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The Good Life Review is a 501c3 nonprof-
it literary journal independently operated 
by graduates and candidates of the MFA in 
Writing program at the University of Ne-
braska 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

 I’d like to extend  gratitude and congrat-
ulations to the following:

• Jane Muschenetz for first prize in poetry
• Jennifer Downes for first prize in stage & 

screen
• Alex Sese for first prize in fiction
• Suzi Banks Baum for first prize in nonfiction
• Helyn Trickey Bradley for the Editor's 

Choice award. 
 
 Congratulations also to the runners-up 
in each category: Sequoia Maner, W. W. Webb, 
Adeline Lovell, and Liliana Rehorn. 
 The list does not end there, though. This 
issue also includes some bold artwork by several 
talented artists. These pieces were selected be-
cause they caught our eye and also for the ways 
in which they visually complement the writing 
in each of the stories, scripts, and poems. 
 In closing, I would be remiss if I did not 
mention friend and co-founder Ed Vogel, whose 
enthusiasm was a driving force in the establish-
ment of our team and the creation of our first 
seven issues. As of this issue, Ed has officially 
stepped away from TGLR to focus on other as-
pects of his life. Though his fervor and positive 
energy will be missed, our team remains com-
mitted and will continue to provide a beautiful 
and inclusive platform for writers and artists 
who seek a home for their work. 
 As always, dear readers, I hope you en-
joy every bit of what this issue has to offer and 
that you will return again and again! That’s it for 
Issue #8, Summer 2022.

Cheers to Shade Trees and Honeybees,
~Shyla

v

Dear Friends and Readers, 

 As I sit down to write this letter I won-
der who, if anyone, will read it. It is indeed the 
smallest sliver of work that will have gone into 
making this–the eighth issue of our beloved lit-
tle passion project, The Good Life Review. It’s 
one of the very last things I do before the issue is 
released and always provides an opportunity to 
walk backward in my mind and reflect on all the 
people that came together to make the issue and 
our literary journal possible. Let me be clear, the 
list is long. 
 First, I’d like to acknowledge and ex-
press deep gratitude to the judges of this year’s 
Honeybee Literature Prize: Kwame Dawes for 
Poetry, Charlene Donaghy for Stage and Screen, 
Mary Kuryla for Fiction, and Jessica Hendry 
Nelson for Nonfiction. These fine folks not only 
volunteered their time and expertise but were 
also kind, thoughtful with their endorsements 
of the pieces, and wonderful to work with. 
 Of course, there was also quite a bit of 
effort involved in narrowing down the hundreds 
of submissions we received to the five finalists 
in each category. Thanks to the members of our 
editorial team who carefully considered each 
piece: Annie Barker, Pamela Broadman, Su-
zanne Guess, Erin Owen, Michelle Pierce Battle, 
Carina Faz, and Emily Marvin. Thanks also to 
guest editors Terry Belew, and Cid Galicia who 
are officially joining the team as poetry readers.
 However, the work here truly began in 
the hearts and minds of the authors who were 
willing to share with us. Without their drive, 
imagination, and passion for writing, we would 
not have such amazing work to offer in our vir-
tual pages. This issue features nine outstanding 
pieces from the winners and runners-up of our 
Honeybee Prize and I’m delighted to have had 
the opportunity to work with each of them. 
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FLASH FICTION



LOVE ,  DAD
Winner  o f  the  Honeybee  Pr i ze  fo r  F i c t i on

Alex Sese is a full-time copyeditor in medical communications and a freelance 
fiction and nonfiction editor at Subtle Script Editing. Born and raised in Phil-
ippines, she now resides in Illinois where she gardens, reads, and goes to the 
occasional metalcore show. Her work was published in the microfiction horror 
anthology, 206 Word Stories (Bag of Bones Press). She's on Twitter at @sub-
tle_script.

 

ALEX
SESE
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love, dad
 I dread opening that letter in your 
desk. 
 In fact, every time I even have to 
open the lowest drawer where I keep my 
extra office supplies, a low wave of acid re-
flux plagues me the rest of the day. There it 
is behind a box of staples, tucked in a neat 
business envelope, unsealed. 
 Of course it would be a business en-
velope, Dad. Even on your deathbed, life 
was but a series of transactions and invoices 
that needed to be taken care of. Instead of 
imparting wisdom and regretful goodbyes, 
you delegated the funeral arrangements to 
me and instructed me to bring you all the 
hospital bills to take care of before you go, 
as if you were just going on a business trip 
again and you were leaving me in charge. 
You even read your will to me without so 
much as a tremble in your voice. I couldn’t 
hear you past my sobs, couldn’t answer 
your questions about what else I needed. I 
couldn’t even begin to understand the pros-
pect of being orphaned, and there you were, 
reading it like the agenda of a meeting about 
sales projections. There wasn’t much to 
leave behind anyway. Bit of life insurance, 
mom’s jewelry, the desk. The conversation 
was longer than it needed to be and not long 
enough for what I wanted it to be.
 You were so adamant about the desk. 
For a moment, I was a senior again and you 
were dragging me to every college tour in 
the tri-state area like it was your job.
Then you died, and all I had left to worry 
about was grieving you. That was the job 
you left me. That’s also when I learned why 
the desk was so important. There’s a letter 
in it, handed to me like cash under the table. 
A secret transaction from a serious father 
to a carefree daughter who dropped out of 

college after all your efforts. My name was 
on the flap in a shaky script. Still yours, but 
without its straightness, its usual neatness, 
its no-nonsense, follow-these-instruc-
tions-to-the-letterness. Unlike the printed 
memos you sent me when I moved back 
in without a job or even a prospect of it, 
and you couldn’t even look me in the eye 
for weeks. I don’t know any other person 
who’s received memos from their father 
with announcements of upcoming family 
events, what I’m expected to bring, rent 
negotiations, advice on how to land a job, 
advice on how to find what I want to do, re-
minders of how to keep my new apartment 
safe, and a list of emergency contacts. Each 
memo tucked in a sealed envelope, left by 
my door, reminded me that parenting is a 
thankless job.
 Not this time though, the envelope 
in your desk just had my name. No subject, 
no date. When I first held it, the flap came 
open and revealed several pages folded 
neatly inside. In the light, your handwriting 
in heavy black ink peeked through the pa-
per. I put it back and shut the drawer. What 
else was there left to say between us? What 
last instructions would you leave behind? 
How else could I fail to meet your expecta-
tions now? I had to take an antacid after.
 But sometimes when I’m feeling 
nostalgic and my work keeps me on your 
desk late at night, I take the envelope and 
hold it. I don’t dare open it. Its weight in 
my hands fuels memories of you before 
you took that job, before the business trips 
and missed soccer games, before conver-
sations about futures and GPAs, degrees, 
and MBAs. You wrote, Dad. You sat on 
this desk and scribbled on notebooks and 
used a half-decent typewriter you and mom 
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love, dad
haggled for at the flea market. No matter 
how many deadlines loomed, and how many 
rejection letters littered your desk, you al-
ways found time to write me a bedtime sto-
ry. Short ones, like the notes you left in my 
lunch. You remembered my tests at school 
and left me poems like a lucky spell. You 
wrote me little reminders when mom’s ab-
sence was all I could fill my mind with. You 
wrote about a path that the heart follows, 
the one that led you to mom and, eventu-
ally, to me. It was the last letter you had 
written that started with Dear Kit and end-
ed with Love, Dad. The following year, you 
bought a suit for work and we moved from 
the apartment with the roaches to a house 
with a yard. You bought a car and traded the 
typewriter for a new laptop. 
 It’s enough to make me want to un-
fold your letter, Dad, but I never do. If, for 
some reason, your old muse had returned 
to you in your last days and you wrote me 
goodbye and if, for every reason I can think 
of, it doesn’t offer the comfort you meant it 
to, how am I supposed to write you back? 

v



FICTION



THE  CHILDREN

Addie Lovell is from Brooklyn, New York. She’s currently a junior at Smith Col-
lege, where she is majoring in English and the Study of Women and Gender. 
Her work has appeared in The Masters Review. This is her second published 
piece.

ADELINE 
LOVELL
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 Caroline’s sister calls her, which is 
immediately concerning. Usually, their re-
lationship is relegated to texting once every 
few weeks and a cheap dinner out during 
Caroline’s annual visit home. Caroline al-
most lets it ring, then realizes if she is call-
ing like this it might be an emergency so she 
picks up. 
 “Brittany?” she says, realizing a mo-
ment later that she sounds cold in her sur-
prise. “Everything okay?” 
 “Hey, Caro,” says Brittany. “Yeah, 
of course everything’s okay. I’m in the city, 
though.” 
 “In New York?” 
 “Uh, yeah.” 
 “Why?” Caroline flinches, ashamed 
of herself. She cannot help it. 
 “I just thought I’d come down for the 
weekend.” Her voice is airy and nonchalant, 
but Caroline does not miss the thrum of dis-
appointment. For a moment she truly and 
completely despises herself. “Are you… are 
you doing anything tonight?” 
 “Um,” Caroline says, delaying. “I was 
gonna have dinner with Hannah. But… but 
we’d love for you to come, if you wanted to.” 
Even she is aware of the flimsiness in the of-
fer, the lack of enthusiasm that must sound 
hateful. Christ, what is wrong with her? 
“Please, come. We’d love to see you.” 
 “Okay,” says Brittany, a little more 
chipper. “Sure. Thanks. Where were you 
guys gonna go?” 
 “We’ll come to you,” says Caroline 
quickly, not wanting to bring Brittany to 
her neighborhood, to restaurants where she 
knows the staff, and into their home where 
they have cash and valuables. And besides, 
she wouldn’t know how to use the subway, 
so she’d take a Lyft and then ask Caroline to 

cover for it. “Where are you?” 
 “Um,” Brittany says. “In Manhattan. 
Near Bleecker Street? Hang on, I’ll drop my 
location.” 
 Caroline waits, gritting her teeth 
against her impatience. She’s seeing her 
therapist the day after tomorrow, and they 
will no doubt discuss this whole night in 
extreme detail, and Dr. Turner will make 
her feel less guilty about being such a bitch, 
instead calling it boundary setting or some-
thing. 
 The pin comes through. Brittany is 
indeed near Bleecker Street. 
 “Okay,” says Caroline. “Wanna meet 
at Washington Square Park?” 
 “Sure,” says Brittany. “Where’s that?” 
 “Check your map,” Caroline says. 
Then, gentler, “See you soon. I’m happy 
you’re here.” 
— 
 She calls Hannah after that. “Hey, 
babe,” she says when Hannah picks up. 
“Um. Brittany just called me and told me 
she’s in town.” 
 “Oh,” Hannah says. “Okay. We 
should probably see her, right?” 
 “You don’t have to,” Caroline tells 
her. “But, um, I should.” 
 “No, I’ll do whatever. Should we in-
vite her over?” 
 “No, no. I told her we’d meet her for 
dinner at Washington Square Park.”
  “Sure. I’ll make us a reservation 
somewhere there.” Flooded with relief, Car-
oline says, “Okay. Fuck. God, she sprung 
this on me so fast.” 
 “It’s alright, honey,” says Hannah. 
“It’s just dinner.” Even after being married 
to her for four years, Caroline cannot tell if 
Hannah’s tolerance for her in-laws is real or 
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faked forCaroline’s benefit. Hannah is one 
of the warmest people Caroline has ever 
known, but everyone has their limits. 
 “Maybe it’ll be nice.” 
 That, Caroline knows is a lie, but she 
is appreciative. Hannah, at least, will dilute 
some of the acidity. 
 “Thanks, babe,” she says. “Text me 
where.” 
 “Will do. Love you.” 
 “You, too. Hey, feeling okay?” 
 “Yep! Totally. I’ll see you tonight.” 
— 
 They meet up in the park. She sees 
Brittany right away, sitting on a bench, 
watching a busker perform with wide eyes. 
Brittany always manages to look out of 
place, her body perched unnaturally, like 
she thinks she’s being scouted for a model 
agency for women who look their age with 
the exception of teenage crooked teeth and 
a smattering of chin acne. 
 God, you’re mean, Caroline tells her-
self. She feels particularly awful when Brit-
tany sees her and looks delighted. She leaps 
to her feet and waves, the movements exag-
gerated. Caroline lifts a hand. When Britta-
ny reaches her, Caroline is surprised by how 
tightly Brittany hugs her. It makes some-
thing twist in her chest, hard and fast. 
 Brittany looks good, as far as good 
can go for anyone in her family. She has let 
her hair go brown again, the awful, juve-
nile bleach-blonde look finally retired, and 
she has gained a little weight, but she looks 
healthier than the addict-skinny she had 
been. 
 “I’m so happy to see you,” Brittany 
says. As they’re walking, she links her arm 
with Caroline’s, and Caroline makes an ac-
tive effort not to pull away. She just hates 

