion and wears Warby 
Parker glasses. “Don’t touch any of my shit” 
“Dry the water out of the sink after each use” 
“Make sure you piss sitting down at night.” 
“If you’ve got to fart get up and go to the toi-
let and flush while you do.” I imagine how 
to fight him as he speaks. I decide to use his 
size against him. He’s likely to charge like a 
rhino, and I’ll follow his force into a corner 

then go for his throat. This makes listen-
ing easier. The room is large. Clothing lines 
made of tightly wound T-shirt strips stretch 
from the top bunk to the sink. Pencil graffiti 
tags the walls. A mural of a black Jesus rests 
above my bed. The desk next to the beds is 
covered with M’s books, none of which I’ll 
get to read, he made sure to tell me that too. 
I can’t find a place to climb to the top bunk. I 
contemplate attacking him, he reads the en-
ergy and makes a space for me. I take in the 
picture of Jesus, which is not as well-drawn 
close up and bears an uncanny resemblance 
to the homeless inmate I’ve become. Down 
to a matching soul patch extending from the 
goat beard.
 “Prayer Call! Prayer Call!” an inmate 
bellows from the base of the stairs. I wander 
outside and watch a few bodies walk into a 
cell. No desire to heed the call. Propelled by 
my childhood upbringing, I guess, I’m pulled 
downstairs and loiter outside the cage the 
men walk into. I’ve got nothing to lose. Sigh 
heavily, then sheepishly go inside. The walls 
sweat, and the smell matches. A group of 
men stand in a circle. The leader, a tall hulk 
of a man with a black Texas twang bears a 
striking resemblance to Michael Strahan, 
gapped front teeth and all. He stands with 
an open bible in his hands reading from He-
brews. Brother Wayne, the lone “Piru” looks 
a lot like a child with a graying five-o’clock 
shadow permanently puffing air through his 
cheeks. Wayne likes me immediately. This 
coupled with his incessant fidgeting makes 
me uncomfortable. He bounces his boxer 
build up and down like he’s jumping rope 
continuously saying “Amen.” I break out in a 
series of hand gestures meant to protect me 
from Brother Wayne’s countless demons. A 
tick I’d picked up early on into my madness. 
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The circle is completed by a short Irish kid 
with too many gambling debts along with T, 
a long-winded pod preacher with a freakish-
ly lazy eye that I’d seen at the corner table 
with some inmates teaching from Black-
stone’s Statutes on Criminal Law Book. We 
all join hands.
 “What are my charges?” I say, sitting 
across from two investigators sent from the 
city to interview me. They’re questioning me 
about what happened the night of my arrest. 
Their faces are a blur, the man on the left 
reads the charges: Count 1, violation of pe-
nal code 422(a) Felony criminal threat, car-
ries 16-2-3, the 16 refers to months, two and 
three to years in state prison. Count 2, PC 
245(a)(4) Assault by means of force likely 
to produce great bodily injury, also a felo-
ny carrying two, three, or four years in state 
prison. Count 3, PC.664/203, Attempted 
Mayhem, another felony. Charge ranges 
two, four, or eight years. Count 6 penal code 
section 242, misdemeanor battery, only six 
months. I don’t understand. There are three 
allegations in addition to these charges, one 
a serious felony and two are a violent felo-
ny to borrow their terms, which guarantees 
the prison custody time will be in a Califor-
nia State Prison. Not sure about the years. 
I tell them I was jumped by five or six men. 
How the attack squad approached tactical-
ly and assaulted me. How I screamed for 
help. How I couldn’t breathe. I show them 
my ribs. It sinks in. The men wearing what 
looked like cargo pants and blue T-shirts 
were firemen. The man I fought in the alley 
prior to the attack is the Battalion Fire Chief 
of Santa Monica. I kicked his Mercedes. The 
men are conducting an internal investiga-
tion. I’d never spent more than a night in 
jail. It’s been a week—at least. My mind still 

races. Delusional. I think the men are here 
to help me. Satisfaction washes over as I rest 
my case. I return to my cell expecting to be 
released.
 The guards walk through every fif-
teen minutes. “Get down!” an inmate yells 
while I stand frozen staring at the correc-
tional officers entering in a single file line. 
They break in different directions through-
out the pod. Reluctantly, I crouch just 
enough to not attract their ire. For what will 
become a ritual of dropping to one knee or 
getting low whenever they enter. The male 
guards wear loud cologne. This pisses me off 
and I view it as an attempt to further emas-
culate us. Everyone must remain in their 
respective houses for most of the day. This 
is largely dependent on the guard’s moods, 
except when the jail is on lockdown. We are 
let out for brief intervals. I learn to tell time 
by tracking meal delivery. An annoying hy-
giene video plays for most of the morning. 
Hepatitis A is abundant. My fellow inmates 
escape their cells by burying plastic inside 
the small rectangular box where the door 
latch strikes. Canteen cards act as keys. 
Sliding one between the door pushes the 
lock back and presto we are free to roam. 
Dickhead guards know the trick and pull 
the door so hard during checks that it pops 
open then dig out the plastic. This usually 
happens after breakfast. M spends most of 
his time playing chess on one of the many 
metal tables downstairs. The bottom floor is 
lined with cells and a few rows of bunk beds. 
The cages vary in size. The leader of the pod 
is a Crip and a trustee. He leaves for work 
at five a.m. and returns home after dinner 
a little after six p.m. like a father returning 
home to his family bearing gifts for the pod, 
primarily food. The Crips ensure everyone 
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is well-fed. It’s easy to go hungry in jail. I 
like their operation, but mainly that they 
keep the peace and leave me alone. I watch 
as they make delicious jailhouse pies out of 
meal remnants. The ingredients for these 
are daily hustle for many. Avatar, the head 
Crip, a bald older yellow-skinned black man 
with a reddish hue, collects most of these 
and his pies are the most decadent of all. 
Whites are a minority and allowed to exist 
within the environment with little to no has-
sle. Very few Latinos are with us. I spend my 
days on the top bunk reading. This becomes 
a problem for M. We argue and come to a 
compromise. I agree to leave the cell twice 
a day and stay downstairs. I imagine this 
is so he can jack off. I also imagine him to 
be prison gay. The time away from the cell 
leads me to my first friend. Will resembles a 
mulatto Abe Lincoln with few teeth. An im-
pressive conversationalist and generous to 
all. Will is jailhouse rich, due to a deal he’s 
struck with an attractive black woman with 
a tiger on her tit that he gives a stipend to 
for cashing his social security checks and 
placing the money on his books. He’s also 
a former Hollywood writer and voracious 
reader. Will negotiates all of our book deals 
netting me more reading material than I 
can handle. We bond over our love of writ-
ing. The fact that I’m delusional adds to our 
long talks. He indulges every flight of fancy I 
have, from my relationship with Scarlett Jo-
hannsson to my street friendship with Bill 
Murray. 
 The night of December 11th, a guard 
calls my name and hands me a sheet of pa-
per with a court date and time on it. I’m 
summoned to Burbank the next morning 
to deal with a case I’d caught a few months 
before becoming homeless. I’d made each 

court date while living on the streets. This 
was a source of pride for me. I’d seen the 
long buses with blacked out windows and 
Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department plastered 
on the sides pulling up to the courthouse 
like steel slave ships on wheels during my 
morning walks from whatever stone bench 
or bus stop I’d slept on. Now I’m riding in 
one. Rap music blares. I’m shackled to three 
other inmates. We awkwardly position our 
bodies to sit in the first two rows of the bus. 
The wrong person enters first and a dance 
ensues akin to musical chairs in chains as 
we fight for comfort. I try not to touch the 
others. This is impossible. Far too cold air 
blows. It feels good to be out of jail. I re-
member the night of this arrest. At the time 
I lived in the media center of Burbank in a 
luxury apartment next to Warner Brothers 
studios. The main structure was bright or-
ange with matching curved euro-styled fur-
niture inside, a two-story gym that I only 
visited on the day I signed the lease. An oc-
casional TV star would be standing outside 
one of the uniquely styled buildings on Sun-
day mornings, which was the only day I got 
to see neighbors unless checking the mail. 
Each building in the complex had its own 
pool and electronic garage and grill. I rarely 
got to use these amenities due to my work 
schedule but smiled on the drive back from 
Santa Clarita each early a.m. because it had 
them. Right before being evicted I’d taken 
to grilling all of my meals outside and swim-
ming in the pool nightly due to the elec-
tricity being turned off. I felt I’d outsmart-
ed them all. There was even an outlet near 
the grill to charge my phone. I was finally 
getting my money’s worth. This allowed me 
to dismiss my neighbors glaring from their 
windows and patios, which admittedly may 
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have been due to the loud rants coming out 
of my apartment at night, or even the fact 
that I’d moved my full refrigerator out-
side.  Overworked and delirious, one night 
I drove by Disney Studios and saw beautiful 
big stage lights blasting through the night 
sky. My body pulsating with manic energy. 
I steered my car toward the beaming bea-
cons and parked outside the security gate. 
Jumped out of my Camry and hopped over 
the checkpoint gate arm and ran onto a big 
stage. I danced to Remember the Time, as 
if I were Michael Jackson for what seemed 
like a full set. I morphed into a mouseke-
teer and imitated Mickey’s voice for an im-
promptu speech, then attempted to get back 
to my car. When the police found me, I was 
wandering up the road filled with electricity. 
This earned me a second 5150, and a tres-
passing ticket. I was determined to fight de-
spite the new charges and confinement. My 
public defender had soft features alabaster 
skin and brownish red hair. She looked too 
young with too big a butt for her pin striped 
pantsuit. Jail eyes are markedly worse 
than civilian eyes. The kind that make ev-
ery woman fifty times better looking due to 
lack of exposure. This woman was a knock-
out with my new eyes. I fell in love instant-
ly. She counseled me to plead guilty. “You’ll 
get time served, and then be able to focus on 
fighting the felony charges.” This is the first 
time I realize I’m charged with felonies. I’d 
made it through four decades without a felo-
ny despite being black in America. The 1% of 
the 1% of black men with a master’s degree 
in Business to go along with a bachelor’s 
and an Associates. Graduated with a near 
4.0 with minimal effort. Exemplary military 
service record to boot. The racism I’d pre-
viously encountered was brushed aside as a 

bad night or day. White women a validation 
of having one up on “the man” and a byprod-
uct of growing up a military brat. I suffered 
from the inanity of upwardly mobile black 
privilege and this, along with homelessness, 
is my wake-up call. When the time came to 
speak up in court, I couldn’t utter a word. I 
stared at the white beauty jealous of others 
staring at her too. It felt like the modern ver-
sion of that scene in Ralph Ellison’s Battle 
Royal where the whites stare lustily at the 
bloodied blind-folded black men boxing and 
the invisible man can’t avert his eyes from 
the nubile naked blond. Only we were Black 
and Brown similarly turned against each 
other lusting over a milky white do-gooder. 
Before being escorted out of the court room 
she walks over and places her hand on my 
cuffed black hand. “Good luck,” she says. My 
lips quiver. Tears brim. I say nothing.
 The bus makes several stops before 
reaching the Twin Towers. We arrive after 
8 p.m., which is late for a return from court. 
We’ve missed dinner. A trustee hands out 
burritos that look like the microwavable 
pizza pockets my mother fed us after school. 
Food is a commodity. I receive many offers 
for my bean and cheese-filled meal. I’m 
greeted by Will as I enter the pod. He’s en-
thusiastically asking how things went. Jail 
is short on empathy with few exceptions. 
Court being the main one. The pod freezes 
and studies me as I stop to talk with Will. 
I tell him I pleaded guilty to a misdemean-
or and share the story about my liberating 
dance at Disney Studios. We laugh loudly as 
I show him the restraining order barring me 
from repeating my rendition for three years. 
A pod trustee screams, “PILL CALL! PILL 
CALL!,” interrupting our laughter. The yel-
low-shirted inmates file upstairs making 
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an orderly line and await their nightly dos-
es. Some scamper off immediately to crush 
and snort bartered medicine. I sneak up the 
stairs. I lock eyes with M as I enter the cell, 
even he displays an inexplicable tenderness 
in his eyes as I climb atop my bunk. I notice 
the picture of Jesus has Mona Lisa eyes that 
follow you from every angle. Nightly prayer 
call comes and goes. I lay in bed thinking 
of my love for Kami, the lawyer. Her touch. 
My plea. The defeat. The charges. I pick up 
a book. I cry for the first and only time in 
jail muffling my whimpers in a linen packed 
T-shirt that doubles for a pillow. I pray that 
M doesn’t hear. v
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 It wasn’t the temperature so much 
that caused her funk – there were plenty 
of cooler days in Melbourne too, when the 
breeze whipped in off Port Phillip Bay; it 
was the light, all grey-hued and sallow, like 
the whole country was under a cataract. You 
noticed it the thick marshmallow ceiling 
that sat where a blue expanse of sky ought 
to be, but also in the faces of the people. Ev-
eryone seemed oppressed by the dullness, 
even when they were smiling, even when 
they purported to be happy. How ya goin? 
enquired the Australian in her, expectantly. 
Not too bad replied the English, as if some 
amount of badness was unavoidable but the 
fact that today’s quotient was relatively low 
constituted a good result. She knew she was 
being unfair, but that’s what this perpetual 
gloom had done to her.     
 And yet if you judged Mia’s life solely 
by her CV, things couldn’t be going better. 
The job that had brought her here ticked all 
the right boxes. It was prestigious, well paid, 
and signified unmistakable progress in her 
career. When friends and family asked her 
what work could be so important to drag her 
ten-thousand miles away, the confidence in 
her answers appeared unshakeable. London 
is the financial centre of the world she’d say. 
The opportunities are on a different scale. 
I’ll get more experience in a year over there 
than I would in ten here. Now being so cock-
sure seemed a mistake, because she knew 
that any deviation from this plan would 
look to some like an admission of defeat. In 
truth, work was fine, good even, on occa-
sion. It was just everything else that seemed, 
not bad exactly, but underwhelmingly, not 
too bad.   
 When the weight of the funk became 
too much, Mia headed to the park. With no 

