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To our contributing writers, thank you for
trusting us with your valuable words. To our
readers, thank you for supporting independent journals and believing in the literary
arts.
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from the editor
Dear friends, readers, and fellow marshmallow roasters,
Two years ago, in the Autumn of 2020,
I wrote our very first letter for our very
first issue. At that time, the world was upside-down and trying to get a grip on how to
operate during a global health crisis, grave
racial injustices, and an alarming number
of natural disasters. Still, our team had the
drive and determination to persevere. In
that letter, I mention how we continued
to press on despite the “swirling vortex of
doom” because we believed what we were
creating was more vital and necessary than
ever. Now, two years later, the leaves are
turning, fall is in the air, and I’m once again
faced with the challenge of condensing my
thoughts and feelings about this issue, the
lit magazine, and our growing organization
one brief note. There have been a significant
number of changes recently and, in truth, I
am struggling with where to begin.

Poetry, for example, has two fearless pieces by Andy Winter, The Hair Poem and The
Wax Poem. Both use language in unique

This is also true for the CNF in this issue.
I sometimes feel there is no greater risk
in being a writer than exposing the inner
workings of life through nonfiction. These
pieces are raw and real and the experiences shared are heartbreaking. I’m thrilled to
feature Bridgit Kuenning-Pollpeter, and her
striking, evocative flash nonfiction essay,
Mutation of a Body, and am humbled by the
fact that Jessica Pulver trusted us with the
story of how her son came into this world
and what she has suffered and gained because of it. These, and all the stories in this
issue, hold such transformative power I am
excited for the opportunity to highlight each
in the coming weeks.
What I am not excited about is saying “farewell and good luck” to another team member, Allison Guenette. Allison has been with
us as an editor on the poetry team since
the beginning of this journey. She was at
the winter residency where the idea of The
Good Life Review was born and she helped
us shape our vision and approach in those
early months. She is thoughtful, thorough,
and kind and is a lovely person to work with.
Her presence will be missed.
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Perhaps it is best to start with something
that has not changed: the gratitude and appreciation I have for the writers and artists
who have sent us their work. It is always
wonderful to make new connections and
get to know the people who agree to publish
their words and works of art with us. The
pieces in this issue serve well to uphold our
mission of exploring the overlooked–some
are bold and direct, while others are quieter
as they subtly, yet deftly, challenge perceptions. This range is evident throughout each
genre.

and striking ways and twist forms to fit their
aim. This is in contrast with the two poems
by Anne Whitehouse, with more traditional verse, whose meaning is woven through
well-crafted, artful lines. Rounding out the
set of five poems in this issue is one by William Bonfiglio which struck a chord–a seemingly simple observation that reverberates
on multiple levels. My favorite thing about
each of these poems is the way it lingers in
the mind and begs to be read again.
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from the editor
Saying goodbye to team members seems to
be a recurring theme in these letters and one
that is never easy. However, each change
creates opportunities for new people to join
and, ultimately, a shift in our collective energy. In this case, the addition of two new
poetry editors, Cid Galicia and Terry Belew.
Terry and Cid are not new to TGLR as they
have both been readers for us for a few issues now and we’re stoked to have them
agree to take on more!
Deciding to add two new editors made sense
for the situation, but also fit with the needs
of the journal as well. We are growing and
evolving as an organization and, as such,
have been in need of more help and changes
in roles and responsibilities.

As if all of that was not enough, I am also
thrilled to announce that Tacheny Perry,
one of our flash fiction editors, is now also
filling a new managing editor role and Annie Barker, one of our flash nonfiction editors, is stepping in as associate editor. I’m

Again, it is a challenge to condense all of
this, as there is much more I would like to
express but my overarching desire is that
in the coming weeks and months we will
be able to capitalize on the enthusiasm that
comes with so much change. My hope is to
collaborate more on new ideas and solidify
plans for 2023 and beyond, all while continuing to provide a beautiful and inclusive
platform for writers and artists who seek a
home for their work.
For now, though, I would like to close by
saying “thank you” to you, dear reader, for
sticking with us through “the vortex” and
for your support of independent literary
journals. Thank you for believing, as we do,
in the positive impact art can have on humanity and the world.
That's it for Issue #9 ~ Autumn 2022.
Cheers to conversations ‘round the fire,

~Shyla Shehan
v
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We now have two internships that are currently being filled by students of the University of Nebraska Omaha MFA program,
Linda Young and Julia Sample. We are also
branching out to include additional readers
in several of our genres in order to give fair
and adequate consideration to all submissions. In keeping with our original intent
to be independently operated by people affiliated with the UNO MFA program, these
readers all have that in common. This new
list of volunteers includes Debra Rose Brillati who started reading for this issue and
Ciara Hoff and Christine Nessler joining as
of issue #10. Welcome ladies!

extremely grateful for their willingness to
volunteer more of their time and to have
their assistance in shaping the future of our
journal and our organization!

04

FLASH FICTION

RHEA
BRYCE

Rhea Bryce is a writer and adventure-lover living in Bend, Oregon. She graduated from Stanford University, where she studied Computer Science and Creative Writing. She is currently working on her novel which explores rock climbing in Yosemite.

WHERE

where
I am telling you this fact that I know well
and you nod at first but then interrupt with
something different, so I argue my point
and tell you that I’m right, right?
You say it’s cute when my face gets flushed
with blood red belief and then I feel my
cheeks tingle because I don’t know if you’re
making fun of me or being serious so I look
up and ask, really?
You smile and get closer and ask will you go
out with me sometime?
Where should we go?
I keep asking that question for months even
when I know I want food from that Korean
restaurant at the end of the block but you
don’t like kimchi and I don’t have strong
preferences so I ask again, where should we
go?
To Paris! you tell me, eventually, one day,
which makes me smile and you whip up an
itinerary while you cook pasta carbonara
which you are making because I said I don’t
like white sauce but I don’t have a good answer when you ask me, why?

I tell my friend while we sip drinks we ordered one minute before the end of happy
hour and she asks, are you happy? and I tell
her we’re happy and she asks again, but are
you?
We move.
Didn’t you hate them?

