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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 a myriad of 
voices that call the regions surrounding us 
home. The Good Life Review is committed 
to exploring the overlooked. Our mission is 
to lift the strange, the daring, the underrep-
resented; and reveal complexities hidden in 
the Heartland and beyond. We seek to ele-
vate 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
writers and wonderful humans who have 
been a joy to work with. Ed and I are happy 
that they were willing to volunteer their time 
and insight, and we wish them well with 
their exciting new adventures. Despite these 
departures, the GLR is growing larger as we 
have three new editors joining for Issue #6: 
Kim Whiteside on the Stage & Screen team, 
Michelle Battle Lyles as a Poetry Editor, and 
Tana Lee Buoy on the Flash Fiction team. 
Welcome, ladies. We are excited to have you 
on board!! 
 As always, we express gratitude to 
everyone who contributed to this issue and 
to all who will read it. We hope you enjoy it  
and that you will return again and again!

That’s it for Issue #5, Autumn 2021. 
With Peace, Love, and Caramel Apple Pie,

~Shyla Shehan v

Hello friends,

 It is autumn again here in Nebras-
ka, and for me, it often feels like the most 
ironic season of all; when juxtaposition 
reigns supreme. The weather gets cooler, 
yet we find ourselves cozy and warm as we 
gather around fires and swap our summer 
wardrobes for sweaters, boots, and hats. It’s 
the season when the nights become longer 
than the days, farmers’ markets disappear, 
and we have to mentally prepare for what 
we know is coming. It’s a dramatic volta, in-
deed. I find that one great way to settle into 
autumn is to wrap my hands around a hot 
drink and dig into a good book or an engag-
ing collection of stories or poems. Which is 
exactly why we are delighted to present our 
5th issue of The Good Life Review. 
 This issue features the ten-minute 
stage play, The Farewell Burn, by Kara Da-
vidson, selected as the winner for our inau-
gural Honey Bee Prize in the Stage & Screen 
category by judge Michael Oatman. 
 We’re also pleased as punch to pres-
ent a poem by the Emperor of Ice Cream 
himself, Todd Robinson, alongside a stellar 
line-up of other talented writers and artists. 
Michael Wesner’s story “The Shapiros” will 
make you laugh and Soo Yeon Chun’s poem 
“Oath of Assimilation” will roll through you 
like a freight train. And we would be remiss 
if we failed to mention the artwork included 
in the pages of this issue; these pieces are 
incredible. 
 As autumn slips into winter it re-
minds us that change is inevitable. It is with 
that sentiment that we say “See you down 
the road” to two editors that have been with 
us since our first issue, Stepha Vesper and 
Mike Keller-Wilson. They are both talented 
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THE  SHAPIROS

Michael Wesner holds a BA from Eckerd College, where he studied Creative 
Writing with a particular emphasis on the use of humor in literature. His pre-
vious work has been featured in The Eckerd Review and Gower Street Press. 
Originally from the outskirts of Philadelphia, he currently lives and works in 
St. Petersburg, FL.

 

MICHAEL
WESNER
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the shapiros
 I was halfway through a Maury re-
run when the kids started yelling about 
dolphins. It was almost noon on the Fourth 
of July, and I was drinking coffee from my 
Garfield mug in front of the new sixty-inch 
Smart TV that I’d bought with ex-husband, 
Carlo’s, child support. The piece of shit. 
Even though our children were well into 
their twenties, some legal mistake with the 
paperwork kept the son of a bitch sending 
me money each year. He called my cell ev-
ery once in a while to ask me to do some-
thing about it, but I stopped answering after 
I bought the TV. My ass hadn’t felt this com-
fortable in years, and I had just settled into 
the loveseat in a position that didn’t hurt my 
hemorrhoids when I heard the kids holler-
ing out back. 
 “Mom, come quick!” Jessica yelled. 
 “Hold on a minute!” My eyes were 
glued to Maury. “I gotta find out who gave 
this baby cocaine!” 
 “It’s dolphins!” Craig said. “Right 
near the house!” 
 “Ho-lee shit!” I launched myself up 
from the loveseat, spilling coffee onto the 
shag rug and burning my thigh, but I didn’t 
care. It was the best holiday of the year. For 
the first time in too long, my kids were back 
home. 
 I burst through the screen door and 
scurried through the backyard to meet them 
on the seawall. The lawn was mostly sand 
and dirt these days, with small patches of 
grass and weeds struggling to grow like the 
tufts of beard that checkered Craig’s face. 
I had to take my time stepping over a few 
planks of wood, leftovers that had been rot-
ting out back ever since I’d removed Car-
lo’s dock. He’d bought it way back when we 
were still married, and it quickly became a                                  

splintery eyesore on the water, almost as 
faulty as our marriage. The view of the bay 
was the only thing that made this shithole 
worth it now that the new housing develop-
ment across the water blocked my sunset. 
I joined my kids on the cracked concrete 
seawall and peered out into the calm blue 
waves. “Are you sure you saw dolphins?” 
 “Sure as I saw my eyelids this morn-
ing,” Craig said. 
 “What the hell did you just say to 
me?” 
 “It’s a saying.” 
 “It’s a shit saying,” I said. 
 “People say it.” 
 “Look!” Jessica pointed at the water. 
Sure enough, shiny grey blobs appeared no 
farther than a stone’s throw from the sea-
wall, swimming closer and closer. 
 “Well, I’ll be damned,” I said. “Look 
at those sons of bitches go!” 
“ They’re coming right towards us!” 
Jessica said. 
 Water sprayed from their blowholes, 
making a pfft sound like a person pretend-
ing to be an elephant. Craig laughed to him-
self. “Sounds like you, Mom, when Dad calls 
your cell.” 
 “Do not mention your father right 
now, Craig Shapiro. This moment is mag-
ical.” And it was. Despite the fact that my 
kids were grown and living on their own, 
they came back on the Fourth to spend time 
with their old, lonely mother. I might not 
have had all the money in the world, but I 
knew that this was truly important. 
 The dolphins went under again and 
we waited a minute. I pulled out my Win-
stons and lit my second to last cigarette. 
Craig asked to bum the other but I reject-
ed him. I told him too much smoke and the 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW   AUTUMN 2021

07
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dolphins wouldn’t come up again. Maury 
still blared on the television inside —some-
thing about a pharmaceutical scientist and 
psychosis in children. The studio audience 
ooed and awed while we stared at the rolling 
waves. 
 “There they are again!” Jessica yelled. 
 The little rubbery blobs floated even 
closer this time. There must’ve been a hell of 
a school of fish in front of the yard. That, or 
Craig poured bacon grease over the seawall 
again. 
 “The dolphins are almost close 
enough to touch,” he said, and with that 
came an idea. “Craig, go get the ladder out 
the garage,” I said. 
 “What for?” he asked. 
 I smoked my cigarette and watched 
the dolphins. “Remember that time you 
guys wanted to go to Discovery Cove?” 
 Jess looked over at Craig with that 
fussy look she always gets, but Craig was 
staring back at me. “When we were, like, 
twelve?” he said. 
 I nodded and sucked my Winston. 
Carlo and I had been at each other’s throats 
ever since we’d said I do in that Chinese 
buffet they’d converted into a church. Our 
fighting peaked when the kids were in mid-
dle school, and I finally asked for a divorce 
while he sipped Budweiser on his dock. The 
commotion took a toll on the kids. I want-
ed to cheer them up with Discovery Cove 
tickets but couldn’t foot the bill after paying 
the lawyer. Now that they were grown and 
home, this could be my time to finally shine 
as a mother. 
 “Mom, what are you thinking?” Jes-
sica asked. 
 I blew a cloud of smoke and the wind 
caught it. The dolphins pffted again. “You 

kids are gonna swim with the dolphins like 
you always wanted,” I said. 
 Craig cheered, then leapt over a plank 
and ran around the house like a good boy. 
Jessica pouted at me. Her bright orange hair 
glimmered in the sunlight, flowing with the 
wind just like my cig smoke. I’m still not 
sure where her red headedness came from, 
but it sure as hell wasn’t me. Her Daddy was 
bald when I met him, and I don’t believe I 
slept with any other man around that time, 
though I won’t put my hand on the good 
book and swear about anything from that 
marriage. Most of those memories have es-
caped me. Anyway, Jessica looked beautiful 
next to the water. 
 “You want us to swim with these dol-
phins?” she said. 
 “Yeah, I do.” 
 “Right now?” 
 “Well, you couldn’t when we tried ten 
years ago, could you? Shit, you might as well 
now.” 
 “Mom, I don’t think this is a very 
good idea.” 
 “Quiet now,” I sucked the cigarette 
in. “Here comes your brother.” 
 Craig came bounding around the 
house like a wild boar, swinging the exten-
sion ladder back and forth. He very nearly 
tripped over a mound of dirt that would’ve 
sent him straight over the seawall. But no, 
he’d gotten more coordinated since that in-
cident at the Vincetti’s wedding years ago. 
Oh, sweet Craig. We had to scrub Cham-
pagne out of the rent-a-tux for two weeks 
straight before the place would take it back. 
He handed me the ladder and Jess gave me 
that fussy look again, the kind she gave me 
as a baby before she’d shit herself. I stuck 
the cigarette back in my mouth and dropped 
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the foot of the ladder into the water. It was 
just so good to have the kids home. 
 The ladder touched the bottom with-
out having to extend it. The dolphins cir-
cled the bay about a dozen feet from the 
yard. Craig went in first, and I figured that 
if that lanky mess of limbs had no problem 
then I could just dive in too. I descended 
the ladder so quickly I damn near choked 
on my Winston. Jessica warned me to be 
careful, that I didn’t know what was at the 
bottom, but I told her I did too, that her fa-
ther’s Ford Fiesta had been down there ever 
since I drove it through the yard and over 
the seawall after the divorce. I was joking, 
of course — I had pushed it off the dock at 
John’s Pass in ‘99 — but the kids didn’t find 
that funny. They had their father’s sense of 
humor. I laughed all the way down the lad-
der and into the water, then swam five feet 
out into the bay where sweet Craig was now 
trying to pet the dolphins. I shouted back at 
Jessica that there was nothing out there that 
could get me, that this wasn’t my first rodeo, 
and floated out into the bay, laughing until I 
choked on my own cigarette and something 
sharper than a rusted Ford sliced open the 
bottom of my foot. 
 “God help me!” I yelled. “I’m dying!” 
 It felt like a paper cut, if paper was 
thicker than a 2 x 4. The saltwater burned 
my wound something fierce. I screamed 
and kicked, but it felt like the water was 
going to tear my skin and muscle straight 
from the bone like wrapping paper from a 
Christmas present. I treaded water with one 
leg until my hemorrhoids started burning, 
and I got a Charlie horse in my non-cut foot. 
My body started sinking. I spit out the cig-
arette and saw dumb Craig floating away 
without me, then turned to look up at my                                         