beach to walk to and no mountains to es-
cape to, this, she was repeatedly informed, 
was where people went to alleviate the 
claustrophobia. At first, she thought it was a 
joke. An example of the much talked about 
but seldom seen ‘English sense of humour’.  
Paint-chipped benches overlooked pollard-
ed trees. Street drinkers watched schoolkids 
play football. Runners circumnavigated the 
perimeter like hamsters in a wheel. Not for 
the first time she wondered if the expression 
‘rat race’ wasn’t intended as a metaphor, but 
as an accurate description of life in this city.   
 Back home Mia had always been 
something of a running agnostic: she knew 
people that swore by it, she just didn’t hap-
pen to do so herself. Here though, with no 
friends to share her emerging worries with, 
she reluctantly turned to the tarmac.  For 
one it got her out of her studio apartment. 
Having experienced one too many flat shares 
and had to mediate after one too many 
passive aggressive treatises to perhaps try 
washing up after yourself, Mia had opted to 
live alone. She soon realised that she could 
leave work at the end of the day and often 
not speak to anyone again until the follow-
ing morning. She sometimes chose to break 
this pattern by attending the never-end-
ing litany of after work drinks, all of which 
were for some reason described as ‘cheeky’ 
(Cheeky pint at The Grapes? Cheeky vino at 
the Cellar Bar?) and one of which ended-up 
with a cheeky groping by one of the traders, 
whose hand she had to brush off her knee, 
not once, not twice, but three times. Increas-
ingly running became the most appealing of 
her available options.   
 She settled on a morning routine. 
Out with the birds and the bin lorries, slack-
ening hamstrings whilst the world slept. She 
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made her own loop out of the jigsaw-piece 
shaped park. One that paid homage to 
the lake, the trees and the open field, but 
pledged allegiance to none. Her feet slapped 
the ground hardest on the first lap, as yes-
terday’s deferred worries returned to her 
mind. The 9am conference call with a dis-
gruntled investor, two and a half hours of 
another interminable business development 
meeting, half a dozen barely scanned high 
importance emails still fermenting in her 
inbox. She nurtured these irritants. Allowed 
herself to feel legitimately disgruntled; and 
then, as the sense of injustice grew, luxuriat-
ed as the adrenaline went to work. Her arms 
and legs pumped furiously, both propelling 
her round the park and sanding the edges of 
her grievances.    
 The second lap was always slower and 
harder work. Sometimes, as she puffed her 
way up the gentle incline by the boathouse, 
she’d find her thoughts flitting to home, 
where the working day was on the cusp of 
finishing. Grace and Marie would already 
have their routine planned and ready to roll 
out as soon as the clock struck 5. A loosener 
at The Napier, a cycle down to Brunswick, 
probably luck-out with a free table at one of 
the Lebanese spots. She tended to get their 
WhatsApps around 11ish. If she wasn’t too 
busy, she’d watch the updates appear in real 
time and scrutinise each first line, though the 
full messages would remain marked unread 
until she deemed an appropriate amount of 
time had passed. Yo bitch, remember that 
time at Donny’s house when….PSA we’re 
eating and drinking margaritas…You better 
not be off with your new pommie friends…   
By the third lap she was more aware of her 
surroundings. Nearby other early risers 
went through their own routines: runners 

and dogwalkers crisscrossed the grass, roll-
erbladers scraped the asphalt. Occasionally 
their trajectories would intersect, to be over 
or undertaken, but mostly they pressed on 
alone, each a distinct entity from the other. 
Mia liked to imagine a silent bond connect-
ed her to these strangers and, over time, she 
came to recognise a few faces each morning. 
There were the leather-skinned tai chi dev-
otees, who claimed the top of the small hill 
by the tennis courts at sunrise; the pot-bel-
lied man she fancied to be a banker, whose 
midriff appeared impervious to the positive 
effects of exercise; and a buzz-cut waif she 
suspected was perpetually hungover, but 
nevertheless completed her circuits in unas-
sailable time.   
 Completion of the fourth and final lap 
left Mia exhausted but invigorated. Though 
she’d always self-identified as ‘not a morn-
ing person’, Mia now found herself bound-
ing into work with purpose. Sometimes this 
enthusiasm lasted until lunch. Sometimes, 
if the day was especially kind, she found 
it left the office with her too. But whereas 
her colleagues seemed to find their mojo 
as they stepped out through the air-condi-
tioned revolving door on Friday and into 
the city streets, Mia lost hers. The lure of 
jägerbombs, Neighbours impressions and 
painfully drawn-out enquiries about her re-
lationship status from below average height 
men called Myles, was, inexplicably, weak. 
England was a strange place. As far as she 
could tell this was a country in which peo-
ple were obsessed with the weather, despite 
not actually having any. A country that be-
lieved itself to be civilised and yet thought it 
acceptable to put washing machines in the 
kitchen.   
 The next morning, or late that night if 
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she couldn’t sleep, she opened her phone to 
demands from back home for updates and 
photographic evidence that she was ripping 
the back out of it. The dearth of activity on 
her Instagram had not gone unnoticed. It’s 
cos you’ve found a new ride isn’t it? At week-
ends Mia found herself gravitating back to 
the park, not to run this time, but to sit, and 
with the cover of a book or headphones, 
to study all forms of life that crammed in. 
Unlike on her early morning sojourns, the 
park fizzed. Slacklines had sprung up be-
tween trees. Disposable barbecues burned 
both sausages and the grass beneath them. 
Speakers competed for attention. Frisbees 
flew at unsuspecting passers-by. She still 
saw a human-petri dish, but she now con-
ceded, it was not one without charm.   
 She noticed the man one ashen Tues-
day morning, midway through her first lap. 
She was breathing hard, trying to blow out 
the frustration of yesterday’s strategy meet-
ing in which her opposition to “a pivot to 
retail”, was smilingly dismissed as “PMT” 
by a chinless junior associate. She rounded 
the bend at an unsustainable speed and be-
gan closing the gap towards him. Only she 
didn’t. As hard as she pushed, as fast as she 
pumped, he stayed a good ten metres ahead. 
What made it worse was that he didn’t seem 
to be trying hard in order to do so. He didn’t 
strain or struggle, just kept on putting one 
foot directly in front of the other, treading 
the line of an imaginary balance beam. The 
more she puffed, the more his hair provoked 
her with its carefree bounce. In the end she 
passed him out of principle, determined to 
undo whatever witchcraft had befallen her.   
 She saw him again on the Thursday 
and again on the Tuesday after that. Initially 
he joined the roll call of extras who graced 

her early morning exercise. She nicknamed 
him Rex, because the bounce of his dark 
brown hair reminded her of the glossy coat 
of her childhood Labrador. But increasingly 
she found herself distracted when it seemed 
he wasn’t there. On these occasions it was 
most pleasing, when, after many furtive 
glances, she spotted him by the lake, where 
the easy glide of his stride complemented 
the serenity of the swans. It wasn’t until she 
found herself thinking how she must appear 
from his perspective that she accepted she’d 
developed a crush. Did her elbows tuck in 
tight as she ran, or jut out unappealingly? 
Was the sway of her hips suggestive, or just 
suggestive of orthopaedic issues? Working 
with what she had, which was really just his 
elegant gait, she decided he must be a re-
fined type. Someone who, if they took you 
out to the cinema, would pick a film with 
subtitles. She imagined him well-read, but a 
good listener. Not shy necessarily, but an in-
trovert. She couldn’t picture him in finance, 
too much bluff and bluster. He’d be more at 
home in something, not slower exactly, but 
more dignified. Perhaps he curated a muse-
um or reviewed new restaurants. Whatever 
it was, he’d be unlikely to talk about it too 
much unless you asked.  
 Mia’s favourite person at work by far 
was Gloria, the Brazilian receptionist. Glo-
ria who booked their taxis and ordered their 
lunches and arranged their diaries and scold-
ed delivery drivers for slouching against the 
walls, or sitting on the chairs, or breathing 
too loudly. Gloria who spent mornings with 
her head on the desk, pores oozing rum and 
ginger, groaning intermittently. When Mia 
brought her coffee from the cafe downstairs, 
Gloria joked, “Kill me now, querida, because 
I am dying for sure.” Gloria didn’t take any 
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shit from anyone. Seeing Mia cram last into 
the lift pressed up against an analyst with a 
blemished reputation for respecting wom-
en’s personal space, it was Gloria who yelled 
at the man to “keep your hands where we 
can see them”, then stared down his defen-
sive laughter into stony silence.   
 As far as Mia could tell Gloria was out 
most nights. Sometimes she’d see her trans-
formation from office chic to femme fatale 
first-hand, as she traded trouser suits for 
playsuits at the end of the working day. On 
occasion, the morning after, she’d see the re-
versal, when Gloria arrived from God knows 
where and used the work bathroom to take 
off the remnants of her just try me makeup 
and pull on the old clothes she’d left in the 
cloakroom the evening before. More than 
anyone else, Mia wanted to be Gloria, but 
with no obvious route to achieving this goal, 
she’d have settled for being her friend. But 
despite all the nudges and hints and ever-in-
creasing directness, Gloria politely kept her 
at arm’s length. If Grace or Marie were here, 
they’d have folded into Gloria’s entourage 
within a week. But alone, in a country as far 
from home as it’s possible to be, Mia found 
she’d lost that part of herself.  
 Try as she might, Mia could not insti-
gate the opportunity to wake up too late to 
run, jaded from a night that had gotten out 
of hand. And every time she ran, she saw the 
man with the springy hair. She began taking 
the same route as him, but in the opposite 
direction. She looked forward to the long 
straights where they’d run towards each 
other and she, hidden by the tint of her sun-
glasses, would have time to study his face. 
Objectively, he wasn’t beautiful, though 
closer to that than the opposite. He ran with 
his brow furrowed, a sign Mia decided, that 

he remained deep in thought. She won-
dered what he listened to through his head-
phones and began muting her own as their 
paths crossed to try and catch a snatch of 
the music, but to no avail. She decided she 
wouldn’t recognise it if she did. It would be 
something obscure (pretentious if you asked 
Marie or Grace). Not classical, he wasn’t a 
serial killer, but she guessed something mu-
sic journalists would use the word ‘ambient’ 
about. While she was sure her friends would 
love Gloria, she felt pretty confident they’d 
make a face about this man. It was the way 
his back stayed pencil straight and he held 
his head a little too high. They’d interpret 
this as a sign he had an overinflated opinion 
of himself and likely a path through life that 
hadn’t provided enough friction. Mia would 
agree outwardly but remain sceptical in pri-
vate.   
 She began synchronising her arrival 
to the park with his, and driven by her grow-
ing infatuation, stretching on the bench ad-
jacent to him as he warmed down. But brazen 
as she might, no chance to speak presented 
itself. Each day at 7:30 they left the park and 
headed in different directions. Throughout 
the day Mia mulled and fretted over the 
fortunes of various funds, argued and then 
doubted herself over the potential yields of 
prospective assets, but mostly contemplated 
all the possible days that her crush could be 
having. Did he snaffle a sandwich at his desk 
and watch crumbs disappear in the chasms 
between letters on a keyboard, as she did? 
No. Almost certainly his lunches involved 
tablecloths and schmoozing. Would he tack-
le his ‘to do’ list in a disorganized frenzy of 
phone calls and curt emails, or did he--as 
she wished she could--focus with clam pre-
cision on each item in turn, until all were 
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slain?  
 Her parents pressed for updates 
“from Europe”. How is it mooching round a 
different capital each weekend, having half 
the world’s cultures on your doorstep? Can’t 
be bad, eh? She began predicting their ques-
tions and preparing her answers in advance. 
Yeah, moaning is the national pastime. No, 
they haven’t all been to private school. I 
spend a lot of time walking the city she told 
them. The free museums are great, but too 
busy. No one seems to mind that the pubs 
all close by 11. But she wasn’t able to give 
them enough detail to satisfy their curios-
ities. She couldn’t say whether they really 
suspected a secret love interest, or just be-
gan joking about one because the fiction was 
more palatable than the apparent fact that 
their daughter was lonely and homesick. 
Either way, they began asking her regular-
ly about the “mystery man”. Is he tall? her 
mum would ask out of the blue, in the mid-
dle of a conversation about the exploits of 
the family’s black sheep. Is who tall mum? 
she’d reply. Okay, okay, she’d chuckle, you 
can’t hide him from us forever though.   
 These expectations only fuelled her 
fantasy further. Daydreaming during con-
ference calls, Mia would play out different 
scenarios for her first drink with Rex. Clear-
ly, a repeat of her last date - two-for-one 
sugary cocktails at a deafening Caribbean 
chain restaurant - was not going to convey 
the required level of sophistication. But she 
couldn’t decide if the atmosphere of a cosy 
pub or minimalist coffee shop would be most 
conducive to their inevitable clicking. This 
rumination was new. Mia had always seen 
herself as someone decisive. She did the 
things she wanted to do, whether that was 
ending a mediocre relationship so that she 

could go on holiday with her friends or mov-
ing to the other side of the world for a job. 
At least that’s what she told herself, except 
when was the last time she’d actually seized 
a day? Of late she’d spent much of her time 
making-up anecdotes about her new life to 
text home, failing to make friends with the 
receptionist at work, and engaging in early 
morning stalking of a man in the local park. 
It was a strange type of isolation, she reflect-
ed, to be constantly surrounded by people 
and yet unable to form a meaningful con-
nection with any of them.   
 Autumn came and the daytime, such 
as it was, shortened to preposterous levels. 
Overnight the cataract must have hardened 
further and brought the lead-coloured sky a 
good fifty feet closer. In the endless hours 
between sunlight, Mia studied her phone. 
Impossibly happy people grinned back 
from impossibly beautiful locations. Her 
friends chilling bottles of wine in the rock 
pools at Mornington peninsula. Her friends 
crammed into a camper van and hurtling 
down the Great Ocean Road towards the 
horizon. Mia imagined herself with them – 
screeching along to the power ballads on the 
radio, passionately making the case for sal-
ad cream as the best condiment in the face 
of their heckles. It didn’t make her any hap-
pier.  
 Running now provided Mia’s most 
intimate glimpse into the lives of others. 
Though her attentions were primarily taken 
with the man, she still had time for the epic 
arguments between a mum and her teenage 
son, as they trained for some charity race. 
Or the urgent phone calls, fired off breath-
lessly by the balding man in between bouts 
of capoeira. Mia couldn’t understand what 
he said, but she sensed the tragedy of the 
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situation, as he attempted to maintain some 
connection with a life being lived elsewhere, 
in a different time zone, on a different orbit.  
 Rex began wearing a neon orange hat 
in the colder weather. The positive of this 
was his whereabouts in the park became 
much easier to track, the negative was that 
Mia was no longer able to admire his hair 
bounce. With the trees denuded, his orange 
halo was visible at almost all times and Mia 
stalked it diligently from a distance. Each 
day the park felt more like a wasteland, with 
the substitution of greens for browns cre-
ating an abandoned, unloved, atmosphere. 
This, Mia decided, was apt. Gloria had left 
work the week before, jacking it all in to 
go and study anthropology in Mexico. Apt 
again, she thought. Mia had finally been in-
vited out with her for leaving drinks. She 
made a point of staying until the death, shot-
ting mezcal and pretending she smoked to 
remain part of the warm huddle beneath the 
picnic bench umbrellas. It felt bittersweet: 
validation that her instinct and personality 
remained intact, and yet sad that this was 
discovered in a farewell rather than a greet-
ing.   
 It had been an unseasonably cold 
run. Chilblains swelled Mia’s hands and the 
air stung her ears. For the most part she’d 
ran in the twilight, crunching frost beneath 
her feet, trailing the undulations of a dis-
embodied orange hat. The sun only deigned 
to make an appearance on the last lap and 
was still in the process of clambering up 
into the sky as she stretched at her bench. 
Mia sat to admire the spectacle. Tracts of 
light extended out across the ground and 
over the buildings, animating whatever they 
touched. Transfixed, it took her a few sec-
onds to realise that a man had joined her on 

the bench. He too sat watching, catching his 
breath. Mia’s heart exerted itself more than 
it ever had on any run. She sensed the in-
evitability of what was about to happen and 
decided to let him speak first. She wondered 
what he’d sound like. What words he’d 
choose to break their silent courtship. With 
one hand he pulled off his orange hat, and 
with the other gestured to the scene in front 
of them. The sun rising, the park beginning 
to fill with early morning commuters and 
keen-eyed school children. 
 “There’s so many fat people about 
these days, isn’t there?” 
 “Excuse me?” she replied, annoyed 
at herself for mishearing at this of all mo-
ments. 
 “Fatties,” said the man. “There’s 
loads of ‘em, isn’t there, just look. Wobbling 
their way along. The kids are the worst. Gi-
normous, some of ‘em. Real monsters. It’s 
the parents I blame, letting them sit in front 
of the TV all night, stuffing their faces with 
chips.” 
 He swivelled his head and looked her 
square in the eyes for the first and only time.  
“Depressing, isn’t it?” he said. v 
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 My mother died in the early minutes 
of March 21, 2012, just as spring was com-
ing to its fullest expression in Birmingham, 
Alabama, the city where she was born, mar-
ried, and had her children, and where she 
had lived her entire life. The foliage was a 
promising shade of bright green. The sub-
urban lawns were visions lined with banks 
of azaleas in full bloom. The year was still 
young; as yet, the sun’s heat had no weight 
to it.
 On March 9, she was diagnosed with 
bone cancer. How long she had had the bone 
cancer, her doctor would not suppose. What 
was known was that the bone cancer was a 
metastasis from breast cancer she had sur-
vived fourteen years ago. For the past twelve 
years, she had been cancer-free, but, as it 
was explained, breast cancer is sneaky and 
insidious and doesn’t give up easily.
 The doctor giving her the diagnosis 
stressed the positive aspects: the cancer had 
not spread beyond the bones, and with che-
motherapy, she might live a few more years, 
although she would likely be confined to a 
wheelchair. If this was meant to be the silver 
lining, my mother didn’t see it that way. She 
confided her true state of mind to her rabbi. 
“Rabbi, I know I’m dying,” she said to him 
when he visited her in the hospital. 
 “We’re all dying,” he replied.
 “No, I know I am dying soon,” she 
said, “and it’s all right.”
 He told us this after the funeral, at 
the shiva minyan.