Why do you hang out with her?
Why don’t we stay at home tonight?
Why do you need anyone else?
My friend wants to visit and I ask if it’s
okay and you say just a day but don’t I
know that you don’t like people staying
over because of your anxiety and I do know
so I agree to just one day and ask, where
should we go?
The three of us sit in the square that you
like and you go to the bathroom and my
friend puts her hand on top of mine which
makes me smile and she tells me she hates
you and I pull away and she says she can’t
stay quiet any more so I tell her that you
are nonnegotiable and she says that she
loves me but that she’s worried and then
you come back and ask what we were
talking about and I say nothing because
I’m a bad liar so you assume it was about
you and then you yell at me in the square
which makes me cry in the middle of everything and then you push over a chair and
she puts her arm around me and pulls me
back and you yell and I let her guide me out
and she tells me we can take public transit
to her hotel room and for all that I tell you
that I am sorry, I am so so sorry, will you
forgive me?
You go to visit your family far away and I
catch you on the way out the door and say
don’t forget that you love me and kiss you
and then you’re gone and then the next
day you’re still gone and then the next day
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We’re moving.

That girl’s weird, don’t you think?
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where
I start to realize that the door won’t ask
questions or demand answers and maybe I
could just walk through and maybe I want
to.
I call my friend because she said I always
could.
She holds four boxes and I hold five and I
ask where we should go and she says wherever I want.
v
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ERNIE
SADASHIGE
Ernie Sadashige, CPA, is a Philadelphia-based writer. He was a Gemini Magazine flash fiction honourable mention. Find his work there and at The Write
Launch, The Yard: Crime Blog and End of the Bench Sports. Follow him at
@ErnieJourneys.

ERSATZ COFFEE

ersatz coffee
Nebraska, November 1943
Frank Niekamp stirred Postum into his
hot water, his expression as sour as badly
brewed coffee. The mix of roasted wheat
and molasses filled the kitchen with a smell
like soy sauce.
“Wishing for the real thing?” I asked Frank.
“Maybe they’ll stop rationing next year,” he
said. “The Russians took Kyiv, but our boys
are nowhere near Rome.”
I poured Pet evaporated milk into my Postum, my spoon stirring the ivory liquid into
the cocoa-colored mix the way a paddle
churns silt in a shallow creek.
“Newspaper’s late.” Frank looked out the
window.
Our fields were still black in the twilight, the
gray sky hemmed by white fog, reminding
me of the fur coat my sister envied in the
Sears Christmas catalog.
“You shouldn’t wait for the paper.”

We always started our day with the Crawford Tribune, checking the Nebraska dead.
The Army made mistakes. The Meiers saw
their son’s name before the soldiers came.
“Here it comes, Freda,” Frank said, walking
to the door.
“Morning Mister Niekamp.” The paperboy

“Don’t need or want ‘em, boy.”
#
“The government is rationing butter and
milk.”
Frank shook his head after reading the top
story. I held him tight as he neared the obituaries. Erik Raus. I gasped. Rudi and Ida’s
boy. We weren’t close. They lived at the
other end of Dawes County. And they were
Methodists. But they were part of our community.
“Wasn’t Erik in Jakob’s unit?” I asked.
Frank pecked my forehead, a quick kiss before he looked out the window, the one facing away from Fort Robinson. “The Army
would send a telegram or chaplain if Jakob….” Frank wore the sad face he showed
when he came home drunk from the VFW
lodge.
I looked out the other window. There was
a light—too low, too slow, and too straight
to be a shooting star. It split into two when
it turned down our road. Headlights. Even
in the dim dawn, I saw the car was green,
not black. Army cars passed this way all the
time. We were near the base, I reassured
myself. But this one was slowing.
“Frank.” I squeezed his hand.
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“Man’s gotta have a straight head to do a
day’s work.”

handed Frank our copy. “Didn’t mean to be
late. Been at Fort Robinson. The Kraut prisoners are here!” The porchlight sparkled in
his eyes. “You hiring any?”
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ersatz coffee
The car stopped. A flashlight pointed at our
mailbox. The car rolled up our driveway.
Footsteps clattered on the porch, then a
hand knocked on our door.
We froze.
“Hello?”
We rose together. Frank opened the door.
“Mr. Niekamp? Lieutenant Holcomb of the
Office of the Provost Marshal General.” The
man wore a black armband: military police,
not a chaplain.
Frank and I exhaled together.
“Sorry to come so early.” He held out a clipboard. “You haven’t contracted for POW labor. Forty-five cents an hour per man. Hard
work will keep their minds off mischief.”
He glanced to his right as dawn broke over
the horizon. “Have you planted all your winter wheat? Most of your neighbors are behind with so many men off to war.”

#
“We need help, Frank.” My husband sat
stone-like, our last bottle of whiskey on the
kitchen table.
“Let me boil some water for Postum.”

The rear gate dropped. Lieutenant Holcomb
and another soldier jumped out, followed
by six men in blue work shirts and jeans
stenciled with ‘PW’. They looked so young.
And happy. The group walked towards our
neighbor’s barn across the road, emerging
later with a plow hitched to horses.
Something bumped my leg. Frank was holding a war rifle.
“What are you doing?”
“I’ll shoot anyone who comes on my property.”
“They’re boys.”
“They’re soldiers.”
“Not anymore,” I said as they began singing
in German.
We watched them work. Hours passed.
I asked Frank several times whether we
should go. A crop needed harvesting. But
his mind was elsewhere, watching ghosts
from his war rise from their trenches and
run across blasted fields.
The Germans finally stopped for lunch at
about noon. They sat in a circle and ate
sandwiches fattened with enough ham and
cheese to cost us a month of ration stamps.
They had nothing to drink. I went to the liv-
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“My son Jakob’s fightin’ in Italy,” Frank
said, pulling me close. “And I saw enough
Jerries in World War One. Don’t need ‘em
digging trenches on my land.”

We heard a rumble outside. “Deuce and a
Half,” Frank said. A 10-wheeled Army cargo
truck stopped just past the corner window.
I rushed forward, pressing my nose against
the glass. Frank went to our bedroom.
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ersatz coffee
ing room and took eight cups and saucers
from the china cabinet. I boiled water in the
kitchen and put the Postum and Pet milk on
our big holiday serving tray.
“I’m giving those boys a Cornhusker welcome.”
Frank glared and opened the window. The
rifle stayed behind the curtain.
I walked across the street. Holcomb met me.
“Thought you boys might like something
warm.”
“Much obliged, ma’am.”
“Freda.”
“Freda,” he bowed, then said something in
German. I placed the tray in the center of
the circle and knelt. I poured a cup of hot
water and added Postum and Pet milk and
handed it to the nearest POW. He sniffed
and laughed.