forced affection, is all, and they’re a little old 
to be walking around like that. 
 “Me, too,” Caroline says. “I can’t be-
lieve you’re here, did you drive?”
 “Nah. Took the Greyhound. It was 
long as shit, but it only cost, like, forty, 
round-trip.” 
 Caroline is about to ask when her re-
turn bus is when Brittany spots Hannah and 
gives her the same exaggerated wave like 
they are all much closer than they really are. 
 Hannah picked a nice Mexican 
restaurant,  and it is a relief to sit down and 
busy themselves with the extensive menu. 
Brittany drinks two mojitos, which Caroline 
has to tell herself not to judge. She’s twen-
ty-seven years old and, anyway, it’s not like 
the politics of letting someone else, even her 
sister, buy her dinner is really something 
she expects Brittany to understand. And, 
she supposes, you can be in recovery from 
drug addiction and still drink. But actually, 
she has no idea. 
 She should know; she’d seen a bit of 
Brittany’s most recent decline into drugs. It 
was thirteen months ago, the last time she’d 
been home. As she’d gotten further upstate, 
the leaves around her car began to turn the 
colors of an enormous, harmless blaze. She 
drove a little over the speed limit, oranges 
and reds pressing her in, and a little mass 
of anxiety began to calcify in her stomach as 
she drew closer. When she was ten minutes 
from her neighborhood she’d pulled over 
and bawled. Her dread was not without rea-
son. Brittany was living at home with their 
mom, but Caroline didn’t know who to wor-
ry about more. Her father and Brittany were 
the gentlest ones in the family. He tolerated 
her vulnerabilities more than anyone else 
and in return, she tried to resist her tenden-
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cies toward self-destructiveness. Caroline 
usually relegated her visits home to once a 
year, but her father had been dead for three 
months and Becca had called her, half-beg-
ging her to come home for a few days and 
convince Brittany to go back to rehab. 
 “If you come,” Becca, her oldest sis-
ter, had said, “she’ll know it’s serious.” Car-
oline heard the bitterness, the quiet implica-
tion that she only made herself present for 
emergencies. She almost suggested a formal 
intervention, but she realized they would 
probably have to get her brother involved 
for that and that was the last thing anyone 
needed, especially Brittany. 
 When she arrived home, only her 
mom was there. Caroline had told her she 
was coming, and when she’d opened their 
permanently unlocked front door and 
stepped into the living room, she hadn’t 
even stood up. 
 “Hey,” her mom said. “Nice of you to 
come.” 
 “Mom,” said Caroline. She pinched 
the bridge of her nose until the aggravation 
ebbed. “I was worried about you all.” 
 “I’ll bet,” her mother replied. Then, a 
little softer, she added, “Well, the one you 
should be most worried about isn’t even 
here. Maybe you can pick her up.” 
 “Where is she?” Caroline asked. 
 “She’s been at a friend’s since last 
night. That skinny young man who took 
Becca to prom, with the neck tattoo, I think. 
They’ve been spending time together.” 
 “I’ll go get her,” Caroline said. Re-
lieved, shamefully, for the excuse not to stay 
in this small, small house a second longer. 
The smell of cheap cat litter was making her 
nauseous, and the chair her dad used to read 
the paper in sat discolored and mocking. 

 She called Becca for the guy’s address 
and drove the ten minutes to get there. The 
house was a squat, one-story building with 
an American flag hanging over the front 
window. She knocked and got no answer, 
then let herself in. 
 She was immediately dizzy with a 
sense of extreme pariahdom, like walking 
into a high school party full of people who 
hated her. The air was vile with all sorts of 
degrading human activity, and she could 
hear, faintly, something playing on a TV. 
She followed the sound to find a small, dark 
room full of people in all states of intoxica-
tion, an episode of Breaking Bad unwatched 
on the television. 
 “Caro!” Brittany shrilled. Caroline 
had to wait a moment for her eyes to adjust 
before she saw her sister. She was lying on a 
threadbare couch, her legs thrown over the 
arm, her head resting on the lap of a man 
who was so high he looked comatose. “Sit 
down!” 
 “No thanks,” said Caroline shortly. “I 
came to get you, Brittany. C’mon.” 
 Someone behind her snickered, and 
Caroline turned. A man lay there, topless, 
his leer shameless. She became aware that 
this was not only a disgusting room, but a 
dangerous one, and the desire to get herself 
and Brittany out of there angled towards 
desperation. 
 “I’m good,” said Brittany. She patted 
the couch lightly to make her point. 
 “I need your help with something,” 
Caroline snapped. Her patience was non-ex-
istent. She felt a humiliating little quiver in 
her hands. 
 “C’mon, Brittany. We have to go.” 
 Brittany laughed, the sound high 
and mean. “I should probably go, guys,” she 
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said to no one in particular. “Caro’s never in 
town. Can’t let her fancy writer friends think 
she’d give us white trash the time of day.” 
 “Now,” Caroline said, her face and 
voice impassive. Brittany began to drag her-
self up, one limb at a time. 
 “Your sister’s hot,” said a man sit-
ting on the floor, who could not have been 
younger than thirty. Caroline could not be 
bothered to even scoff at him. 
 “She’s gay,” Brittany told him, and 
there were a few whistles and jeers from the 
men. 
 The faint sense of a threat rang 
through Caroline again, and she snapped, 
“We’re going.” As she turned away, Brittany 
stumbling along with her, a bout of hysteri-
cal laughter rose from the remaining group.
 Caroline didn’t speak in the car. Not 
because she was worried she would scream, 
although she was, but because there was a 
slight tremor all throughout her body and 
she didn’t trust herself to drive well while 
shouting at her sister. She bit the inside of 
her cheek to prevent herself from glaring at 
all of Brittany’s dramatic movements from 
the passenger seat, the way she was rolling 
her head back like an imitation of an actress 
in a porno. She reached towards the radio, 
and Caroline caught a flash of track marks 
up her arms. When she turned it on, Xana-
du filled the car, and Brittany giggled and 
closed her eyes, swaying a little. 
 “Fucking turn it off,” Caroline said. 
She kept her eyes on the road while Brittany 
looked her over, then silenced the music. 
 “Why are you so mad at me?” Britta-
ny asked, her voice high and whiny. 
 “Is that a real question?” She swal-
lowed against the bitterness in her voice. 
Reasoning with Brittany right then would 

have been like reasoning with an exhausted 
toddler. 
 “I didn’t ask you to come,” Brittany 
said.
  She looked freakishly thin, Caroline 
thought, the pale streetlights deepening the 
bags under her eyes. 
 “You’re such a fucking control freak. 
How can Hannah stand you?” When Caro-
line didn’t respond, she added, “You think 
you’re gonna stop me from doing what I’m 
gonna do?” 
 They had reached the house; Car-
oline turned the car off, and darkness fell 
over them save for a small white rectangle 
from their living room window. 
 “If you’re gonna kill yourself on 
drugs,” she said, “do it. But mom will kill 
herself, and Becca will blame herself, and 
I’ll never fucking recover because my baby 
sister will overdose in a house full of illiter-
ate pieces of shit when we all tried to fucking 
help her. So as long as you make peace with 
that, I’m not going to drive five hours and 
pick you up from places like that anymore.”
 Brittany unbuckled herself and slunk 
out of the passenger seat and into her room 
where Caroline was sure, she drugged her-
self up again. Caroline stuck around anoth-
er thirty-six hours. She grocery-shopped for 
her mom and bought dinner for Becca and 
her husband and hired a cleaning lady to 
come to the house the next week after she 
left. When she left, Brittany was not there 
to say goodbye. She arrived home late, said 
hello to her wife, and made herself a gin and 
tonic. 
 “You think she’s gonna get herself 
together?” Hannah asked when Caroline 
joined her in the living room. 
 She sank beside Hannah on the couch 
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and took a long sip of her drink. “I can’t help 
everyone,” she finally said weakly. 
 You don’t help anyone, she thought 
and threw back another swig. 
 Two days later, Becca called Caroline 
to tell her Brittany had checked herself into 
rehab. 
 “I guess whatever you said to her 
helped,” Becca told her, almost reluctantly. 
Then she said, “Um, her insurance doesn’t—” 
 “I got it,” Caroline said, “I’ll write the 
check.” It was a relief, actually, to be asked 
for money that time. It was the one thing 
she knew she could provide. 
 Brittany looks mostly okay, Caroline 
decides, throughout dinner. The three of 
them sit in a booth, Caroline and Hannah on 
one side. Occasionally, Hannah will brush 
her foot against Caroline’s calf. 
 Caroline uses their time together to 
gain some insight into her family. Brittany 
is the only one of them who will not answer 
these questions with quips about how she 
should be more involved with them. “I talk-
ed to Mom a few days ago,” Caroline starts, 
her voice light. “She didn’t sound so good.”
 Brittany momentarily stops trying to 
bend her paper straw into something func-
tional. “God, yeah. She’s… yeah. If you even 
bring Dad up, she just—” Brittany brings 
her hand up and mimes tears pouring down 
her face. Their father has been dead for a 
year and a half, and their mother has taken 
it hard. “Becca does a lot of the cooking for 
her, and I do grocery shopping, and I know 
you’ve been sending money, so thanks. And 
so does Martin.” 
 Caroline rolls her eyes. “How’s our 
dear brother?” 
 “A pain in my fucking ass. Excuse 
me,” Brittany says hastily to Hannah as if 

Hannah will be inexplicably offended by 
bad language. Hannah smiles indulgently. 
“He’s fucking always calling me and Becca 
and telling us that we’re not taking good 
care of Mom, that we should do more for 
her. You know what he did? He bought her a 
fucking iPhone eleven. A seventy-two-year-
old woman. Like that’s what she needs.” She 
scoffs, but her eyes glitter with real hate. 
Caroline feels for her. 
 “I’m sorry you’re dealing with that,” 
Caroline tells her. Hannah nods in agree-
ment, her face appropriately sympathetic. 
 “Have you heard from him?” Brittany 
asks her. 
 “Not for a while,” Caroline replies. 
 The last interaction she’d had with 
him had been a long, convoluted text telling 
her what an awful daughter and sister she 
was. It had been sent at four in the morn-
ing and included sentences like I hope the 
Brooklyn key parties were worth missing 
the last few years of your dad’s life and It’s 
insane on so many levels that they're keep-
ing you in the will. Caroline had never even 
heard anyone use the phrase ‘key party’ un-
til that text. 
 “Has he been saying what a bad 
daughter I am?”
 Brittany shrugs, which Caroline in-
terprets as a yes. “I gotta pee,” she says sud-
denly. Caroline looks at the empty glasses, 
the bottoms clotted with wet mint, and is 
unsurprised. “Breaking the seal,” Brittany 
giggles. She stands, steadying herself with 
the table. 
 “No one has said ‘breaking the seal’ 
since sophomore year of college,” Caroline 
says to Hannah, once Brittany is out of ear-
shot. Hannah gives her hand a squeeze. 
 “Babe,” she says, “I might head home. 
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My back is fucking killing me.” 
 For the first time all evening, Caro-
line really looks at her wife, and realizes she 
is a little wan.
 “Oh, god, of course,” Caroline says. 
“Everything—everything’s okay, right?” She 
touches Hannah’s stomach gently. Under 
her cable knit sweater, the little swell is in-
visible. 
 “Yeah, nothing feels unusual. I’m just 
beat.” 
 Caroline nods, kisses her, and says, “I 
don’t think I’ll be long.” 
 Brittany returns, a little steadier on 
her feet, sliding back into the booth with 
surprising grace. 
 “Hannah’s gotta go,” Caroline tells 
her. She tries, momentarily, to find a way to 
leave with her, but she cannot construct a 
justification for leaving Brittany alone in the 
West Village, two mojitos in. 
 “I’ve got an early day tomorrow,” 
Hannah says, apologetic. “Brittany, it was so 
lovely to see you. I’m so happy we did this.” 
 When Caroline had introduced Han-
nah to her family, all they could talk about, 
even more than her being a woman, was her 
being British. She watches Brittany grin at 
the apparent inherent sophistication in ev-
erything she says as Hannah hugs her brief-
ly. “Thanks for dinner.” Brittany gestures to 
the remains of the meal. “See you soon.”