beautiful daughter standing on the seawall. 
How pretty she looked with her red hair 
flowing in the wind… she should be my final 
image, not that curly haired fool chasing af-
ter dolphins. 
 “My time has come!” I shouted. 
 “What the hell did you do?” Jessica 
said. 
 “The Lord has come to take me!” 
 “I told you this would happen.” 
 “Don’t give any of my shit to your 
father!” I flapped my frail bat wings in the 
water as hard as I could, but I was still going 
down. Jess crossed her arms and made that 
shitting face again. “At least make it look 
like you tried to help me!” I said. 
 The cut throbbed. I tried to lift my 
legs up to float on my back, but my toes 
barely touched the surface. My front half 
went under for a moment, and I couldn’t see 
nothing save for my life flashing before me 
like in one of those Hallmark movies. There 
was Leroy, my dead betta fish, flowing down 
the toilet after he jumped out the bowl in 
third grade. I saw Carlo and that ugly blonde 
goatee he wore when he asked me out at the 
Veteran’s Day dance at Gutter Guards Bowl-
ing. Then pregnancy number one, pregnan-
cy number two, and finally the divorce law-
yer’s beige suit, blazer collars popped above 
his fancy gold chain, a jungle of hair on his 
knuckles. I saw a cloud of pelicans flying up 
and away from the water as a red Ford Fies-
ta sank deeper and deeper into Boca Ciega 
Bay, until Carlo’s Buccaneers license plate 
was completely submerged by murky blues 
and greens and fish in between. Now I sank 
deeper and deeper like the Fiesta before me, 
finally on my way to where the pipes lead, to 
see my beloved Leroy again. 
 But then I thought: Fuck that fish, I 
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had shit to do on this Earth. My Indepen-
dence Day party was tonight. The kids were 
gonna meet the guys from the bar, and I was 
gonna use Carlo’s child support to buy a tur-
key. An Independence turkey. I had to live 
to taste my Independence turkey! 
 “Jesus H. God, Jessica,” I shouted. 
“Help your poor dying mother for God’s 
sake!”
 “Would you just stand up?” she said. 
 Delusional girl! I was going in circles 
now, struggling to keep my head above wa-
ter. Neighbors across the bay were coming 
out from their waterfront mansions to stare. 
I wasn’t even sure where Craig had gone. He 
could’ve been abducted by the dolphins for 
all I knew. 
 “Mom, just put your feet down and 
stand!” Jess said. 
“Don’t test me, Jessica.” I swallowed 
rust-flavored water. “So help me God, if you 
don’t get in here right now to help the wom-
an who gave you life — ” 
 “It’s, like, five feet deep!” she said. 
 I put my non-aching foot down slow-
ly, where it met soft clay. It took my weight, 
and I stood still for a moment with my head 
above the waves to catch my breath. I wiped 
water from my mouth and blew my nose 
into the bay. My girl was brilliant. 
 “Jessica, throw me a damn cigarette,” 
I said. 
 “No,” she said. 
 “Whatever cut my foot is still out 
here. I need my smokes to defend myself.”  
 “I think I touched a dolphin!” Craig 
shouted in the distance. 
 “Shut up, boy!” I said. “Where were 
you when your mother was out here dying!” 
 The Boormans were watching. 
Across from our little one-story home was 

their three-story sunset-blocking behemoth 
— a monument to everything wrong with 
waterfront real estate. The couple stood out 
on their dock next to their sailboat, a large 
thing labelled Lemon Squeezy. They wore 
matching short shorts and sipped on lem-
onades. 
 “Can I help you?” I shouted. “Having 
fun over there?” 
 The wife shook her head and the hus-
band wrapped his arm around her. He was 
wearing a button-down sweater. It was 90 
degrees. 
 We hadn’t gotten along since some-
one called the sheriff’s office with a false tip 
about terrorist activity happening in their 
mansion. I was at the Vincetti’s wedding 
that night but they still blamed me. You 
push a Ford Fiesta into the ocean one time 
and suddenly you’re a bomb threat faker. 
 “Show’s over, there’s no more!” I 
said. 
 They both looked away from me, 
heads turned in opposite directions like the 
eyes of a nervous chameleon. I started up 
the ladder on one leg and plopped onto the 
seawall with my bleeding foot up in the air. 
Jessica went into the house to grab the first 
aid kit. The seawall looked like one of those 
teen slasher movies I took Craig to see when 
he was little. Where was Craig? I turned and 
saw my lanky son floating down the deep 
end of the bay as if nothing had happened. 
Where had he learned to swim so good? 
 The Boormans resumed watching 
from their dock as Jessica uncapped a bot-
tle of disinfectant. I lit my last Winston, 
which helped a little. Then I slipped the 
Boormans the bird, which helped a lot. Jess 
tore a strip of gauze and dabbed a rag with 
alcohol. I sucked my cigarette and listened 
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to the end of the Maury episode from in-
side: “You left our two-year-old son in a 7/11 
bathroom overnight?” The Boormans avert-
ed their eyes as Jess applied the cold, sting-
ing gel to my foot. I turned my face to God 
and screamed like a banshee. Blood splat-
tered onto the seawall. The television crowd 
cheered. 

*** 

 By the time the afternoon rolled 
around, my foot still looked like something 
out of a Vietnam movie. Jessica insisted that 
I cancel on the Independence turkey and 
settle for drinks with her and Craig instead. 
I was bummed, but I was willing to compro-
mise as long as the kids stayed. The fellas 
I invited from the bar understood. Most of 
them were veterans with war injuries them-
selves, so they empathized when I called 
and told the story. I flat out refused to see 
the doctor Jess recommended. There wasn’t 
the money for it after I bought the TV, and I 
figured that after two full decades of mend-
ing Craig’s skateboarding injuries, the least 
I could do was heal a gashed foot. Besides, I 
still had some painkillers left over from the 
car accident in ‘04. They weren’t prescribed 
to me then and they weren’t prescribed to 
me now, but why the hell not? A girl’s gotta 
party on the Fourth of July. 
 Crevon came over while the kids were 
out getting groceries. He was my pot dealer, 
occasionally my mechanic, and sold fire-
works during the summer months. I asked 
him to come drop off some M-80s but he 
stayed to help me with a letter I was writing 
to the Social Security Administration. I had 
applied for disability on account of my hem-
orrhoids, but Uncle Sam had the nerve to 

reject me without explanation. Crevon had 
worked for the IRS in the ‘90s, and he said 
it made him an expert on the SSA by asso-
ciation. 
 “If you’ve worked for one govern-
ment office, you’ve worked for all of ‘em,” he 
said. “Shit, I’m just about as good as an FBI 
agent.” 
 I offered him a Miller if he could con-
vince them that rectal inflammation had 
stopped me from gainful employment. He 
set the M-80s down on a dirt mound in the 
backyard and got to writing. A couple hours 
passed before my kids showed up for the 
festivities. Jessica came first with a bottle of 
wine and a quiche. Craig came in a little lat-
er with a six-pack of Shiner and, coinciden-
tally, a quiche. I asked ‘em what the hell they 
thought they were doing bringing French 
food to a party celebrating America. 
 “Quiche is French?” Craig said. “I 
bought it at Walmart.” 
 Crevon cracked open a beer and told 
us that quiches weren’t French, they were an 
English pastry with a French name. I asked 
him where the hell he learned that, and he 
said he read about it in some book. Crevon 
was like that sometimes, always reading and 
then bragging about reading. 
 “English, French, what’s the differ-
ence?” I said. “I just want something Amer-
ican for a day celebrating America. Like hot 
wings. Or pizza.” 
 “Pizza isn’t American either,” Jess 
said. “It’s Italian.” 
 “Actually, the delivery pizza we eat 
here is American,” Crevon said. 
 “Well, not originally.” 
 “Yes, originally.” Apparently, he’d 
read in some book that delivery pizza was 
different from the way it was cooked in                  
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Italy. “There’s Domino’s in Rome that serve 
American pizza, which is different from the 
pizza that a real Italian joint would serve.” 
 “Have you ever been to a Domino’s in 
Rome?” Jessica asked. 
 “No, I read about it.” 
 “Is that all you do all day? Get high 
and read books, and then talk about the 
books you’ve read?” 
 “No,” Crevon said. “I also sell fire-
works during the summer months.” 
 Jessica and Crevon hadn’t gotten 
along since he’d started selling me pot af-
ter the divorce. He was the one who got me 
those painkillers. Now that he was writing 
me a letter to the SSA, I invited him to stay 
for the family festivities even if we weren’t 
cooking turkey. He accepted and spent most 
of the evening arguing about books and pot 
with Jess. 
 I lit a few glass candles and lined 
them up on the seawall after sunset, a nice 
touch to distract from the bloodstains. We 
filled a cooler with Shiner and set it down 
on the mound of dirt in the middle of the 
yard, right next to the M-80s. Then I hauled 
some chairs out from the garage and unfold-
ed them on the edge of the seawall. It was 
a struggle and a half doing all that with my 
busted foot, but I did what I could. The yard 
might’ve been full of old planks and dying 
grass, but shit did it all look pretty once the 
candles were lit. The fireworks were begin-
ning on the other end of town, and we could 
see ‘em great over the water even if the Boor-
man’s skyscraper was in view. I sank into 
one of the yard chairs, determined not to let 
them get to me. I opened a beer, propped up 
my crippled foot on the seawall, and leaned 
back. “Well, ain’t this the life?” I said. 
 Craig and Crevon agreed, but Jess 

was miserable. She couldn’t find an opener 
for her wine in the kitchen and had to set-
tle for a bottle of Shiner. Even in the dark, 
I could tell she was making that shitty face. 
I wasn’t about to let her ruin my night after 
she cancelled my Independence turkey, so 
I did what any smart mother would do and 
blew smoke up her ass to the party’s guest. 
 “Y’know, Crevon,” I said. “Jess just 
started a fancy job down in Sarasota.” 
 “Well, no shit,” he said. 
 “Yes shit. She’s playing guitar for the 
profoundly handicapped.” 
 “It’s called musical therapy, Mom,” 
she said. “And they’re not profoundly any-
thing. They’re autistic.” 
 “Potato, potato.” 
 “It’s poe-tah—” she paused. “Never 
mind.” 
 “I used to play a little acoustic back in 
my day,” Crevon said. 
 “Is that so?” I asked. 
 “I had chops like you ain’t never seen. 
I could do Allman Brothers, Creedence, Zep-
pelin. Do the profoundly handicapped like 
Zeppelin?” 
 There was a big pause while Crevon 
sipped his beer. I figured Jessica must’ve 
been thinking ‘bout climbing down the rust-
ed ladder and floating away into the bay. I 
tried my best to grow my kids up with thick 
skins, but Jessica could be a little sensitive. 
Still, I was proud of her for the job. (And for 
drinking Shiner, even if she gagged on ev-
ery sip.) I knew that it was tough on her and 
her brother to grow up in this wreck, with 
divorced parents who sank cars and fought. 
After they graduated high school and left the 
nest, I thought they might never fly back. 
But here we were: candles reflecting on the 
water, stars twinkling above, celebrating 
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the greatest holiday God ever invented. As a 
family. Jessica forced down some beer and 
cleared her throat. “My students do like Led 
Zeppelin.” 
 “Good,” Crevon said. “What’re you 
doing these days, Craig boy?” 
 “Craig’s still at the Wendy’s in Semi-
nole,” I said. 
 “I can speak for myself,” Craig said. 
“I’m still at the Wendy’s in Seminole.” 
 It was good to see Craig speak up for 
himself. That was the second time tonight. 
Earlier, Crevon lit a joint and passed it back 
and forth with me a little bit, and Craig had 
asked for a hit. I said no, of course, since I 
had to keep my motherly attitude, but it was 
good to see Craig putting his foot down and 
asking. After some time, he even steered 
the conversation in his own direction, and 
began to tell the story about the dolphins. I 
could’ve easily jumped in and made it about 
me, but something about watching Craig 
control an audience stopped me. He stood 
up and showed Crevon the ladder, then 
walked down the seawall to point out where 
the dolphins were. Right after he told the 
part about me slicing my foot, Craig tripped 
on a crack in the seawall. He stumbled a 
minute before regaining his balance, but 
punted one of the candles across the yard 
on accident. It zoomed past Crevon’s head, 
nearly taking a chunk of his ear with it, then 
bounced off the lid of the cooler and landed 
in the dirt. Craig apologized and we all had 
a good laugh about it. I even caught Jessi-
ca giggling into her beer before the candle 
rolled over and lit the M-80s. 
 “Good God!” I shouted. Six quarter 
sticks of dynamite exploded all at once. The 
yard lit up with white light and dark smoke. 
The noise scared me out of my chair and into 