He nodded. “I’ll bring fresh ground beans
tomorrow. Please join us for lunch. Bring
the hot water.”
He shouted at the prisoners. “Told ‘em to
mind their manners and drink up.”
I sat with the crew until lunch was over.
“Hope my husband will hire them when
you’re done here.”
I rose and turned to our house, then startled. Frank had hung the American flag on
our porch, something we only did on holidays. I crossed the street and walked inside.
He met my eyes.
“We’re having real coffee tomorrow,” I said.
“Join us.”
v

“Muckefuck.”

“Mocca faux. Klaus says it smells like their
acorn coffee.”
“Sorry. We don’t have the real stuff.”
Holcomb’s eyes widened. “Got plenty of coffee on base. They’re spoiled.”
“Prisoners get coffee?”
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“Hey,” Holcomb yelled, “you’re talking to
a lady.” The prisoner spoke rapidly in German. Holcomb translated.
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POETRY

ANDY
WINTER
Andy Winter (they/them/she/her) is a non-binary trans-femme ice goddess from the sunny city of Singapore. Their works have appeared in adda,
beestung, SAND, Stellium, and Strange Horizons amongst others. They were a
’22 Lambda Literary Poetry Fellow. Find them chilling at https://whispersinwinter.wordpress.com/

TWO POEMS:
THE HAIR POEM: A HAIBUN &
THE WAX POEM

the hair poem: a haibun
{pulse}{pulse}{pulse}{pulse}{pulse}
{root}{follicle}{root}{follicle}
{pulse}{pulse}{pulse}{pulse}{pulse}
I gouge a pumpkin, rub its entrails around my lips & chin. Its orange blood conceals all that’s purple & blue. This is an ancient ritual, passed down through generations of witches. How to trick the light – the bane of witches. Light that is harsh,
light that is natural. Light that exposes the slightest fuzz of a peach. The shadow
of unwanted growth. The chinks in glamour. Enough to make a witch wobble in
her heels.
Hello! We see that you’ve signed up for a Free Trial! Do
walk-in to any of our stores to enjoy your Free IPL Session
(Free 20 IPL Shots)! See you!!
Every two weeks, I pay for someone to inject beams of light into my face. We use
aloe vera in our rituals now. We have mechanical teeth that plucks out the deepest
darkest secrets. Modern spells for modern shapeshifters.

What does epilation have in common with translation? Something is removed,
something gets lost. Vellum into voice, coarse into smooth, root into air.
Feedback on your session & get 5 IPL Shots!
<https://tiny.one/4d86urrw/2101845>. Review us
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Thank you for signing up! Simply walk-in to any store and
flash this <<SMSFOC20>> to the staff to receive your Free
20 IPL Shots! *Mobile number used for online registration
and in-stores’ visit is the same. For further help, do Whatsapp
us at 90050550
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the hair poem: a haibun
on FB for a chance to WIN 100 IPL Shots!
<https://bit.ly/2TpN2iU>
I like my men clean-shaven, jawlines smooth & sharp. I wonder if I’m attracted to
such features because I suffered so much to attain them.
Feedback on your session & get 5 IPL Shots!
<https://tiny.one/4d86urrw/2148100>. Review us
on FB for a chance to WIN 100 IPL Shots!
<https://bit.ly/2TpN2iU>
Every three months, I sculpt my brows with tweezer & thread. There is a certain
pleasure in the way wax plucks away the traces of puberty. Past a certain point, I
stopped feeling—
{pain}{pain}{pain}{pain}{is}
{pleasure}{is}{beauty}{&}{i}
{am}{the}{prettiest}
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the wax poem
i.
wax = to seal, to strip.
i have sliced myself open like an envelope countless times. i
am just a letter. that yearns to be licked, to be stamped. that
never gets sent. always lost in the mailroom, on the bathroom
floor, at the bottom of the sea. siren song of foam & razor.
ii.
wax = to lyric, to open your gab & have a garden spill out.
if i wish to speak, i stuff my mouth full. the days of the lunar
new year can’t seem to pass by any sooner. the love letters
flake, around the corners of chapped petals. no one can call
me flowery. no one can call me fruity. if i cannot be heard.
iii.
wax = to evolve, to become, to grow close to fullness

weightless yet anchored
not to the ground
but to some other world
some other future
v
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i change my face more frequently than the moon. she has
nothing on me. i am crescent-lidded & gibbous-cheeked. body
interstellar. body in transit. body in orbit.
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ANNE
WHITEHOUSE

Anne Whitehouse’s most recent poetry collection is OUTSIDE FROM THE INSIDE (Dos Madres Press, 2020), and her most recent chapbook is ESCAPING
LEE MILLER (Ethel Zine and Micro Press, 2021). A new chapbook, FRIDA,
about Frida Kahlo, is forthcoming from Ethel Zine and Micro Press in December 2022.

TWO POEMS:
YAHRZEIT &
MEDITATION AT NORTH BEACH PARK,
BURLINGTON

yahrzeit
My parents were rarely on the same wavelength.
Most of the time they talked at each other,
not to each other. But here they are,
by a quirk of the Hebrew calendar,
yoked forever and forever,
until the end of time,
sharing the same Yahrzeit,
although one died in February
and the other in March,
two years apart.
Every year I pray for them together
and speak their names together
before my congregation.
v

THE GOOD LIFE REVIEW AUTUMN 2022

20

Meditation at North Beach Park,
Burlington
Thickly wooded Juniper Island
rises from the lake
within swimming distance from shore.
The sloping peaks of the Adirondacks,
misty blue and far off in the distance,
belong to heaven and not to earth.
From the beach I watch a storm
gather from the mountains,
then sweep over the lake.
Whitecaps form on the surface.
It is like the sea,
and it is not like the sea.
Rain falls in large drops
propelled by a breeze,
and a canopy on aluminum poles
topples on the beach,
somersaulting erratically.