 Perhaps, thinks Caroline, she is read-
ing too much into it. People say ‘see you 
soon’ even when they have no plans to see 
each other soon or at any point. If she ex-
pected to crash with them, she would have 
said, ‘see you tonight.’ 
 It’s not that they don’t have the room, 
or like Brittany is a particularly egregious 

houseguest. It’s just that Caroline pictures 
the whole rest of the night with her sister, 
and breakfast tomorrow, and helping her 
find her way to Port Authority, and feels 
instantly exhausted. The labor of it seems 
so extreme that she almost cannot imagine 
herself having completed it, the day roll-
ing by without her sister there. She does 
not know how she made it so long, living at 
home. Everything seems less bearable on 
the other side of it. 
 Caroline pays right after Hannah de-
parts. Brittany thanks her again. Caroline 
had not been drinking in solidarity with 
Hannah, but she really wishes she had let 
her wife bear the misery of a sober evening 
out with her in-law alone. Caroline could 
have had one drink, she thinks regrettably. 
Even the placebo effect of alcohol would 
have calmed her a little. She does not know 
why this feels so unbearable, her sister’s 
presence and nowhere to go, the music and 
chatter in the restaurant suddenly assaul-
tive. 
 “Dessert?” Brittany says. “There’s 
gotta be ice cream around here, right?”   
 “Sure,” says Caroline. 
 It is still early spring, and ice cream 
at this time of night isn’t entirely enjoyable. 
But they buy it from a place right next to the 
park and sit on the steps of the NYU law li-
brary, looking out at Washington Square 
Park. When their knees bump, it’s uncom-
fortable, like sitting beside a stranger on an 
airplane and having to pull away before con-
tinuing to invade their space.
 Brittany doesn’t talk while she eats, 
and Caroline realizes Brittany has driv-
en almost all of the conversation so far. 
She clears her throat and says, “So, how’s 
work?” Work, for Brittany, is a Goodwill 
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sandwiched between a closed sex store and 
a smoothie joint. 
 Brittany does not answer right away. 
She circles her spoon around the rim of the 
cup, gathers her cookies and cream, and 
licks it off in a way that almost looks sexual. 
Caroline cringes. 
 Flatly, Brittany says, “So you’re really 
not gonna ask me why I’m here, huh?”
 Vague shame flushes Caroline. 
“What?” 
 “Obviously I didn’t take a fucking 
Greyhound six hours to go to M and M 
world.” Caroline laughs weakly, but Brittany 
isn’t smiling. “Well, how was I supposed to 
know?” Caroline says, annoyed. 
 Brittany scowls. “Right, why would 
you even consider anything I’m doing.” 
 “Britt,” says Caroline, hurt even 
though she can’t begrudge her sister the re-
action. “Okay. So, why are you here?” 
 She scoops another spoonful of ice 
cream, the same complete circle around the 
bowl. She does not lift it to her mouth. “I got 
an abortion this morning.” 
 “Oh,” says Caroline. Indifferent, 
overdoing the nonchalance, like she’d been 
told Brittany got a new sweater. “Oh,” she 
says again. “Um. How are you feeling?” 
 She shrugs. “Like fucking shit. But 
I took Advil and that helped.” She makes 
an unattractive puckering noise with her 
tongue that Caroline tries not to flinch at. 
 “You know they told me to go home 
and rest. But I wanted to see you.” 
 Caroline, unsure what else to do, 
squeezes her sister’s shoulder. She wishes 
she were not so cold, she wishes she could 
pull Brittany into her arms without flinch-
ing. Brittany has always seemed so vulner-
able in a way that only the youngest child 

can, and Caroline has had to fight against 
her repulsion at it. She was always a terrible 
protector of her sister and the shame of that 
overwhelms her in a way it hasn’t in a long 
time. 
 When Caroline was twenty-one and 
Brittany was seventeen, Brittany had a boy-
friend named Jimmy. Caroline had been 
home from college, sulking. She hated com-
ing home, but the lease for the apartment 
near campus that she was renting with 
friends did not start for a week. 
 Her family already detested her 
enough for having left them to go to a college 
so far away, an Ivy League at that, full of rich 
kids studying things like philosophy and art 
history who would become Caroline’s good 
friends. 
 Her parents and siblings were all 
rooting for her to fail, at least a little bit. 
It would have humbled her: Caro, who has 
always thought she was better than every-
one around her, leaving to study English, 
changing her name to Caroline. The prod-
igal daughter returned. She didn’t even 
mind. She held onto that, especially at the 
beginning, when she was neck-deep in her 
fear of everyone else at Yale knowing just by 
looking at her that she’d once lived in a trail-
er and had never been on a plane and had 
aborted the quarterback’s baby weeks be-
fore he was declared brain dead in a drunk 
driving accident, a pretty standard occur-
rence in her town. So she thought about the 
other almost-success stories turned into 
cautionary tales, the gym teacher who had 
once looked like she might make it to the 
Olympics for skiing before flunking out of 
her scholarship and the Target general man-
ager who had moved out to Silicon Valley 
to start a business with people he met on-
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line only to have a nervous breakdown and 
move back in with his mom. She thought of 
her sister Becca, three years older than she 
was and married to the most boring man in 
the world, pregnant with his baby and still 
working twelve-hour shifts as a waitress, 
and her brother, selling insurance over the 
phone, his anger that this was his life glit-
tering off of him. She thought of her father, 
who worked for a moving company and 
hardly spoke, carrying the quiet disappoint-
ment of his life so heavily that he started to 
stoop at age forty, and her mother, coming 
home from her lunch lady job to read paper-
back romance novels and heat up meatloaf 
for children who barely acknowledged her. 
She revered these people. She thought of 
them all the time. They all thought she had 
betrayed them, that she was cold and elitist 
and cruel, so she leaned into that, she held 
them up as examples for the worst possible 
outcomes and it worked. The revulsion that 
grew around her like a cocoon protected 
her as she moved forward. She started es-
says the day they were assigned and got a 
job working nights in the library so she had 
an excuse not to party and put all the money 
she made immediately into savings. She was 
about to be a senior and graduate with hon-
ors and, if the internship she had this sum-
mer went the way she hoped and hired her, 
move to New York to work at a publishing 
house. 
 The mutual disgust between her and 
her family had folded on itself into some-
thing enormous and quivering with a life of 
its own, pushing in between them even when 
a conversation with the potential to be pleas-
ant began. “Can I help with dinner?” Caro-
line would ask, and her mother would say, 
“Oh, my cooking isn’t too trashy for you?” 

and Caroline would leave the room. Becca 
would say, “Caro, let’s go out now that you 
can get into bars,” and Caroline would have 
to grit her teeth against unmitigated disgust 
at the thought of going out and watching her 
sister get trashed while her husband laughed 
at her and guys she went to high school with 
leered at her while nursing their activism. 
No one could stand to have her home and 
she couldn’t stand to be there. 
 But that week, she was. Her mother 
was making passive-aggressive comments 
about leaving, how she would be gone again 
next week, and all they had in the way of 
sustenance that adhered to her vegetarian-
ism was Triscuits, American cheese, vanilla 
Oreos, and Rolling Rocks.
 Brittany was still a kid and had not 
yet grown into the resentment her older sib-
lings and parents harbored. Caroline hoped 
that perhaps she would be able to go to 
college and get out of there too. Definitely 
not Yale with her grades, probably not any-
where too competitive, but the state schools 
weren’t bad—she could become a teacher, 
maybe even a nurse or a paralegal if she 
worked hard. Caroline wanted this for Brit-
tany, but not badly enough that she could 
put energy into convincing her. She had 
gotten this far by putting herself first. She 
could not dedicate anything to her family 
without risking being swallowed by them, 
chewed up in the manner that they all did 
to one another. They lived too close to each 
other; it was like being in an airless cell with 
someone, recycling the same air until they 
were being sustained only on toxic gasps. 
She would not be discarded by them in this 
shithole town to make minimum wage and 
drive into Syracuse if she wanted to meet 
other gay women. 
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“Caro,” Brittany said, materializing in the 
kitchen, where Caroline was debating mak-
ing a grilled cheese. She was startled out of 
her bitterness. “Come get a Mcflurry with 
me.” Because the options were that or lis-
tening to Fox News from the living room, 
she had. Brittany had gotten her license 
since the last time Caroline had been home, 
and it felt strange to sit next to her sister 
in the passenger seat. Brittany was playing 
The Dixie Chicks. Caroline watched familiar 
storefronts roll by, greyer and sadder than 
they’d seemed when she lived here. Half of 
them had been shuttered since she’d last vis-
ited. The car rose over a small hill; they were 
getting to the obligatory small-town stretch 
of corporate stores. She used to find them 
kind of dazzling, a clean, predictable world 
of neon lights, a dome of every object and 
food and service anyone could need from 
birth to death, improbably pretty when the 
sunset turned the sky to a creamsicle color 
and bright, familiar signs burned under-
neath the blaze. It depressed her this time.
 Brittany drove past Mcdonald's, and 
Caroline said, “You missed it.” Brittany 
didn’t say anything. “Britt,” Caroline said, 
annoyed, “are you paying attention?” 
 “I gotta go to CVS first,” said Britta-
ny. 
 “Okay,” Caroline said, “what for?” 
 Brittany turned into the parking lot, a 
little haphazardly: the car had a momentary 
suspension in what felt like an arc. Caroline 
held the dashboard. 
 “Caro,” said Brittany, once she’d 
parked, “can I borrow thirty bucks?” 
 “What? Why?” 
Brittany checked her appearance in the rear-
view mirror and applied chapstick. “Morn-
ing-after pill.” 

 “What?” said Caroline, briefly slip-
ping into the prudishness of an old maid. 
“Are you kidding me?” 
 Brittany rolled her eyes. “No. Please?” 
 “Brittany,” Caroline said tartly. “Je-
sus, you have to use protection.” 
 “I know, I know. Can we talk about 
this after? I do want those McFlurries.” Car-
oline retrieved thirty bucks from her wallet, 
handed them over, and watched her baby 
sister flounce inside. She lowered her head 
and pinched the bridge of her nose until 
Brittany returned, plastic bag in hand. 
 “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll get your milk-
shake.” Caroline nodded dumbly. Brittany 
opened the pink box, popped the pill out of 
its foil, and downed it with a final slug of an 
old can of root beer that was sitting in her 
car, getting flat and warm. Caroline thought 
how much packaging those brands wasted 
for one fucking pill.
 “Alright,” Brittany said like she had 
just finished a particularly inconvenient 
chore. “Flurries.” 
 Caroline ended up paying for those 
too. They sat in Brittany’s car, the sky turn-
ing the clementine color that made Caroline 
want to cry, inexplicably, the storefronts 
threaded in gold. It could almost look pretty 
here. They ate in silence for a few minutes. 
 “You do need to use protection,” said 
Caroline finally. She sounded so old. 
 “Jimmy won’t.” Brittany shrugged. 
 “What do you mean he won’t? Like it 
doesn’t fucking feel good?” She huffed out a 
sneer. 
 Brittany shook her head. “Not that.” 
She smirked like she was holding onto a 
juicy, slightly amusing piece of information 
and debating whether to share it. “Alright. 
He wants me to get pregnant.” 
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 Caroline gave Brittany a humorless 
snort. 
 “I’m dead fucking serious,” Brittany 
said. “He wants my baby.” She smiled and 
raised her eyebrows just a bit, like, can you 
believe someone is so crazy for me? 
 Caroline had the momentary sen-
sation of being held under cold water. 
“What?”  
 “He thinks if I get pregnant, I’ll have 
to marry him.” 
 Dread coiled in Caroline’s chest. 
“So—So—you tell him to wear a condom, he 
says he doesn’t want to, and you guys laugh 
and have unprotected sex?” 
 “Pretty much,” Brittany said. “He 
kisses my stomach after, can you believe 
that?”   
 Caroline closed her eyes. Vertigo was 
closing in on her. “How long has this been 
going on?” 
 “‘Bout two months.” Brittany stud-
ied her and clocked, apparently for the first 
time, the blatant horror on her face. “It’s no 
big deal, Caro. Really. Normally I just steal 
the pills, but I figured you wouldn’t approve 
of that. I’m not gonna get knocked up.”
 “Brittany,” Caroline said. “That’s 
rape.” 
 Brittany let out a little snort of air. 
“It’s not. I like having sex with him.” She 
smirked again. 
 Caroline, her voice splintering at its 
edges, said, “If he’s trying to get you preg-
nant against your will, and refusing to wear 
a condom, that actually is rape.” 
 Brittany gave her a long, pitying look. 
“Caro,” she said, “Jimmy isn’t, like, abusing 
me. He wouldn’t have the balls. The reason 
he does that is ‘cause I’m out of his league 
and he knows it. Believe me, he’s a sweet 

guy.” Caroline was taken aback by the con-
descension in her voice. 
 “I’ll kill him,” she said, hearing 
the melodrama in her voice. Everything, 
through her rage, was tinged white on the 
edges. 
 “Oh, my god. It’s not a big deal. I’d 
never have brought it up if I knew you were 
gonna freak out about it.” Caroline felt out 
of control; she wanted to howl. “Nevermind. 
Drop it. Forget I said anything.” 
 Caroline had told Martin. Together, 
they’d waited for fucking Jimmy after his la-
crosse practice, kicked the shit out of him, 
and Martin had said, “If you ever get near 
my sister again I’ll have you in jail where 
you’ll be the one getting knocked up.” Not 
his smoothest, but Caroline appreciated 
the sentiment, and it got across. They had 
driven home together in Martin’s car and 
stopped at the Seven-Eleven along the way 
to pick up sodas. 
 “You think he’ll leave her alone?” 
Martin asked her, as he pulled in front of 
their parent’s house to drop her off. 
 “Yeah,” Caroline said. “Thanks for 
doing that with me.”
 “Thanks for telling me.” They smiled 
at each other, uncomfortable, and then she 
stepped out of the car. It was the closest 
she’d ever felt to her brother, and the last 
time she would feel that way. 
 Now, Brittany looks smaller than she 
had at seventeen, her edges sanded down, as 
vulnerable as she has ever been with Caro-
line. Caroline wishes they were somewhere 
else. The steps of a law school building seem 
so trite for this conversation, and not pri-
vate enough. In a thirty-foot radius from 
where they sit, homeless men are asleep 
on the benches, 17-year-olds blow smoke 
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rings, holding blunts with acrylic nails, and 
a young couple on an early date sits at the 
fountain, facing each other shyly. 
 “Who’s was it?” Caroline asks her 
quietly. 
 Brittany examines her nails. They are 
short and unpainted. “I’ve been seeing this 
guy. His name’s Aaron. He teaches histo-
ry.” She snorts, self-deprecating, or maybe 
mocking towards Aaron for the appalling 
crime of teaching history. 
 “Did he know?” 
 “No. God, no. He’s too—he’s really 
nice, you know? He’s like, the first nice guy 
I’ve ever gone out with. He’s annoying about 
it sometimes. I told him my favorite show 
was This is Us, and on our next date he told 
me he’d started watching it.” Brittany shakes 
her head. Caroline thinks that sounds very 
nice and normal. “I was like, ‘you don’t have 
to be me.’”
 “You said that?” Caroline says, star-
tled. 
 “Yeah.” 
 They look at each other and burst out 
laughing, uninhibited. Caroline is wiping 
tears from her eyes by the time she manag-
es, “Brittany, god, you’re harsh.”
 Brittany grins. “I know, I know. But 
like, I could tell he wants us to like, send 
each other good morning texts and go to bed 
and breakfasts and all that crap. And like, I 
don’t know. Sure, that’d be nice, but we have 
nothing in common.” 
 Caroline grimaces. They both go 
quiet while a group of young drunk people 
pass them, shrieking with laughter like no 
inside joke has ever possibly been as funny 
as theirs. “Wait,” Caroline says, “how come 
you came all the way down for the… to do it? 
The laws are the same up there, right?” 