 *  *  *

 As I drove along the roads of my 
childhood, it occurred to me that my moth-
er’s youth had been the best season of her 

life. Everything afterwards was a disap-
pointment. And she had never really gotten 
over it.
 Inside the woman she became, there 
was always the popular girl, the belle of the 
ball, whose life had never fulfilled its prom-
ise. Once her wit and repartee had charmed 
girls and boys alike, and young and old; she 
was accustomed to being the center of atten-
tion, adored and adorned. 
 Long after she married and had chil-
dren, flirtation lived on in her encounters 
with tradesmen and repairmen--Stanley at 
the grocery store, Gus at the gas station-
-men she saw casually in the course of her 
errands. She seemed happiest when she 
was flirting, but I never saw her flirt with 
my father. Nothing so lighthearted existed 
between them. Instead there was a furious 
passion that erupted in explosions and bat-
tles.

It is one morning at breakfast, and I am 
three or four years old. I don’t know what 
started their argument, but Daddy wants 
to leave for work, and Mama is angry and 
threatening to pour coffee on him. He is an-
gry, too, and taunts her that she won’t dare 
do it. “Don’t you believe it,” she cries, grab-
bing the coffeepot from the stove. She flings 
a fountain of hot coffee that reaches him as 
he tries to escape out the front door, splash-
ing all over his good suit. He screams, and 
she flees back inside. Furious, he stomps up 
the stairs and inside the house to change, 
cursing her but avoiding her. His suit is 
stained the color of dirt, the color of excre-
ment.

 That stain endures—dirty, shameful, 
coloring our family life for years to come. 
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So much unhappiness and disappointment. 
And so little tolerance and affection.
 Long before my parents met, some-
thing had happened to each of them that 
left them damaged.  Neither was emotion-
ally whole enough to love in an unstinting 
and generous way. Their connections to 
each other and their children were based on 
transactions. “I’ll do this for you, if you do 
that for me.” Nothing was free, and every-
thing had its price. This was how they relat-
ed to each other, and it was how they treated 
their children as well.
 Mom tyrannized over us because she 
could dominate us.  The home was the only 
sphere in which she was powerful. Every 
morning Dad escaped into the practice of 
law. It was a place where he had reason and 
justice on his side, and she didn’t exist. Only 
within her family was she all-powerful. 
 My parents fought constantly about 
money. There was never enough. Because 
my mother had no way of earning money 
and no intention of trying, she intensified 
the pressure on my father. He’d left a law 
firm where he was unhappy to go out on his 
own and struggled for years as a single prac-
titioner before he was successful. But even 
after success came, the obsession with mon-
ey continued.
 It was more than a need for money 
that they expressed. They thought about 
money constantly, how to get it, how to 
hoard it, how to save it from anyone else 
spending it. My parents let their lust for 
money control their lives. The conclusion 
was that money was worth more than we 
were. We were constantly being reminded 
that they couldn’t afford us, but they were 
stuck with us. They calculated each expen-
diture, and it was up to us to prove we were 

worth every cent they grudgingly spent on 
us.
 In her battles with our father, my 
mother pressured us to take sides, and woe 
befell us if we didn’t select hers. We grew 
up afraid of her temper and her outbursts. 
“What if Mom gets mad?” we would worry, 
and by “mad,” we meant her screaming un-
til the veins stood out on her neck, and her 
vocal cords sounded as if they were stripped 
raw. In her rages, she hit us, and she tore 
up our rooms. Once, when I was a teenag-
er, she picked up a heavy pair of ceramic 
mushrooms that sat on the coffee table and 
hurled them at my head. I ducked instinc-
tively, and when the mushrooms exploded 
against the wall, shattering into fragments, 
she screamed that I had broken them. And 
in the shadows of her screams was Mimi, 
trying to find a way to glue the mushrooms 
back together.
 Mom did not care how much she in-
flicted hurt. The harm within her that in turn 
caused the wish to harm seemed inexhaust-
ible. That she never apologized was like a 
badge of honor for her, as if an apology were 
an admission of shameful weakness.
 She claimed that she hadn’t wanted 
any of her children, that we were all the re-
sults of accidents and mistakes. She told us 
that she had jumped off the kitchen table, 
and thrown herself down the stairs, hoping 
for a miscarriage, but it hadn’t worked. Even 
though she said this many times, it was hard 
for us to believe. After all, she took care of 
us; she hadn’t abandoned us. She shopped 
and cooked, sewed our clothes, made sure 
we went to school, and took us to the doctor. 
 She was kindest to us when we were 
sick, and then she would bring us trays with 
soft boiled egg scooped out of the shell into 
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an egg cup, to be spooned up with bits of 
toast, ginger ale with some of the bubbles 
stirred out, and hot tea and saltines. She 
loved us best when we were babies, before 
we had learned to talk or to walk, or express 
our will, when we were still helplessly de-
pendent. Once we were toddlers, she did not 
like us so well. She was sure to find some-
thing in our behavior to object to.

 *  *  *

 At our first therapy session after my 
mother’s death, my husband said, “It may 
sound blunt, but I think that your life will be 
a lot better now that she is gone.”
 It was hard for me to hear this. It set 
me apart from other daughters. It was as if I 
could hear my mother’s voice in my ear ac-
cusing me of being hard-hearted and unnat-
ural. She enjoyed reducing me to tears, until 
I had dissolved into a pool of water, like the 
Wicked Witch in the Wizard of Oz. 
 “Everyone thinks you’re a good girl, 
a smart girl. You’re a sneak, you’ve pulled 
the wool over everyone’s eyes but mine,” 
she would yell at me. “I know the real you. 
You’re a nasty, two-faced little bitch, you’re 
a selfish fuck who doesn’t give a good god-
damn about anyone but herself. You don’t 
love me, you don’t know how to love. Look 
at you! I can’t stand the sight of you!”
 How I sobbed and begged for for-
giveness, hoping she would stop. But she re-
mained cold and hard, as ungiving as steel. 
And I thought what she was saying must be 
true, because when I searched my heart at 
those moments, I could find no love for her.
 Ten years passed, and twenty. This 
scene was replayed hundreds of times, in 
countless variations. My mother’s gift for 

twisting meaning was worse than the curs-
ing and the hitting, because it caused me to 
doubt myself. 
 When I was younger, the only way I 
knew how to resist was passively. While she 
attacked me, I stood stiff and still, my face 
expressionless, while my mind escaped. I 
imagined that I was a prisoner in a cell, peer-
ing out the bars of a window, turning myself 
into a bird flying free. When she gripped me 
violently by the shoulders and shook me so 
that my teeth rattled in my head, I imagined 
that I had left my body behind, and I was 
somewhere else, where I wasn’t being hurt.
 She knew what I was doing, and it 
infuriated her. And even though I tried as 
hard as I could to be a stone that absorbed 
nothing, I didn’t completely succeed. There 
was a part of me that took in every word she 
said and believed it. 
 And in between her rages, my father 
lectured me that it was my duty to endure 
whatever she did to me, just as he endured 
it when she got mad at him. He believed that 
his forbearance made him morally superior, 
and he wanted me to be like him. He insist-
ed and then pleaded that I should give in to 
her. Do it for me, he begged.
 And so I would agree to give in. And 
then all the crying that I had repressed, the 
sadness and the suffering that I had been 
holding back with rigid control, would burst 
out of me, and I would sob, wanting to be-
lieve that what he was offering me was com-
fort. 
 And I would go to my mother, dread 
in my heart. Time and again, my dread was 
fulfilled. Despite my father’s promises, my 
mother interpreted my apology as an oppor-
tunity for a further attack. She went for the 
chink in my armor, and she struck deep. She 
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struck again and again, until I was like the 
mutilated dragon, writhing at St. Michael’s 
feet.  
 My father’s claim of the moral high 
ground went hand in hand with his belief 
that he commanded an impartial view from 
this exalted place. He meted out blame. 
“What do you do that sets her off? She nev-
er gets mad at your sisters the way she gets 
mad at you. Why can’t you learn not to pro-
voke her?” 
 I didn’t want to provoke her. I want-
ed her to love me, but she didn’t. She con-
stantly found fault. Something I did or said, 
or something I didn’t do or should have done 
was always setting her off. Maybe she was 
right. Maybe deep down I was a bad person, 
pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes. The 
truth was that I hated my mother, and at the 
same time I loved her with a painful love.
 It took me a long time to learn to pro-
tect myself. It took distance. It took silence. 
It took decades.

 *  *  *

 At the end of my mother’s life, she 
stopped battling. In our last conversations, 
she showed no wish to fight with me. While 
there were no deathbed confessions or rev-
elations, neither were there accusations or 
threats. I didn’t know how close to death 
she was, but she knew, and she kept her own 
counsel. She never used the word “cancer” 
in conversation with me. She insisted that 
it was her chronic fatigue syndrome and her 
chronic mononucleosis that was causing her 
problems. I had stopped challenging her 
years ago. I listened, and I sympathized. 
 In a strange way, illness always 
brought out the best in my mother. She was 

long-suffering and heroic. As a patient in 
the hospital, she made an effort to cooper-
ate. On that floor, she was the nurses’ favor-
ite. She always wanted sympathy, and now 
it came to her in abundance.
 But she wasn’t getting better. And the 
depths to which she was falling took her by 
surprise. I could hear the shock in the tone 
of her voice. 
 The pleasures of her life slipped away 
from her; she could no longer concentrate 
on reading, or watching television. Eating, 
walking, going to the bathroom, getting 
dressed were no longer activities of her daily 
life. Given this state of things, did she make 
a conscious decision to die sooner rather 
than later, in order to avoid the misery that 
lay ahead of her? Did she will her heart to 
fail, her lungs to fill with fluid? I wonder 
what it was like for her in those final mo-
ments, alone in the hospital room. I admire 
her courage, and I love her for not fighting 
the inevitable. If I were in her place, I would 
prefer it her way. 

 *  *  *

After my mother’s death, I was left with a 
sense of emptiness. I found consolation in 
the family treasure trove of pictures. I loved 
looking at the images of my parents at the 
beginning of their marriage, when they were 
younger than I had ever known them, and 
their life together was a future promise. 
They seemed to beckon mysteriously from 
the unknowable past. What secrets could I 
unlock if I were to speak to them?
 My sisters and I have fallen in love 
with these pictures; we copy and exchange 
them by email and flash drive. In these ide-
alized images, our parents are smiling and 
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beautiful. They appear happier and more 
confident than any of us ever remember 
them being. 
 Appearances deceive. Self-assertive 
and opinionated though my mother was, she 
was not confident. Despite her obvious gifts 
and accomplishments, she allowed herself 
to be paralyzed by fear. She was miserable 
every day of her life, and yet, long after her 
children were grown, she didn’t have the 
nerve to leave an unhappy marriage where 
she felt dissatisfied, overlooked, misunder-
stood, and unloved. She was afraid to take 
a risk for happiness, although she found 
my father emotionally stunted and self-ab-
sorbed, and she blamed him for not provid-
ing for her in the way that she wanted. Ulti-
mately, it was not love, loyalty, or friendship 
that kept her from leaving my father. She 
had never worked outside the home, and 
she didn’t intend to start. She was worried 
enough about losing financial security that 
she clung to the evils she knew rather than 
fly to others that she knew not of. 
 In his own way, which was not her 
way, my father loved my mother very much. 
Once she was gone, it was touching to see 
how much he missed her, and how lost he 
was without her. Oddly enough, what he 
seemed to miss most was her sarcasm. Fun-
ny how I never realized how much he ac-
tually enjoyed being the butt of her jokes. 
When I asked him about his happy memo-
ries, he fondly recalled her witticisms at his 
expense, variations on the theme of how she 
wished she’d never married him. 
 “The thing with Mom is that you nev-
er knew if she really meant it or not,” I com-
mented.
 “Nah, she didn’t mean it,” he replied 
softly, twisting his body with shyness like a 

schoolboy. Or was the gesture just a mani-
festation of his Parkinson’s disease?