I think of the mountains, eons old.
When they were formed,
fault lines pushed yellow dolostone
above the dark shale,
the older stone above the younger.
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Under a shelter,
students and faculty gather
at an impromptu party
celebrating recent graduates.
I eat strawberry-rhubarb pie
tasting of summer.
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Meditation at North Beach Park,
Burlington
Now I am old,
I want to impart history.
Shivering children in wet bathing suits
wrap themselves in towels.
Sometimes the young listen politely
and sometimes impatiently,
propelled towards lives
that haven’t happened yet.
I feel my hold on life growing tenuous,
like those islands farther off—
the Four Brothers—like steppingstones
appearing to float in the blue
without moving at all.
v
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WILLIAM
BONFIGLIO
William Bonfiglio is a PhD candidate at the University of New Brunswick. His
poetry has been awarded a Peal Hogrefe Grant in Creative Writing Recognition
Award, the Julia Fonville Smithson Memorial Prize, and has appeared in New
Letters, PRISM International, The American Journal of Poetry, and elsewhere.

MOTHER'S DAY, REGISTE R 7

mother’s day, register 7
She has little patience for me. She
spent it on her husband somewhere
between the aisles stocked with
Lunchables, Banquet dinners, and
Seagrams frozen drink pouches.
Ice, she says. I need ice. Where do
you keep your ice? I have a bag
fetched for her.
It’s his week with
Aubrey and, he’s sorry, but they’ve
already made plans. The state park
has been on their radar for months,
and the weather’s just perfect for
the quadcopter.
She’s slashing at
the terminal. It’s asking me to
swipe my card she says. I did that
already. I tell her the machines are
temperamental and sometimes they
don’t take.
This isn’t true.

But I don’t tell her the truth. I tell
her the machines are
temperamental. I tell her that
sometimes they don’t take.
v
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The truth
is that if she took the time to read
the instructions she would know
there is an order to how things are
done. So when the terminal reads
Please Select Payment Type and
shows keys labeled Credit and
Debit and EBT, she should comply.
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FICTION

NOELLE
NORI

Noelle Nori’s fiction has appeared in Crack the Spine and The Write Launch.
She was longlisted for The Masters Review 2021 Novel Excerpt contest and has
also received an Honorable Mention from Glimmer Train Press. She holds an
MFA in Writing from the Naslund-Mann Graduate School of Writing at Spalding University.

LET IT BURN

let it burn
I cross one leg over the other, my right foot
twitching like the broken minute hand of a
clock. The pain will last until Wednesday, I
remind myself. And that’s okay. It will burn,
but let it burn. I should be taking off my
coat, stretching, acclimating my muscles.
Instead I huddle further into my big blue
parka, keep shaking my foot to an inaudible
beat.

weights (I’d been up to three pounds before
I stopped coming) and pull a mat off the
back barre. Ponytail is in my spot: middle
row, right side of the room. For a minute,
I consider asking if she would mind moving. But she looks all settled in, sitting with
her legs outstretched, folding her torso over
them. I glance around the room and head
for the back left corner.

“First time?”

“Good to see you, Liz,” Marla says.

I glance up. A perky looking twenty-something in a high ponytail is hanging up her
coat, pulling one leg up behind her to stretch
out a lean quad.

Marla is the instructor and owner of Artists
in Motion, and I’m surprised she remembers
me. It’s been nearly a year. I smile at her as
she walks to the sound system to change the
music, relieved she hasn’t stopped to make
small talk. I hadn’t thought to prepare for
what’s new, how have you been, what kept
you away? If I’d thought about the possibility of having to answer friendly questions, I
might not have come. Marla cranks the volume, and Jason Mraz’s croon is replaced by
Jessie J thumping out instructions to “Do It
like a Dude.”

“No,” I say.
Ponytail raises her eyebrows, looks at my
dancing foot.
“First time in a long time,” I amend. She
nods like she understands. But she doesn’t.

The other women and I gather our torture
devices: squishy ball, Pilates ring, handled band, Versa Loop. I select two-pound

Warm up begins. It’s always the same, and
my body remembers what to do. Legs zip up,
feet turn out. We snap them in. Out, then in.
Just warming up the feet. Next, big wide second position. Push off with the working leg.
Eight on each side. We’ve barely started, and
I can already feel the heat spreading across
my chest, already see my winter-white skin
turning pink in the mirror.
Plank work is next. I get down on the mat
and push myself up on my hands. We’re
supposed to keep our eyes on the floor, but
I tuck in my chin, look under me where the
skin around my middle sags, my Lycra-
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I heave myself off the chair and lean against
the doorframe of the waiting area as a trickle of sweaty women emerge from Studio C.
There is a line of students in the hallway
waiting to get in, and I take a spot behind
Ponytail. Inside the studio I shed my coat,
fold it into a puffy pile on the bench at the
front of the room. I take off my shoes and
socks and place them under the bench. The
cool-down music is still humming out of the
speakers, Jason Mraz telling us to “Love
Someone.”
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let it burn
woven top no match for gravity. My stomach
that still looks pregnant, at least to me. Greg
swears he cannot see it, as if this will make
me feel better. As if anything could make me
feel better.
“Breathe, ladies. In through the nose, out
through the mouth.”
I puff out short breaths. My back and stomach are on fire, and I have to let my knees
drop to the mat. It should be easy, just
holding a position. A lot of things should
be easy but aren’t. I hoist myself back up on
my hands as Marla counts down: five, four,
three, two, one. Sighs all around as we sink
into child’s pose.