a fire anthill. Craig screamed and leapt over 
the seawall, straight into the bay. Crevon 
and Jessica both ducked into their chairs 
and shouted at me to do something, but I 
couldn’t on account of the fire ants. One bit 
me right on the ass cheek, and I stood up so 
fast that for a second I thought my foot gash 
re-opened. 
 The bangs and pops died down as 
quick as they had started, but the smoke was 
getting worse. Crevon rolled out of his chair 
and onto the lawn, then went prone like a 
sniper in the trenches of my yard. I stepped 
over him and limped to the cooler to fan the 
dark smoke away with my arms. Luckily, the 
M-80s had been far enough away that no-
body was hurt, but my poor yard was deci-
mated. A few planks of wood had caught fire 
and some sand around the cooler had just 
about turned to glass. It looked like napalm 
had rained down on the yard. Felt like it too. 
Jessica coughed up a storm as the smoke 
loomed over the bay. She knocked her chair 
over, then sprinted across the yard and into 
the house, shouting about a fire extinguish-
er in between hacking sounds. I opened 
my mouth to remind her I didn’t have one, 
but then figured I’d let her catch her breath 
while she found out herself. 
 I grabbed another Shiner from the 
cooler — thank God the M-80s hadn’t 
claimed the beer — and then hobbled my 
way back to my chair. A very crossfaded 
Crevon picked himself up off the dirt and 
stepped onto the seawall, then unzipped the 
fly of his cargo shorts. He put his right hand 
on his heart and began singing the nation-
al anthem as he unleashed a steady stream 
into the bay. 
 I cracked my beer open with my tooth. 
About fifteen feet out from the ladder, Craig 
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was floating log-like where the dolphins had 
been swimming this afternoon. 
 “You good, son?” I yelled. Craig gave 
me a thumbs up as he floated south. “You 
comin’ back soon?” He shook his head no 
and continued drifting, either avoiding the 
smoke or still looking for dolphins. He was a 
big boy now. I trusted him. 
 “And the home for the brave,” Crevon 
sang. He pumped his fist in the air in cele-
bration, then zipped his fly and used a burn-
ing plank of wood to light a second joint. 
Jessica sprinted through the smoke with 
a miniature extinguisher and sprayed the 
lawn. Apparently, she kept one in her car. 
Crevon and I got shitty off his joint while she 
finished extinguishing the yard. I must’ve 
gotten higher than God because suddenly 
an hour had passed and the doorbell was 
ringing. When I answered it, I was greeted 
by Craig at the front step, sopping wet with 
the Pinellas County sheriff behind him. This 
was the same guy that had handled my sink-
ing of Carlo’s Ford, and the incident when 
the Boormans were investigated for domes-
tic terrorism. His name was Ted. We went 
way back. 
 “Two things, Sherry,” he said at the 
door. “One, I want to be the first to tell you 
that your boy’s got a lean body, good enough 
for the force. Strong swimmer, he is. Really 
ought to think about applying.” 
 Craig waddled into the living room, 
dripping water on the shag rug. 
 “Thank you,” I said. “That’s high 
praise coming from you.” 
 “Second, I’m here to give you a cita-
tion for possession and use of illegal fire-
works.” “You have no proof.” 
 Ted pulled out his cell phone and 
played a video. It showed the whole incident: 

the candle flying, Craig jumping, Jessica ex-
tinguishing, Crevon singing. The video had 
been filmed from the other side of the bay. 
Those damned Boormans… 
 Ted handed me a slip of paper with a 
fine for a grand on it. Even if I got the dis-
ability checks for my hemorrhoids, I’d have 
a hard time paying this one. 
 “You wanna stop in for a beer?” I said. 
“Maybe work this thing out the old-fash-
ioned way?” 
 “I’m on duty,” he said. 
 “Come on, Ted. It’s the Fourth. This 
is for your country.” 
 “Tonight, I’m handing out citations 
for my country.” 
 “I didn’t want to have to do this.” I 
held the slip of paper out in front of him and 
tore it to pieces. I wasn’t gonna let a fine 
ruin my favorite day of the year — the first 
day in a long time I could sit back and cele-
brate freedom with my kids. Freedom from 
terror and freedom from Carlo. Freedom to 
set off fireworks in peace. The tiny shreds of 
citation fell like dead leaves onto my door-
mat.   
 Ted looked down at the ground and 
sighed. “We’ll mail you another one on 
Monday,” he said. 
 With that, he closed my own front 
door on me from outside. In the backyard, 
Crevon was asleep in the lawn chair and Jes-
sica had gathered her things to leave. I al-
most tripped on another candle as I stepped 
onto the seawall. I shook my fist into the 
night and screamed across the bay. 
 “Damn you, Boormans!” I said. “How 
dare you!” 
 It was dark as hell out, and the cou-
ple were just faint black outlines but I could 
see ‘em. They got up from their chairs 
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and moved inside, but that wouldn’t stop 
me. Crevon’s snoring was louder than the 
M-80s, but I still heard Craig’s wet shoes 
squishing with each step as he came outside 
to join us. Jess hugged him goodbye, and 
soon enough I heard her car door slam out 
front. 
 I screamed at the Boormans some 
more for driving away my daughter, though 
I doubted very much that the black outlines 
inside the McMansion could hear me. Who 
cared? I was high as hell, a teensy bit drunk, 
with a throbbing foot and horrible hemor-
rhoids. I screamed at their house about the 
citation, about the fake bomb threat, and 
about the dolphins. I threatened them to 
call the Sheriff’s Office again and complain 
about my noise. But mostly I just screamed 
so that they’d know that, even if they had 
ruined my night, they would never ruin my 
family. I’d had fun with my kids regardless 
of them, and I would continue to have fun 
with my kids until either Carlo’s child sup-
port dried up or the Good Lord sent me six 
feet under. 
 Why? Because I had faith that Jess 
would come back. I had faith that Craig, for 
every time he floated off, would swim back 
to me. And I had faith that despite all ob-
stacles, I would make us the family that we 
couldn’t have been before. We would swim 
with every dolphin, light every firework, and 
eat every quiche that the divorce wouldn’t 
let us. Nothing could shake my faith in that. 
Not Ted, not Carlo, and certainly not those 
damned Boormans. So, I screamed plen-
ty loud so that each and every one of them 
could hear. God himself and the Founding 
Fathers heard my promise that Indepen-
dence Day. 
Then some fireworks popped off near                    

Treasure Island and Crevon woke. We 
smoked another joint and I stopped scream-
ing. I even let Craig have one whole hit. v
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 On a Friday in January, Grandpa 
slipped on the ice outside the Morse Red Line 
stop. He had told us himself how dangerous 
that sidewalk was. The snow piled on the el-
evated track, and the drainpipe was clogged, 
so when it melted and refroze with the alter-
nating glare of the winter sun and the chill 
of the lake winds, great icicles bulged and 
stretched nearly halfway to the ground and 
a pane of mirror-smooth ice spread itself 
over the pavement below. Grandpa took my 
sister Deb and me to see it, and we regarded 
it like a museum exhibit. We missed a train 
just standing there tracing the shape and the 
shine.  Grandpa showed us this not with an-
ger or frustration or any sense that he want-
ed the situation addressed. It was merely a 
phenomenon of interest. He pointed it out 
as one points out a cardinal perched outside 
your window.
 But now he had slipped on that ice: 
misjudged it or forgotten it was there. He 
had hit his head, and now he was in the hos-
pital.
 They pulled us out of class and we 
waited in the office until Mom came in and 
got us. Dad was in the driver’s seat, sweat-
ing in his blue parka. Its hood was crushed 
up against the head rest and the fake fur lin-
ing creeped back over his head like a poorly 
made toupee. His skin was jaundice yellow 
in the slanted rays of the afternoon and his 
black mustache crumpled and twitched. We 
crawled into the back seat.
 “What was he even doing, taking the 
el? He can’t afford a cab?” dad said, as he 
pulled away. “I had to cancel the whole af-
ternoon of patients. The whole afternoon,” 
he continued, inching down Clark Street in 
a rage. 
 “It really put Peggy out to have to 
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find a sub for me in the middle of the day,” 
mom said, quietly, testing how much of her 
own annoyance, dad would accept. He was 
in an accepting mood. 
 “Pain in the ass,” he nodded at her. 
“Pain in the ass.”
 Dad parked in a physician space in 
the hospital garage, looking at his wife side-
ways from hooded eyes as he got out of the 
car, reconnaissance to see if she would say 
anything about this slight contortion of the 
rules; the physician space was for not visi-
tors, not even if they happened to be physi-
cians. She might have said something, usu-
ally. At the time, I was surprised she didn’t, 
but now, remembering it, dad’s shoulders 
were already dropping. The taut fighting 
stance was giving way to the despair of los-
ing his last parent, and mom must have seen 
it, and she let him get away with his tres-
pass.
 Grandpa never opened his eyes. 
When we got to his floor, the doctor pulled 
dad to the corner by the nurses’ station and 
they stayed there a while, heads bowed, 
angled toward the wall, dad nodding every 
once in a while. He nodded too enthusiasti-
cally, to let the doctor know he understood, 
remind him that he was an MD too, that he 
was a professional even in this windy spray 
of January pain. 
 I had spent the car ride downtown 
happy to be out of school, watching Clark 
Street shed the low, gray, stained-awning 
shops, brown-brick bungalows, and park-
ing lots for the neon bars and theaters, the 
red-brick townhouses, and finally the tow-
ers that, from the car, you couldn’t even see 
the tops of. I had imagined making fun of 
Grandpa the way he made fun of me, punch-
ing him in the shoulder for slipping on that 
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ice, him punching me back. I had imagined 
him singing the Shabbat prayer in the hos-
pital room, in his voice that sounded like the 
rustling of branches, the creaking of bend-
ing trunks, the rush of leaves in some wild 
forest.
 But Grandpa never opened his eyes. 
I stood next to his bed that Friday, watch-
ing his mustache, too still under his failing 
breath, staring at the scar along his jawline, 
wanting to touch it, like he sometimes let me 
touch it, but not sure I should. So, I stood 
next to his bed with my arms lifted slightly, 
like I was getting ready to flap my arms and 
fly away.
 Mom only took a couple days off 
when Grandpa died. Dad followed the tra-
ditions at first; he covered the mirrors, he 
sheared the bottom off one of his old ties at 
the service, and he sat shiva for a couple of 
days with Grandpa’s friends from shul. But 
then he stopped, said he had to go to work. 
He had grown up with the rules, the rules 
guided him like currents in the air, but he 
knew enough to weave through them, make 
the right excuses so that the old men nod-
ded, argued a bit, but then left, and left him 
alone.