 *  *  *

A friend who recently lost her own mother 
wrote me, “The best metaphor I have heard 
for this rite of passage is that it’s like having 
the roof of the house yanked off, and sud-
denly you’re looking up at the sky, exposed 
to the elements.” 
 I find this metaphor rich and sug-
gestive, as it hearkens back to the maternal 
ideal as intermediary, shelter, protector. I 
picture the black sky, pricked by stars. I feel 
the cold wind. But I don’t feel the same way 
that my friend does.
 I feel an emptiness, but it isn’t the 
vastness of space. It is more like a physi-
cal sensation in my body, located at the pit 
of my stomach. It can’t be relieved, or ex-
plained away. It’s just there. 
 Instead of a roof, it was as if walls 
came down for me when Mom died. From 
the time I was young, my mother had erect-
ed walls to try to separate us from each oth-
er. Her idea was to divide and conquer. With 
walls, she controlled us, confined us, de-
fined us. The walls were metaphorical, and 
they were also real. Sometimes they were 
the misunderstandings she liked to stir up 
between us, the way she talked about us to 
each other behind our backs and goaded us 
with what others said about us, or how she 
interrupted when two of us began to have a 
conversation that wasn’t about her. 
 Now she is gone, the walls that she 
put up are gone, too. Each one of us sisters 
had spent years without speaking to the oth-
ers, but now we find common connections 
in our shared griefs, our worries about our 
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father.
 We are trying to reach across the void 
my mother left when she died, and hold 
hands. v
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 I lifted a woman off the bathroom 
floor in an Italian restaurant. The twen-
ty-something hostess didn’t know what to 
do, or maybe she just didn’t want to do what 
clearly had to be done. I’m no EMT. I’ve run 
almost twenty half marathons, but I have a 
bad back and wouldn’t say I’m particularly 
fit or strong. I am definitely not heroic. 
 The door was locked. I shimmied 
under the stall, my middle-aged hands and 
knees pressed to the dirty tile, my face up 
close and personal with (fill in blank with 
bodily fluid). The woman used a walker, but 
had misjudged the distance between her ass 
and the toilet. Happens to the best of us af-
ter a couple, I thought.
 I avoided direct eye contact; yes, 
because I’m shy, but also to protect this 
woman’s dignity. Her pants were crumpled 
around her calves. She had on a sagging De-
pends. Her pale and papery skin reminded 
me of my late grandmother, who my mother 
and I helped care for those last months in 
the nursing home. “Helped” meant putting 
on Grandma’s bra when the CNAs had too 
much on their plates. Or placing another 
pillow behind her head. Or telling her it was 
time to throw out the leftover fried chicken 
my mother often brought her. (Grandma 
liked to stash it in the drawer next to her 
bed.) Or loading her and her oxygen tank 
into the car so she could attend my dad’s—
her youngest son’s—funeral. 
 And yes, lifting her. 
 We lifted my grandmother a lot. 
Sometimes from the bathroom floor and 
onto the toilet, like this woman in the 
restaurant. By some miracle I managed to 
get her on the John without breaking her 
hip or mine. She thanked me. Then I left her 
to take care of her business and headed back 

to the dining area to rejoin my husband and 
daughter for family-style lasagna or pizza 
or whatever non-authentic Italian dish we’d 
ordered. My husband wondered why I’d 
been gone so long, but not enough to come 
after me. We’d been together since we were 
teens, and until a few months earlier, I had 
fully expected to grow old beside him. For 
better and for worse, in continence and in 
incontinence. 

#
 Whatever awaited us, I’d likely have 
to be the one to pick up the pieces. I’d al-
ready had to pick myself up and dust myself 
off from his midlife-crisis floor. 

#
 I’ve lifted him. Years ago when my 
husband had thrown out his back and had to 
recline in agony on a wooden booth in this 
place with fantastic pizza and terrible ser-
vice. We shared a love affair with this spe-
cific pizza joint. Our passion reached all the 
way back to our freewheeling twenties. 
 At forty-seven, I hoisted him out of a 
hospital bed. This time following his surgery 
for L4-L5 disc trouble, mere months after 
he’d enlightened me about his trouble with 
us. He was unhappy and squarely pinned 
his unhappiness on our marriage. Maybe we 
weren’t compatible, he suggested. He wasn’t 
invested in my humor, he said. I wasn’t com-
fortable enough in my own skin. He loved 
me, but wasn’t in love with me. 
 During his recovery from back sur-
gery, I picked up his socks, phone, irrita-
tions, underwear, wet towels, eyeglasses, 
grievances, keys, prescriptions, frustrations, 
receipts. He wasn’t supposed to bend or 
twist or lift anything over ten pounds for 
several weeks. He’d dropped the worst kind 
of bomb on me, and here I was, bending, 
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stooping, and twisting to collect and give 
him whatever his heart desired. 

#
 A lot of people swear they’ll never 
own a minivan. For me, it’s a pickup (no 
matter the color, make or model). 

#
 I wouldn’t have the first clue how to 
pick up anybody in a bar, or elsewhere re-
ally. My husband has spent a lot of time in 
bars, alone on barstools, drinking whiskeys 
and cokes and chatting with people. He’s a 
breezy chatter. He likes chatting up women 
better than men, I think. But could or would 
he fuck another woman given the right op-
portunity? I’m pretty sure I know the an-
swer. What I don’t know is if that’s what it 
would take for me to wave the white flag. 

#
 I’ve picked up plenty of bad habits 
in my lifetime. Most recently I’ve begun to 
smoke with my neighbor. I’ve never been ad-
dicted, but I used to smoke in college, espe-
cially at the bars and when writing term pa-
pers. I gave up even the occasional cigarette 
when we were trying to have kids in earnest. 
Besides the prospect of conceiving, mixing 
nicotine and tar and God knows what with 
the fertility shots and medications could 
prove harmful to me, even deadly. I should 
probably care more about my mortality now. 
Yet sometimes all I give a shit about is the 
headrush brought on by that first American 
Spirit. 

#
 My self-esteem required a little pick-
me-up. My husband bought another house 
across the street from a lake, his goal of re-
siding near water at last realized. He bought 
a new couch, a new bed, a new refrigera-
tor, a new metal roof, a new garage door, a 

 

new air fryer. He held the prospect and the 
promise of a new and separate life, wherever 
that new and separate life led him. 
 Tit for tat, I bought a new knockoff 
version of Invisalign. I bought new jeans 
and new boots and new dresses. I bought 
a new hair color. New glasses and new eye-
shadow. New earrings. New perfume. New 
vitamins reportedly good for my old skin. 
 I’ve never been a big spender. I wait-
ed for my breadwinner of a husband to chal-
lenge my spending—he who’s never been 
one to tighten the purse strings—knowing 
full well he wouldn’t. Who was I trying to at-
tract, impress, piss off, placate? Why was I 
focusing all of my energy on my appearance 
in order to feel better about myself?
 That void though. Who was it that 
said, “The surest cure for vanity is loneli-
ness?”

#
 My husband is no stranger to picking 
up the tab. I’m no longer certain this gesture 
is only about altruism.

#
 It was oppressive that morning, or 
at least I remember how the heat made me 
queasy. Or maybe it was the anti-depressant 
I’d been taking since my husband informed 
me he no longer wanted to be married, a 
couple days before the government shut-
down over a global pandemic. Whatever the 
reason for my nausea, I’d forced myself out 
for a jog. 
 Was it June? July? COVID-19 had at 
least blessed us sheltering-at-home Michi-
ganders with fair summer weather. I round-
ed the corner into our neighborhood and 
that’s when I heard her. 
 “Excuse me,” the postal worker said. 
“Could you give me a hand?” 
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 She wasn’t wearing a mask and nei-
ther was I, but the comingling of our re-
spiratory droplets wasn’t why I considered 
running by her. Despite any outward ap-
pearances, I was a physical and mental train 
wreck and, on a good day, I have a hard time 
interacting with people I don’t know. (A “so-
cial burden” my husband had said in our 
first couples’ therapy session.) 
 The postal worker held the bony arm 
of a man who’d propped himself on a rick-
ety white-picket fence. She’d seen him fall in 
his driveway during her delivery route. The 
man had recently undergone a spinal proce-
dure and said he wasn’t supposed to leave 
the house: a rule enforced by a woman up-
stairs fast asleep. 
 Mercifully, I had my phone. The post-
al worker and I didn’t think we could carry 
or navigate this frail older gentleman back 
inside. I dialed my husband. The call went 
to voicemail. He was probably on another 
Zoom or Google Meet or Go-To. COVID-19 
had heightened the fear of losing his job, 
fear of his employees losing their jobs, and 
worst of all, fear of losing the one thing he 
had control over—his beloved career. For 
months he’d been immersing himself deep-
er and deeper away from our life and closer 
to his work life. I texted and told him the ad-
dress.
 Thank God he’d replied. Lately he 
blew off, unintentionally missed or delayed 
responding to my texts. Not very long ago I 
wouldn’t have read anything into this lack 
of or slow response. Flash forward to the 
present day and the threat of separation and 
divorce made me pine for my husband’s at-
tention. No emoji was too pathetic or senti-
mental. (How I longed for him to send me 
the winky-face blowing a kiss in the shape of 

 

a heart.)
 I didn’t have a clue who I was sup-
posed to be anymore, and yet, I was still that 
woman who picked up people—those I loved 
and those I’d never even met.  
 Another neighbor arrived with a 
portable wheelchair in her trunk, followed 
by my husband and the doctor who lived 
across the street from us. I insisted the post-
al worker carry on with her mail route. The 
men managed to guide the man into the 
chair and wheel him into the house, but not 
before bending the already bent and bat-
tered screen door. 
 Once inside, I tried not to fixate on 
the surroundings. The ripped-up carpet re-
vealed stained floorboards. The kitchen was 
dark and dank. The smell danced between 
cat piss and spoiled milk. I worried for this 
man and this woman (now awake) standing 
before us, and after she discovered her ru-
ined door, I worried for myself, too. 
 My husband and the doctor had al-
ready left. The neighbor with the wheelchair 
and I discussed calling 911. Was it safe for 
this man to keep living here? Could this 
woman take care of him? Were they relat-
ed? Husband and wife? Was any of this our 
concern or business? The decision became 
clearer when the woman started screaming, 
not about the state of the man’s health, but 
about the door. “Who the fuck broke my 
door? Fuck, shit! Goddamn it! My fucking 
door!” 
 I slipped outside, dialed 911, went 
through the standard list of questions and 
waited with the neighbor from up the street. 
We listened to a continued stream of ob-
scenities and insults. The sun beat down on 
us from a sky of hopeful blue. Funny how we 
women sat tight for the ambulance and the 

 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

33

picking up 
where we left off

firetruck to arrive while the men bolted as 
soon as they wheeled the old man over the 
threshold. Funnier still, my husband and 
the doctor were likely at fault for causing 
further damage to the screen door. 
 After exchanging a few solemn words 
with the paramedics, I made my way back 
home. Home, the shelter that contained 
and confined our family: me, the broken-
hearted, my husband, the heartbreaker, and 
our daughter, the one we’d both die for in a 
heartbeat. 

#
 Once upon a time we hiked up a 
mountain in Squaw Valley. We peeked over 
the lip of the Cliffs of Moher, faraway specks 
of white birds dotting and floating around 
the rocks. We attended every single home 
football game at Spartan Stadium, and the 
home team won every single football game 
that season. We drove from Seattle to San 
Francisco in a green Mustang convertible. 
We rode to the top of the CN Tower in a nar-
row glass elevator, despite my husband’s 
fear of tight spaces and heights. We tattooed 
our skin with the monogram from our wed-
ding, his on his arm, mine on my back. We 
sat on barstools drinking syrupy pink mar-
tinis and won eight-hundred dollars playing 
Keno the day before we found out we would 
finally become parents: a baby girl born in 
Southfield, Michigan. This is a brushstroke. 
A first blush. A kaleidoscope glance. 
 Does he remember any of the good 
times spanning our relationship of three de-
cades? Why can’t we seem to pick up where 
we left off?

#
 Of course, there was the daily lift-
ing of our daughter from age zero to about 
three, sometimes off the floor and out of the 

 

grocery store while she punched and kicked 
and wailed.

#
 When tidying up around the house, 
I’ve rolled my eyes at my husband. Tidying 
has included gathering and redistributing 
toys, throw pillows, Yahtzee dice, half-com-
pleted crossword puzzles, hairballs, Christ-
mas ornaments destroyed and discarded by 
our new puppy. 
 In our third and final couples’ therapy 
session, my husband called out this eye roll-
ing. He said it made him feel like I couldn’t 
stomach his very existence. While this was 
far from the truth, I admit I should’ve been 
more direct about asking him to help me 
pick up. 

# 
 Did you know they have genders for 
bolts and screws? This should be the begin-
ning of a bar room pick-up line. 

#
 My husband has picked up a lot of 
his belongings and moved them into his 
new house. I guess you’d call this a trial sep-
aration. If we don’t make it, I don’t know 
what he or I will do with the rest of his stuff. 
His fingerprints are all over the home we 
shared together, the one that’s in my name 
only now. Yesterday, on our twenty-third 
wedding anniversary, he invited me over to 
help him with a home improvement project, 
a guard rail he hoped to build for his loft 
space. 
 Our daughter can’t wait to occupy 
that space. She’s nine and the last thing my 
husband or I want to do is pick her up from 
a great fall. v 
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half of klimt’s 
water serpents ii

The painting was a reproduction, only half
of the original depicted and the colors somehow wrong
not enough green, nor yellow. And only one of the four
water serpents, the third girl with ginger hair
at the bottom of the painting, her right breast
barely in frame, her eyes watching the artist or maybe
me. She had wildflowers in her hair,
two blushing on her cheeks, spine and right
hand distorted in the water. She hung
in your dining room slitted eyes cut
toward us. I sat in a wooden chair
sipping tequila and you stood, black hair curling 
past your shoulders, blue eyes 
wide and asked, Do you feel the sexual tension?
I did and I asked you, Are you a fan of 
Gustav Klimt? But you had never heard
of him. v
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twi phone-ology
Mum on the phone speaking pure Twi
I hear the ring of tongue twisting conjuring
I listen in, keenly, to my Kwahu ancestry

Greetings of ‘wo ho te sen?’ from the kingdom of Ashanti
On her lips beam golden regal recognition
Mum on the phone speaking pure Twi

Enunciating ancient graciousness: mepaakyew and medaase*
Akan affricates blend and resound with nasal ring
I listen in, keenly, to my Kwahu ancestry

Lips pursed, teeth and tongue twist in magical phonology
Nasalised vowels, blown like trumpets in rhythm
Mum on the phone speaking pure Twi

The rises and falls of songbirds singing Fanti
Fantastic trills and taps, unknown digraphs flying
I listen in, keenly, to my Kwahu ancestry

Thoughts and expressions of a homeland free
Abruptly 
the 
line 
goes 
dead_________________________________
a glottal stop to linguistic wandering
Mum on the phone spoke pure Twi
I listened in, keenly, to my Kwahu ancestry.

*Mepa wo kyew. Please/ I beg you. (I remove my hat to you)
  Meda wo ase. Thank you. (I lay at your feet) v
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the maria magdalena
for Rayji de Guia

The procession of backs turned is a sea of red
anonymous in the enormous crowd.

Turn to face me, tell me is this all the change 
we will ever see, these coins, scattered at Your feet,

for Your penitencia, in this march, on our way to 
Your crucifixion. I drop the coin, know

Nothing now, not even the things I write about
that I have seen. The likes of Peter will never honor

What I’ve written. In this world, what is texto
but the persuading chronicle of the Papa, while

We progress down the streets, the signs we carry
las palmas scattering in careless winds.

It’s impractical to transcribe, what I scream—
words I copy from You. But I still do it: 

There is no absolution in this world but the next,
We must love one another or suffer.

Underneath it all, I array myself in red, 
as memento, as imagen, as woman. v
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waiting to pee, 
i invent my future

At a gas station between Ashland and Redding, 
I sit godlike on the curb in salvo jeans and gather 
chips of orange paint under a sliver of firs and blank 
sky, my mouth an empty cup trembling for a life 
I could have if I asked for it. The highway rumbling
like an easy metaphor, and me, twenty and full 
of cheap chocolate, thinking I can bear anything
as long as it is temporary, so maybe I will drive trucks 
until I am tired of driving trucks or bluff 
my way into some job involving horses. I learned to run
from my mother. I can love anything as long
as it is temporary, even this gas station which peels
and crumbles in my hands, and if a cold wind ever
comes screeching across my exposed nerves 
like doubt, I can always zip my coat up 
to my throat, bury my hands in my pockets,
and walk south until the feeling melts
like cheap chocolate in the newborn sun. v

 

HOME ↑



DIS INTEGRATE

Wendy Thompson Taiwo is an Assistant Professor of African American Studies
at San José State University. Her poetry has most recently appeared in the San-
taFe Writer’s Project, Rappahannock Review, Jet Fuel Review, Waccamaw 
Journal, Hey, I’m Alive, and Typehouse. She is the co-editor of the forthcom-
ing collection Sparked: George Floyd, Racism, and the Progressive Illusion.