Shoulders are next. I follow Marla’s movements in the mirror, nice and long. “Soft,”
she likes to remind us. “Soft.” Soft as…as
a baby’s bottom. Such a funny expression.
This is soft like…like a lullaby. Gentle. Be

“Almost there, 16 pulses. This is where it
counts.”
This is where it burns. I should have gone for
the one-pounders, the “baby weights.” God,
does everything have to be about babies? I
can’t escape it, even in here, and I set my
jaw. So much for soft and gentle. My arms
quiver. Does that count as a pulse? That’s
what my doctor said that day. “I’m sorry Liz,
there’s no pulse.” She’d meant to say “heartbeat,” of course, but she’d said pulse.
We drop the weights and stretch. When I
first started coming to class, the goal was to
get those wedding arms that every Pinterest
board seems obsessed with, to look good in
my bikini on our honeymoon. While I like
sports, I’m no natural athlete. I know all
about the dangers of the modern sedentary
lifestyle, but the truth is, I hate the gym. I
hate the way the whole place smells like rubber: rubberized floor, rubber on the treadmills, rubber ends on the weights. I hate the
sight of the bulky guys in the mirror, the
ones who – it is so obvious – do not get that
large without chemical assistance, muscles piled on top of muscles and neck veins
bulging. And I hate the sounds. The clanging and clattering of machines, the grunting. One September night five years ago, I
found a Groupon for a three-class pass for
this studio. Nine months later, I’d reshaped
my body. Butt stood up perky like it was saying hello, even after I crushed it all day sitting at work. My posture improved. I could
carry six grocery bags from my car into my
apartment building and up six floors without wanting to kill myself. All this from one
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Why it’s called “child’s pose” is beyond me.
I’ve never seen a child make this pose, at
least not naturally, not without inducement
from a yoga instructor, like that time I accidentally walked into the wrong class at Yoga
For All. Maybe because it’s supposed to be
easy, as in “so easy a child can do it.” Maybe I should be posing like this all the time,
summoning the childbearing gods. Maybe that’s what they did in the pregnancy
yoga class I suddenly got an email for after
I hadn’t taken a class there in years. Scary
stuff, how companies know everything. No
privacy anymore. Who wants to raise a child
in this, I think as I exhale, my breath syncopating with the breath of the other women
around me.

gentle with yourself, Liz.
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class a week. Slow and steady. Consistent.
I hadn’t even changed my eating habits. I
tried to sprinkle in other workouts when I
could – Zumba, an occasional extra evening
class – but these were sporadic. No, Saturday mornings at 9:30 I could commit to,
and I told myself that if I did only that, it
was enough. The rest would take care of itself. And it did.
We cycle through the rest of our arm routine
(biceps and triceps with the handled band)
and then move to the barre. We always
begin with pliés. Marla walks around the
room, checking form. When she gets to me,
she kicks a foot underneath my heel to take
it a notch higher. “You should be shaking
right now,” she says as we move into our
third set, and I am. Sweat is pouring off me,
pooling in places that make it look like I am
peeing myself. We pulse it out, burn it out.
Just when I think my legs might buckle beneath me, we’re done.

We are standing on our left legs now, right
legs extended out behind us, arms resting
lightly on the barre, unless you are like me
and leaning a quarter of your body weight
against it. I’ve never liked this exercise. I
have a hard time keeping my hips square.
I try to focus on the muscle just under my
right butt cheek as I slowly raise and lower my right leg to the ground, but I’m already burning. My pelvis twists, and Marla
comes over and adjusts me so that my right
hip faces the floor once again. I try to take
my mind off how much it hurts. I picture
what the bone must look like, a round knob,
and mentally draw a smiley face on it. Say
hi to the floor, Mr. Knob. We start the second set, and I pretend they are two lovers
in love, Mr. Knob who cannot take his eyes
off Mr. Floor. Through my labored breathing, I chuckle. This is a recently acquired
habit, this naming of inanimate objects,
and I’m not very creative with it. They are
always mister whatever-they-are. It started
out of sheer terror, looking at the needle full
of egg-churning hormones Greg held in his
hand. Hello, Mr. Needle, I’d said, not knowing what to say, and Greg and I had laughed.
“Sixteen pulses, and you’re done!”
Marla says this to encourage us, to make
us keep going, but I know what is coming.
I bring my right leg down for a few beats,
gearing up for a little thing she calls “bonus
Saturday.” I am not wrong. I take a breath
and start again. That’s all Greg and I seem
to do lately, start again. I thought it would
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People who’ve never taken barre are surprised at just how intense it is. After all, no
one is running around the room or throwing
down twenty pound weights. I once dragged
my friend Dee with me. Dee regularly runs
marathons. Halfway through class, I saw
her brunette head duck out the door, and
when class let out, I had a text from her saying she was “alternately sitting in a bathtub
of ice and lying down with the heating pad.”
I remember being surprised, not because I
didn’t think the class was hard, but because
Dee had always been in better shape than I
was. Plus, she was tough in a way I couldn’t
compete with. 26.2 miles requires a mental
fortitude I can’t even imagine. Later, she

told me that she hurt for a week in places
she didn’t know existed. But now I know a
week is nothing. Try six months.
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have worked by now. And I guess, technically it did work, this last time. I got pregnant. But getting pregnant doesn’t count as
success. I mean, it’s better than not getting
pregnant, but it’s like getting possession in
a football game. You still have to go all the
way downfield.
We finish the bonus set, and I cross my right
ankle over my left knee to sit back into a figure four stretch. The second leg always hurts
worse than the first one, and I don’t know
how I will make it through. I need something to focus on – anything, anything other
than the pain. I get into position and decide
that after class, I am going to go to TJ Maxx
and reward myself with a new workout top,
one not so Lycra-y, one that doesn’t outline
my there-but-no-longer-there bump. Maybe the cool, free-flowing kind like Marla is
wearing now where the top is stitched to the
bra in only a few places so it’s all wrappy and
drapey and pretty like a dancer’s. Marla has
had four kids. Nope, that’s the wrong thing
to think about. Think about something else,
quickly. Think how this pain will be worth it,
how your butt will look so good in a couple
months. Ahh, yes, that’s it. Pulse it out. Let
it burn.