--
 
 The border crossing was a little over 
a mile away, up a steep crest in this wide 
dirt road through the forest, and then down 
a gentle slope until the guard post, where 
there might be a bored teenager, or a sleep-
ing old man, or a handsome lieutenant, 
banished to the frontier to smoke and brush 
his mustache with his fingers. The old man, 
they could roll by. The handsome lieutenant 
would frown at their papers and shake his 

head and pull at his cigarette and accept a 
bribe. The bored teenager, he might start 
shooting. 
 Jacob’s father motioned to the cart 
driver, who nodded and stopped. The driv-
er jumped down first and lifted his hand 
to help Jacob’s father and mother step off 
the cart, then he lifted Jacob by his armpits 
and set him down, placing his raw-rubbed 
hands briefly, gently on the boy’s cheeks. 
His thick index finger tapped the scar along 
Jacob’s jaw line. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed in 
Ukrainian. “It’s okay,” Jacob responded, in 
Yiddish. The man shrugged, smiled, mount-
ed the cart and was gone. 
 They walked a quarter mile down 
through the forest to the north bank of the 
Prut River. They stood for a moment, listen-
ing: thin pine trunks creaked in the wind, 
branches shuffled and rustled, but no hu-
man sounds intruded. They turned and 
walked down the river, until the night be-
gan to fall. In the darkness, Jacob’s father 
led them back up out of the river valley un-
til they could see the lights of Chernovitsi 
ahead and to their right. They had overshot 
it a bit, but they were across: out of Ukraine 
and into the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The 
city lights felt sharp against Jacob’s eyes, 
like thorns. He felt his scar, running his pin-
ky along the raised skin down his jawline. 
“Almost there,” his father said. And they 
walked on into the city.

--
 
 Dad sat outside the light, arms 
crossed at the kitchen table, occasionally 
unfolding himself to rub his jawline, mir-
roring grandpa’s old tic, or to turn the page 
of his newspaper, though I do not know how 
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he could read anything in the dark. 
 Mom had lit the candles and sung the 
prayers, tore off the pieces of challah and let 
us have the few drops of wine. We stopped 
doing this for a while after grandpa died, but 
Deb and I kept asking and finally dad said 
okay and stopped on the way home to buy 
the challah and dug in the pantry, swearing, 
to find the box of candles. But when dark-
ness fell and three stars bloomed above the 
skyline, he shook his head, “you can do it,” 
he said, and opened his newspaper.
 I thought I had remembered what it 
was like: the mass of gold light against the 
dark, the songs filled with dust and amber, 
the special heat of the wine. But this time 
I saw not the light but the dark pushing 
against it, the shadows of the kitchen chairs 
over mom’s shoulder. With every pause, I 
heard the creaking of the streetlights in the 
late winter wind. The wilderness whipped 
around us, and our little candles, our meek 
voices could not keep it from cutting into 
our backs. 

--

 The coast up here, out east, was 
sheared off by a fleeing glacier not so long 
ago in geological time. It is sharp and crisp 
and new, not yet worn by the generational 
crash of the sea.
 I’m walking the kids around the tide 
pools and dad is standing up on the dry 
rock, watching us and rubbing his chin, run-
ning a finger along his jawline. I’m watching 
him do that when Jake slips and lands el-
bow-first on the rocks. He doesn’t cry, but 
Evie does, still not quite able to separate her 
older brother’s pain from her own. 
 “You okay?” I say, surveying his face, 

which is red with sun and salt and embar-
rassment. 
 “Yeah,” Jake says, tightly, holding his 
elbow and trying to pretend he is not hold-
ing his elbow. He seems fine. He will be fine. 
His mother may or may not be angry with 
me, depending on whether there is any bro-
ken skin.
 I sit down on the kelp-slicked rocks 
next to him, and Evie sits on my lap. The 
ocean stretches out east for what could be 
forever, if I didn’t know better. There is a 
sea anemone in the tide pool nearest to us, 
sucking what it can from its temporarily cir-
cumscribed universe, waiting for the return 
of the ocean and its abundance.  
 I say to Evie, who is still crying, that 
it is okay, but she is unconvinced, staring 
at Jacob’s face, which is, through a screen 
of inexpert stoicism, still broadcasting dis-
tress. So, I distract them with the story of 
the lion’s mane jellyfish, a massive creature 
of the northern waters that can grow up to 
six feet wide, with tentacles trailing dozens 
of feet behind. Their sting is deadly, even, 
sometimes, to creatures as big as humans. 
Evie has stopped crying, Jake’s hand is loos-
er around his elbow, and the everyday pain 
of a slip and fall is fading in the glare of lurk-
ing sea monsters. 
 But, and this is the part I find most 
interesting, but where I know I will lose 
them, the lion’s mane can only survive in 
the relative warmth and calm of the sum-
mer. As the arctic currents clog with ice, the 
jellyfish release their spawn and die. The 
larvae drift to the sea floor, anchor them-
selves, and expand, just barely, to little half 
inch stubs, huddled against the winter sea. 
They never get bigger. These children of the 
great crimson lion’s mane are immobile and 
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and unremarkable. The winter generation 
lives merely to survive and, as summer ap-
proaches they release buds that float up, up, 
and in just a few short weeks spin them-
selves into those fearsome floating poi-
soned-tipped behemoths while the winter 
spawn wither, having seen nothing but the 
same dark sphere of ocean for their whole 
existence.
 Jake has lost interest, as I knew he 
would, and is up, walking back to dad, and 
Evie is staring at some terns diving into the 
shallows just offshore. “Okay, let’s go back 
and see grandpa,” I say to her, standing up, 
slipping on the seaweed and plunging my 
knee into the tidepool. Evie starts to cry 
again, and we decide to crawl back to dry 
land on all fours.
 Dad is smiling at me, so broad I can 
see his teeth. “Evie is scared, dad!” I yell 
from all fours. “I’m not scared!” Evie yells at 
me, and now my father is openly laughing, 
the big comic book “ha ha ha’s” that are too 
evenly spaced to be completely spontaneous 
but too slathered in mirth to be complete-
ly forced. “Ha ha,” I deadpan back, pulling 
myself up onto the dry rocks where dad is 
standing. I bend back down to lift Evie up as 
well.
 Evie runs away as soon as I put her 
down and stands, back to us, a few feet be-
hind dad, sulking.
 “So, this is around where the pil-
grims landed?” Dad says to me, and it takes 
me a few seconds to realize he’s serious. He 
has started doing this now, affecting basic 
ignorance of common American folklore, 
though he was born here, grew up here, 
went through the same public schools as 
all the kids who learned this stuff like a lost 
book of the Bible. He does the same thing, 

though, when Jake sees someone with a 
yarmulke, or tzitzit, or spies a mezuzah on a 
doorframe and asks him what it means. He 
shrugs. Changes the subject, refuses to tie 
himself to any history broader than his own 
lifespan.
 I stare at him for a bit before I reply, 
“Yeah dad, somewhere around here.”

--

 “This is not what it’s supposed to 
say.” Jacob pushed the ketubah, the mar-
riage contract, back across the table. “It’s 
pretty, but this is not what it’s supposed to 
say.”
 His son pulled toward his chest, rub-
bing his jawline, which the boy always did 
when he was annoyed with his father. Jacob 
found himself rubbing his own jawline, feel-
ing the old scar, somehow more prominent 
now that when it was fresh decades ago. He 
dropped his hand. “Also, it’s supposed to be 
in Aramaic, not Hebrew.”
 “She is not going to sign a traditional 
ketubah in Aramaic, Dad, and I don’t want 
her to sign a traditional ketubah in Arama-
ic.”
 “Well good,” Jacob said, and he was 
rubbing his scar again, “Because she isn’t 
supposed to sign it at all. Just the man. Just 
you are supposed to sign it.”
 “It’s the 20th century, Dad, and we 
live in America. I’m not going to force her 
to accept something written by fanatics in 
a desert thousands of years ago that makes 
her my property.”
 “That’s not what it does,” and Ja-
cob was out of his chair now. But he had to 
pause; the spill of words in his throat were 
Yiddish, not English, and he had to translate 
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them, one by one, “And who cares what it 
says!” He was shouting.
 His son was out of his chair too, 
hands in the air, “Everyone! Why wouldn’t 
someone care what it says!”
 Jacob sat back down, tired. “It’s just 
who we are,” he said. “It’s just to say, ‘we are 
still here.’ That’s all it really means.”
 “If that’s all it means,” his son said, 
“It’s not worth having at all.”
 Jacob ran his pinky along his scar, let 
it drop to his neck, where he felt his pulse, 
still there.

****

 Now that Dad was retired, we got 
him to come out to the coast for a long va-
cation, to stay with us at the cottage we rent 
each summer. Deb came out too. So now we 
are all in one place, for the first time since 
mom’s funeral.
 Back at the cottage, dad has spread 
piles of envelopes and papers and brochures 
bristling with post it notes over the white 
kitchen table and I’m leaning over them 
while Deb stands behind me, trying not to 
fall asleep while he explains what each doc-
ument means, who we have to call, what we 
have to do, to make sure we get the mon-
ey that’s coming to us when he dies.  I don’t 
know how much dad has. He’s stashed it all 
in a honeycomb of accounts for tax purpos-
es, ostensibly, but really as a hobby, now 
that mom is gone.
  “Just write it down,” I told him once, 
a few years ago, but I learned not to say that 
again. This is how he bonds with us, plan-
ning the financial implications of his death. 
I know now not to try to take that away.
 I can’t end the conversation, so I                  

interrupt, change the subtopic, though I 
stick with the overarching theme of death.  
 “You’ve never said what you want 
done with—you know—what kind of cere-
mony you want.”
 He looks at me the way I looked at 
him when he asked about the pilgrims’ land-
ing site. “Just set me on fire and be done 
with it,” he says, and turns back to a chain 
of post-its chronicling the evolving constit-
uents of some retirement fund or another.
 “Is that allowed?” I ask, but Dad just 
rolls his eyes. “I’m not sure there is anything 
in this one anymore,” he says, tapping the 
last post-it.
 Mom wasn’t cremated. A rabbi spoke 
at her service, but dad didn’t cover any of 
the mirrors, didn’t sit shiva, only wore a 
yarmulke when someone handed him one. 
Dad did tear his coat, standing there at the 
graveside; he pulled a button loose and rent 
a seam, but he said it was an accident, that 
he’d just forgotten to unbutton the coat 
when he tried to open it to get some breeze 
on that unseasonably warm November day.
 Dad pushes the post-its aside and be-
gins searching through the pile for the next 
trove of scrawled account numbers, pass-
words, phone numbers.
 “What’s that?” Deb asks, pointing to 
a large envelope, dark matte blue with glossy 
white trim.
 “What’s what?” Dad replies, not look-
ing up. But dad knows what she is pointing 
at, and Deb knows what it is, and I know 
what it is. “That,” says Deb, jabbing her fin-
gers at the envelope. 
 “I’m not sure why it’s even here,” he 
says, trying to slide it back under the oth-
er papers, but Deb takes it, opens the en-
velope and pulls out the thick parchment. 
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Mom and Dad used to keep this in the closet 
in a wooden box with diplomas and old let-
ters, our birth certificates and a gold letter 
open shaped like a rapier with a ruby-col-
ored globe on the hilt that they bought on 
their honeymoon. I would sneak in once a 
month or so and open the wooden box, pull 
the paper from its blue envelope and look at 
the Hebrew script, which whispered woody 
sounds without meanings. I would trace the 
vines and leaves and clusters of grapes illu-
minating the borders, and I would look at 
mom’s signature, and dad’s signature, mar-
veling, the way children do, that these were 
written by my parents, but versions so much 
younger, versions before me. Only after I 
was off to college did I find out Deb used to 
do the same thing.
 Dad is standing up, trying to pull this 
paper out of Deb’s hands, but she is up on 
a chair holding it out of his reach. “You’re 
going to rip! Dad, you’re going to rip it!” 
 He has his hand curled around the 
back of her knee and for a vertiginous sec-
ond I think he is going to pull her down on 
top of him and kill them both, but he lets go. 
 “Who cares if I rip it!” and that tea-
soaked accent of Grandpa’s is in there, laced 
in the rage somehow.
 Deb climbs down from the chair. “I 
care if you rip it,” she says, but she hands it 
back to him, and he sits back down, tucks it 
into its envelope in silence. 
 “I fought with Grandpa over this,” he 
says, holding the envelope up, staring at it 
like he is reviewing one of his investment 
documents. The accent is still there, hiding 
among the words. “He wanted it more tradi-
tional. The customary words, in Aramaic, no 
space for your mother to sign.”
 “And you won?” Deb asks.                                                    

 “Yes, I won,” Dad says, lifting the en-
velope and letting it drop back down onto 
the table. 
 “Or mom wouldn’t have agreed to 
marry me, and you wouldn’t exist.” I smile, 
expecting him to smile, but he does not. 
 He looks at us now, “So much wouldn’t 
exist, if we did things the way Dad—the way 
Grandpa wanted.” He puts the ketubah un-
der the pile of papers, rearranged the stacks 
of paper, and says, his voice again Midwest 
clean, clothesline fresh. “Now let’s keeping 
going through what I’ve saved for you.”