WENDY 
THOMPSON 
TAIWO



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

44

disintegrate
First the legs will go, then the hearing.

_____

I’m not sure who needs to hear this, you announce 
loudly to no one in particular and everyone in the 
room, but getting old really sucks.

_____

At 38, your stomach began to bulge and droop after 
your third C-section. You ignored your mother’s 
advice to exercise after giving birth likening it to 
the fit religion of hyperactive ponytail yoga 
moms. But then your breasts shriveled to an A 
cup and your body began to sag
like an old couch
like an abandoned truck.

_____

Of course I think you’re still attractive, your 
husband says, his mouth moving like he’s
chewing leftovers
charred brisket
cardboard.

He’ll probably leave, you tell yourself angrily and 
begin wearing housedresses outdoors, 
braless.

_____

Was that mole there two months ago?
Why does it burn 
in your chest
in your throat
in your labia
in your heart
every time you _____?
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_____

When someone calls you from the other room:
Do I want eat what with the leftover fish?

You saw whose cousin at Costco?

Why did I leave what running?

Go ask your dad what he said, goddamn 
mumbling ass.

_____

For a long time, all through your forties, you 
insisted that it was other people. 
 It was young people 
 who were being prioritized in a society 
 drunk off their youth while middle-age people like 
 you were becoming obsolete. 

 It was the city 
 attracting too many techies and gentrifiers who 
 were oversaturating your beloved downtown 
 haunts and sanitizing the sketchy streets where you 
 and your girlfriends got your first citation for driving 
 buzzed from a tall, dark, and handsome officer 
 who gave you his private number 
  J. Scott (602) 537-XXXX call me

 It was this new wave of medical students turned 
 feckless doctors too scared of a lawsuit to actually 
 diagnose pain, leaving you with a non-answer to 
 your, What’s wrong with me? or a, We’ll follow up 
 with you in a few weeks, 
 after all those tests.

_____

Bitch, we’re old, you say to your friend over a 
glass of wine and laugh. And like in a commercial, 
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she turns to you and says, No way, bitch! The 
forties are the new twenties. 
You narrow your eyes.

But then the skin begins to thicken and your odor 
changes and the discharge becomes normal and 
you break in so many places while your doctor 
keeps telling you, It’s normal. 

That area of pain
That creaking sound
That brown spot
That fleshy sore
That dry patch
That blurry effect
is normal.

It’s supposed to fall off, 
fall out,
tense up, 
curl back, 
heal rough that way.
Call and make an appointment if anything changes.

_____

These days, hiking feels like dragging your 
bagged body behind you while the trailhead looks 
as wild, healthy, and abundant as ever. Each bend 
in the road, your hips and ankles click and rotate 
like a child’s model robot. On the way back to the 
car, your ankles swell up and you can’t bend over 
to tie your shoelaces that are always coming 
undone. So for the rest of the week, you resort to 
wearing sandals without socks until the skin on 
your feet begin to chafe.

_____

You stop shaving.
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_____

Your saving grace is that you still haven’t gotten 
gray hairs yet, your friend tells you, her own 
baby face framed by wisps of dark clouds, a pale 
sky that looks like rain. But you also still have 
your sense of sight and it disappoints you to have 
to look at yourself every day when being alive 
and getting into your car to drive to work both 
ways in traffic is already a kind of afterlife:
interstate is to stasis
as intubation is to interred.

_____

In your fifties, you know you won’t be able to 
retire in ten years because your grown kids still 
call you for money despite graduating from law 
and business school and marrying into 
upper-middle-class suburban life.  
 Los Altos. Blackhawk.

You feel like the thread has been pulled at your 
good edges and all the stuffing is billowing out. 
Like I’m just all over the place, you say and your 
coworkers nod thinking that this is just you 
multitasking during a fiscal budget crisis. 
But Tim in HR who is always inappropriate, 
knows there’s something up. Why else would he 
tell you, You still look good for your age when 
you go to his office to return your benefits 
form? And in that moment, you wished you could 
follow him to his Volvo after work and sit on his 
face just so you can call his wife and tell her he’s 
cheating.
 (That shade of lipstick she will eventually find 
 on his shirt is called Nude Fatale.)

_____

Your physician still can’t tell you why your feet are 
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always cold while the rest of you burns white hot.
So hot that your best friend has to wear two 
sweaters while riding in your car because you 
always have the AC on full blast. Yet night 
sweats keep you up at night and now your 
husband sleeps on the couch. Just for the time 
being, to give you space, he says. 

He’s probably already cheating, you tell yourself 
angrily and begin an email draft to Tim:
 “For a long time, I’ve been longing for…”
 “I just want to feel something, be something different to somebody…”
 “I’ve never done this before and hope you understand…”
You decide to hold off on words like “sensual,” 
“discreet,” “fuck buddies,” and “lucky.”

_____

A few days later your physician messages you. It’s 
just a symptom of menopause, nothing to worry 
about, and you wonder if she means the anger or 
the cheating husband or the sweats because 
inside you feel like you’re dying.

_____

You used to enjoy dancing and trivia nights.
You used to take global cooking classes with 
your friends.
You used to keep the numbers of strangers and 
exes in your phone just for moments like this:
Hi, I know we haven’t spoken since that 
night/week/month 
in 
Istanbul
Manhattan
Luang Prabang
Chicago
D.C.
Berlin
New Orleans
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but I thought we could get back in touch.
You had plans to travel the world well into your 
seventies.

Now you nurse your bruised and aching heart and 
back and hands with Netflix and DoorDash and 
wine and heated pain relief patches and icepacks.

_____

No one will ever use these words again to describe 
you: 
dewy-eyed, cute, kissable, artsy, fiery, delicate, 
sweet, adorable, bubbly, intoxicating, athletic, feisty, 
skinny, young.

_____

You no longer remember your first love or what 
you had for dinner last night. And I’ll probably 
die tomorrow, you tell yourself angrily despite 
data saying your husband will likely go first. But 
damn this earth and all upon it if you don’t get to 
taste the last few drops and enjoy the good life first. v
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where did you go, ruby?
 We told ourselves that her bad hab-
its explained how Ruby could disappear one 
day and not one of us noticed. She rushed in 
at least a half hour late for every meeting, if 
she came at all. She wasn’t exactly thought-
less and could hardly be accused of being 
disorganized; she simply operated on her 
own clock, lived in her own world. 
 Weeks of her absence went by with 
only an occasional shrug of irritation from 
one or another of us when she missed an 
appointment or a longstanding date. That’s 
so Ruby, we’d say, some with fondness and 
some with a tinge of anger in our voices. 
We’re not going to lie, the angry ones among 
us would think, good. She didn’t show up, 
again. We can quit this charade of friend-
ship. We never knew what she was talking 
about half the time anyway. Ruby’s tenden-
cy to leap from metaphoric peak to meta-
phoric peak could leave a listener’s head a 
spin, there’s no denying that. Those of us 
who taught literature felt at home in her 
flights, but those of us who work with our 
hands or on our feet all day or night often 
grew impatient; we just wanted her to touch 
ground now and then.
 Okay, we’ll admit it, there’s also no 
denying her lateness, her personality even, 
could get tiresome. It’s not as if only her 
time mattered, after all. Friendships have 
rules, or they should. 
 The fond ones among us though, 
those of us charmed by her flights into the 
uncharted stratosphere of the mind, we 
continued to wait for her even after she’d 
stood us up completely more than once. We 
grew accustomed to sitting alone in the cor-
ner booth of the coffee shop waiting longer 
even than Ruby’s clock required of us. We 
learned to make use of our waiting time; we 

took up new hobbies, learned new languag-
es, had babies, or climbed mountains. We 
would continue to glance up with hope each 
time the door to the coffee shop opened or a 
car slowed down as if to pull into the park-
ing lot. When we’d finally give up and head 
back to our own lives of errant teens and 
unpaid bills, we would often stand on the 
street a moment, waiting just a little longer. 
We felt her absence as a tear in the fabric 
of ourselves and we longed for the mending 
thread of her laughter, even when we had 
to wait and wait for her. We would recall 
her capacity to listen, like a compass. With-
out her to tell our deepest thoughts to we 
sometimes found ourselves uncertain about 
which way to turn. 
 How long before we started to won-
der where she had gone? When did one and 
then another of us ask around to see if any-
one had seen her lately? Who among us was 
the last to see her? Did she tell any one of us 
she was leaving? How long before the nig-
gles of our curiosity become bubblings of 
concern? 
 Looking back, it’s hard to say what the 
time frame was for when we started asking 
until we started forgetting. Long enough, we 
now know, for the city to have built a park 
on the land where her home once stood. 
Time enough for trees to grow to full height, 
for perennial beds to bloom and thrive – al-
ways a bit behind the season, some noticed. 
 Some of us, the angry ones I mean, 
sometimes go there, to the park where she 
used to live, to wait for her, though we tell 
ourselves we’re just looking for fresh air. But 
we know, the honest ones among us, that 
something magic slipped out of our lives a 
long time ago and we don’t know how to get 
it back. Some of us claim to have seen her, 
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not clearly, only in that sacred space in the 
corner of our eyes. We always turn to greet 
her, but of course we’re always too late to 
catch her. v
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famous checkmates 
in grabowski family history

I.  
Kevin Grabowski vs. Food

 
 Kevin Grabowski, age three, is tod-
dling around his parents’ kitchen. A half-
open cabinet reveals a large, crinkly paper 
bag filled with two pounds of white granu-
lated heaven. He shoves it by the fistful into 
his small mouth only to taste not sugar, but 
salt, and vomits immediately. The vomit is, 
for some reason, bright orange. 

Winner: Food, checkmate in two moves.

II. 
May Grabowski’s dreams vs. Herb 

Grabowski
 
 After being born in poverty in rural 
Cambodia; after miraculously surviving five 
common deadly childhood diseases; after 
being selected of the children in her impov-
erished village to study high school; after 
winning a scholarship to nursing school; 
after successfully graduating nursing school 
although neither of her parents could read;  
after miraculously surviving the American 
carpet-bombing of her country; and after 
miraculously winning a visa to the US, May 
Oak meets Polish-Italian Herb Grabows-
ki, newly-minted dentist, and marries him. 
They soon have a child: Kevin Grabowski. 
 Herb promises May that as soon as 
Kevin can go to kindergarten, she’ll be al-
lowed to return to her first passion, nurs-
ing. When Kevin turns five, however, Herb 
Grabowski decides to open his own practice 
and suggests that, to save money, May work 
as his secretary, just for a little while. After 
a few years, May tries to quit and go back 

nursing, but her husband insists that the 
business needs her and he cannot possibly 
entrust the work to a mere secretary. 
 Fifteen years later, May is still work-
ing as her husband’s secretary. Patients call 
her “May”; they call Herb “Dr. Grabowski.” 
None of them think that this small Asian 
woman with a thick accent is married to the 
dentist. 

Winner: Herb Grabowski, checkmate in 34 
moves. 

III.
Herb Grabowski vs. Himself

 
 In 1969 a young Herb Grabowski, re-
cent dropout of SUNY Plattsburgh, is living 
in Key West in a bungalow belonging to the 
friend of a friend of a friend of an acquain-
tance. He has been high on marijuana for 
an indeterminate amount of time, anything 
from a few hours to six to eight months. 
Sunburned and full of shrimp and Keystone 
Light, he is unfazed when a friend of a friend 
of a friend arrives at the house one Sunday 
morning with, like, BAGS of amanita mus-
caria, fly agaric mushrooms. Herb, who by 
now has ceased to think in symbolic lan-
guage, accepts a dose with the same open-
ness with which he has accepted everything 
in the last several hours or maybe months, 
including a shipwreck; the invasion of the 
house by a motorcycle gang from South Da-
kota; the biting of a policeman by one of his 
housemates’ pet monkeys; and the appear-
ance and disappearance of several women 
whom he swore, within hours of meeting 
them, he was destined to marry. Excited to 
be finally opening the doors of perception, 
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Herb scarfs down the mushrooms. He pro-
ceeds to have a 24-hour trip during which 
he barricades himself in the bathroom and, 
while vomiting and having continuous diar-
rhea, personally experiences in the cells of 
his body the Big Bang, the Ice Age, the death 
of Christ, the building of the Great Wall of 
China, the French Revolution, the Chicago 
World’s Fair of 1893, and, most important-
ly, unification with all matter and superhu-
man eternal and ever-abiding love for man-
kind. When he emerges from the bathroom, 
spattered with his own vomit and feces, he 
realizes that his mission in life is to write a 
book conveying the profundity of this past 
life/death/resurrection experience. Instead, 
he finds that his friends have stolen all his 
money from where it was stashed in his 
hammock and have used it to buy more co-
caine. 
 He hitchhikes into town to call his 
parents from a payphone and begs them 
to wire him money. They agree to give him 
enough money for the Greyhound back 
to Plattsburgh, but only if he makes good 
on his potential and gets a decent job. He 
palms the mouthpiece and asks a homeless 
man sitting on a wall next to the payphone. 
The man suggests dentistry.
 Forty years later, having tasted the 
ambrosia of enlightenment and glimpsed 
eternal truth and then forgotten all about 
it, Herb, now morbidly obese and under-
going emergency open-heart surgery for 
four blocked arteries, realizes that he never 
shared the glory of his experience with the 
world, and that the message may very well 
die with him the next day on the operating 
table, a prediction that turns out to be true. 
And so, last minute cramming to beat all 
last-minute cramming, procrastinatory Hail 

Marys, he calls in his son Kevin, now twenty 
years old, to sit by his bedside the night be-
fore the surgery and receive a core dump of 
this treasured message from beyond.  
 Kevin, however, having continued 
in basically the same vein since the check-
mating by food at the age of three, and now 
weighing well over 340 pounds, although 
appearing to take in every word of Herb’s, 
although nodding and looking very atten-
tively at his father’s rapidly moving mouth, 
is actually thinking about something else 
entirely—the contents of the vending ma-
chine outside the hospital room door. As 
his father blabs on about stardust and guil-
lotines and ever-abiding love, Kevin is run-
ning through his mind the junk food he can 
buy from the vending machine the moment 
the nurse comes in to kick him out: Twix, 
Chex Mix, Almond Joy, Hershey’s, Pringles, 
Gummi Bears. No unification, no eternal 
anything, no enlightenment: you have best-
ed yourself, Dr. Grabowski.
 