 “I know, like, at least two girls who 
work at the Planned Parenthood up there,” 
Brittany says. “I didn’t need that.” 
 Caroline nods, unsurprised. She has 
never missed that at home, the incestuous-
ness of tiny towns, the way she could not 
turn anywhere without being assaulted by 
the gossip of others. 
 “Um, and honestly, I kind of wanted 
to talk to you.” Brittany presses her palms 
together as she says this. “I, uh—people are 
weird about this shit, you know? I mean, ob-
viously.” 
 “Yeah,” says Caroline. “I got an abor-
tion my senior year of high school,” she says. 
She’s going for empathy, but it feels stilted 
and forced. It’s like she’s telling her they saw 
the same movie last week. 
 Brittany says, “I wondered if you 
were gonna tell me that.” 
 A cold thrum passes through her. 
“You knew?” 
 “I found the paperwork in your dress-
er drawer a couple months after you left to 
go to college. Dumb to leave that, by the 
way.” 
 “Huh,” says Caroline. She remembers 
not knowing if she would need to hold onto 
that for medical records, and not wanting to 
bring it to Yale, where she was certain she 
would not only be a hick but a slut if anyone 
found out.
 “Yeah.” She pauses. “Do you regret 
it?” 
 “I don’t even think about it,” Caro-
line tells her truthfully. She had not even 
really thought about it then, certainly hadn’t 
grieved over it. It had been the baby of a boy 
who she hadn’t even liked. He wasn’t her 
boyfriend. They had sex at one of the only 
parties Caroline had ever been to in high 
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school, and she can remember how badly 
it hurt, that she had pulled his hair so she 
didn’t scream. She didn’t even know yet that 
she didn’t want sex with any man, she just 
thought it was supposed to be clean pain, like 
the way exercise ached but felt good in the 
end. They didn’t make eye contact in school 
the next day. It literally had not crossed her 
mind to tell him she was pregnant until the 
Planned Parenthood lady asked her about 
the father. 
 Six weeks later, he wrapped his car 
around a telephone pole driving home drunk 
after a party. Everyone whispered about it 
in school, more intrigued than devastated: 
he was a being kept alive by machines but 
he was a vegetable. When his family pulled 
the plug on him, Caroline signed the big 
banner that her school put up in the hallway 
and hardly ever thought about him again. 
When abortion comes up, in conversations 
with her lefty Brooklyn friends or in tweets 
from angry young women she respects, she 
almost never thinks of it as something that 
applies to her, although of course, it actually 
applies more to her than most. 
 “Hannah’s pregnant,” Caroline says. 
“We’re having a baby.” She tells Brittany 
this, she reasons, because six months from 
now, Hannah will give birth and Brittany 
will wonder why Caroline left out this im-
portant detail on a night they spent talking 
about pregnancies. 
 Brittany snaps her head up. “Oh,” she 
says. “Oh, wow.” Then she bursts into tears. 
 “I’m sorry,” Caroline says, bewil-
dered. “I didn’t—sorry.” She flushes, dis-
gusted with herself. She feels close to tears 
too. She is respected, people send her their 
manuscripts and beg her to tell them how to 
improve their language, and right now she 

cannot say anything that does not pour gas-
oline on this flammable situation. 
 Brittany shakes her head. She snif-
fles loudly, and drags the back of her hand 
under her eyes. It’s like watching a little kid 
cry. Caroline fights improbable annoyance. 
She takes her sister’s hand, winces at the 
moisture. 
 “It’s gonna be okay, Brittany,” she 
says, the words sounding flimsy. Brittany 
nods, her face screwed up in grief. “Here, 
why don’t you come back to Brooklyn with 
me and spend the night?” Even as she’s 
talking, she finds herself mentally begging 
Brittany to decline. She’s exhausted. 
 “Okay,” says Brittany, hiccupping. 
Caroline puts her hand between Brittany’s 
shoulder blades. They both sit still. 
— 
 Caroline hopes, in spite of herself, 
that when she wakes in the morning Brit-
tany will be gone, will maybe have washed 
the mugs of tea left in the sink the previous 
night. When she gets downstairs, Brittany 
has not even woken yet. 
 She looks around her beautiful kitch-
en, light pouring in in buttery streaks, a vase 
of wildflowers sitting on the kitchen island. 
She is filled with inexplicable longing for her 
own life. She wants to distill it, drink it when 
she forgets her fortune, the fortune she 
made. Upstairs, her perfect wife is asleep in 
their large, soft bed. Their baby is the size of 
a plum. The one she aborted was only a few 
weeks smaller than the one she and Han-
nah have now, but she cannot muster any 
emotion for it beyond a collection of cells, 
a procedure as impersonal as a root canal. 
She is grateful to whatever it is in her that 
allows that, her own emotional stuntedness, 
perhaps.
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 Brittany’s presence in her home, in 
the light of day, feels oppressive, a wine 
stain on a cashmere sweater. She winces at 
this reaction, but she cannot banish it. She 
wants her life to herself again. She is so un-
speakably angry at her sister for showing up 
here in her life full of pleasures and making 
her think about unwanted pregnancies and 
siblings who resent her and a mother she 
never calls. An ache swells behind her eyes. 
 Caroline is making coffee and steep-
ing in her anger when Brittany emerges. She 
looks like a teenager stumbling out of bed 
at noon. “Hey,” she says, and Caroline says, 
“Hi.”  “Coffee?” Caroline adds, after a mo-
ment. Brittany nods. 
 Brittany piles hers with cream and 
sugar. Caroline adds almond milk to hers. 
They sit across from each other, quiet. 
 “Thanks for last night,” Brittany fi-
nally says. “Sorry I freaked out.” 
 This thaws Caroline some. She says, 
“Yeah, ‘course.” 
 Brittany takes a swig of coffee. Caro-
line remembers to ask how she feels. 
 “Okay,” she says, “better.” 
 “Good.” 
 Brittany watches her, her face full of 
expectation. Caroline busies herself with the 
dishes in the sink. “My bus ticket is for today 
at two. From Port something.” 
 “Oh,” says Caroline, hoping the relief 
does not show through. “Okay. You know 
how to get to Port Authority? No, you don’t, 
sorry. It’s pretty easy from here.” 
 “Cool,” says Brittany. 
 “It was really nice to see you,” Car-
oline says. She feels like this morning will 
never end, like the hour will keep stretching 
itself forth and she will never have her kitch-
en to herself again. Her sister, her whole 

family, are their own fucking planets, bring-
ing a gravitational field into every space and 
dragging her, flailing, into it. She feels so 
ashamed, like the morning after a one night 
stand, wanting to shower and file away the 
evening in a far, strange corner of her mem-
ory.  
 “Yeah,” Brittany says. “Maybe I’ll 
come back? After New Years, or something?” 
 “Yeah,” says Caroline. “Maybe, yeah.”

v
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dear sister
i’d like to think we never experienced a world where foster 
care fostered absence. we went to the roller rink for birth-
days. later we giggled over longed-armed boys with flexed 
jaws & soft faces. we shared a bed cuz, like everyone said, we  
shoulda been twins, anyway. our favorite tv show was i love 
lucy cuz she be acting a fool like no other. we ate good & 
laughed with our whole bodies. we wanted for little & desired 
it all. we were simmer heat flare & flame. when mama beat 
me for being fast you said, “sissy, it’s natural.” when mama 
asked “what’d you do for that boy to lay hands” i said, “sissy, 
no woman deserves this.” maybe we tucked our desire into 
folded notes & tucked our notes into secret drawers. maybe 
we found a door within each other. i'd like to think it could 
have been like that, anyway. a life where we never knew  
group homes, social workers, shelters nor courtrooms. a life 
where loneliness was nonviable cuz even if we didn't have a 
mother we had each other & even if we didn't have a mother 
we had a “mama” & even if we didn’t have a mother we had 
a life. i’d like to think couldn't nothin ever separate us: me & 
my protector from mean girls & bullies, my warrior because 
you had to be, my Atlanta—goddess of perfect aim & unwav-
ering fortitude. Oh, how you slayed for me. 

v
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for those of us forced to flee

For those of us forced to flee,  
the world is forever shrinking down to a single question: 
What can you carry? 
The suitcase of your heart closed tight 
on all the things there was no room to bring— 
your memories of “home,” the snowflake moments  
of your youth, the blooming Lilac tree  
outside your bedroom window… 
a heavy burden  
saps your strength on a long journey, 
bring only what you need— 
homes can be built again, a new tree can be rooted 

Survive 

When you have nothing left to plant, become the seed

v
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where all my sick things go
 The realization that I wasn’t actually 
sick - at least not as sick as my mother told 
me I was - wasn’t as liberating as I thought 
it would be, probably because I never com-
pletely believed it. So when Dad came to vis-
it me in Cork, I found myself talking about 
how not depressed I was, how functional I 
was because X (I was in Ireland),  Y (I was in 
yoga school), and Z (I would describe myself 
as happy).  

 There really is a difference between 
having a mental illness and being a writer, 
I told him while we were walking along Ol-
iver Puckett Street, and he laughed. It was 
Sunday in summer. The sky was grey and 
bright and the streets swarmed with people. 
There was the sound of cafe doors opening 
and shutting, and music playing on street 
corners.  

 We walked and walked and the rain 
didn’t bother us. We walked around Cam-
den Quay and circled back towards where I 
lived. We crossed the bridge near Rutland 
Street and the rain rippled the river. The air 
was neither clean nor dirty. It smelled like 
a hot kitchen with the door open, like soup 
and soapy water. 

 We talked about books. About what 
Alexei and Karenna were up to. 

 Near Douglas Street, we saw a man 
collapsed on the sidewalk. He was lean-
ing with his back to the wall by the bridge. 
There were people crouched next to him try-
ing to help. His face was contorted. It made 
me uncomfortable to watch something sad 
like that when there was nothing I could do, 
so I made it disappear and pointed out the 

gelato place down the road, and the organ-
ic shop where I would go to buy dates and 
Dutch peanut butter. 

 Further up the road, Dad said the 
gate at home’s still broken. I thought of the 
gate and how the dog would stick her head 
through the gaping hole at the base, whin-
ing when we walked up the path to the front 
door. And the front lawn where Alexei and 
I would play paddleball, the red brick wall 
where I would sit with Rico in the sun. 

 Thinking of all this did not evoke any 
sense of home. More than anything it evoked 
the feeling of an absence - one that allows 
you to think of things, but not feel them. Ab-
stractly, I thought of Mom upstairs, sick in 
her room, the blinds cutting the yellow light, 
drawing stripes on the delicate clutter. 

 For the first time, we talked about 
Mom - how her illness had complicated 
everything from fixing the gate to moving 
houses. I told him that since leaving home 
no one else had made me doubt things that 
had happened or been said. I told him I was 
never sick and it felt good to tell him that. 
Stepping over a soda can, I said things were 
the way they were because she loved me too 
much. I wasn’t what she wanted.

 We crossed the bridge again, the wa-
ter underneath tin colored and swollen. We 
walked by taxis waiting at the curb, then cir-
cled back the way we had come. I thought 
what a terrible thing it is to love someone 
too much. And how when you get sick you 
lie in bed and feel your body hurt and watch 
people die on television. 
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 We passed the spot where the man 
had collapsed but he was gone. It had 
stopped raining. There was a stillness to the 
air now, the puddles of water like an after-
math. 

 Dad said she hasn’t been well but I 
knew that already. 

 When we said goodbye later that 
night, I walked home alone and stopped at 
my usual place by the bridge. The two swans 
were on the river again, glowing grey by the 
branches, the reflections from the street 
lamps marking the water. One slept with 
its neck tucked in and the other just sat and 
was still. I felt the absence in my stomach. 

 It was still there when I shut the door 
to my room. I sat on my bed, felt it turn over 
and grow. Now I wanted to remember. But 
it was strange - when I tried to picture my 
mother’s face, I couldn't. It’s not that I didn’t 
remember - I just couldn’t find it. It was like 
walking into a room with no light and touch-
ing what’s closest - never the right things, 
never what you’re looking for. I found the 
ghost of her jawline and the pale green veins 
in her hands. I found the things related to 
her - the black bedside table with its draw-
ers full of chewing gum and chapstick, the 
Buddy Lee dolls on the shelves, the stacks of 
clothes on the bed - but I couldn’t find her. 

 The absence was terrifying in its in-
completeness. Because you don’t forget, but 
you don’t remember either. It’s there but 
you can’t see it, like looking at something 
after standing up too fast, most of it thick 
black spots.

  The absence exists because the thing 
that would otherwise occupy it is not practi-
cal to keep. Only sometimes does the thing 
resurface. It confronts you with the pieces. 
You remember some things but not all. And 
the more you look at it, the more it changes, 
and the less certain you are of what it was. 