--

 Jacob stood on the deck every day 
and watched, rubbing his bayonet scar, even 
when, as was the case most days, there was 
nothing to see. Once the shadowed coasts of 
Northern Europe rolled below the horizon, 
it was simple gray sea until America rose, 
weeks later, blue and gold and green. Seeing 
it there, still distant, he remembered only a 
feeling like walking from an overcrowded 
house into the still and frosted air of au-
tumn, a lightness pulling at his skin. Gone 
from one continent, not yet in another. v
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  My mother’s maternity top has had at 
least three lives – maybe four, as I am wear-
ing it now: a loose cotton smock covered in 
a gaudy pattern of blue roses and daisies. 
For a while I thought it was homemade; it 
has no tag and some hand stitching in the 
seams. My mother could sew, although she 
hated to; in fact, she won a Necchi sewing 
machine in one of the many jingles contests 
she loved to enter. But just the other day I 
found the top on page eighty-seven of the 
Sears Roebuck Spring & Summer Catalog. 
“Look pretty while you’re waiting,” Sears 
advises above the model, who has paired the 
shirt with blue pedal pushers.
 My sister would have known the 
smock wasn’t hand-sewn. But Andi has been 
dead for four years, and when we pulled the 
shirt out of a trunk after my mother died, I 
did not think to ask. Because Andi was not 
examining the needlework or waxing nos-
talgic over the pattern. “I remember that 
shirt,” she said, “because she slapped me 
right across the face one day when she was 
wearing it.”
  This would have been 1959. I was 
there only in utero, but when I picture the 
scene the camera of my eyes hovers just be-
hind Andi. I imagine the blur of blue flow-
ers, my mother’s enraged face, and her right 
hand striking with rapier speed. The vision 
is as real as a memory. But that is all: I don’t 
recall why my mother slapped her (Had she 
spilled something? Made a smart remark?), 
but after all the child is not responsible for 
the parent’s anger. My mother was near-
ly forty years old, unexpectedly pregnant, 
probably hot, hormonal, and irritated at 
something that had nothing to do with her 
eight-year-old daughter.
 In the 1950s, only pregnant women 

and painters wore smocks. In fact, although 
the style would become fashionable twenty 
years later, no definition in the dictionary 
explains this article of clothing or women’s 
relationship to it. The word derives from 
the Anglo-Saxon smoc (Middle English 
smok), meaning a loose dress or chemise, 
or “an overgarment of washable material” 
- a sort of workman’s apron. The 1977 Web-
ster’s New Collegiate labeled the chemise 
definition archaic, but made no note of the 
smock’s evolution that decade into a fashion 
trend. Even in the 1998 edition, its princi-
pal dictionary denotation was as a cover-up 
for workers. The shirt’s identity as mater-
nity clothing or Baby Boomer styling went 
unremarked; dictionaries were still written 
primarily by men.
 Sometime in the 1970s, I discov-
ered the loose shirt in my mother’s drawer 
and asked if I could wear it. Smocks were 
in. On Simplicity patterns and in the pag-
es of Mademoiselle and Glamour maga-
zines, models like Barbara Minty and Col-
leen Corby wore them loose or tucked into 
jeans. Andi and I combed through our FBS 
(French Boot Shop) catalog, from a retailer 
in New Rochelle that sold trendy clothing 
for modern women. Here the term “smock” 
became a catch-all for peasant blouses, In-
dia-print shirts, and short tunics. There was 
the “dude smock,” the “absolute smock,” 
the “gauze smock,” the “scarf smock.” The 
descriptions paid homage to the shirts’ ori-
gins: “The easy going smock is really a Mex-
ican’s work shirt with a mandarin collar, 
front pocket”; another was “made from real 
peasant scarves in prints of the provinces.” 
Were there actual Mexican workers or peas-
ants behind these creations? In 1975, no 
one cared. The models flaunted these shirts 
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the smock
in third-world countries like Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic, giving them a certain 
native cachet. I wanted to live like the wom-
en of FBS, who summered in exotic locales 
and carried sisal bags with flowers poking 
out of the top, who played tennis and strode 
down cobblestone streets, whose tall, lean 
bodies had never been pregnant and surely 
never would be.
 What happened between my moth-
er’s maternity smock and the tops of the 
1970s? For one thing: Elizabeth Taylor. In 
the 1966 movie The Sandpiper, she plays a 
bohemian artist living on the coast of Big Sur 
in California whose wild young son is sent to 
a conservative private school run by a Brit-
ish headmaster (Richard Burton). It doesn’t 
take long for the buttoned-up Dr. Edward 
Hewitt to fall for the free-living Laura Reyn-
olds, and the best parts of the campy movie 
consist of location shots of Taylor painting 
on the beach, dressed in, you guessed it, 
floaty artist’s smocks over tight pants. By 
the time Laura and the minister sneak away 
for a picnic in an isolated cove, she has shed 
everything but that smock, her legs emerg-
ing provocatively as she entwines herself 
around him.
 But in 1975, I did not question how a 
garment that had once served as maternity 
clothing became a fashion statement. Why 
would women want to wear smocks if they 
weren’t pregnant? I had no answer for this at 
fifteen, and I put on my mother’s blue-flow-
ered maternity top hoping my friends would 
not make the connection. I had no intention 
of getting pregnant, then or ever.
 My mother never slapped me. She 
did pop me on the bottom once, when I was 
older than Andi, maybe ten, because I was 
teasing her about her middle name. Hope. 

 

What kind of a name was that? Hopie, 
Hopie, I heckled. She was infuriated. The 
smack did not hurt, not really, but her rage 
was incomprehensible. Why so sensitive? 
She would have these sudden fits, dissolv-
ing into tears, threatening to go to bed or 
never do our laundry again. Menopause, 
we blamed. Always there was some female 
condition responsible for her anger. But did 
pregnancy really make her slap Andi? Were 
hormones behind her fury about her middle 
name? My mother was angry. I suppose she 
had plenty of reasons to be, but she would 
have denied all of them. She did not like to 
admit my arrival was unplanned. She dis-
missed the resulting end of her teaching 
career with a shake of the head; she wasn’t 
healthy enough to continue, that was all. 
Women of her generation wore smocks to 
cover up their condition, and my mother 
was a master of subterfuge. One never re-
ally knew the full story. It was true she had 
hemorrhaged badly after I was born, and 
the pregnancy left her with some unpleasant 
physical issues, but it’s also true that she pe-
titioned for a year’s leave of absence and the 
School Committee denied her appeal. Only 
then did she cash in her retirement fund and 
stop working. So, which was it? Was she re-
lieved to stay home and be a full-time moth-
er? Or was she papering over the truth, that 
she would have preferred I hadn’t been born 
at all?
 My mother quit teaching school 
as soon as her pregnancy showed. It was 
considered unseemly for visibly pregnant 
women to be out in public, as though young 
children might be corrupted by the sight of 
them, as though the condition were con-
tagious. It was only a few years before my 
birth that the wildly popular TV show I Love 
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the smock
Lucy was enjoined from using the word 
“pregnant” on TV. Lucille Ball, as Lucy Ri-
cardo, dressed for TV much as she did in 
real life: in stretchy pants and balloon-like 
maternity smocks. The tops were so expan-
sive that you never saw the belly lurking 
beneath; that was by design. A woman who 
was pregnant was the subject of lame jokes 
about pickle cravings and mood swings. 
Pregnancy was a temporary and charming 
spell not to be broken by the actual word or 
a real belly bulge. It was a state of euphe-
mism: “Look pretty while you’re waiting.”
 As it happened, I was named after 
another pregnant woman on TV. “Betty 
Jean” was a character on the CBS soap op-
era The Edge of Night, whose husband was 
having an affair. One night he brought her 
ice cream to make up for an argument, but 
he left it on the counter to melt. At least, that 
is how my sister remembers it; in the plot 
lines of 1959, Betty Jean and her husband 
Jack are indeed estranged, but they already 
have a child, Bud. Andi may have been re-
calling an earlier episode: She would have 
seen enough of them in her preschool years, 
when she lived with my grandmother during 
the week. In any case, you might wonder 
why my mother would name a child after an 
unhappily married woman. The answer is 
she didn’t – my grandmother, who was de-
voted to her “stories” as she called the soap 
operas, picked out “Betty Jean.” My mother 
wanted to name me Caroline. She probably 
changed the spelling to “Jeanne” to give it a 
little pizzazz.
 My mother’s pregnancy was more 
The Edge of Night than I Love Lucy. She 
would have been wondering how they were 
going to fit a third child into their two-bed-
room house (the answer: a crib in the                               

 

kitchen), how they were going to get by on 
my father’s meager earnings as a sawmill 
operator, and what it would be like to take 
care of a child full time. My grandmother, 
her mother-in-law, had raised Andi and 
Mary Jane while my mother taught school; 
they only came home on weekends.
 So, I can’t really blame her for that 
slap. It was a momentary fissure in her com-
posure, a cry for help even. My mother was 
overwhelmed. I know how she felt. One eve-
ning, one of the many nights when my hus-
band was working and I had three children 
seven and under to corral, I lost my temper. 
It may have happened twice, although I only 
remember once: I slapped my eldest across 
the face.
 During my three pregnancies, from 
1989 to 1995, maternity clothing was still 
loose and camouflaging. It was unheard of 
to wear tight knit shirts that clung to one’s 
belly like plastic wrap on a bowling ball, as 
women do today. I started out in polyester 
pantsuits until they became too tight, and 
graduated to loose dresses and jumpers. 
By the last weeks of each pregnancy, hardly 
anything fit. I remember one summer when, 
as the birth of my second child approached, 
only one sundress accommodated my girth. 
Somehow I did not think to borrow my 
mother’s smock as I had in the ‘70s.
 Like my mother, I was working full 
time. But all these years later, the choice she 
made – to leave her children in someone 
else’s care from Sunday evening to Friday 
afternoon – shocked me. We cobbled to-
gether babysitting between my aunt, a day 
care center, and my husband’s split shift. 
I wanted my children to sleep in their own 
beds at night. I wanted to see them, cook 
them supper, bathe them, play with them. 
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We had a routine, and most of the time it 
worked out fine. But some nights it was all 
too much: the boys running amok, refusing 
to settle down, my baby girl disinterested 
in sleep. I snapped. The slap, sudden like a 
thunderclap, stopped the commotion. The 
sad thing is it worked.
 Years later, I confessed to my eldest 
that I still felt guilt for striking him. He just 
laughed. Unlike my sister, he had no memo-
ry of being hit at all.
 The smock was the only materni-
ty clothing that my mother saved. She did 
not intend to have more children. Why did 
she keep it? Did she, too, imagine wearing it 
while writing? The only other clothing she 
stowed away was her college sweatshirt. Not 
even her blue wedding suit survives, but the 
smock and sweatshirt were folded carefully 
in a drawer, along with our snowsuits and 
my father’s Army uniform. She never wore 
either one again, but they must have repre-
sented something to her: She had graduated 
from college. She had borne three daugh-
ters.
 I think of my mother in that hot 
kitchen, unable to bear one more trial of 
motherhood, smacking my sister in a rage. 
I don’t know if she felt deep shame later, as 
I did for slapping my son, or whether she 
even recalled the incident that had embit-
tered Andi. She liked to hide behind forget-
ting, and cited Andi’s memory as though 
it were a character flaw: “Oh, your sister. 
She doesn’t forget a thing.” When I appro-
priated the smock as a teenager, I was in-
nocent of its history. What did my mother 
think about her youngest parading around 
in it? I wonder now if women in the 1970s 
donned smocks precisely because they 
could: freed by the birth control pill and 