Winner: Herb Grabowski, checkmate in 
1,459 moves. v
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precipitate
 Leonard had forgotten Christmas. Or 
he’d forgotten her on Christmas. And it was 
easier to think that it was one rather than 
the other. 
 Laney turned on her heater, a red 
enamel stove. Nietzsche sometimes singed 
his fur on it when he sauntered by, flicking 
his tail like the baton of a band leader.
 She opened the window in the door 
that led to the moon-dark patio.  
 “Rain at 9. Phone says so,” she re-
marked to Nietzsche, who lurked under the 
unfortunate Christmas tree. Unfortunate 
because it was not green, not even silver. It 
was blood red. The red of dahlias or a femme 
fatale’s lipstick. A Type-O tree. The kind 
Dracula might order, were he in the habit of 
celebrating the birth of Christ. 
 It was not that she was in love with 
Leonard. There was not enough illusion left 
to weave a romance with. She knew that he 
failed at most endeavors, that many women 
had loved him and lost by it, that he cared 
truly about a few things, and she had been 
one of those things, for a few minutes. And 
although she excelled at killing herself in 
the figurative sense, was actually quite bad 
at killing herself literally, she had come to 
Leonard so bruised to begin with, that it was 
a disappointment akin to summoning one 
last sigh, after having the air punched out 
of you by a ruthless fist. No, she was not in 
love with Leonard. It was that he knew how 
to have conversations that mattered. 
 Laney plugged in the tree. Red as the 
flaming torch of Hades. Nietzsche blinked 
at her from his perch under it, dissatisfied 
and murderous. Laney checked the weather 
app. 100% chance of precipitation at 9 p.m. 
Yet it was perfectly still through the window 
screen, no hint of violent clouds massing.

 She opened her email and wrote:
 
Dear Target,
 I ordered the silver tinsel tree. I re-
ceived a blood red tinsel tree instead. There 
is not enough time to return it. So I put it up 
with ornaments. It has been called “Rose-
mary’s Tenenbaum,” and “Tree of Terror” 
by friends. When my black cat sits under it, 
his eyes glow, like the tree is a vortex into 
hell. If this doesn’t summarize 2020, what 
does? 
Best,
Laney Brecht

 She sent the email, then checked for 
texts. Nothing. 
 It must be terrible for Leonard, to 
slowly forget everything. But how much 
worse to be the one who is slowly forgotten. 
 It was raining now, the weather app 
said. She heard only the lone drip of the gar-
den hose among the darkened camellias and 
bougainvillea, the lemon and orange trees 
in terracotta pots, even the rosemary plant 
that Leonard had gifted her. 
 “What’s its name?” she’d asked.
 “It needs a name?”
 “I think that would be nice.”
 “Aida, then.”
 She wondered if she was like Aida, 
like the rosemary. When he forgot her com-
pletely, when it came to that, would it kill 
her? Would she die for lack of sun? That is 
what Leonard was, something warm and il-
luminating. Oxygen when she couldn’t find 
a breath.
 The downside of being quiet and sto-
ic is that everyone assumes that if you ask 
for nothing, you need nothing. Except Leon-
ard. He never assumed. She told him once, 
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 “I don’t trust anyone who hasn’t considered 
suicide.” And he nodded, said, “Suffering is 
the way we write, the way we paint, maybe 
the only reason to do either.” He’d given her 
one of his hugs then. Warm and deep, not in 
a hurry, not afraid. 
 Laney’s pulse sparked at a blip in her 
email. But it was from customer service, not 
Leonard.
 “Well, let’s see what they say, Ni-
etzsche.” 

Dear customer, we’ve refunded the $25.59 
for your purchase. We’re sorry it didn’t 
meet your expectations. 

 Laney felt cheated that it only took 
two minutes for their bots to initiate a re-
fund. 
 She wanted to call Leonard, tell 
him about the blood-red tree, the irony in 
grasping for a sense of connection from an 
automated reply, the modern alienation of 
looking to her phone rather than the sky to 
tell the weather. And they would proceed to 
have a conversation that mattered.
 But if she called him now, it would 
go to voicemail, she could predict this better 
than any fortune teller. She put on her socks 
with the peppermint stripes, slipped under 
the covers, placed her phone on the pillow 
opposite hers, the one a lover might’ve oc-
cupied. If she had a lover.  
 The sound was like the prickle of 
skin, if the prickle of skin could make a 
sound. Rain. A few drops of it. Finally. Off 
kilter, snickering and snapping, the kind of 
jazz people say they understand, although 
they do not. Miles Davis rain. A blood red 
nail tapping against glass. How futile, to de-
scribe something as simple as water falling 

from the sky. 
 She texted, The rain sounds like eggs 
frying and popping in a pan. Merry Christ-
mas, sweetheart. XOXO. 
 Leonard would check his texts in a 
few days. In a week, he’d call, say, “Was I 
supposed to call you?” And she would ask 
him what he’d been doing on Christmas Eve. 
Drinking brandy, she thought, and watching 
Fellini films, and forgetting, forgetting, for-
getting.
 As if it was in a hurry, as if it knew 
the weather app had been stalling, lying on 
its behalf, the rain suddenly bloomed and 
ballooned into something musical, hitting 
the roof, a humming, luminous sound like 
distant applause, a symphony swelling, then 
a furor, something ruthless, like the fist that 
had stolen her breath. In the dark, it must be 
washing away dirt, flooding the patio, float-
ing the fallen camellia’s away. When the sun 
rose tomorrow, brilliant and warm, it would 
light on cherry-red bricks, new-born palms, 
a Rosemary named Aida. All the verdant 
world wiped clean of memory’s dust, gleam-
ing and new. v
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 The night was cold and wet. The 
streetlights blurred, like oil in water, hazy 
and indistinct against the Seattle rain. The 
coat I wore was dark purple, the color of 
queens you said. Underneath was a soft, 
summer dress, white and pink and fully out 
of place. 
 I wore it because it was my birthday 
dress from so many years ago. The one you 
said made me look like a bouquet of unat-
tainable delight. The one that matched the 
drink you bought me. The one that caught 
the sunlight just so and caused half the bar 
to turn and watch us, thick as thieves, fin-
gers close but not touching, eyes connected 
but not with the film of lovers, with the spar-
kle of something deeper, untouched by lust 
but rooted in the dust of souls.
 As I stepped into the bar, shed my 
coat and hung it, I looked around. I didn’t 
recognize anyone. Funny, isn’t it? When 
we came here, we knew everyone. We knew 
which seats creaked and which bar stools 
always held tourists. We ate late night brus-
chetta and had one too many martinis in the 
rosy glow of old lamps. 
 I sat myself at the table in a corner, 
our old table. The one that was just a little 
deeper in. The one slightly apart from all the 
others. The one where I laughed so hard, I 
knocked over my glass of wine and turned 
your white shirt red. I told you it looked like 
you had been murdered. 
 I order a Gibson, old raj. I order one 
for you too. I tell the bartender that my friend 
will be coming, and I’d like to have it ready 
for him when he arrives. I sit in that pink 
light, in a dress that doesn’t belong, sipping 
and staring at the big windows where rain 
drops bursts apart.
 I think about the time I told you I was 

heartbroken. I think about the time you told 
me I was worth more than anyone I had ever 
touched. I watch the rain and order brus-
chetta and think about the pasta we made 
and the stories we wrote, the long hikes 
and the late-night gas station chicken with 
ketchup. 
 I wonder about how it ended. I won-
der if things would have been different if we 
had met up that night. This night, so many 
years ago. If I hadn’t moved to Portland. 
If a night cap would have kept you off that 
street. That street where you were walking 
with your girlfriend, laughing about some-
thing. I like to think you were laughing. 
 I wonder if it looked like wine; when 
it soaked through that linen in little beads 
like rubies and I was horrified but you just 
grinned and grabbed your napkin and or-
dered me another glass. I ran through the 
details so many times, like a spin cycle in 
my mind, washing the same old clothes, the 
blood never quite coming out.
 I sipped the cold gin, looking at your 
untouched drink, wondering about the con-
versation we would be having now. How I’d 
talk about my kids instead of new books and 
new dresses on late summer nights. How 
despite all the change, we’d fall into old con-
versations, the best kinds of conversations, 
the ones that hang like hammocks between 
people who’ve known each other through 
lifetimes. 
 I leave money on the table, and I 
leave your drink untouched, your chair un-
touched, your hand untouched. I don’t try to 
beat you to the check or check my makeup 
in the back of the silverware while you pre-
tend not to notice. You don’t offer to get my 
coat or walk with me to the light rail. I stand 
outside, looking at the rain, watching it blow 
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sideways and coat the street. 
 I miss you more in this moment than 
in the seven years you’ve been gone. This 
moment where we say we’ll see each other 
tomorrow. This moment where we hug and 
laugh and share a slender cigar. This mo-
ment where we say I love you and know it to 
be true, like tomatoes and basil, like gin and 
onions, like spilled wine. v
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 My mom likes to say that her goal is 
to have all of her children (there are only 
two of us) in one time zone. My parents re-
cently moved to Arizona, where time is the 
same all year round; they don’t follow day-
light saving. For half of the year, my mom is 
in my brother’s time zone—Mountain Time. 
For the other half, she is in mine—Pacific 
Time. 
 When I was little, my mom asked 
me to make a drawing on a piece of paper. I 
don’t know how old I was. I drew the woods 
behind our house, which had a trail that 
led up to a park. In fact it was a few lines in 
crayon but I remember how it looked when I 
drew it—a lush and fully formed image. She 
wrote a quote on it in calligraphy, and en-
tered it into a juried show. 

In college, I made an artist book for my 
senior thesis about my mom—Unsaid. I 
didn’t believe that I thought about my re-
lationship with my mom that much so I 
surprised myself by writing about her. The 
book is a series of brief passages describing 

my memories of the times I learned about 
sexuality and my body from my mom. There 
weren’t many times; it was easy to include 
them all. The images behind the text are half-
tone lithographs of me and my girlfriend at 
the time in intimate moments—they aren’t 
explicit but they are sexual. The colophon of 
the book says that I made it before I came 
out to my mom, because I didn’t come out 
to my parents until I graduated from college 
and could be financially independent from 
them, until I felt they had no standing to try 
to tell me how to live my life. 

 The drawing and calligraphy were a 
collaboration but I was too young to under-
stand. The book was a collaboration but my 
mom didn’t know about it until it was done. 
Making art about someone I love is a collab-
oration, whether they know about it or not. 
  For years I have been living with the 
idea of a piece, called Perfect Lovers by Felix 
Gonzalez-Torres. I have never seen it in per-
son. I have never sat in front of it and cried. 
Gonzalez-Torres is, for me, a friend I have 
never met, whose life only overlapped with 
mine by six years, whose life is abjectly un-
like mine and yet—I feel an affinity for him. 
 Always, if I am drawn to someone, I 
am afraid that they will not be drawn to me.
Perfect Lovers is two clocks, set to the same 
time. As they run, one will inevitably die   
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before the other. They will fall out of sync.

 But what if the most perfect love 
is between mother and child, when their 
hearts beat as one? And the rest of life is the 
process of falling out of sync?
 Even mothers and three-month-old 
infants can synchronize their heartbeats. 
But now, three decades after she incubated 
me, our hearts are mysteries to one another. 
 When I was in high school and col-
lege I made art with words where I layered 
words over each other to make an image; 
the words jittered and shook together over 
each other repeated and repeated to create 
something new. When my mom was in col-
lege she did the same. I didn’t know until 
after I graduated and she handed me some 
of her prints. I hadn’t known she had made 
prints, I knew my mom as a lapsed calligra-
pher and as a graphic designer who mostly 
laid out church programs and instruction 
manuals.

 

 

 

 I wrote about Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
in college, something about transcendence 
and the need for finding transcendence 
through sex for queer people. “Non-tradi-
tional sites of transcendence,” I think I said 
in an attempt to sound academic. Later, I 
wrote a story about artists in New York in a 
threesome marked by different kinds of inti-
macy and different kinds of power. I named 
the cat in the story and the story itself after 
him: “Felix”. I don’t know if I can even com-
pare it, my life to his, my pain to his pain, my 
love to his love, but there is an affinity there 
or simply admiration, and there was a point 
in my life that I needed to see that a pho-
to of the shared bed of two men—two men 
in love—was put on billboards around New 
York City, in a year when I was too young to 
know I was different from my mom. 
 Gonzalez-Torres’ work is so beauti-
ful and so simple that viewers are drawn in 
before they realize how it implicates them. 
So that to look away is an active choice. His 
work is shot through with grief, which is the 
desire for the future you imagined, which 
will never come to be: AIDS without crisis, 
government without lies, love without loss, 
perfect parents, a child who doesn’t leave.
 If straight desire is the desire for your 
counterpart, the difference, the calendar to 
your clock, then same-gender desire is the 
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 desire for your mirror. 
 I remember saying once, about that 
girlfriend whose body against mine is print-
ed into a book about my mom, that good 
relationships are like being both parent and 
child. You get to take care of and you get to 
be taken care of. Perfect lovers. 
 Now my mom knits, she knits beauti-
ful and delicate garments and she knits silly 
ornaments and she knits for charity and for 
gifts and all the time. My mom likes to knit 
socks, which are always matching and never 
a perfect pair. I hate knitting. I don’t have 
the patience she has.

 When I started writing this essay, I 
didn’t remember what that quote was on our 
earliest collaboration. I thought that maybe 
it was something about ‘home’.
 As I drew each image, I kept thinking 
about the quote. And as I drew a facsimile 
of my own crayon drawing, I remembered 
fragments: “May there always be sunshine,” 
I remembered, “may there always be mama, 
may there always be me.” I searched for it 
and found that it’s from a 1993 Raffi song, 
so I was older than three when we made that 
collaboration. 

 Felix Gonzalez-Torres died in 1996. 
He was born two years after my mom. Per-
fect Lovers was first shown in 1991, when 
my heart was still beating in time with my 
mother’s. v

 

 

 

HOME ↑



READ HER L IPS

Bryan Starchman is an author, published playwright, and educator living in 
San Francisco, California. His plays have been produced over 3,000 times in all 
50 states and 10 countries. In the past year, his short fiction has been featured 
in The Saturday Evening Post and in the literary magazines After Dinner Con-
versation, In Parentheses, Scribble, Apracity, Avalon Literary Review, and 
Litro. His nonfiction essays have been featured in the national print magazine 
ROVA and his latest book, United Scenes of America: Travel Essays in the 
Time of COVID-19 and Other Wanderings, is now available at Amazon.com. 
IG @bryan.starchman.

BRYAN
STARCHMAN



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

69

read her lips
 My mind was busy as I made a beeline 
for the bathroom in the back of the Chevron 
Minimart in Kayenta, Arizona. I was passing 
through the automatic sliding doors when I 
almost smacked into this scary looking son 
of a bitch. He was taller than me, probably 
six-foot-eight, but maybe even taller be-
cause he was hunched over. He was wearing 
a heavy black duster in the middle of June 
and his hair was greasy. Not from product, 
but from filth. It was long and stringy and I 
could see where it had stained the shoulders 
of his coat. But what struck me was the way 
he was holding onto their wrists. 
 Two girls. Maybe seven or eight. 
I can’t be sure. It was just a moment but 
I’d say seven or eight. One looked like she 
could be his progeny. Skinny. Pale. Greasy 
hair. Tall for her age. But the other, the one 
he seemed scared of losing, she just didn’t 
make sense. Olive skin. Shoeless. A tattered 
sundress that was too big. And green eyes 
like I’ve never seen. 
 I’ve met people who claim to have 
green eyes and really they’re hazel or 
mud-colored. But this little girl looked up at 
me with the greenest eyes. Forest green. If 
you could capture the essence of a pine tree 
and photoshop that into your sockets. There 
you go. I can’t shake it. 
 And in that split second I was trying 
to deduce what the situation was...who was 
this man to these little girls...what was their 
relationship...why was he holding them so 
tight...why the too big dress and why the 
greasy hair?  All three had greasy hair, like 
they hadn’t showered in weeks. And where 
were her shoes? Even with a summer storm 
on the horizon, the pavement was blister-
ing hot. In that split second, I looked into 
her green eyes and she mouthed something. 