 I am sure of very little. Only the night 
that she slammed my bedroom door and 
said she didn’t after. Vaguely I can recall 
the day I died to her. I recall not leaving my 
room for eight days. Things swim detached 
- dust on the blinds and I hate you. I don’t 
know what happened. Maybe I am sick, or 
was.  

 I haven’t been able to see my moth-
er’s face in a long time. When I try I only 
hear the stairs. I see the doorway I would 
stand in sometimes when she was sleep-
ing. I only half-remember things, like dead 
hummingbirds on the front porch. Getting 
pollen on my nose. I could write about home 
in a thousand different ways and never get 
it right. Just pieces of things like the sun on 
my neck and how heavy everything was - 
the leaves shaking at night, Rico on my lap, 
my Peter Rabbit light switch.  Transdermal 
patches that can make you sleep forever, and 
on my bookshelf rows of all my sick things: 
teeth in a box, my bad-dream monkey, my 
bones, my comb, my doll with the broken 
foot.   

v
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backwards and blind
 Grief has made me a morning per-
son. It shakes me awake at three a.m and 
whispers with a hoarse voice into my ear. 
 I’ve begun rowing with my grief. Tip-
ping its pale face to the slow sunrise. This 
is not a metaphor. In April, I joined a local 
rowing club. I made my gawky start in the 
smallest boat imaginable in the calm morn-
ing waters of Oregon’s Willamette River.
 It’s odd how much the geese in the 
early dawn mimic the high keening of my 
heart, or how the splashing of a sea lion roll-
ing around near me in the inky waters, its 
whiskery face catching the morning light 
and a silver fish with equal ease, can bring 
me back from the brink of despair.
 
 I’m grieving the slow loss of my 
mother from Parkinson’s disease. The af-
fliction has shriveled her body and withered 
her brain. Because of COVID-19 restric-
tions, I was barred from seeing my mother 
in her memory care facility for more than 
a year. I talked her through crying jags and 
confusion and paranoia on the phone, while 
she wondered aloud why no family ever vis-
ited her. I told her why every day. She kept 
forgetting.
 
 Now that I can see her in person 
again and hug her slight shoulders, I’m both 
relieved and grief-stricken. She’s declined 
so much in the year we were physically apart 
that I felt my chest tighten the first time I 
saw her again. She is a birthday balloon, 
three days after the party. 
 
 “I’m so angry,” Mom says when I fi-
nally can visit her in her room. “My ideas 
keep falling out of me.” She looks helplessly 
at the floor. “And I can’t get out of this damn 

chair.” Mom pushes weakly on the cool met-
al of her wheelchair, but she can’t move her 
body an inch. 
 
 Balancing in the boat on the Wil-
lamette, I feel the tension between trying 
to stay upright and adding strength to my 
stroke. Don’t tell my rowing instructor, but 
I’m on the water for the peace and the grace, 
and don’t care much about form. But she 
does, so I pretend. My instructor calls to me 
through a blue megaphone in an adjacent 
boat to slow my stroke, to wait half a beat in 
the release position before rolling my head 
and then body and then legs forward in one 
liquid motion. I perform this action clumsi-
ly and it nearly has me gulping river water. 
“Feather your oars!” she calls. This instruc-
tion will save me from a dunk in the cold wa-
ter. 
 
 
 “I’m so scared,” my mother says to 
me one evening when I arrive at The Springs 
Memory Care to tuck her into bed for the 
night. She’s been having night terrors and I 
hope my presence at bedtime might help.
 “What are you scared of Mama?”
 She looks dehydrated, so I hand her a 
glass of water, but her arms shake violently, 
and her hands can barely stand the weight of 
the glass. I hold the back of her head steady 
as I tip the  glass to her mouth. She takes a 
sip and peers into my eyes like a newborn.
 “I’m frightened of what’s going to 
happen to me next,” she says. I nod and we 
say a prayer together, the same short sing-
song prayer that she taught me to recite at 
bedtime as a little girl and that I say now 
with my own daughter every night: “Now 
we lay us down to sleep and pray the Lord 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SUMMER  2022

36

backwards and blind
our souls to keep. …” Mom and I hold hands 
all the way through.
 
 My body needs to be out on the river 
in the weak light of early morning. I need to 
see the sun come up again and again, to be 
reminded that darkness does not last forev-
er. All I want is to be out on the river, mov-
ing forward. 
 
 Except rowers move backwards. 
 
 Honestly, it never occurred to me that 
I would be sitting backwards and flinging 
myself and my impossibly light boat behind 
me with each pull. I think I was imagining 
kayaking when I signed up. I never thought 
about how weird it might feel to fly fast and 
light and backwards! But backwards I go, 
and I feel like a fledgling who has caught a 
lucky draft, adds an easy tipping of its wing, 
and is soaring.  
 
 I’m also rowing blind. I can’t wear my 
glasses easily; they fog up with each breath I 
take. So, I row through this holy, early world 
as Monet must’ve wandered his gardens at 
Giverny: a blurry landscape made that much 
more astonishing without the finer details. 
It’s dreamlike and cold until I get going so 
hard and fast that I wish I could peel off that 
extra shirt I put on this morning without 
capsizing my boat. But I can’t. I don’t have 
the dexterity or confidence yet. So, I slow 
my row and glide backwards through the 
still, black water and see the blurred lights 
in the homes that line the shore flicker on, 
one by one, like lightning bugs.
 
 “Be brave and be strong,” my mother 
told me a few weeks ago when I could final-

ly see her face to face. I knelt on the carpet 
beside her wheelchair, my face mask brush-
ing up against her cheek. She knew who I 
was, recognized my eyes even with a mask 
covering my nose and mouth. I felt her weak 
fingers twine their way in between mine. 
Where will I ever find enough bravery and 
strength to live through losing her?
 
 The Willamette is chilly this morning. 
Ribbons of steam rising like ghosts off the 
glassy surface. I am in a quad. Four strang-
ers in a boat. It’s my first time as stroke seat, 
the position that sets the pace of the boat 
and establishes a rhythm. The four of us sit 
rigid, our oars feathered on top of the wa-
ter. We don’t even remember each other’s 
names, we’re so new to one another.
 “Watch each other’s shoulders!” 
Coach yells. “When the rower in front of you 
is peeling their shoulders back, yours should 
be in perfect sync.” I feel the boat wobble 
as someone behind me tightens their shoe 
grip. I might as well be on a Saltine cracker, 
I think to myself.
 The stern pair, me and a woman 
whose eyes have been wide with fear all 
morning, starts rowing. Arms first, then 
back, then legs. Catch! A smooth motion. 
But we’re not in sync, so the boat teeters so 
far to the right that someone yelps in fear 
before we steady ourselves and try again. I 
try to establish a rhythm, but the inertia of 
the rowers behind me is disorienting, and I 
find myself galloping hard across the water. 
“Slow down, stroke seat!” someone yells at 
me from behind, and my cheeks flame, but 
no one can see my embarrassment except 
the coach motoring along beside us. Later, 
in the dock house after we have together 
lifted the quad over our heads and placed 
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it gently in its cradle, I will apologize to my 
fellow rowers for going so fast, for giving in 
to the rushing momentum, for not numbing 
my brain out with the mantra: arms, body, 
legs, catch! Arms, body, legs, catch!  
 “There are only two kinds of rowers,” 
our coach will tell us. “The kind who have 
been in the water and the kind who will be 
in the water soon.” So, you see, there is no 
getting around it. No matter what, the cold, 
dark is going to swallow me up. The only 
question: Will I resurface?
 
 I ask Dad if he wants me to make 
the call to hospice. We are standing outside 
the entrance to Mom’s facility. His fists are 
jammed in his dress pant pockets, rattling 
change.
 “What happens if your mother has a 
heart attack or something?” he asks. “We’d 
still rush her to the hospital, right? For 
something so serious.”
 I shake my head. “No. We’d call her 
hospice nurse, and they would make Mom as 
comfortable as possible, but they wouldn’t 
try to save her life anymore.”
 “Really?”
 “Yeah, that’s how it works. No more 
visits to the ER. We just do everything we 
can to make her comfortable through what-
ever happens.”
 Dad looks away at something in the 
middle distance. “But we can always cancel 
hospice if we don’t like it, right?”
I hesitate. 
 “Why would we, Dad?” I feel the 
sudden weight of my own lungs as I take a 
breath. “She’s never going to get better no 
matter what we do. We’re only prolonging 
her death.”
 Dad’s eyes are glassy windows in an 

old house. “Boy, I never thought it would 
come to this.”
 
 Hospice is a boat made for four. My 
brother, mother, father, and I barely bal-
ance in its hollow belly. Mom sets the pace. 
The rest of us watch her rail-thin shoulders 
to know when to lean in and when to rest. 
But we’ve never done this before, been so 
eye-to-eye with the imminent death of one 
of us. How do you turn off the urge to rush 
in and save a life when it’s all we’ve been do-
ing for so long?
 
 When it happens, the hospice meet-
ing is surprisingly pleasant. Our social 
worker, Rachel, has nice eye contact and a 
sweet voice muffled only a little by the pink 
mask covering the lower half of her face. I 
believe Rachel is pretty because her eyes 
crinkle nicely around their edges.
  My brother, father, mother, and I 
are cozy together, sitting in Mom’s gently 
lit room with a large picture window over-
looking a garden budding with small, green 
pumpkins and the beginnings of apples on a 
tree. The four of us together feels so famil-
iar we could erase twenty years and still be 
here, talking about the new neighbors, how 
the traffic is worsening, or how the Edwards’ 
German shepherd Max has been overturn-
ing trash cans up and down the street again. 
It’s always been the four of us, slowly rowing 
through our days together. Even the pres-
ence of my mother’s new metal wheelchair 
with its levers and springs and fancy tilt-a-
wheel capabilities doesn’t jolt us out of our 
well-worn comfort with each other; even the 
quiet presence of a hospice nurse and a so-
cial worker doesn’t break this odd spell.
 I take my mother’s familiar hands in 
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mine and tell her we’re having this meeting 
to make sure she’s cared for in hospice. We 
hold our breath. We have no way of know-
ing how Mom will react to the word hospice, 
whether she will throw up her hands and 
give up. We watch her shoulders for some 
indication of the way forward.
 “Good,” she says. “I was wondering 
when this tea party was going to get start-
ed.”
 Afterwards, the conversation turns to 
the weather, and Rachel tells us that during 
the unseasonable hot spell several weeks 
before, where temperatures in Oregon rose 
as high as 113 degrees, Rachel laid wet bed 
sheets on her lawn for the squirrels who 
scrambled down from the trees to lie flat on 
the cool sheets and lick them. I think to my-
self, yes, this is the kind of person I want 
helping my mother, the kind who will lay 
cool sheets out for squirrels. I’m still think-
ing this when Rachel takes me aside in the 
hallway and asks whether we’ve thought of 
final arrangements for Mom.
 “Do you know what her wishes are?”
 A lump in my throat. I’ve swallowed a 
fish. I shake my head.
 Rachel presses a card into my hand. 
“When you’re ready, I can help you make 
arrangements. I know a good crematori-
um if you want to go that way. Don’t delay, 
though. This gets really hard if you wait too 
long.”
 
 Mom’s night terrors are getting 
worse. Often, she believes she has been ab-
ducted by a murderer who has hogtied her 
and is now going after the rest of her fami-
ly before returning to kill her. She says she 
can feel the rope burns on her wrists from 
trying to get out of the hold. Sometimes she 

believes she is being raped. Mom screams 
so loudly and for so long that her suitemate 
cannot sleep and is relocated to a couch in 
the lobby for the night. My brother, a doc-
tor, works with Mom’s neurologist to try 
different drug cocktails in hopes of mitigat-
ing the terrifying hallucinations that often 
accompany Parkinson’s related dementia. 
We’re hoping to level out her fear because 
she still has some good days. But the meds 
are failing. Andrew tells me we are running 
out of options.
 “What are we going to do?”
 My brother screws his mouth up, 
and his eyes slide to the right. I’ve seen him 
make that face a thousand times. Finally, he 
throws up his hands. “Snow her with mor-
phine? Not ideal. It’ll zonk her out com-
pletely.”
 
 I show up at bedtime to tuck Mom 
in. Tonight, she’s wearing the blue china 
pattern cotton pajamas I bought her last 
fall. They match her eyes. She searches my 
face, trying to place me. “Wimma,” she says 
using my childhood nickname. Beneath the 
covers, her hands tremble so violently that 
they resemble twin racing hearts. I cover her 
hands with mine, and her involuntary shak-
ing travels up my arm.
 
 A mother duck and four ducklings 
paddle out alongside me in a line. I’m on the 
Willamette in a single scull and grateful for 
the solitude. An early morning light gilds 
the tops of the leafy trees standing quiet at 
the shoreline. I love the glide of my boat, the 
ease of pulling myself through the water, the 
surprise at the animal-like movement I can 
make in a boat by myself. I think this must 
be what it feels like to be a skimming bird or 
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maybe a flashing fish underneath the waves. 
My eye catches a movement just feet above 
my head and to the left of my small boat. A 
bald eagle making large circles, its bright 
white head catching fire like a match in the 
light. I stop rowing and hold my breath, 
taking in the majesty of this bird, its con-
trol as its circles grow smaller and the eagle 
begins a descent. One more easy circle over 
the ducks before a controlled, blurry dive, a 
last-minute squawk and fluttering of wings 
and a duckling life lost. I open my mouth, 
but the killing is so fast and graceful I don’t 
have time to make a sound.
 Later, as I pull my scull from the wa-
ter and dry dock it in a sling, I catch sight 
of the mother duck. She’s crowded the three 
surviving ducklings under a corner of the 
dock and is shielding them with her body 
and one splayed wing.
 