 

women’s liberation movement to control 
fertility, they transformed a maternity shirt 
from a garment of camouflage to one of al-
lure. It seemed only fitting when my daugh-
ter, another generation, took an interest in 
it. Enchanted by its bright blue flowers, she 
made the smock into 21st-century chic by 
adding a leather belt.
  Today I see my mother’s smock as 
something sacred. Whether you are paint-
ing a picture or making a baby, the smock 
is a sign you have something gestating. I put 
it on now to write. Although it is weighted 
by its history – by the lives of my mother, 
my teenage self, my sister, my daughter – 
it feels light and loose; not confining, but 
not tent-like either. It was well made. After 
sixty-two years, the smock has held up – its 
colors a little faded but its stitching tight, its 
lines true. And I suppose mothers are like 
that. We are not perfect. We are stretched 
and stressed by the demands placed on us, 
and sometimes we snap in ways that are un-
forgivable. I wear the smock to remind my-
self that if I judge my mother, I must judge 
myself. That if I empathize with my sister, 
I must not forget to atone for my son, even 
if he did not hold onto the memory. The 
smock, that garment that was supposed to 
hide so much, continues to reveal: our hu-
manity, our creativity, our potential. Its sto-
ry also is a cautionary tale. It reminds me 
how quickly we can turn from loving to cru-
el. But it also carries with it the possibility 
of forgiveness. Like the smock, my mother 
was more than maternal; she was a teacher, 
a writer, and a flawed human being doing 
the best she could. And the smock, like my 
mother, has transcended its maternity func-
tion into a garment for the ages. v
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summer elegy ii
Nebraska’s bare branches
paw at skies full of pointless

blue, mercurial daymoon.
Powerless like me

or my disabled wife
wobbling our broken

palace in cashmere 
and bracken. She wants

to be a florist deep
in daylilies, scatter pages

with green ink, memorize
iterations of birdsong, 

but instead buries her sores
in blankets, paddles Lethe

toward the waterfall we all
fear, rejecting the premise

of a soul but still hoping, 
the way moths burn 

in a lamp’s ziggurat of light. v
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oath of assimilation
I hereby declare
that three years ago, I was born again, 
as a mellow-skinned immigrant
with slit eyes and twisted tongue. 

At the airport, I hugged my mother—
“I believe you,” she beamed, 
her words soaking my bones
like the permanent smell of kimchi. 
I left her body cold 
as an oath & explained the difference 
between “believe” and “believe in,” believing
that I could become America’s own,
absolutely and entirely. 

In America, I first learned to renounce and abjure
my distaste for cheese, 
to embrace its nauseating slide down my throat
and its strange weight in my stomach. 
Swallowing a spoonful of mac and cheese
in a forceful gulp, I swore all allegiance and fidelity to 
fixing my spice-stained, rice-ridged palate,
until I was overcome 
by the familiar nausea—this time, 
not at cheese, but at myself. 

In America, I learned to translate 
강아지풀, 나팔꽃, and 연꽃
not into puppy grass, trumpet flower, and kite bloom 
but green bristlegrass, morning glory, and lotus,
which is to say, I learned to conceal isolation 
behind blossoms of language
& wear the glazed petals on my chest 
like a foreign prince 
as badges of heritage. 

In America, I learned to become a relentless potentate 
over my alien body, punishing 
every stare held a second too long,
every taboo state of mind,
or every gesture out of place. 

2

1
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oath of assimilation
I exercised sovereignty over my parents’ 
shame, scoffing at mother’s failure to curl her r’s, 
wincing at father’s tearful attempts to tell 
the store employee, in broken English, 
that he had lost his wallet, 
swearing that I will never be 
unbearable—like them. 

In America, I learned to support and defend 
people who called me “refried” 
& bared their effortlessly pale skin 
like a secret. I learned to admire 
the Constitution and the laws of the United States of America
as models of order, perfect 
even in its imperfections, 
and fought against all enemies, foreign and domestic, 
including the red, rancid creature
that strained against my eyes’ glossy veneer 
at every condescending gaze
and silent judgement. 

In America, I promised that I will bear
the haunting question:
“how did you learn English?” 
My answer: the same way I learned to tear myself
away from my mother’s arms 
in a single wrench
on behalf of the United States.

In America, I swore that I will perform work
well beyond what others expected 
of a dog-boned immigrant
with a voice as soft as overcooked rice,
that I will become a figure
of national importance—
in other words,
that I will either cave completely 
under America’s hand, tender yet unforgiving, 
or inhale shallow breaths of resistance,
pleasant and civilian,
pointing America to the right direction 
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oath of assimiliation
rather than creating fundamental change.

Now, America, I must confess 
that I take this obligation freely,
as you tighten your grip around my neck 
like an eagle’s talons curling around its prey
without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion,
until blood drums in my ears,
until stars explode in my vision,
until a blue-red flame bursts forth from my lungs—
so help me God.  v

_____________________________________________________
1 Italics are excerpts from the Oath of Allegiance that one must take to become a naturalized citizen
2 Korean terms for different plants, which literally translate into “puppy grass,” “trumpet flower,” 
and “kite bloom”
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another april
Today I end the long cocoon-ment, drop the burlap 
itch and scratch for a pink puffer jacket.
Remember how pretty feels. 

Novel to be with a man I hardly know, to walk on April snow 
just inches above the hard ground, talk nothing deeper 
than winter’s last covering. 

Landscapes in scattered, snow dusted stones. Elk antler scrapes on
aspen bark. Grouse tracks arrowing into the woods. A tumbled rock
neatly snailed in a jelly roll of snow.  

Like a wild animal, I feel his approach, tense as he hugs me from the side. Still 
my body draws toward warmth, forgotten yet familiar
beneath layers of feathers, fleece and flannel. 

Unwrapping my strange shyness, I bare my face, to be touched again 
by breeze, by breath. With curious eyes, he surveys my pale, weary terrain
but says next to nothing, only “It’s all right.” v
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truth at the delicatessen
An hour after I told them they tried 
to pretend everything was normal. 
We went to Canter’s, three bagels,
cream cheese, lox, apricot danish. 

Their grim faces stared into their 
coffees as if the future could be 
written in the pale swirls of cream or 
the sugar spilled from its envelope

which littered the table like grains 
of sand. Yes, the doctors were sure.
There were things they could do 
for the pain but not prolong... 

To their credit they held it together.
It was only when she came back 
from the ladies room that I saw how 
red her eyes were. The waitress 

came by. Carrie her name was. She
had worked there my whole life. 
She said it was a gorgeous day outside 
what could possibly make the three 

of us look so glum? They looked up 
at her stricken. Carrie’s nod was 
imperceptible. She put her hand on 
my shoulder -- she could feel how 

bony it was.  I saw her look at me 
and know, just know. Before we got 
the check, she brought out strawberry
cheesecake – she remembered my

favorite. The staff gathered and sang 
happy birthday while my folks 
tried to not let me see their tears.
You see, it wasn’t my birthday. v
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the boundary of fairyland 
Her name was Helen.
Isn’t it always? 

Best friends since second grade. Disney 
movies, sleepovers, imaginary worlds filled 
with magic and fairies, heroes and curs-
es. Six years of friendship, a lifetime when 
you’re twelve. 

It happened that awkward summer after 
seventh grade. We ran wild through the 
wide world as defined by how far our bikes 
were allowed to carry us. Still playing pre-
tend while knowing the time for such child-
ish games had passed. It was our last hurrah 
before we would be forced to assimilate into 
the 8th grade world of makeup, pretty bras, 
and french kissing. 

We gossiped about a friend of a friend named 
Sarah who had french kissed a boy at the 8th 
grade dance. We were scandalized and in-
trigued while also being totally grossed out 
by the thought of another person’s tongue in 
our mouth. “Why? Why would anyone want 
to do that? Ewww.” 

Sarah said it was gross, but also kind of nice. 
Mostly it just sounded gross.

Helen was better with people than me, bet-
ter at belonging. She moved through the 
world with the confidence of a girl who nev-
er thought the universe would deny her any-
thing. It made our ridiculous make-believe 
games seem almost real. She was, of course, 
always the Princess and I was whatever 
support character we needed for the game: 
the strict queen, the evil sorcerer, the val-
iant prince, the poor blind girl who gives the 
Princess a gift to aid her on her journey.                 

That summer had a feeling of urgency and 
finality. Already Helen was making more 
popular friends. She’d join the ranks of girls 
who are great at makeup, have boyfriends, 
and somehow effortlessly transition into 
high school and beyond. I couldn’t fit in 
with those friends. I might as well have been 
from a completely different country for how 
foreign their world seemed. Were they born 
understanding what color of lipstick to wear 
and how to paint their nails without getting 
it all over the cuticle? 

No, I would remain in the lower echelon with 
the smart, but not popular kids. Band geeks, 
theater geeks, choir geeks, math nerds, sci-
ence nerds, basically any stripe of geek or 
nerd, those would be my people. 

Helen and I were determined to make the 
best of our last summer as BFFs. We would 
play like we were still kids: run around, dig 
a giant hole under her back fence for no rea-
son, swim in her pool, and make up all sorts 
of ridiculous things about local landmarks. 

“Oh! That’s the tree where they hanged a 
Seminole medicine woman! Now her spir-
it haunts these trees demanding a sacrifice 
from all who walk too close.” 

“See these flowers? They bloom here be-
cause a prince cried over his lost princess on 
this very spot!”  

“Oh! Look at these mushrooms. It’s a fairy 
ring. If we step through the middle the fair-
ies will kidnap us underhill and won’t re-
lease us for 100 years!”

I can still picture the exact moment it            
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the boundary of fairyland 
happened. 
In my mind, I’m right there. 

We are running through the woods and 
around the pond, spinning a wild tale of 
witches, a curse, a hidden princess, a des-
perate prince. 

The Florida summer is oppressive and suf-
focating. Sweat and dirt plaster my shirt 
to my chest. Sticky and hot, but having too 
much fun to head back to one of our houses 
for a/c, we slow down next to the lake.

I throw myself onto the grass, briefly squint-
ing up at an impossibly blue sky, before 
watching Helen look for the next storytell-
ing prop near the water.  

Our summer adventures had turned me 
bright red and peeling in places, my mom 
constantly yelling after me to bring sun-
screen. But on Helen it had created a dust-
ing of cinnamon colored freckles across her 
nose, the tops of her shoulders, sweeping 
across her collarbone, and even over the 
tops of her knees. We had played together 
many previous summers, but I’d never no-
ticed the freckles before. Now I find myself 
staring at them. Trying to memorize their 
constellations in hopes of finding a familiar 
path back home. A way to both stay right 
here forever and be grown up already. 