We switch to single legs, and I point my right
toes behind me, pull the arch in to cut across
my left calf. Marla asked me once if I’d been
a dancer. No, I’d said. Not unless you counted classes at the Y when I was ten years old.
At Marla’s studio, they offer toddler classes.
Apparently it is never too early to start.
We move into the last set, feet together,
and I think of what the specialist said, that
we should have started sooner. Those were
the first words out of her mouth when we
sat down. Hi. Nice to meet you. You should
have started sooner. I grit my teeth and
push up, lengthening my arches until flames
ripple down the backs of my calves. I had
found myself wanting to explain, to apologize: I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t meet Greg until I was thirty-two, sorry we dated for two
years and were engaged for one, sorry we
had the foolish idea to embrace a “whatever
happens, happens” mentality after the wedding, sorry if I ever even once that first year
felt the tiniest bit relieved when I saw that
monthly red splotch in my underwear, sorry that I went back to not thinking about it
the second year, sorry that we wasted anoth-
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We stretch the left side, and calves are next.
For some reason, I am really good at relevés. We start with our feet turned out, calf
muscles just kissing each other, and rise
up on both legs. I make sure to extend my
arches; that’s what gives you such a pretty,
curvy silhouette back there, like the kind
Betty Grable had in her pin-up photos with
the seamed stockings. Maybe I should buy
myself a pair of those, too.

When we pulse, the movements are tiny but
effective. I lower my heels a quarter inch,
then push back up, remembering the last
class I took before I stopped coming last
year. We’d done a bonus round, and my legs
burned until the following Friday, the calf
muscles doubling in size as though I were
flexing when I was just sitting. They went
back down, of course, and the pain went
away, but I was putting myself through
enough pain with the IVF, and I decided I
didn’t need any more, even if it could make
you look good in seamed stockings.
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er twelve months trying on our own before
coming to see you, I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m
sorry. And when Marla yells, “Bonus Saturday!” I’m not annoyed, not at all, I’m raring
to go, and Marla must sense this because
she comes over and drops a foam block next
to me so I hop on, line up my toes, the same
movement only now I have greater range of
motion, can give my heels farther to go, give
my muscles a deeper workout.
By the end of the round I am shaking, quivering, calf muscles spasming. I straighten
one leg behind me and lunge as far as I can
while keeping my back heel on the ground,
then I switch sides. Marla hasn’t called out
the next position yet so I stretch both sides
again, then reach for my water, trying to
regain my breath. When I glance around
though, I see that it’s not a respite granted
out of the goodness of her heart. A small
cluster of women have gathered around Ponytail, who is doubled over near the barre
on the other side of the room, her blonde
hair nearly brushing the floor.

“Has she eaten?” another one asks. “She
shouldn’t take it on an empty stomach.” Ponytail’s ponytail bobs in affirmation, sweeping the floor, and Advil hobbles back with
her bottle.
“I’m sorry,” Ponytail says as Advil shakes out
two tablets into Ponytail’s palm. “It came on

“Should you keep going?” Has-She-Eaten
asks, and I recognize her as Bonnie, the fit
little grandmother who can do crunches for
days.
“I’ll be okay. I can push through,” Ponytail
says as she retakes her place.
We resume. The incident must have sobered
Marla because she takes it easy on us: no
more bonus sets. We finish our exercises at
the barre, and then it’s time to lie down on
our mats. Mr. Right Ankle, meet Mr. Left
Kneecap, and with that I push up, pelvis lifting off the ground. Up and down, working
that left hamstring gets a little boring after
a while, and I need to keep my mind off the
ache building in my leg, so I turn my head
on the mat and flick my eyes around the
room. There is Ponytail huffing away, locks
splayed out above her head like bristles of
a broom. Every once in a while she stops,
hugs her knees to her chest. I try to think
back to the moment when my period went
from being an inconvenient afterthought
like Ponytail’s to that thing we planned our
lives around. Marla counts down the final
set, tells us to stretch.
I switch legs, begin making introductions
to the opposite sides of my anatomy. Two
years ago. That was it. Standing in Target a
week after our second anniversary, reaching
for my usual box of 36-count Tampax and
finding myself thinking, Wow, that seems
like a lot. And then, with a smile, Maybe I
won’t need them soon. Coming home to
Greg mowing the lawn, baseball cap turned
backwards, sweat glistening off his exposed
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“I’m okay,” she calls to Marla, who has
started to walk over. Then she says, sounding slightly embarrassed, “That time,” and
heads nod in sympathy. One woman hobbles to the front of the room, digs in her
purse, and brandishes an Advil bottle.

all of a sudden.”
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arms. Deciding in the middle of the front
yard that instead of letting whatever happen
or not, we were going to make it happen.
We were focused, goal-oriented. Finishing
with a kiss and a high-five. Of course we
could make it happen. But when a year went
by and I was still buying Tampax (although
I had downsized to the 16-count), we went
to the doctor, who referred us to that specialist. Tests, tests, tests. First him, then
me. The good news was, nothing was really
wrong, at least outside of our ages. The bad
news was, if something were actually wrong,
there might have been something we could
do about it. Something easier – and maybe
less expensive – than what we were doing
now. An operation, supplements. Something.
I sigh and stretch out my right hamstring.
Inner thighs are next, and I place the Pilates
ring between my knees. This is a deceptively hard exercise. It’s easy to just bring your
knees together, but the movement needs to
come from the muscle. I focus on trying to
make the foam handles touch.

I groan and let my knees fall apart, resting
a minute. When there are eight more left, I
pick up again. I can do eight more. I can see
the finish line.
We are almost done now. All we have left
is core work, then we cool down. Marla
calls out a modification “if you’re pregnant

The music changes, slows, becomes soft and
comforting, like the hug we give ourselves
as we pull our knees in toward our chests. I
could stay in this position forever.
But it’s time to move. We sit up and splay
our legs apart. I can’t get mine very far from
each other, the tightness like an elastic band
pulled back with nowhere to go. We stretch
to each side, then bring our legs back together and slowly rise up, clapping for ourselves
and each other.
On rubbery legs I make my way over to the
bench. There is a line of women in the hallway, waiting for the adult ballet class to begin. I slowly put on socks and shoes, my big
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Marla takes us up to double-time, and my
legs shake as I try to keep up. “Pulse, pulse,
pulse, pulse!” she shouts. “16 more, and
we’re done!” Then, “I lied, 32 more!”