 “I can’t call the fucking crematorium, 
Andrew. I can’t make myself do it.”
 “That’s okay,” my brother says over 
the phone. “Maybe it can wait.”
 I’m walking circles in my front yard, 
pacing the dead yellow grass that didn’t sur-
vive the surprising heat of the summer.
 “I can’t even call the social worker 
who put the wet sheets out for the squir-
rels,” I tell him.
 “I can call,” he offers, but his voice 
is weary. My brother has spent the last year 
watching people die of COVID-19 in his ER, 
helpless to save mothers, fathers, even chil-
dren gasping for air.
 “No,” I say, pacing the yard. I’m try-
ing to gather courage with each step. “I can 
do it. The social worker said we shouldn’t 
wait, that it just gets harder. How can it pos-
sibly get any harder?”

 “Oh, I think it can get harder,” he 
says. His voice is far away. He’s driving in 
for another hospital shift, his seventh in a 
row.
 “I prayed to God that He would take 
Mom, that He wouldn’t let her suffer any-
more.” I make the confession so quietly I’m 
not sure my brother has heard what I said. 
“I want to take it back,” I cry. “I’m not ready 
for her to leave yet. I’ll never be ready.”
 The phone crackles and I wonder 
if I’ve lost the connection. “It was a loving 
prayer,” he finally says. “And we’ll never be 
ready.”
 
 The mornings on the Willamette Riv-
er are cooler now. Overhead, rusty-throat-
ed geese fly south, sweeping the sky clean. 
Soon, it will be too cold for me to row. Soon, 
the threat of falling into the freezing black 
water will keep me tethered to shore. All 
winter I will dream of a warm day and the 
promise of a perfect stroke.
 My grief says get in a boat. My grief 
says pull the oars through the cold water, 
using my legs to add power. My grief says fly 
over the water alongside the honking geese 
and be glad in the movement, any move-
ment, even if it is backwards and blind.
 
v
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 I want to tell you what it felt like to 
grow up in a girl’s body with no touchable 
lexicon that made sense, that used words 
and references that reflected me as a person 
with a body and not as a conundrum cloaked 
in medical jargon or as a pure home for the 
Holy Spirit or as a temple of doom. I want 
to tell you how my sexual coming of age al-
lowed me to explore the outer reaches of my 
good girl life, and how my body called me to 
burst out of those bounds and make my own 
way.
 It will be years before I know about 
love and that my body has its own knowing 
that is singular to me. But long before love, 
before this holy knowing, I had an intense 
desire for connection and a fervent craving 
to experience what I grew up believing was 
entirely off limits. I was compelled into the 
un-worded territory of intimacy at a time 
when there was little to guide me and no one 
with whom to talk about it.

 And so I begin:

 I’m on my back, on an examination 
table at the public health clinic in Escana-
ba, a small town in the Upper Peninsula of 
Michigan. I’ve stuck my heels in cold metal 
stirrups for my first pelvic exam. This visit 
to the clinic is supposed to be anonymous. 
I had set up this appointment from a pay 
phone, taken Mom’s car, told no one, espe-
cially not my mother. I’m naked under a cot-
ton sheet on a winter afternoon.  I’ve been 
having unprotected sex for six months. No 
guy I’ve encountered wants to be inconve-
nienced by a rubber. They promise to pull 
out before they come. 

 I have too little information about 

this place inside of me that everyone has 
words about. I cannot see this mysteri-
ous place within me, lamentably bloody at 
times, thrilling at others, a carnival between 
my thighs, the place songs I listen to on my 
transistor radio call heaven.
 I have been raised with the threat 
that if I allow intercourse inside this place 
before I am married, I will go straight to 
hell. I am expected to live a chaste and de-
cent life, obedient to God and my church and 
my country and my parents. But it is 1975 
and all of these entities have either failed me 
or faltered horribly. I feel condemned and 
wrong in all the ways I am becoming myself.
 There are people with assigned roles 
having to do with this hidden place inside 
my body, doctors, and a future husband to 
whom I will of course promise to be obedi-
ent. This part of my body is tied to a calen-
dar which even the moon has something to 
do with. This part of my body feels oracular 
and full of sensations I want to read as mes-
sages—this body part is not a bottle, not a 
vial, but a container of something of which I 
want to be in charge. My body asks me to be 
obedient to it.
 I don’t know the real words of sex yet. 
I hear people get called a cunt or a twat. It 
is a put-down to be called frigid, but also 
to have hot pants. Vagina is not a word I 
say. It will take me 20 years to say labia or 
vulva without grimacing. Down there gives 
the general direction of sex but includes 
other things. I want specificity. My time of 
the month is also called a curse, and I sort 
of agree with that. My best friend Aman-
da and I avoid all things vagina, but when 
we finally talk about it, neither of us knows 
how to pronounce the word. The way she 
says, “VAH-gin-ahh,” it sounds like a musi-
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cal term. What do I know? My mother says 
crotch, but that describes where the seams 
of my jeans come together. 

 For the purposes of this writing, I 
will refer to what happens in this place in 
my body as fucking. When I am 17, I do not 
make love, which people say because it con-
jures flowery romance which is what I do 
not experience. Having sex, like having any-
thing—a cold or a car or even a baby—is not 
the right verb. I didn’t call it fucking then, 
but I will use that word now. When I am 17, 
I know that guys come. Jizz comes out when 
that happens. It squirts onto my belly or my 
thighs and hopefully not inside my vagina. 
Breasts seem important, but mostly the ac-
tion is focused on this part of my body I can-
not see. 
 In the six months since I started go-
ing all the way, my body, which is neither 
celebrated nor spoken about, has become a 
generator of heat and attraction that calls 
into question everything I have been taught. 
 I have no idea where I am going in 
my life except for out of this small town. 
Maybe I will go to college. In Escanaba, the 
wood framed houses have few windows. 
They stand situated to take the brunt of the 
harsh winter winds off the lake and endure 
the parching heat of summer. Up until now, 
my body has felt part of this landscape, ca-
pable of walking to school on early winter 
mornings in a short dress and pea coat, knee 
socks and fur-lined boots. Yes, my eyelash-
es freeze stiff, and my thighs sting red, but I 
thaw out during first period Econ.
 I am not going to get married be-
cause no one here wants to marry me. Sex 
has proven there is more to life than waiting 
to do that with only one person. Neither my 

mother nor my church guides me with any 
sort of plan or suggestion, and my body has 
a strong desire of its own. My body wants to 
get me out of this town.

 So here in this health clinic, I am 
looking for The Pill. That is a choice I have 
made.

 But to get to the moment when my 
body and I first made a choice together, 
perhaps, I have to be on a metal-framed 
bunk in Old Shady Nook, the ancient clap-
board two-story house at the edge of the 
birch woods at the camp where I work in the 
summer between junior and senior year of 
high school. The dining room aides sleep on 
bunk beds in small rooms. We tie our hair 
back with matching colored scarves which I 
collect and hang off the mirror in my room. 
The building is full of bats, which makes us 
all very jumpy at night. 
 On this particular afternoon, I lay 
awkwardly on someone else’s lower bunk 
with a very cute boy from the maintenance 
crew during rest time. Miles is a year old-
er than me. We paired up in the tidal swirl 
of magnetic attraction that shapes the so-
cial group of dining room aides and main-
tenance guys.  I have no recollection of the 
conversation we must have had while we 
took a walk around camp one evening when 
I admitted my virginity to him. 
 I have never had a boyfriend. I don’t 
know how to do this part that comes before. 
I press my lips with shiny gloss before Miles 
sneaks in. I wear a halter top and cut-off 
army pants and one of those scarves. 
 The weight of my virginity, which I 
have been led to believe is the sacred thing 
I will one day give to the man I love, tips 
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on this precipice. At this moment, perhaps 
conveniently, I believe my virginity is some-
thing I can live without. And besides, who 
will know? More important to me in this 
moment is Miles, who is not supposed to be 
here. He shows no sign of fear, just a quiet 
steadiness as he pulls down the zipper of my 
shorts.

 “It will hurt a little,” he whispers.
 Losing my virginity right now, at this 
particular moment, has gained momentum. 
I couldn’t pull up my zipper if I tried. The 
mysterious heat inside my body is ignited by 
the combustion I feel between us. To stop 
feels undoable.
 I wonder what he thinks as his dick 
grows hot and hard against my thigh. He 
slips his finger between the folds of my la-
bia, asking if I am wet. This confuses me.
 He spreads my legs apart and they 
don’t move so readily in this direction. He 
doesn’t whisper encouragingly. I let him 
push his dick into my vagina. 
 I shrink back. This is a turning point, 
no return from this moment so swiftly ar-
rived at, there, inside of me. There is noth-
ing affectionate in his manner, nothing per-
sonal in his touch.
 What I don’t see then I have never 
seen, how another enters this place inside of 
me. 

 While I have a high tolerance for 
pain, 46 years later I feel that first penetra-
tion, the sharpness still echoes in my sin-
ews.
 
 But now I am 17.  This is the moment 
I have longed for, maybe not this exact mo-
ment, but something of being chosen by a 

boy. Miles moves over me like a person on 
a mission. I am startled by how close he is, 
his bowl-cut hair. His maybe-beard grinds 
against my face. 
 There is a shimmer once his dick is 
inside this place in my body, where I feel 
something entirely new. And this shimmer 
which feels jubilant–something deeply, qui-
etly, personally, singly, mine-all-mine joy-
ful–occurs at almost the same time that I 
feel utterly ashamed for letting this happen. 
I feel the collapse of all the promises and 
commandments I have ever spoken. But 
there is uplift too. I wonder for a second if 
this has something to do with love. The sin 
of this thing we have done and the exciting 
fun of it crash around inside me.
 Miles does nothing to protect himself 
or me. Neither do I. This is another assigned 
role, a responsibility for the thing that could 
happen inside my body. Since it is my body, 
it feels like it is my job.
 He comes with a grunt muffled in the 
pillow next to my ear. I wonder if I am sup-
posed to do something else.
 He slips out and lifts off me. My hal-
ter top coils under my chin, my shorts ring 
my ankles. As Miles straightens his sleeve-
less basketball jersey, his eyes meet mine 
with a sort of smile. I don’t know him well 
enough to guess his meaning. He zips his 
jeans. With a shake of his thick bangs, he 
leaves Old Shady Nook out the back door 
without saying a word.
 I feel vivid and violated, even though 
I agreed to this. 

 And then an equation assembles 
within me like a theorem in geometry class: 
When a boy and a girl intersect for sex, the 
girl will register many feelings, including 
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pain. No such feelings, including love, shall 
ever be mentioned. 

 I tug on a sweatshirt. My cheeks are 
red and raw from his beard. Embarrassed, 
I hustle back to work along with the other 
dining room aides. We are clear-headed, 
church-going girls hired by this camp to 
serve the campers and staff, and clean up in 
the dining room. I become a leader of this 
pack, all of us wearing those dumb scarves. 
I am good at serving.
 As I walk among these girls, some-
thing new dawns in me because of Miles. 
My theorem expands: When a boy and a girl 
intersect for sex, a boyfriend is made. 
 But Miles doesn’t act like a boyfriend 
at all. Miles does not want to be my boy-
friend even though I believe that what we 
did on the bunk bed made that so.
 We meet secretly at rest time in the 
apple orchard to talk. He is particular about 
my body, how I should sit on a picnic bench 
so my thighs do not spread out on the seat. 
How to not prop my arm up with my elbow 
locked. I coyly set my chin on my shoulder. 
He says this makes my arm look fat.

 These things I never, ever forget. My 
young, soft, long-limbed body. How I walk 
around men. How much I want to be seen. 
Touched. 

 Miles opens the gate. The rules about 
how I am supposed to behave conflict with 
that shimmery sensation that feels like 
mine. The rest of that summer, I flirt, but I 
don’t go all the way with any other guy. 

 Before then, I didn't know how to be 
with boys. My cousin, who is the oldest boy 

in a set of cousins we spend lots of time with, 
is one year older than me. Since his family 
moved to Ford River, we big kids play Rum-
my 500 and London Aire with our grandma. 
Over sparkly cat’s eye glasses tethered to her 
neck with a jeweled chain, she instructs us 
on how to deal and hold our cards. Accord-
ing to her, card-playing builds respectable 
social skills. 
 My cousin teaches me to drive on 
county roads lined with cedar and birch that 
run straight to the horizon in his friend Dar-
ren’s Corvair. In winter, he teaches me to 
skate on hockey blades. He skates up behind 
me to nestle my hips so our ankles touch. 
I feel the way his blades strike the surface 
of the ice. He is a good teacher. My cousin 
is super cute and funny. My crush on him 
makes a hot feeling rise in my chest when 
we go to their house. I get dizzy. We have 
so much fun laughing together and playing 
with all the little kids.
 During my junior year, he teaches 
me how to make out. We sneak into his bed-
room evenings when we are charged with 
babysitting the combined crowd of our sib-
lings. While the television blasts in the liv-
ing room downstairs, the kids cartwheel off 
the couch. Behind his locked bedroom door, 
I learn things that cannot be done on ice 
skates. 