Suddenly Helen lunges at the water, soak-
ing one tennis shoe as she sends up a trium-
phant shriek. Quick as anything she scoops 
up something.

The sunlight, blinding on the water of the 
lake, Helen’s hair flashes like copper as it 
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tries to break free of its sloppy braid, her 
muddy hand grips a fat toad, its legs dan-
gling, lake water makes muddy tracks like 
tiny streams down her arms, her laughter 
shows a bottom tooth that slightly overlaps 
its neighbor. She is beautiful.

My heart squeezes and I can’t breathe. I re-
alize.
No. 
I can’t. 
She won’t.
 
My entire life, destroyed and reordered by 
one red haired girl. 

She runs towards me yelling, “The prince! 
Quick, kiss him! Kiss the froggy!”

Happily ever after is for fairy tales and 
sometimes love is a crueler curse than any 
witch could conceive. 

Helen drops to her knees in front of me. 
“Come on. Don’t be shy. Kiss the froggy!” 
She makes kissy noises and holds the toad 
out towards me. 

I close my eyes and make a wish. Summon-
ing what is left of my childhood as an offer-
ing. A last chance to believe in magic and 
hope and possibility. 

I lean down. 
I part my lips. 
And I swallow the toad. v
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on art, authority and crows: 
a modern fable

 Not long after painting his last por-
trait at Longview Castle, Harold Heckling 
moved to London, installing himself in a 
wee-swank neighborhood named for a stale 
aristocratic game of leisure where he began 
frequenting Canaletto’s Lashing Stick Book-
sellers. Pondering away his afternoons in 
the backrooms of the old man’s dusty shop, 
Heckling eventually hit upon the inspiration 
for his Metapsychological Thrones, a revo-
lutionary break from his previous painter-
ly works into a variety of performance art, 
namely the construction of intricate tableau 
vivants utilizing the bodies of criminals who 
had been hanged for treason. 
 Thousands of naked, rotting corpses 
were established about the streets of Lon-
don, induced to stand in various poses by 
an elaborate system of hidden metal frames 
and clamps inserted into the decomposing 
forms themselves, acting as their very bones 
and sinews.  The exposed cadavers were pre-
sented in the quotidian humdrum of every-
day life: a decomposing woman chastising 
her rotting husband, a decaying man reading 
the evening edition in the shadows of an En-
glish Oak.  The resulting public exhibit was 
both grotesque and wonderful and, while a 
fascination with the exotic and bizarre was 
certainly widespread amongst the wealthy 
of the kingdom, Heckling’s work flustered 
the feathers and gall of the educated critics 
who branded it disgusting, unnecessary, 
and an unjustified and tangible attack upon 
the King and the People themselves.  
 The King was in concurrence with 
this opinion, and a swift justice was in-
voked.  Heckling was arrested on a dismal, 
though poetically rendered, rainy morning. 
Tried that same wet afternoon, he was hung 
in the palace court at sunset.  

 Upon awakening the following morn-
ing, the King took breakfast in bed and read 
the morning edition, wherein a marvel-
ous and intriguing opinion piece regarding 
Metapsychological Thrones cast the whole 
work in a completely different light than 
the educated critics had established.  Cana-
letto’s writing thoroughly convinced the 
King.  He jettisoned his breakfasting accou-
trements across his room, bounded out of 
bed, dressed in a finely tailored modern suit 
and, without a jot of hyperbole, sprinted to 
the Royal Decree Room in the West Library 
breathlessly dictating Proclamation Num-
ber 24,758 to his royal scribes. The proc-
lamation was subsequently read aloud at 
City Square and declared that Heckling was 
a National Hero and Friend of the Crown 
and, in honor of the great artist, the body of 
Heckling would join his last and pinnacle 
masterwork, Metapsychological Thrones.
     And thus the corpse of Heckling stands, 
naked, celebrated, privileged outside the 
Hall of Derby, his left hand shielding his 
dead eyes, his right hand extended out point-
ing to the Great Imperial West as the King’s 
best marksman stand about with raised and 
aimed rifles picking off the rapacious crows, 
ravenous for the decaying flesh of the thou-
sands and thousands of dead. v
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Blue--navy, royal, sky. If we were speaking 
in general terms, I would tell people that 
this is my favorite color because I love all 
the different shades that make blue, blue. 
Purple--plum, violet, a bright orchid color. 
His favorite. But he likes the bolder shades. I 
tend to favor the shyer, more muted, shades 
like lavender.
 
I pick up the spools, unwind the different 
colored strings, trying to make them even in 
length for the friendship bracelet I am about 
to create.
 
I cut seven strings. I group the blue shades 
together, then the purple. I take each pile, 
lie them in my palm to try and make them 
one. I run my hand over them. Smooth them 
together.

They meet. Sometimes they say hi.

I fold the strings in half, so that each end 
meets and a bend forms in the middle. I put 
the bend over a finger, pinch it below so it 
forms a loop. I twist the loop, point it down-
ward, pull the strings left hanging through 
the loop to form a knot to make the loop 
permanent. Connected.
 
Friends.
 
I arrange the strings and we start to weave. 
In and out, end, repeat.
 
Each movement brings them closer togeth-
er, makes their paths cross purposefully. 
Starting the bracelet is exciting, optimis-
tic--this was a good idea.
 
If we are being specific, my favorite color is 

periwinkle because it’s the color where blue 
and purple work together to form one, where 
the line between blue and purple blurs. I 
watch as the bracelet forms, the shades of 
purple starting to melt into blue.
 
The bracelet is a gradient. Purple turns to 
periwinkle turns to blue turns to periwin-
kle turns to purple. Blue and purple are still 
their own but they are one.
 
Stop. A knot. Take a needle to work through 
it, undo it.
 
The string tangles, more knots form.
 
Undo, redo, it’s okay.
 
Sometimes I wonder if forgiveness only gets 
harder. Or if it only feels harder because it 
feels like I am the only one working to fix it. 
Even though he says he wants to.
 
But I pick apart the knots. Because I care. 
The bracelet is no longer perfect, but noth-
ing ever really is.
 
I continue to weave. It looks like a mess. I 
can’t see where things went wrong, but the 
last few rows are messy. I pick up the nee-
dle, try to unravel it so I can fix it again, but 
can’t find where things went wrong. Maybe 
it was a mistake from earlier in the bracelet-
-spots I’d thought we’d fixed but had only 
appeared as if they had been. The strings 
are scarred, fractured, bent from constant 
reworking. Reminders of how they used to 
be so close, so connected.
 
This is not as easy as it once seemed to be. I 
have to stop. I am frustrated, stressed. The 
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string is frayed--weaker--from constant re-
working. There is no hope of finishing the 
bracelet, of it becoming wearable, beautiful. 
I won’t be able to do this right and continu-
ing to fight the strings will make them snap. 
And we are breaking up but we don’t want 
the strings themselves to break.
 
How much can I care about someone who 
doesn’t want to be cared about, or someone 
who doesn’t want to care in return? Does it 
count if I do? But then, if you genuinely care 
about someone, can you ever really stop?
 
We leave the ends of the bracelet loose; we 
had only just begun weaving it. Loose ends. 
Only smooth where they hadn’t been woven. 
Unsure, but hopeful. Potentially dangerous.
 
Because it’ll end up being okay, or I’ll have 
to throw it away.

I leave the bracelet, rolled up in the cup-
holder of the front seat of my car, where we 
had sat many evenings, talking. Right un-
derneath where his palm would meet mine 
and our fingers would intertwine.
 
Months later, he would tell me he thought it 
was stupid that my favorite color was peri-
winkle. Stupid, he said, because it isn’t even 
real. v
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the coats in summer people
 There’s something wrong with you 
if you wear coats in summer. It means you 
don’t live with the people who have tan arms 
and hair kissed by sun, hair that flashes yel-
low and almost-white even when you don’t 
put Sun-In on it. There’s something wrong 
with Mother putting on her wool coat to 
walk to Safeway, slow like in another time 
zone, like walking on the moon, somewhere 
cold and dark, while children are shouting 
and riding bikes and running through sprin-
klers. When I went to see Mother in the hos-
pital there was a man wearing a coat in the 
waiting room, talking to himself, and that’s 
another kind of thing that means there’s 
something wrong with you.
 Theodore wears a coat in summer. 
He wears it when his Big Brother picks him 
up to go shopping, go to Radio Shack, get 
ice cream. When he comes back, sometimes 
he doesn’t have his coat on, and it makes me 
think maybe his Big Brother can save him 
from being one of the coats-in-summer peo-
ple. Or maybe he can’t.
 But most days, Theodore wears his 
coat in summer, and that’s how I know he 
is not a normal boy anymore. I will go to 
school and freeze if I have to, on a sunny day 
in September, and I will stop wearing a coat 
in February, even if the gusts are gusting 
and frost is on the grass by the bus stop, be-
cause I can’t belong to the coats-in-summer 
people, can’t run different forever. I want to 
be in the world of the people who go to the 
beach, who go on vacations, who have lime 
green shorts and eat lime green popsicles, 
not wearing avocado-green coats puffy and 
fat and thick.
 Theodore and Mother have the same 
kind of wrongness to them, the kind that 
makes people get quiet and look at each 

other. One time in a gift shop, the cash reg-
ister lady smiled an uncomfortable smile 
and followed us to the back room when I 
was walking behind Theodore, and we were 
looking at the greeting cards, and the spider 
plants, and the big silver decorating letters 
that said “Beach” and “Relax.” It was hot, 
and everyone had shorts, and outside on 
the sidewalk, people were licking ice cream 
cones piled high with strawberry, mint-chip, 
and chocolate swirls. Theodore was wearing 
a coat.
 You can’t be with us, even when you 
are. It means you’ll see things, hear things, 
feel things, that people in the regular zone 
don’t understand. When Theodore says, 
“They’re out to get me,” I don’t know who 
he’s talking about. He says it again: “They’re 
out to get me.” And Mother says there are 
germs on her purse and on the table, and 
she can’t stop thinking about the germs, and 
it makes her face pinch up and her voice 
shake, soft and high. So really, all that’s 
happening is that they are somewhere else. 
They look off, away at something, over their 
shoulder. They see a dolphin on television 
and say, “There’s a disease you can get from 
marine animals.”
 A coat in summer means you feel the 
wrong season. 
 Or maybe that’s wrong.
 Could be the coat in summer protects 
the skin. The skin of Mother, of Theodore, 
has many more prickles on it than our skin. 
The nurse in the hospital called it schizo-
phrenia, but I don’t think she knew about 
skin. It looks normal, but it is covered with 
tiny little hands that reach out, get slapped, 
and scratch, with small, fragile fingernails 
always trying to hold Mother still, hold The-
odore still.
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 These tiny hands are always getting 
bumped and bruised, all the invisible hands, 
and they have to be gently gloved, covered, 
saved, protected. The coat in summer keeps 
the bones of their invisible hands from be-
ing broken. Also, they don’t have to touch 
people all the time. Touching people creates 
electric currents and it hurts. 
 Mother says the doctors sent electric-
ity through her when she was young, and 
now she doesn’t remember things. She al-
ways remembers her coat, though. I always 
remember there’s something wrong, and so 
I forget my coat every time I can, leave it on 
the playground, ride my bike in my T-shirt, 
get sunburned. I can be one less wrongness. 
I can be with the ones who shop in the gift 
shop and no one says a thing. Maybe some-
day if no one else can save Mother and The-
odore, I can come back from this place to 
their place and give them someone to be-
long to, even with their coats on. v
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the code
 You forced yourself to go to this par-
ty. You figured external noise would be a 
welcome respite from the internal dialogue 
that has played on repeat since the night you 
found out your husband had been cheating. 
I mean, you knew he had a rich fantasy life. 
You knew he objectified women- always 
had. You were one of them early on, back 
when being objectified seemed a worthy 
goal.  There had been more to the marriage, 
of course, but the bottom line is you gave 
your heart to a man whose heart belonged 
to longing. 
 The hosts are good friends. The party 
is outside in their garden. There are tables 
of food and open bottles of wine. There are 
fairy lights strung through trees. There’s a 
fountain with carp. When they rise to the 
surface of the water their mouths look like 
empty eye sockets opening and closing. You 
read somewhere that all goldfish have what 
it takes to become carp, but they only grow as 
large as their environment allows. You won-
der if these were once aspirational goldfish. 
You remember when goldfish were ten cents 
each. You could buy them at the pet store 
and take them home in a little plastic bag. 
You bought a dollar’s worth, filled mason 
jars with fresh water and divvied the fish up 
into two families. You set the jars side-by-
side so the fish could watch their neighbors. 
Every day at school you imagined returning 
home to tiny, finned babies, the mason jars 
and the fish multiplying into an empire. 
 One of the guests at the party throws 
a penny into the fountain. You overhear 
him telling his date to make a wish.  Glass-
es chime, delicate as a chorus of seashells, 
and someone proposes a toast. You climb up 
on the wide, tiled rim of the fountain. From 
this vantage point, you check out the penny 