 “Could we please?”
 Could we please what? Was it a silent 
plea to her unlikely dad to buy a bag of chips 
or an ice cream sandwich or a cheap pair of 
flip flops? Could we please visit our mom? 
Could we please stay at a hotel? Take a hot 
shower? Get cleaned up? Could we please 
buy me a dress that fits? 
 And why was she looking at me as 
she asked him this question? 
 The tall man sensed her hesitation 
and he sped up, dragging the girls away. I 
took a step or two into the minimart and by 
the time I turned around he was slamming 
them away behind the passenger door of a 
rusted El Camino. He climbed in, started 
the engine, and sped off. And I just stood 
there. Wondering if lip reading was a thing. 

*** 

 I often get lost in that moment. Late 
at night. With my laptop open on the coffee 
table as I stare at the television but I’m not 
really watching. I’ll mute the TV to try to fo-
cus on my writing and I’ll look up and try to 
guess what the actors are saying. What the 
commercials are advertising. I’ll try to read 
their lips. Most of the time I get it wrong 
but some things I can figure out like “safe 
drivers save forty percent” or “Ford sales 
event.” But I can always turn up the volume 
and confirm my suspicions. And then I’ll re-
member what the green-eyed girl mouthed 
to me: “Could we please?” 
 Was it “Could we please?” 
 Or was she telling me to “Call the po-
lice”? v
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 Past the musty hollow of dinosaur rib-
cage in Cabazon where we did our best Pee-
Wee Herman impressions, monarch wings 
splatter and smear the windshield, catch in 
the grill of my dad’s Ford pickup. Under the 
cab, I caterpillar into a sleeping bag next to 
surf-wax melted into the metal, cans of chili 
rolling around with every bend in the desert 
highway, and Dean Koontz books, dogeared 
with print smudged from my dad’s thumb 
sh-sh-shing across the page. “Speed-read-
ing school,” he said. “What a gyp.”
  In the desert, my dad was all mus-
tache and heartbreaker styled after the 
thunk-whir of Zappa and Rude Dog tank 
tops, windows down with Tom Petty, John 
Fogerty, and Prine; the tinny of Dick Dale’s 
string wave reverberating in the truck’s rat-
tling metal frame, and beehived black wom-
en in the “The” groups singing sweet harmo-
nies into the dry wind. This seemed to be the 
dad he wanted to be. 
  In the desert, I was all mimic like 
the viceroy butterfly camouflaging to match 
monarchs bravely venturing far from home. 
I tanned without my mother there to col-
or grade me; I ate whatever and however 
much without her refugee proverbs about 
wasting food. I wish I’d had my dad around 
more to balance her out, more than the ev-
ery-other-weekend and one-week-a-sum-
mer glimpses of the different ways I could 
be. With him, I shook off the fear of being 
outside that I had inherited from my moth-
er, and I journeyed with my dad in what I 
believed was an untouched landscape. 
 But only the mistaken read the desert 
as empty instead of full. 
  At Angels spring training in Tem-
pe, El Diablo Stadium, March desert winds 
push heat into the crescent between eye and 

socket to dry out all I see and through the 
sweat beading on my scalp, blowing out 
strands like the seismic glass of Pele’s hair. 
Out here I’m close to the players’ voices, 
to the slap of leather, to the lip-to-lip thwa 
thwa spit-arc of chewed tobacco and sun-
flower seeds. 
  Older, I wear halter tops to get auto-
graphs, to hear the distant whistle from the 
bullpen. My dad keeps distant, reads the 
changing count on the pixelated glow of the 
scoreboard.
  Night in the desert feels clean. Under 
the hive shine of stadium lights, my dad and 
I share deep-fried Oreos. The sweater keeps 
the sun in my arms and chest, as goose-
bumps pepper my bare kneecaps. Oreo 
cream and crumb gray into chunks in the 
corners of my dad’s mouth, and I’m glad our 
sweaters prevent our skin from touching as 
we reach for more.
  We look ahead at the grass and dirt 
diamond, behind Royals’ Lorenzo Cain 
fielding right.
 The first error he fumbles with a 
smack to his thigh;
 The second with a grunt that we gig-
gle over as the last fried Oreo grows cold;
 The third he “fuck!”s to the open 
star-pocked desert sky and my dad mocks, 
“Ooooh” like he did every time I made trou-
ble to test if anyone cared;
 The fourth almost brings Cain to 
tears, and in unison my dad and I breathe, 
“Oh, Lorenzo.”
 The fifth--the fifth--sets a record for 
him. And us.
  Lorenzo drops his head, still and si-
lent, as his teammates run to the dugout. We 
don’t address it. “I gotta hit the head,” my 
dad says, and I nod and cringe because I’ve 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

72

lorenzo cain, #6
never told him how much I hate that say-
ing, along with “hitting the spot,” or “You’re 
so grouchy,” or his refrain of “Be nice,” as 
much as I know he hates all the silences I 
keep out of fear I’ll say something he’ll hate 
even more.
  My dad returns with a Lorenzo Cain 
jersey and drapes it over my cold knees.
  Now that our roads are shorter, I 
wear my jersey, #6, every third time I see 
my dad, to tell him, without words, that I re-
member the errors that were made, but am 
proud they were with him. v
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sleepless
 INT. - TALK SHOW - NIGHT 

 On an unfashionable LATE NIGHT set and covered in rabbit-ear  fuzz, MEREDITH (34) 
 smiles in painful anticipation. The sparkles on her dress reflect the stage lights. A bit of 
 pink lipstick stains her teeth. 

 Meredith sits across a broad desk from a generic Late Night host probably named 
 JIMMY SOMETHING (45). With a face of  stony resolve, he ignores both Meredith 
 and the crowd that  chatters behind the camera. 

 The band starts to play and Jimmy springs to life. He smiles and graciously thanks 
 the subdued crowd; he turns to Meredith in practiced congeniality. 

JIMMY 
    Welcome back to Late Night with Jimmy  
    Something. We’re here with Meredith  
    Handerson for the 11,343 night in a row. 

MEREDITH 
    Hi, thank you, Jimmy. Thank you for  
    having me. 

 A halfhearted cheer from the audience. 

JIMMY 
    We’re just coming back after talking a  
    bit about your new project-- 

MEREDITH 
    The novel, yeah. I’m excited about it. 
    
 The audience cheers. 

JIMMY 
    The novel idea, that’s right. It  
    sounds very promising. I’m sure this  
    will be the one-- 
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    That puts me on the map. That’s what  
    I’m hoping but I’m not being  
    delusional about it-- 

JIMMY 
    --the one that you finish. 

 With the first hint of enthusiasm, the audience laughs.

JIMMY (CONT) 
    Anyway, in this next segment, we’ll  
    explore your deepest, darkest fears! 

 The audience chatters approvingly. 

MEREDITH 
    Are you sure? I thought it was the  
    musical segment. 

 Meredith hastily hides a bejeweled microphone behind a decorative pillow. 
 The audience laughs. 

JIMMY 
    I’m sure. Let’s talk about the dread-- 
    it sounds like you’ve opened some of  
    those boxes in the attic, so to speak. 

MEREDITH 
    That’s a metaphoric device from the 
    novel-- 
 
 The audience oohs. 

JIMMY 
    It’s not good! 
 
 They laugh; Jimmy laughs with them. 
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    I mean, seriously, you’re telling me  
    there are things in your past, things  
    you’ve done and felt, that you don’t  
    know about? 

MEREDITH 
    It’s not that I don’t know about them,  
    Jimmy. I know they’re there. They’re  
    just unexamined-- 

JIMMY 
    So you keep unexamined boxes in your  
    attic? 

 The audience roars. 

JIMMY (CONT) 
    I’m joking, of course. I’m joking.  
    Beautiful imagery.

MEREDITH 
    Thank you, Jimmy. 

 The audience offers a contrite round of applause. 

JIMMY 
    OK, we’ll skip that one. 

 Jimmy tosses a notecard out of frame. Meredith’s smile grows in mileage but 
 not in warmth. 

JIMMY (CONT) 
    What is your biggest fear? 

MEREDITH 
    Heights. 
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    Oh, come on! We can go deeper than  
    that! 

MEREDITH 
    It’s heights, Jimmy. I’m most afraid  
    of heights. 

JIMMY 
    Have you considered: the things that  
    hide in the dark? 

MEREDITH 
    Have you read my novel, Jimmy? 

 The audience laughs. 

JIMMY 
    What lurks just beyond the shadows of  
    your perception, Meredith? 

MEREDITH 
    You asked for my biggest fear, not a  
    ranked list of all of them. But, yeah,  
    that’s scary too. 

 The audience chuckles. 

JIMMY 
    Oh, we haven’t even hit the top three  
    yet! 

 The audience laughs and a divine countdown begins.

 
 EXT. CLIFF’S EDGE - NIGHT 
 
 In a blink, Meredith stands ten feet back from the edge of a cliff with a rapidly 
 dissolving edge. The wind blows heavy, bringing fog to hide what lies below. 
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    Jimmy, no! Please! 

JIMMY (OS) 
    How about that thing about  
    catastrophic failure? Oh wait--that  
    was real life! 

 The audience cackles. The edge races towards Meredith’s feet; she backs up against  
 a wall, half a meter of cliff remains in front of her. 

MEREDITH 
    My fear of the unknown keeps me from  
    diving fully into anything. I am  
    afraid that I’ll never get the courage  
    to stray. 

 With Meredith’s toes hanging over the edge, the cliffside  stops receding. 

 INT. - TALK SHOW - NIGHT 

 The countdown stops and Meredith is back on the couch across  from Jimmy. Her  
 hair is windswept; was it like that before? 

JIMMY 
    There’s number 3! 

MEREDITH 
    Number 3? 

JIMMY 
    We both know it doesn’t end there.  
    Tell us number 2, Meredith. 

 Meredith hesitates; she glares hard at Jimmy Something. 

 INT. FAMILY ROOM, CHILDHOOD HOME - NIGHT 

 Meredith’s MOM (64) and DAD (65) sit side by side on a couch. 
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MOM 

    I don’t miss Meredith.

DAD 
    Who would? 

MOM 
    I don’t like her clothes. 

DAD 
    I don’t like her face. 

 They laugh uproariously and clink wine glasses; the audience laughs along until it  
 dies off in a natural taper. 

MOM 
    I hope she dies. 

 INT. - TALK SHOW - NIGHT 

 Meredith’s face is red, half-hidden, sobbing into her hands. 

JIMMY 
(to the crowd) 

    It looks like she’s ready--what do you  
    think? 

 The crowd boos and Jimmy Something chuckles good-naturedly. 

JIMMY (CONT) 
(to the crowd) 

    Alright, you asked for it! 

 INT. FAMILY ROOM, CHILDHOOD HOME - NIGHT 

 Dad tops off Mom’s wine glass. 

DAD 
You know, if I cared about her at all  

I’d worry about her health. 
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MOM 

    How does someone so poor get so fat? 

DAD 
    I don’t care! 

 They laugh. 

 INT. - TALK SHOW - NIGHT 

 Jimmy straightens his tie, Meredith steadies her labored  breathing.

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid that every person I love  
    and respect hates me. 

JIMMY 
    Is that it? 

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid they’re right. 

 Jimmy swivels in his seat and holds Meredith in interrogative scrutiny. 

JIMMY 
    That’s interesting. Talk more about  
    that. 

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid that I’m annoying and  
    stupid, or a raging narcissist, and  
    people are going to start noticing  
    soon. 

JIMMY 
    Here on the set of Narcissism Nightly?  
    You don’t say! 

 The crowd laughs. 
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MEREDITH 

    I’m afraid that I’ve hidden my true  
    nature for as long as I can. 

JIMMY 
    Your true nature being...? 

MEREDITH 
    Terrible, Jimmy. Just awful. 

 The audience laughs. 

JIMMY 
    That’s what I thought. I gotta say,  
    that’s not a very original number 2,  
    Mere. 

MEREDITH 
    Well. That’s on the list too. 

 Jimmy mimes disgust, the audience laughs, Jimmy Something  chuckles.
  

JIMMY 
    Right, but not at number 1. Which is  
    what we’re here to talk about now,  
    folks! 

 The audience cheers and whoops. Jimmy tosses a card. The band  plays. 
 Meredith sobs. 

MEREDITH 
    Please, Jimmy. 

JIMMY 
    What’s number 1, Meredith? 

MEREDITH 
    Jimmy, I can’t. 

 The audience hollers. 
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 INT. - INTERROGATION ROOM - NIGHT 

 Meredith sits in a chair too large for her, surrounded by  impenetrable darkness. The  
 only light comes from above and  illuminates her in cold, harsh light. She looks 
 down at her feet, which dangle a foot above the floor. 

 From the darkness, AN AUTHORITY FIGURE (45) looms large into view. He 
 towers over Meredith and hovers just out of sight.  Meredith cowers from this 
 specter. 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    You failed the test, Meredith. Did you  
    study? 

MEREDITH 
    Yes-- 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    Don’t lie! 

 Meredith looks down at her feet again. 

MEREDITH 
    No. 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    You stole Harold’s candy bar in  
    the lunchroom. 

MEREDITH 
    No! That’s not true! We traded.

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    Don’t lie! Who would trade their  
    Snickers, Meredith? Who would do  
    that?! 

MEREDITH 
I had Skittles! We traded! Ask Har-- 
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 Mid-sentence, Meredith’s voice dilates and stretches. The final syllable of 
 Meredith’s unfinished alibi hangs in a low, grotesque din that traverses the lifespan 
 of the universe. 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    Harold is dead. 

Meredith speaks but no sound comes out. Her movements grow slow and sticky. 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    And you killed him. 

 Meredith’s mouth hangs open, she fights to pound her fists in  slow-mo protest. 
 Time is the consistency of chocolate  pudding. 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE (CONT) 
    Just tell me you didn’t do it. Tell me  
    you did not murder Harold for his  
    Snickers bar in the lunchroom and I’ll  
    believe you. 

 Meredith has successfully mouthed the word “NO” but still no sound escapes. 

AN AUTHORITY FIGURE 
    Just tell me what happened. Your  
    silence will be considered an  
    admission of guilt. 

 An Authority Figure stamps a large red GUILTY conclusion onto some papers. 

INT. - TALK SHOW - NIGHT 

Time returns to its proper consistency, and all the words she  couldn’t speak come tumbling 
out of Meredith’s mouth. 

MEREDITH 
    It wasn’t me! I was in the bathroom  
    when Harold was murdered!

The audience roars in mocking laughter, Jimmy Something grimaces and Meredith 
reddens. 
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JIMMY 

    Too much information, Meredith! 

 The crowd howls in glee; they hoot and jeer at Meredith and she shrinks into the 
 couch, which is now too big for her.  Jimmy looms over her like An Authority Figure. 

JIMMY (CONT) 
    What is it, Mere? Have you figured it  
    out yet? 

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid of being ignored. 

JIMMY 
    Or worse...? 

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid I’ll never get the chance  
    to speak at all. 

JIMMY 
    Or, worse yet...? 

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid I will get the chance to  
    speak and the words will be worthless. 

JIMMY 
    You’re getting there! 

MEREDITH 
    I’m afraid that the words will be  
    worthless because I am not special. 