 But my cousin cannot be my boy-
friend.

 I have a pang to know boys. They 
move through the world with apparent ease. 
Girls bake biscuits in home economics and 
take dictation in typing class while boys 
learn to weld, or fix cars in auto shop, or set 
type in print shop. 
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Boys at church are busy. They get to be aco-
lytes in special robes. They light the candles 
set in the candelabras that the Altar Guild 
ladies polished to a high sheen. I watch 
them carry the long candle snuffer which 
they use to blink out the flames at the end 
of the service. They run the control panel 
for the radio broadcast of our Sunday 10:45 
a.m. service. Girls help with the children’s 
choir or take care of babies in the nursery 
during the service. I sing in the adult choir 
when I am in high school, which means I sit 
under the stained-glass gaze of Jesus in my 
black rayon twill choir robe that weighs a 
silky heaviness on my thighs. 
 I study that panel of colorful glass 
opposite the choir loft which depicts Jesus 
just after his resurrection. He stands in bare 
feet on the rock-strewn ground in front of 
the cave where he was buried on Good Fri-
day. His hand rests on the boulder which 
had been moved away by angels or some un-
documented force. He is calm and collected. 
In a few minutes, Mary Magdalene will dis-
cover him. But she is not pictured in stained 
glass. 
 Under the stares of the lock-jawed 
Lutherans in the congregation I feel bored, 
static, unchosen, and unruly.
 Boys in theater classes are more avail-
able. They listen to different music—Steely 
Dan, Pink Floyd, Jethro Tull, jug bands. 
Some of them do sports. But we need each 
other to put on musicals and dramas. I sew 
costumes, learn stage makeup, and paint 
muslin-covered flats. We play charades in 
acting class, but the books and movie refer-
ences are things I have never heard of, like 
The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test or Trout 
Fishing in America. We give each other back 
massages during rehearsals. I practice-kiss 

with smoky-mouthed actor guys by the wa-
ter fountain outside the auditorium. 
 High school expands my world expo-
nentially. But like scenery in a show-stop-
ping musical, the walls of my familiar life of 
family and church are whisked away, and 
a baffling wider landscape appears. I don’t 
know who to talk to about this. My best 
friends are as confused as I am.
 Here, there is no gradual way to ac-
climate to boys, a slow on-ramp to liking 
someone who likes me back. I watch couples 
form and do romantic things in the hallways 
between classes. I feel the weightiness of 
my girl’s life—the social pressure to look a 
particular way, family pressure to behave 
a certain way, expectations at church to be 
a certain kind of person. This place in my 
body feels magnetic and repulsive, indeci-
pherable. On the outside I am pimply, and 
hot, and gullible.
 I need a beginner version of a boy-
friend like I need lessons for driving on ice-
slick roads. But fucking catapults me past 
all that. Fucking grows me up quickly, out-
strips my ability to make good decisions. My 
body throbs with inevitability. But how can 
I reconcile the power I feel rising in me with 
the expectations of a morally upright life? 
Where in this expanding equation am I?
 I do not have boyfriends in high 
school. I am never once invited to a dance 
or hold a sweaty palm of a quiet, smart jock 
like Donny, the doe-eyed boy I’d kissed be-
hind the ice shanty in sixth grade. No one 
pays one bit of interest to me unless they 
need my notes from English or to help them 
learn their lines for a play.
 I feel untouchable. No twirling my 
fingers in the phone cord, leaning on the 
kitchen counter talking to a boy far past bed-
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time. No love notes passed in Algebra class. 
No making out in the shadowed ends of the 
hallways at school. I doodle boy’s names 
in the margins of my chemistry notebook, 
but I don’t wear anyone’s letter jacket. No 
one picks me up in their car. One time, be-
cause of a mistake at a service club meeting, 
a chubby football player with a big old car 
gets stuck taking me to a school function. It 
is sort of a date. He says he’ll pick me up. 
At the appointed time, he honks his horn in 
front of our apartment but my mother for-
bids me to go downstairs, saying either he 
comes up to meet her or I don’t go out. He 
honks a few times and then hits his acceler-
ator and roars off.

 What I do with Miles in Old Shady 
Nook happens a hundred miles north of 
Escanaba, so no one but Amanda knows. 
From the beginning of our senior year, I am 
the loyal senior class president, making an-
nouncements about class business on the 
PA system from the principal’s office before 
the 3:45 dismissal bell. No one seems to no-
tice that I am buzzed. Amanda and I get out 
of school at 2:30 since we are on the early 
schedule. We smoke part of a joint walking 
home, then eat a packet of graham crackers 
slathered with peanut butter at my house. 
We glug down cold milk, then walk back to 
school so I can make the announcements. 
Then we go to play rehearsal. 
 Boys in our high school are not at all 
interested in either of us. We hang out with 
older guys after community theater pro-
ductions or at cast parties. The parties are 
always at someone’s house where there are 
bedrooms with doors that close or couches 
in dark rooms where fucking older guys is 
brisk and daring. I wear dresses, so easy to 

hike up. We are groupies of a popular blues 
band in town. They play at Civic Center 
dances. We do wild things with the band, 
Amanda and I and our other friend Tru. Sex 
becomes currency. A fuck here. A fuck there.
 I do not attend a single homecoming 
dance though I plan the floats, help build 
them, and order the corsages and bouton-
nieres for the homecoming court. I pin their 
flowers on, straighten their bowties. I beam 
at the girls shivering bare-armed in elegant 
dresses and crowns, the guys in suits and 
sashes out on the edge of the football field. 
They smile radiantly, past me and up into 
the football stands filled with their adoring 
fans, these glamorous chosen ones of my 
high school.
 I go to prom with Simon, one of my 
best friends, who is gay. We’ve known each 
other since fifth grade. We don’t want to 
miss our senior prom, dry ice fog pouring 
from under that stairway to heaven we’d 
built. We both wear white. He drives his sis-
ter’s powder blue Mustang, and we fuck in 
the bucket seat. We figure everyone else was 
doing it, so why shouldn’t we? 
 It takes some gymnastic arranging, 
but since we are friends, we talk in full sen-
tences to each other. We are parked right in 
front of the house of the party we are going 
to out on Portage Point. The porch light fix-
ture illuminates the interior of his small car. 
I think this is his first time with a girl. We 
have fun.
 At Escanaba Area Public High 
School, girls who wear heavy black eyeliner 
and tops that show cleavage, who smoke in 
the bathrooms and go all the way with boys 
in cars out in the F-section parking lot are 
called sluts, or easy, or cheap. They are also 
called greaser girls because they are often 



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SUMMER  2022

  47

connect: disconnect
attached to the boys in auto shop. 
 I am not a slut.  But the sex I have with 
older guys never leads to what I thought sex 
was supposed to lead to–being someone’s 
girlfriend, the someone you talk to over a 
single order of hot fudge cake you share in a 
banquette at Big Boy restaurant on Luding-
ton Street. Someone who dares to walk up 
the backstairs to our apartment to meet my 
mom. 

 My geometry/sex theorem requires 
an amendment: When a boy and a girl meet 
for sex, they will not necessarily form a unit. 
In the case of me, no pairing shall result 
from this intersection.

 Amanda worries about me, how wild 
I am. I have gone from nothing to every-
thing. She is ticked with me too because I 
fuck guys who don’t care about me. Her an-
ger does not slow me down. I think she is as 
wild as me. What I don’t see, I truly don’t 
know.
 Amanda’s glamorous older brother 
comes back from Los Angeles to Escanaba 
for a few months. He wears his jeans differ-
ently than anyone I’ve met in town. He has a 
way of getting me into bed that is both funny 
and exciting. After we fuck, he fills my lap 
with books and my head with visions of life 
beyond our small hometown. He talks about 
movies that have never played at the Delft or 
the Michigan theaters on Ludington Street. 
He teaches me to smoke hash. 
 Reggae songs by Bob Marley and the 
Wailers teach me and Amanda how to dance 
differently. We think the wildness we have 
found is different from what everyone in our 
high school does at beer parties out in the 
woods. We believe we get away doing the 

dangerous, stupid things we do with guys, 
drinking Sloe Gin Fizzes at bars even though 
we are under-aged, slipping into beds with 
people we barely know. We go to church 
with our families on Sunday mornings. We 
are members of the National Honor Society. 

 Fucking ignites a freedom in me, a 
part untethered to my mother and my sis-
ters. I am solely in charge of sex most of the 
time. I could not care less that I don’t fit the 
skinny, blonde, straight-haired cheerleader 
type that is the beauty standard at Escanaba 
Area Public High School. I know now that 
the secret power of sex does not make me 
smart, but I crave the sweet sensation of be-
ing desired in the hot wrestle of fucking.

 In the winter of senior year, I face 
what scares the shit out of me. This is, 
as my mother threatened when she first 
had a sense that I might be doing things I 
shouldn’t, “a problem I have brought down 
on my own head.”  While I don’t conform to 
type, I am smart enough to know I play with 
more than fire with all this fucking. 
 In 1976, abortion is legal in Michi-
gan, but I have no clue where I would go to 
get one, or who I could talk to about that. 
I am ignorant about how to purchase rub-
bers or what to do with them. A few girls get 
pregnant in senior year. They wear smock 
tops until they “go away” for a while. I want 
to take birth control pills. It is the best way 
I figure to protect myself. At home, sex is 
never, ever discussed. There are no other 
options. The filmstrip from Kotex sanitary 
pads in Junior High taught me about men-
struation, but that is the limit of explanation 
about the changes my body is going through. 
 I discover a copy of Women: Our 
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Bodies, Our Selves on a shelf in the living 
room, put there by my mother, I guess. She 
doesn’t mention its presence. I read it cov-
er to cover. The book becomes my arbiter 
of worldly knowledge. The photograph of 
a young woman folded onto her knees in a 
pool of blood, dead from a self-administered 
abortion with a wire coat hanger in black 
and white sears into my brain.
 I figure The Pill is my only choice if 
I want to keep fucking. I make an appoint-
ment at the free health clinic out by the com-
munity college. It is on that table under the 
sheet with his fingers examining my vagina, 
that the doctor asks if my mother knows I 
am there. He is her doctor, too.
 I tell him no. He discovers a cyst on 
my right fallopian tube that he says has to 
be surgically removed. So while I make the 
choice to go to the clinic, it is Dr. Nyquist 
who breaks the news to my mom where I 
am, what I came there to get, and that I need 
surgery. I hunch deep in my parka in his of-
fice while he is on the phone with her. I am 
sure she is polite with him on the phone, but 
I have no recollection of what happens when 
I get home.
 My sexual adventures stall while 
I don a modest ankle-length robin’s egg-
blue corduroy robe and have surgery at St. 
Francis Hospital. I don’t understand exact-
ly what this surgery is about, if it will affect 
my ability to have babies, or what else might 
result. The long cut across what the doctor 
calls my “bikini line” surprises me. I have a 
large mound of bandages under my robe.
 A few guys come to the hospital to 
visit. One brings me green grapes. He sits at 
the foot of my bed in a suede bomber jack-
et. He is a graduate from a university down-
state. He writes short stories in a cabin out 

in Wells. He plays with my toes while my 
mother fumes in the hallway. He speaks in 
a low voice, wants to know what is the deal 
with my hospital stay? We talk about books 
until my mom kicks him out. 

 Maybe you’re reading this and words 
like promiscuous or loose or whore run 
through your head. Such a nice girl I was. 
Such a nice girl who discovered the thor-
oughfare of her vagina and once that gate 
opened, did not stop looking to exchange 
her currency anywhere.

 Really. Everyone wanted into my 
body.

 Guys who barely knew my name, who 
did not know where I lived. Did not know 
my family. Or guys who did, who looked 
like they might be a steady thing, but fuck-
ing never, ever led me to anything steady. It 
only led to more fucking.
 Maybe sex did not happen like that 
for you. Maybe you had a sweet gentle en-
try into touch with a person who cared and 
wanted the best for you. Maybe you planned 
the whole thing and didn’t get raped on 
a beach by a maybe boyfriend. Maybe all 
those hickeys on your neck were the story 
of a heavy make-out session where the guy 
stopped, who actually said no, this is not 
what I want to have happen here. Maybe 
you never had bruises on your pelvic bones 
where that jock you’d helped with his lines 
for Spoon River Anthology humped you so 
hard, both of you in zipped-up jeans on the 
floor of someone else’s wood paneled base-
ment rec room, that you could not undress 
in front of your sisters for a month, that 
song by the Raspberries blasts while you let 
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him feel you up, “Please go all the way...” 
 Maybe you are my neighbor Diane, 
who, when a new boy named Paulie moved 
in one street and a block over, you matched 
up with him like dominoes. They are still a 
couple 50 years later. They married during 
college and the rest is their life of jobs and 
houses and kids, joy and tragedy, snowmo-
biles, and sailboats.

 I tossed my choice like a lifeline 
across a chasm of despair to have physical 
connection, the need to join in, in, inside 
my body. But I would not exchange my life 
for Diane’s or anyone else’s. That early wild-
ness does not ruin me in the ways I’d been 
threatened it would. I move forward in my 
small town, on fire by the power of fucking, 
and hungry to get out.

v

 



STAGE & SCREEN



CAMP 
Winner  o f  the  Honeybee  Pr i ze 

fo r  S tage  &  Screen

Jennifer Downes (AEA/SAG-Aftra) is a writer, actor, and producer based in 
NYC. She is the Associate Artistic Director of New Ambassadors Theatre Co. 
Jennifer is a graduate of the William Esper Studio and studied writing under 
Jerome Perzigian and Stephen Molton. Her full length play Tight Five can be 
seen this summer at Cherry Lane theatre in New York City. For links to Jenni-
fer’s body of work, please refer to www.jenniferdownes.com.