thrower. His hair is parted on the side, like a 
pastor’s, comb tracks line up nice and even. 
You’re pretty sure that whoever throws the 
penny is the one who should make the wish. 
You wouldn’t want to be with a guy who 
changed the rules just like that and threw 
the penny for you. A woman in a yellow sun-
dress holds her glass high and says the usual 
things about the night being lovely and the 
hosts being generous. You reach into your 
pocket and pull out a coin. You close your 
eyes, taking your time to think of a wish. 
You remember when you were a kid and 
thought you’d cracked the magic code when 
you made all your wishes for more wishes.  
In this moment you realize the code must 
have cracked you because your life has been 
a series of endless wishes.  Upon realizing 
this, a person with initiative would make a 
wish to stop wishing and start doing. You 
are not that person. You wish to be happier 
than you are now.  You throw the coin, open 
your eyes and watch as sightless mouths rise 
to the surface of the water and blink. v

HOME ↑



STAGE & SCREENSTAGE & SCREEN



THE  FAREWELL  BURN
Winner  o f  the  Honeybee  Pr i ze  fo r  S tage  &  Screen

Kara Davidson is an actor, playwright, and teaching artist currently pursu-
ing her MFA in Writing for Stage and Screen at the University of Nebraska at 
Omaha. Previously, she has worked with Manual Cinema, The House Theatre 
of Chicago, Lookingglass Theatre, Chicago Shakespeare Theatre, ABLE Ensem-
ble, Actors Theatre of Louisville, Nebraska Repertory Theatre, and Flatwater 
Shakespeare, among others. She is a co-founder and director of a monthly vir-
tual workshop called The Lab which aids in developing new works-in-progress 

KARA
DAVIDSON

h

h



h
THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW   AUTUMN 2021

56

the farewell burn

CHARACTERS 

    PIPER - A woman in her late 30s. 

    CHET - Her father, mid-60s.  

SETTING 
The Alaskan wilderness. 

     At rise: PIPER sits by a campfire at night in the Alaskan
     wilderness. She’s heavily bundled in winter gear, with a 
     blanket wrapped around her. Her breath comes out in 
     puffs. She huddles herself into a tiny ball to keep warm. 
     Nearby, dogs bark. 

PIPER 
  Hey! Hey! Quiet down now! Get some sleep. 

     The dogs quiet. PIPER rummages in her pack. She finds a 
     granola bar. She has difficulty opening the wrapping with 
     her gloves on. She quickly takes her gloves off, rips open 
     the package, and the granola flies everywhere. She picks  
     up the pieces quickly, shoves them into her mouth, and  
     rushes to get her gloves back on. 

     CHET enters. He is bundled in a heavy coat and wears ski 
     goggles. He carries firewood and kindling. PIPER takes the 
     blanket from around her shoulders and spreads it out. 
     CHET lays the wood on the blanket. 

CHET 
  You get something to eat? 

PIPER 
     (still chewing) 
  Yeah. 

CHET 
  It’s too wet here.
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PIPER

  I know.

CHET 
  I dunno if this’ll light. 

PIPER 
  I know. 

CHET 
  That’s going to become a problem. 

PIPER 
  Dad. I know. 

CHET 
  Alright alright alrigh. Just wanna make sure you’re thinking about these   
  things. Next month when you do the whole trail all together in one swoop,   
  you’re gonna have to think about these things all on your own. 

PIPER 
  I know what I signed up for. 

CHET 
  Do you? 

     Silence. 

CHET 
  It used to be so much easier to find kindling in this spot. 

PIPER 
  I’m sure it was. 

CHET 
  Right after the fire, everything was charred. All the wood caught so easily. I  
  didn’t have any problem with fires when I was on this trail.

PIPER 
  Yeah, well, the Farewell Burn isn’t as dry as it used to be. Obviously. 
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CHET 

  Don’t take that tone with me, Piper. I don’t like it when you talk to me like that. 

PIPER 
  Sorry. I’m just…cold. 

CHET 
  I remember my first Iditarod like it was yesterday. I must have peed myself  
  with nervecitement every day. 

PIPER 
  Nervecitement? 

CHET 
  Nervous. Excitement. 

PIPER 
  Ah. 

CHET 
  It’s an exciting thing you’re doing, Pip. Hold on to the excitement. Because  
  that’s what’s gonna get you through. 

PIPER 
  I’m thinking about dropping out. 

CHET 
  What? You can’t do that! Hannson’s never quit! 

PIPER 
  I am. I’m going to drop out. 

CHET 
  But why? Because your toesies got a little frozies today?

PIPER 
  I’m worried about frostbite, Dad. 

CHET 
  Yeah? 
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PIPER 

  FROSTBITE is a real thing. I could LOSE my TOES. 

CHET 
  And when you signed up you thought that maybe, just maybe, it’d be 50 de  
  grees and sunny come race day? 

PIPER 
  No, of course/ I knew it would be cold 

CHET 
  /Because if you didn’t think it would be COLD in ALASKA in FEBRUARY   
  then little girl you are dumber than I raised/ you to be -- 

PIPER 
  I knew it would be cold/ 

CHET 
  /so then yeah I guess you should quit. Take your name off the list. 

PIPER 
  I only signed up because of you! I’m here because of you! 

     Silence. 

CHET 
  I told you I don’t like it when you/ talk to me like that -- 

PIPER 
  /Dad, I’m sorry I’m just—

CHET 
  I didn’t sign your name to no paper or pay no registration fees. You did that  
  on your own. 

PIPER 
  You sure pushed all the pens into my hands. 

CHET 
  What do you mean by that? 
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PIPER 

  You were 10 years younger than I am now when you completed your first   
  Iditarod. 

CHET 
  So? 

PIPER 
  How? 

CHET 
  I wanted to? 

PIPER 
  Libby Riddles won the thing a week before her 29th birthday. 

CHET 
  I remember that. She made history. 

PIPER 
  And Susan Butcher had won her fourth by the time she was 36. 

CHET 
  Honey, I don’t mean to burst your bubble here, but you’re a first timer.   
  You’re not going to win. Not with all the training in the world. 

PIPER 
  I don’t know why I thought I could do this.

     Silence. 

CHET 
  I can’t answer that for you. I did it because I wanted to. Just because I wanted  
  this for me doesn’t mean you had to go on and sign up for this. This is not an  
  easy course! 

PIPER 
  I know. 

CHET 
  And it’s not like signing up for some marathon that you can quit and hail a  
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CHET (cont.)

  cab to take you home at mile 12. You quit between checkpoints out in the 
  middle of nowhere/ 

PIPER 
  /I want to know how you did it. 

CHET 
  Shit, Piper, you can’t just sign your name to somethin’ that you don’t intend  
  to PREPARE yourself for/ 

PIPER 
  /I did/prepare. 

CHET 
  /without knowing the dangers and consequences of a lack of forethought. 

PIPER 
  I have been training. I have been preparing. I’ve read all the books. I take care  
  of my dogs--they are all fitted with the best gear. But that stretch we just did  
  today--it got me, Dad, it really did. 

CHET 
  Why do you say that? 

PIPER 
  I’m sitting here freezing my ass off, I can’t even take off my shoes to look to 
  see if my toes are black, can’t get the fire to keep heat, I feel nauseous when I 
  think about eating any more damned granola bars, and can’t close my eyes 
  to sleep cuz on top of it all that pack of wolves we disturbed 5 miles ago is 
  surely hunting our dying bodies right now. And most of all, I don’t want to get 
  up tomorrow, with 20 more miles ahead of me, to do it all again. 

CHET 
  Huh. 

PIPER 
  What. 

CHET 
  You got to love what you’re doin’, Pip. In this race, but also in this life. 
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PIPER 

  Yeah, well I don’t know what I love in life either so I guess I’m zero for two. 

CHET 
  Then get out of here. 

PIPER 
  Wish I could. 

CHET 
  Because you’re not proven nuthin’ to me and nuthin’ to nobody sittin’ here 
  whinin’ next to your lame-ass fire. 

PIPER 
  Ever since Owen and I were little, you’ve been pitting us against each other. 
  I’m trying really hard to think of one decision I made for myself--the college 
  I went to, the career I chose, the men I dated--that wasn’t to impress you. To  
  get your attention. 

CHET 
  Owen’s grades were much better than yours, Pip. 

PIPER 
  And now you haunt everything I do--every choice I make!

CHET 
  You won’t quit. I know you Piper. 

PIPER 
  Don’t be so fucking sure of yourself, dad. Don’t be so fucking sure. 

CHET 
  Your mom would hate to hear you talking this way. 

PIPER 
  I know it. 

CHET 
  I am sorry you felt that way. 
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PIPER 

  I don’t want you to be sorry for how I felt. I want you to be just sorry, period. 

CHET 
  But I’m not. I’m not “just sorry period”. Because I’m proud of the person you’ve 
  become. I won’t ever say sorry for that. You can’t make me say sorry for that. 

     Silence. Then CHET throws some wood onto the fire. It 
     doesn’t catch.

CHET 
  So if you were expecting a “just sorry period” when you said your goodbye to 
  me, then that’s regretful that I couldn’t give you what you needed in that 
  moment. Because I am. I am proud of you. So very proud of you, Piper. 

  I know you can do this difficult thing. Shoot, it ain’t that difficult. You’re going  
  to have a great time. It’s exhilarating! It’s empowering! It’s human and beast 
  and nature together! So start getting yourself excited! THAT’s what will get 
  you through! THAT and hearing my voice in your head challenging you to be 
  better. Always want to be better, Piper. At everything. That’s what I hope I left 
  you with: the desire for growth and a great capacity for change. 

     CHET hands PIPER the rest of the wood.

CHET 
  You know how to go out and find the dry shit. So go out and do that. Then, 
  your fire will be warmer. 2+2=4. Don’t be dumber than dumb, Piper. 

     They smile at each other. CHET disappears into thin air 
     and PIPER is left standing, holding the wood. She   
     throws it on the fire and it catches. 

PIPER 
  Thanks, Dad. This race is for you. v

End of play.
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