JIMMY 
    You are an empty room in a boring  
    house. 

MEREDITH 
    You have read the novel. 
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JIMMY 

    I have! Let’s just say you have a lot  
    to worry about. 

 The crowd howls, louder and rowdier than any reaction of the  night.

JIMMY (CONT) 
    And that is all we have time for. 
    
 The crowd cheers. 

JIMMY (CONT) 
    Good night, folks, thank you for  
    joining us. And, remember: 

 Led by Jimmy Something, the crowd chants in practiced taunting: 

JIMMY + EVERYONE 
    You! Can’t! Hide! Anything! 

JIMMY 
    That’s right. Good night, folks. Back  
    to your regularly scheduled  
    nightmares. 

 The scene fades, a plywood sign lowers from the heavens. “THE  END” is painted in 
 an imperfect hand and the edges are  bordered by strobing lightbulbs. One of the 
 lightbulbs is out. v
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Cast of Characters  

 JONES:  early 30s, an environmental activist 

 AMANDA:  early 30s, a defense contractor 

 DEREK:  40s, a golfer 

Place

 A golf course in New Jersey. 

Time 

 Present.

Scene 1 

 Setting:   A forest next to a golf course. 

 At Rise:   The sound of two voices screaming and branches breaking, etc. 
    Lights up on JONES and AMANDA as they hang in parachute 
    harnesses a few feet above the stage.  

AMANDA 
 You okay? Jones? You okay? 

JONES 
 Think so, yeah. You? Arms? Legs? Anything broken? 

AMANDA 
 No, nothing, I think I’m fine. God, where are we? 

JONES 
 In trees. A forest maybe.  
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AMANDA 

 Can’t see the forest for the trees? 

JONES 
 Think that’s funny? 

AMANDA 
 It’s not gonna make our situation any worse. 

JONES 
 You got us into this mess. 
   (her voice)  
 Hey, let’s go parachuting. I used to date a jump instructor in the Navy.  

AMANDA 
 I was trying to save our relationship. Do something together for once. Add some  
 excitement. 

JONES 
 Our relationship doesn’t need saving anymore. We do. 

AMANDA 
 Only because you couldn’t judge the wind. 

JONES 
 I couldn’t see anything up there. It was so cloudy. Then coming down, I glimpsed 
 some open, green areas and aimed for them.  

AMANDA 
 That’s why we’re in a forest? 

JONES 
 You’re hanging next to me. 

AMANDA 
 I followed you down. I knew you were off. I couldn’t just let you go.  
   (looking around) 
 Maybe they’ll come rescue us. 
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JONES 

 Who? The jump instructor, your ex-boyfriend, said he’d do the drop only if he could  
 deny it. This never happened!  

AMANDA 
 He could get in a lot of trouble using military assets for non-military business.  

JONES 
 So why risk it?  

AMANDA 
 Because I come from a long line of military heroes, that’s why, honored veterans 
 from nearly every civil, national, and world war on four continents. Minor 
 skirmishes, too.  

JONES 
 Fascists. 

AMANDA 
 We earned what we took. What’d your family do? 

JONES 
 We were peasants. Simple, decent farmers, living off the land. 

AMANDA 
 Losers. 

JONES 
 Who survived famines, insurrections, invasions to bring us, me, to this. What a way  
 for us to go. 
   (They take in their surroundings.) 

AMANDA 
 Too bad we didn’t bring our phones. Could you imagine the likes if we posted this? 

JONES 
 Are you kidding me? 

AMANDA 
 No, you’re right. We’d need a long selfie stick to the get the proper context with the  
 forest and all.  
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JONES 

 How about, if we had phones... Oh, I don’t know... calling for help. 

AMANDA 
 Sometimes I don’t think you’ve ever had an original idea in your head.  

JONES 
 Do you have any other original ideas? You know, like, good ones.  

AMANDA 
 I do actually. That, hanging here, we’re a perfect metaphor for modern relationships. 

JONES 
 That’s your idea?  

AMANDA 
 ...Suspended like this... Waiting...  

JONES 
 Maybe I can shake loose if I... 

   (He looks up, starts to rock back and forth.) 

AMANDA 
 ...Neither alive nor dead... Neither together nor apart... 

JONES 
 If I had something sharp... 

AMANDA 
 ...What holds us together is the very thing that holds us apart. 

JONES 
 What are you talking about?  

AMANDA 
 My idea. 

JONES 
 I meant an idea about how to get down from here, not just some stupid idea. That 
 can’t help us. 
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AMANDA 

 It can give us meaning. Something to fight for.  

JONES 
 Meaning is survival!  

AMANDA 
 I see how you come from peasants. 

JONES 
 And I see why you were successful soldiers. God, you’d just start talking about your  
 bright ideas and eventually the other side would beg you to shoot them. 

AMANDA 
 We stood for something and risked our lives.  

JONES 
 What do you stand for? Greed? Getting another defense contract? 

AMANDA 
 I make a hell of a lot more money than you do. 

   (A small white object rockets past them.)  

JONES 
 What was that? 

AMANDA 
 A bee? Bird? 

JONES 
 No, it was heavier, harder. Somebody’s shooting at us. 

AMANDA  
 Nobody’s shooting. We’d’ve heard the retort. Maybe it’s cannibals, coming to eat us.  

JONES 
 Cannibals in New Jersey?  
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AMANDA 

 Yeah, they’re waiting to see how we react. Maybe they want to make us sex slaves 
 first. 

JONES 
 You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Sooner or later, you’re gonna realize the position 
 we’re in.  
   (looking at the harness)  
 There are some clips up there. If I could get high enough to release them... 

   (JONES tries, unsuccessfully, to pull himself toward the  
   clips. AMANDA swings and kicks him.) 

JONES 
 The hell was that for?  

AMANDA 
 If we’re going to die, let’s go out proudly, fighting like heroes, not sniveling like 
 peasants.  

   (AMANDA aims a ferocious kick right at his crotch. This  
   time, JONES kicks back.) 

JONES 
 What is wrong with you? See what you’ve turned us into. 

   (Another small white object flies by.) 

AMANDA 
 Another one.  
   (screaming)  
 Hey! In here! We’re in here! 

JONES 
 Wait. I think I hear something. 

   (They listen. There is a rustling sound.)  

AMANDA 
 Could be a person. 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

94

fore
JONES 

 Could be an animal.  

AMANDA 
 I think it’s gone. 

JONES 
 That’s good. 

   JONES  AMANDA 
  That’s good.              Too bad. 

JONES
 What if it was a animal? A bear? Coming to eat us. 

AMANDA 
 What if it was a person hiking? Coming to save us. 

JONES 
 That’s your problem. Right there. 

AMANDA 
 Exactly. You’re afraid of the thing that will save you.  

JONES 
 You think the thing that’s here to kill you is going to save you.  

AMANDA 
 At least we know where we stand. 

JONES 
 Hang. 

AMANDA 
   (to herself)  
 What the heck. 
   
   (She swings toward him and wraps her legs around him.) 

JONES 
 Stop! What are you doing? 
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AMANDA 

 C’mon, be brave. Try something new.  

JONES 
 Get away from me!  
   
   (He tries to release himself. She won’t let him go.) 

AMANDA 
 Let’s do it. 

JONES 
 We’re hanging here about to die and you want to have sex?  

   (She tries to pull down his pants.)  

AMANDA 
 It’s romantic. It’s like one of those plane crashes with two survivors. They may not 
 like each other, but they huddle together anyway and make love over and over in 
 their final frozen days.  

JONES 
 And when the first one dies, the other one eats them, limb by limb, organ by organ.  
 That’s romantic? 

AMANDA 
 It’s intimate. 

JONES 
 Stop! I don’t want to. No. Rape! 

DEREK  
   (offstage) 
 Fore! 

   (Another ball hits JONES. DEREK enters, carrying a golf  
   bag. He looks them over.) 

DEREK 
 I’ve been around a little bit, even done some kinky stuff myself. But I’ve got to hand
 it to you, this shows some imagination.  
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AMANDA 

 I’ve got the imagination.  

   (AMANDA lets JONES go with her legs.) 

JONES 
 We thought we were going to die. 

AMANDA 
 We’re like those people whose plane goes down in the mountains. 

DEREK 
 One of them usually ends up eating the other. 

JONES 
 That’s what I said. She thinks it’s romantic. 

DEREK 
 I don’t know if it’s romantic, but it’s intimate. 

AMANDA 
   (to Jones)  
 See. 

DEREK 
 Talk about coughing up a lung. 

   (AMANDA laughs. JONES doesn’t.) 

JONES 
 You going to cut us down or what? 

DEREK 
 Maybe. But it isn’t often that I come upon people hanging from the trees off the 
 eighth fairway and attempting to have sex. It gives a whole new meaning to the 
 word, dogleg. 

JONES 
 It wasn’t consensual. 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

97

fore
DEREK 

 You’re lucky I haven’t corrected my slice. Seventeen thousand dollars on lessons and  
 still, every time I hit the ball... 

   (He shows the way the ball travels.) 

AMANDA 
 Try rolling your left hand and taking a slightly weaker grip. 

DEREK 
 You play golf? 

AMANDA 
 I was on the team at the Naval Academy.  

JONES 
 Don’t even start.  
   
   (DEREK and AMANDA ignore JONES.) 

AMANDA 
 You’ll lose a few yards in distance, but make it up by hitting it straighter. 

DEREK 
 Thanks, uh... 

AMANDA 
 Amanda. 

DEREK 
 Well I’ll try that, Amanda. God knows I have the time. I’ve been out here every night  
 since my divorce. I’m Derek. 

   (He shakes AMANDA’s hanging foot.) 

AMANDA 
 A single, handsome man all alone on an empty golf course. So romantic.  

JONES 
 Everything’s romantic to you. Plane crashes, cannibalism. 
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DEREK 

   (to Amanda) 
 It’s not as romantic as it sounds. You know, you think when you get divorced, it’ll 
 be free and easy and women will just drop in on you, but it doesn’t work out that 
 way. Not usually anyway. 

AMANDA 
 Oh, Derek. 

DEREK 
 Yeah, sometimes I don’t think I even want to correct my slice. It’d leave too much of 
 a void in my life. It’s not easy inheriting looks, wealth, health and privilege, believe  
 me. 

AMANDA 
 I know, I’m descended from military heroes myself. 

JONES 
 Kill me now. Just kill me now. 

DEREK 
 You know, the marriage of money and military, of wealth to warriors, has always 
 been...  

AMANDA 
 ...an unstoppable combo, yeah. 

DEREK 
 ...all we need to do is unite forces...  

AMANDA 
 ...An LLC, an LBO, an MRS...  

JONES 
 Did I hear that right? 

DEREK 
 ...some initiative and ambition... 

AMANDA 
 ...ruthlessness and cunning... 
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 ...and the world is our oyster...  

AMANDA 
 ...waiting to be shucked, plucked, and mother 

JONES 
 You’re both taking over the world and she’s not even out of her tree yet. 

AMANDA 
   (re: Jones) 
 He’s from peasants.  

DEREK 
 Tell me something I don’t know.  

AMANDA 
 Wants everything handed to him. Soak the rich and coddle the weak and lazy, that’s 
 him. If only he had some ambition. 

JONES 
 I work for the Sierra Club. What’s more ambitious than saving the planet? 

DEREK 
 Oh my God, virtue signal much?  

JONES 
 And I’m not for soaking the rich. It’s just that an extraction and accumulation based  
 economy is no longer sustainable for 

DEREK 
 Yeah, yeah, yeah, blah, blah, blah. I used to be twelve years old once too. 
   (to Amanda) 
 Is he for real? 

AMANDA 
 Fearfully so. 
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DEREK 

 Oh yeah, I almost forgot. 
   (goes into his golf bag and finds a knife) 
 Should do the trick. 

AMANDA 
 Can you cut his throat first? 

DEREK 
 Why, you hungry? 
   
   (THEY laugh. JONES doesn’t. DEREK tries to cut  
   AMANDA down.) 

DEREK 
   (re: his cutting)  
 Doesn’t seem to be doing any good. 

AMANDA 
   (looking up)  
 Maybe if you lift me up on your shoulders? There are some clips up there and if I can 
 get high enough maybe I could... 

   (DEREK stands under AMANDA. With her feet on his  
   shoulders, she’s able to reach up and unhook herself.  
   DEREK lets her fall into his arms.) 

AMANDA 
 Thanks. You’re strong. 

DEREK 
 And you’re so softly warm. God, I’ve missed that. 

AMANDA 
 Maybe you don’t have to.  

DEREK 
 I know this is sudden, but can I kiss you? I mean, right now, after you’ve dropped 
 into my arms like this, like an angel from Amazon.  



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SPRING  2021

101

fore
AMANDA 

 I thought you’d never ask. 
   (They kiss.) 

JONES 
 You just met and now you both think it’s the beginning of some great military-indus
 trial power match? 
   (DEREK puts his hand over his heart.) 

DEREK 
 Feel that?  
   (putting AMANDA’s hand over his heart.)  
 It’s concussive.  
   
   (AMANDA puts DEREK’s hand over her heart.) 

AMANDA 
 Mine too. 
   
   (DEREK kisses her again.) 

JONES 
 Get me down! Would you please get me down! 

DEREK 
 He is obnoxious, isn’t he? 

AMANDA 
 Always wanting something. A classic taker. 

JONES 
 Just stand under me so that I can un-clip myself. That’s it. That’s all I ask. 

AMANDA 
 Can’t do a single thing for himself. Always a handout. 

DEREK 
 Let’s get out of here. 
   (They start to walk away.) 
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 Wait, where are you going? You can’t leave me here.  
   
   (They stop and turn around.) 

AMANDA 
 If we cut him down, he’ll follow us, begging and pleading and wanting more. That’s 
 the last thing I want.  

JONES 
 I could die! 

AMANDA 
 I don’t want him out of that tree until we’re far away. 

   (DEREK hands his cell phone to JONES.) 

DEREK 
 Here. Call a friend, if you have any. Tell them you’re hanging in a tree off the eighth  
 fairway at the Millbrook Heights Country Club. 

AMANDA 
   (to Jones) 
 I hope I never see you again.  

JONES 
 You won’t! 

AMANDA 
   (to Derek)  
 Do you have an extra room? 

DEREK 
 You can choose from one of twelve. 

   (AMANDA and DEREK start to walk off.)  
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JONES 

 You were trying to have sex with me not ten minutes ago, Amanda. Not ten minutes 
 ago!  You’re a mean woman, Amanda, snake mean. Oppressive, greedy, selfish and 
 mean!  

   (AMANDA snaps around.) 

AMANDA 
 You don’t get it, do you, Jones? The gravitational pull of wealth and power, the sweet  
 seduction of mutual selfish interest, the glorious grab-fest of the civilized world. 
 That’s what it’s about. But you don’t get it, Jones, and that’s what makes you a 
 peasant. And why you’ll always be a peasant.  

JONES 
 Selfishness and carelessness, is that it, Amanda? Take what you can, and fuck every
 one and everything else. Is that what it’s all about? 

AMANDA 
 Better than to be left hanging. 

   (AMANDA and DEREK exit. JONES gestures at them  
   with disgust. The phone slips out of his hands and falls to  
   the ground. JONES looks down at the phone, then in the  
   direction AMANDA and JONES exited, then at the phone  
   again.) v
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