JENNIFER
DOWNES



THE  GOOD  LIFE  REVIEW  SUMMER  2022

52

camp
Nothing is more humiliating than being a fourteen year old girl. Except maybe being a four-

teen year old girl about to have her first kiss.

INT. CAMP TALL TIMBERS - CABIN 7 - MORNING 

ALI, a 14-year old ginger with round, gold-framed glasses carefully applies waterproof mas-
cara. 

ALI 
    Clear eyes, full heart, can't lose. 

KENNA, also 14-years old, is trying desperately not to let her eyes water as Ali swipes at her 
lashes. 

KENNA 
    Is that from Remember the Titans? 

ALI 
    I have no idea. It's what my dad 
    says to me every time he drops me 
    off at soccer practice. 

KENNA 
    I'm not practicing my kicks, Ali, 
    I'm becoming a woman. 

ALI 
    Okay, Kenna, if kissing Kevin Weiss 
    counts as becoming a woman, he's 
    bat mitzvah'ed half of the eighth 
    grade. 

KENNA 
    Those are rumors. Literally nothing 
    that comes out of Alex Mouhot's 
    mouth can be believed. You should 
    know that, considering he told you 
    that sharks can get to the fishing 
    pond through underground channels. 
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ALI 

(under her breath) 
    ...we don't know for sure that they 
    can't. 

Kenna, ignoring her friend, inspects herself quickly in the small mirror hung between two 
bunk beds. 

KENNA 
    Good enough. 

ALI 
    Great enough! You're beautiful! Do 
    you want to go over the pitch 
    again? 

Kenna turns, presenting herself to Ali with jazz hands.
 

KENNA 
    Hey Kevin! Want to share a canoe 
    this afternoon? Last paddle of the 
    summer, we ought to make out... of 
    it what we can. 

ALI 
    Did we settle on subliminal? 

A LOUD WHISTLE 

They jump to attention and run out of the cabin, hastily stuffing the makeup under a pillow. 

EXT. CAMP MESS HALL - TWO MINUTES LATER 

Ali and Kenna run into the mess hall, out of breath but trying very hard to play it off. Kenna 
quickly scans the room as Ali wheezes next to her. 

Across rows of long picnic-style tables filled with boisterous preteens exchanging phone 
numbers and social media handles she sees him. Kevin Weiss. 

KEVIN, a 13-year old with long shaggy hair that falls into his face, forcing him to semi-reg-
ularly swing his neck around, swishing his bangs from his forehead. 
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ALI 

(barely able to stand 
upright again) 

    O-whew... Okay, so remember the 
    talking points, and no smell 
    checks. Y-- 

(one last big inhale) 
    You're not subtle about it. 

KENNA 
(already moving away) 

    Uh-huh, got it. 
  
She strides across the loud room straight to Kevin's table. As she arrives, HANNAH HAM-
ILTON, a 14-year old blonde who has already mastered the art of being completely terrify-
ing while smiling, stares Kenna down. 

HANNAH 
(talking to the table while 

keeping her eyes on Kenna) 
    Why don't we find out? ...Kenna? 

The whole table turns to Kenna now, Hannah's steely blue eyes still deadlocked.

Kevin, swishing his hair to get a view, smiles at Kenna and waves. Kenna quickly moves to 
wave back but somehow catches her thumb on her belt loop. She tries to cover it by quickly 
clasping her hands behind her back instead. 

HANNAH (CONT'D) 
    Kenna, you're a foodie, right? 
    Isn't your dad a caterer? 

KENNA 
    He's a chef-- 

HANNAH 
    Right! Chef. So you've had raw 
    jalapeños before, right? They're 
    like, a staple in my house. 

(to the table) 
    My housekeeper is Mexican. 
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KENNA 

(to Hannah) 
    Yeah, totally. 

(to Kevin) 
    Hey, Kev, can I talk to you a sec? 

HANNAH 
(turning back to Kenna) 

    So you could eat one? Raw? 

KENNA 
(only glancing from Kevin 
momentarily to answer) 

    Yeah, absolutely I could. 

Hannah, smiling even more broadly, pulls a small container from the center of the table 
towards her. 

HANNAH 
    Okay! So do it. 

With a glint in her eye, Hannah pushes the peppers towards Kenna, who stares down at 
them, silent. 

A moment. The whole table stares at Kenna. 

KEVIN 
    You don't have t-- 

Kenna grabs a small handful of the peppers and shoves them in her mouth, smiling full-
cheeked at Hannah. 

KENNA 
(through the mouthful) 

    Kehin, can I talh to you foh a sec?

KEVIN 
    Uh, sure! 

Kenna chews the peppers as quickly as she can and swallows hard, turning to Kevin with 
sharp exhale. 
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KENNA 

    So! I wanted to... I was wondering 
    if you'd like to sha-share a cah... 
    Ohmygod. 

KEVIN 
    Are you okay? 

KENNA 
    Great! Great. Um. Let me just... 

She turns away for a second and swipes desperately at her tongue with the sleeve of her 
t-shirt. It's not working. 

KEVIN 
    Kenna, would you want to share a 
    canoe for the river trip today? 

KENNA 
(turning back to him) 

    I-I would love that. 

KEVIN 
    Great! I'll meet you down there! 

Kenna watches him as he re-enters the mess hall. Then, when she's sure he's out of sight, 
she does a small, largely arm based, victory dance. 

EXT. CANOE LAUNCH - LATER 
A dozen campers strap into life vests as the first canoes are pushed away from the shore. 

EXT. TIMBER RIVER - A WHILE LATER 
Kenna and Kevin paddle together in perfect time. 

KEVIN 
(calling over his shoulder) 

    Hey, let's see how fast we can get 
    around that bend!
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KENNA 

    Okay! 

They paddle faster, sweeping ahead of the other canoes and arriving around the bend to a 
beautiful landscape all to themselves. Pulling his oar out of the water, Kevin carefully turns 
himself around in the canoe to face Kenna. She takes her oar out as well and they glide 
along the water. 

KEVIN 
    I... um... before I came down to 
    the canoes I went back to my cabin 
    to... uh... to brush my teeth. 

KENNA 
    Dental hygiene is very important. 

KEVIN 
    I... I wanted fresh breath so 
    that... KennacanIkissyou? 

For a moment, she sits stunned. Then, an explosion: 

KENNA 
    Yes please! 

Kevin smiles and leans in. They hover for a moment, giggling a little, completely nervous. 
Then, after what seems like forever, they kiss. 

Just at that moment, the rest of the canoes round the corner and the other campers begin 
hooting as loud as they can when they see the couple. Kenna and Kevin snap apart, each 
blushing hard, but joyously embarrassed. 

HANNAH 
(from across the water) 

    Hey, Kev, did it taste like 
    jalapeños?? 

Kenna stands up quickly, turning to respond to the jab, but as she turns, she whips the oar, 
still in her hand, around with her. 
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Kevin tries to put his hands up in time, but the oar smacks him full on in the face, knocking 
him sideways out of the canoe and into the water.  

FREEZE FRAME: Kenna realizing her mistake, horrified as she watches Kevin plunge in.

EXT. NURSE'S CABIN - LATER 

OVER CREDITS we see Kevin sitting on the front step of the Nurse's cabin with an icepack 
on his face. Kenna sits down next to him tentatively, unsure of what to say. After a mo-
ment of silence, Kevin leans over, holding his icepack to the side, and gently kisses Kenna's 
cheek. She smiles. 

END

v

 
    

 

 
 



ROAD MUSIC 

Wesley is a farm-raised Georgia native. He knows how to use dynamite and 
graduated from Yale University. He is a former trucker, pharmacy tech, teach-
er, computer programmer, carpenter, handyman, political operative, roofer, 
and business owner. He can operate a range of heavy equipment, owns many 
power tools, and still has all ten of his fingers. He loves to hear a good story 
and can tell a few tales of his own.

W.W. 
WEBB
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FADE IN: 

EXT. TWO-LANE PAVED ROAD - NIGHT 

An approaching CAR zips along the deserted county highway. Its headlights are the only 
signs of human life in the area. 

INT. CAR - NIGHT 

Savage THRASH METAL MUSIC floods the interior. 

Wadded-up food wrappers and empty drink cups litter the car. 

Fighting exhaustion, WARD (20s) clings to the steering wheel. 

His passenger and buddy, DEE (20s) stares grimly at the road. 

IN THE HEADLIGHTS 

Rusted barbed wire and rotten fence posts beyond the road hint at the long-lost glory days 
of cattle herds and cowboys. 

WARD 
    Damn lame-ass shortcut. 

Dee peers at a road atlas. 

DEE 
    Maybe we took the wrong turn. 

WARD 
    Ya think? Geez. 

DEE 
    We could just double-back. 

WARD 
    Fuel’s too low. 

They ride for an awkward moment. 
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A black shape ahead resolves into a low-slung building with a naked light bulb over its front 
door.

EXT. A RUN-DOWN BEER JOINT - CONTINUOUS

Ward parks beside an old dusty pickup. The metal music dies. He and Dee climb out. 
Stretch wearily and size up the place. From within comes a faint murmur, the glimmer of 
lights.

INT. BEER JOINT - CONTINUOUS

The two Road Warriors stroll inside and glance around. The gloomy room has no custom-
ers seated at the beat-up tables. They settle upon two creaky stools at the bar as a burly

BARTENDER (40s) glares at them with contempt.

DEE
    Hey, man. We really need some good
    directions. And could we charge up
    our phones?

WARD
    Yeah, all that, and I want to know
    where the hell we are.

The Bartender ducks into a storage room where out of sight he clumps around and clinks 
beer bottles together.

Ward and Dee wait nervously. Glance around again.

DEE
    Not even a juke-box. Cheap dump.

A deep CHUCKLE erupts from shadows at the far end of the bar.

Startled, Ward and Dee spin in that direction.

From the darkness, a weathered hand grasps the edge of the bar. An OLD MAN (70s) leans 
forward. His beat-up cowboy hat hides his eyes from the overhead lights.
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OLD MAN

    Howdy, strangers.

DEE
    Hey, dude.

WARD
    Yo. Could you help us? We got lost
    after Springfield.

The Old Man hacks and huffs as if he will spit up a lung, then finally hocks a nasty wad of 
phlegm at the floor.

OLD MAN
    You ain’t lost. You just ain’t
    listening. Ya gotta listen to the
    road. The road always listens.
    Always patient, the road listens.

He pauses to suck on a cigarette.

WARD
(softly to Dee)

    Jeepers. What a loony coot...

OLD MAN
    Forever a conduit. Never a
    destination. The road talks. Listen
    to the sound of your passage on the
    road.

The Old Man takes another long drag from his cigarette.

DEE
(softly to Ward)

    Fell off his horse too many times.

OLD MAN
    History. Heartbreak. Wisdom. Joy.
    Tragedy. The road bears witness to
    all who pass. Companion to grass
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    and trees, river and fields,
    mountain and plain, sun and moon,
    rain, snow, hail, sleet, wind. The
    road knows much. The poetry of the
    road. The lullaby of asphalt or
    the steady crump, crump of
    concrete. Just listen to it sing.

He crushes his cigarette into a nearby ashtray, and leans back, disappearing into the shad-
ows.

 
WARD

    Aw, to hell with this hole-in-the-
    wall freak show. Let’s go!

He launches off his stool and storms out the front door.

DEE
    Uh, thanks, fellow...man...dude.

He hustles for the exit.

EXT. BEER JOINT PARKING LOT - CONTINUOUS

Ward unlocks the car and climbs in as Dee rushes outside. Ward cranks up and the metal 
music ROARS back to life. Dee snatches the passenger door open, then stops frantically
patting at his pockets.

DEE
    Wait! Wait! I can’t find my phone!
    Must have left it in there...

Dee dashes back inside as Ward angrily REVS the engine.

INT. BEER JOINT - CONTINUOUS

Still checking his pockets, Dee sprints through the door.

Halfway to the bar, he slides to a stop, thunderstruck.
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The only light inside now comes from the car’s headlights through the open door.

Dust and cobwebs decorate the space. Tables and chairs gone. Stools toppled or busted. A 
RAT scurries on the shelf behind the derelict bar causing the empty bottles to clink togeth-
er.

Dee digs his phone from a pocket, and rushes back outside.

EXT. BEER JOINT PARKING LOT - CONTINUOUS

Dee scrambles into the car and slams the door.

INT. CAR - NIGHT

Wide-eyed with shock, Dee clutches his dead phone tightly as Ward drives with an expres-
sion of fierce determination.

INSET: The LOW FUEL alert glows on the instrument panel.

They ride without conversation for a long moment.

Dee stirs, glances at Ward, then MUTES the oppressive music.

Ward sneers, then shrugs with indifference and drives on.

The car’s rumble and whoosh along the road RISES gradually.

EXT. TWO-LANE PAVED ROAD - DAWN

Pregnant with sunrise, the eastern horizon brightens ahead. The car crests a hill.

In the valley below, a few streetlights and neon signs mark the existence of a small outpost 
of humanity.

FADE OUT.
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