or have lower back pain.” I’ve seen women who are pregnant take this class before,
but today no one is, at least not that I can
tell, and I’ve gotten pretty good at spotting
them, even when they aren’t showing per
se. Marla must see me struggling because
she calls out another modification, “if you
have weak abdominals.” Yep, that’s me. I’m
not overweight, despite the fact that I haven’t worked out in months, despite the – I
can’t rightfully call it baby weight, let’s say
hormonal weight – but I have so little ab
strength it’s astounding even to me, and after a minute, I decide to just sit this one out.
I put one hand on the small curve of my lower stomach and breathe, my lungs hollowing
out the way my belly did six months ago. Oh
god, don’t think about that; don’t cry don’t
cry don’t cry. But one tear escapes, rolls
down my cheek to mingle with the beads of
sweat, and it’s a strange relief to just lie here
and let it. Everyone has their eyes glued up
to the ceiling, crunching away.
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blue parka, as Jason Mraz reminds us to
“Love Someone.” I’ll be sore until Wednesday, possibly all week. But that’s okay; the
burn will pass; it’ll get easier, and when it
does, I’ll be glad I pushed through.
I hold the door for Ponytail on my way out.
“See you next week,” I say.

v
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TAKE YOUR SHOT

take your shot
The rims after the Fourth of July started to
fade from lush green to dull silvery brown,
having run out of the winter and spring water stores and now parched by the dryness
of summer. Alan liked to whip around corners of the gravel road built on the edge of
the rims without braking, regardless of how
fast he was driving his truck, a silver 1999
Dodge Ram. As he did so, Maddie reached
for the oh-shit handle above the window and
watched the concave arc of the rims come
into view as Alan steered the truck around
the curve.
“Big baby!” he laughed. He always said
something when she grabbed the handle or
sped up.
They were shooting gophers today. It was
July seventh, a bit late in the season, but
they had come upon a few coteries and
done well, taking turns shooting out of the
Dodge’s windows with Alan’s twenty-two,
which spit shell casings out onto the dash
with taut pops, setting them up for their roll
toward the windshield.

That’s what Mr. Fredrickson, Maddie’s earth
science teacher, taught them sophomore
year. He only called on the pretty girls who
tanned and wore eyeliner. Maddie hadn’t
been one of them.
Gopher shooting was probably the one
thing Alan never criticized Maddie about.
Everything else – her family, her hair, her

As if Alan would know anything; he had had
the same buzzed haircut since high school,
ten years ago. He occasionally bought expensive tequila that he drank out of those
orange plastic cups with rounded rims that
he got after his grandma died. In fact, most
of his furniture came out of his dead grandma’s house, and she had last decorated
around 1981.
Alan worked at the bulk fuel plant in town.
He had lasted a semester in college in
Havre but passed only one class because he
didn’t show up for his finals. Then he drifted around, did some custom cutting, and
got thrown in jail in Oklahoma after a bar
fight. He still couldn’t go into Canada because of that. Not that he’d take Maddie to
Lethbridge for a weekend anyway; he didn’t
invite Maddie anywhere. He bought her dinner once two years ago.
“We can go look at the Harrisons’,” Alan
said, his voice elevated slightly so he could
be heard over the rattling of the truck. “Joe
and me were up there a couple weeks ago
and just murdered them.”
Joe was Alan’s cousin who would visit every few months. When they were together,
Maddie couldn’t even get a text message
back. Sometimes, they went to Billings for
long weekends, and Maddie knew he was
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The rims north of town are visual evidence
of the Two Medicine Formation, which
runs east of the Rocky Mountain Front and
formed during the Cretaceous period.

boobs, her job, her love of watching Frasier
reruns, her clothes – he picked at. Her family was oilfield trash, her hair was too long
and stringy, her boobs were too small, her
job was boring, Frasier was boring, and her
clothes looked like they came from Goodwill
(sometimes they did).
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cheating on her down there.
“You two have quite the bromance,” Maddie
had said once.
Alan immediately bristled. “I ain’t no fag.”
That’s usually how he was. He voted for
Obama, he said just so he could say the
n-word and be able to argue he wasn’t racist
(Maddie had never actually heard him say
the word; he even said “n-word” when explaining himself). This time around he was
planning on voting for Romney, reasoning
he had given the “black community” enough
of a chance to run things.
Maddie was three years younger than Alan.
She hadn’t given him any thought when they
were in school, and it wasn’t until she had
moved back home after finishing a paralegal program that she got to know him. They
were both playing in a Monday-night pool
league that winter. The first time their teams
played against each other, they flirted, and
Alan got Final Jeopardy, playing on one of
the screens in the bar. Alan could be funny
and he was smart in a hard-knock way. And
goddamn was the sex ever good.

That was four years ago. Maddie had as-

The road on the Harrisons’ place was a
two-track easement used by farmers and
oilfield producers. The truck bounced over
ruts a foot deep. Someone had bajaed their
way down the road the last time it rained,
molding the crusted dirt into little mountain
ranges.
“Jesus,” Alan said as they bucked over the
road. Maddie held tight to the oh-shit handle.
Finally, they came to a stop. A pumpjack
and tank battery stood about 200 feet away,
but other than that, the hilltop where they
parked was nothing but last fall’s cut grain,
short and spiky like Alan’s hair.
“I gotta pee, and no faggy music while I’m
gone,” he said, referring to “Another One
Bites the Dust,” which was playing low on
the radio. He punctuated the statement by
turning off the ignition with a flourish.
“Whatever,” Maddie said as she rolled down
the window: you couldn’t leave a vehicle
running this time of year for fear of starting
a fire, and the truck’s A/C didn’t work anymore, anyway. She sighed, annoyed at her-
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Maddie hadn’t planned on coming back
home; she’d hoped to major in history or
English and then go to law school, but when
her dad went on disability after he hurt his
back, the family couldn’t help her with tuition anymore. So she moved home and tried
to save money and figure out what to do
next. She lived with her grandma, who had
dementia and couldn’t live alone.

sumed Grandma Barb would soon need care
that Maddie couldn’t give her, and she’d
have to go to the nursing home. But Grandma Barb’s decline plateaued, and she had
become so docile that she could be left in
the house during the day. She just continually checked the mail. Twice a day – when
she found a newspaper in the morning and a
packet of political mailers and sweepstakes
entries in the afternoon – she hit her jackpot.
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self for not calling Alan out on his comment,
but she was so tired of it. She was tired of
everything.
The Great Plains are the nation’s breadbasket, its fertile soil providing wheat and corn
to a growing nation.
Or at least that’s what had stuck with Maddie from fifth-grade social studies class. She
reached for the Skittles she had bought earlier, along with a pack of condoms, at the gas
station. The checker was a guy she had gone
to school with; he used to sit next to her in
that fifth-grade class and flip his top eyelids
inside out when he got bored. Today, he had
embarrassedly asked her if she wanted a bag,
but she declined and stuffed the Skittles and
condoms in her purse. Alan wouldn’t buy
condoms. He would wear them, reluctantly.
Alan opened the driver’s door but got interrupted by a text message. He took his phone
out of his pocket, flipped up the screen, and
used his square thumb to tap the number
pad. Alan refused to get a smartphone out
of paranoia about privacy or something. He
didn’t even have Facebook.

Maddie opened the door and slid out of the
truck, but she just wanted to go home. She
knew how this afternoon would wind up,
anyway. They’d shoot some more gophers,
fool around in the back of the truck, and
Alan would take her back to town and drop
her off at her grandma’s house. Then she

At first, Maddie didn’t mind. It was exciting,
and no one else had ever asked for anything
like that, certainly not in college, where she
made plenty of friends and dated a few guys,
but nothing that lasted longer than a month.
And it was nice to be wanted. But after a
while, she got tired of Alan’s growing demands. If she said no, sometimes he’d give
her the silent treatment for days. So she’d
snap a pic and get it over with.
“You see that?” Alan said, stopping and
pointing to a mound with about six gophers
crawling around it. He raised the scope to
his eye and took a shot. The bullet sent up a
puff of dust about fifteen feet from his target, and the gophers disappeared.
“Did you do something to this scope?”
“No,” Maddie said. “You just suck today.”
He repeated her in a high, sing-song voice,
“You just suck today.”
Maddie almost hated him. She wanted out;
she’d wanted out for a year. But there was
no one else, not around here. And those
photos.
Alan took three more shots before he hit a
gopher in the head, sending the animal’s
body into death convulsions.
“Can I?” Maddie said as he reloaded, reaching toward the gun.
“No, you’ll talk shit if you do,” he said, clear-
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“You want to go for a walk?” he asked after
finishing his text and returning his phone to
his pocket. He grabbed the gun and propped
up against the middle seat.

wouldn’t hear from him for a day or so until
he texted her asking for photos.
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ly offended by her earlier comment.

whenever he was annoyed.

Maddie rolled her eyes and sat on a sandstone jutting out of the grass. She checked
her phone but only had two bars and no text
messages. Alan took a few shots, growing
more and more frustrated.

They drove down the easement without
talking, and when they got to the smoother
county road, he hit the gas, driving far faster than Maddie was comfortable with. She
started to reach for the oh-shit handle but
stopped herself, afraid it might make him
drive faster. She glanced at the speedometer
and saw he was driving over 50. The tires
kicked up gravel that popped against the
bottom of the truck. The road now angled
downhill and started curving along the rim.
As they whipped around the curve, Maddie
became aware that Alan wasn’t braking.

“It’s shooting to the right,” he said at one
point.
Maddie mouthed “Whatever,” but he wasn’t
looking at her.
“If you’re going to pout, I’ll just take your
ass home,” he said.
“Fine, I’m getting hungry anyway.”
“Well don’t have a huge burger like you did
yesterday,” he said. “I don’t like fat asses.”
Maddie got up and started toward the truck.
“I’ll eat what I want.”

Alan started the truck and put it into gear.
“Good thing I got them pictures for later
since you’re being a brat.”
Maddie knew what that meant. It wasn’t just
that he’d use them now that they wouldn’t
be hooking up today. He brought them up

But Alan didn’t respond; the truck had
left the road and dropped downward. He
swore as the truck started rolling. His body
hit Maddie’s hard, pushing her toward the
door, but her seatbelt had locked up already.
And then as the truck kept rolling, Maddie
was aware of Alan’s body dropping to the
ceiling of the cab before being thrown back
to the driver’s seat. Another full revolution,
repeating the pattern, throwing Alan’s body
like a pinball before the truck came to a rest,
right-side up.
Maddie sat, dazed. Her right arm ached like
it had been punched, but other than that,
she couldn’t feel any pain. Her stomach felt
twisted, and she thought for a moment she
would vomit. She was aware of the roof of
the truck crunched down near the top of her
head. The intact windshield was a network
of webs and cracks, impossible to see out of.
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She got into the truck but left the door open
so some air could circulate. Alan followed a
couple minutes later, jumping into the driver’s seat without turning her way. He wore
oblong sporty sunglasses that wrapped
around the side of his head, so Maddie
couldn’t tell if he was glancing at her from
behind the dark lenses.

“Alan!” she shouted, glancing out the window at the hill, about a forty-foot drop before the land leveled out.
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“Alan?” she said. He was lying on the middle
seat, bent sideways at the waist.
He didn’t respond.
“Alan? Are you ok?” Maddie asked, yelling
now.

again, over and over. She started screaming,
swearing at the top of her lungs. The phone
resisted the beating at first, but after a few
more swings, the shattered screen went
dark, splitting in two at the hinge. She kept
swinging; she didn’t notice her aching right
arm or the metallic banging on the tailgate.

She put her hand on the side of his head,
aware suddenly that his face was bloody and
his nose likely smashed. She found a pulse
on his neck.

At last, Maddie stopped. The phone was in
two pieces.

“Okay,” she said to herself and reached
across Alan’s body to take the key out of
the ignition. She forced the door open and
pulled her phone out of her pocket. No bars.
Alan had a different carrier, so she dug
around in the front seat to find his phone.
He didn’t have any bars either.

She ran up to the truck and checked on him
again. There was still a pulse. He must have
hit his head hard enough to knock him out.
Maddie ran back to the phone and wondered
for the first time how to explain its demolition. But she didn’t have to. She spotted a
pumpjack and tank battery about a quarter
mile away and took off running toward it,
running as fast as she could over the rough,
dry prairie.

“Okay,” she repeated. “Okay, okay.”
She would need to run up the hill and hope
for coverage. She took a few steps upward,
then stopped. Alan’s phone was still in her
hand.

“Alan?” she called, but there was no answer.
Maddie swung the wrench as hard as she
could, slamming it down on the phone,
shattering its screen. She hit it again. And

This area of Montana weathered the Great
Depression better than many others, its
economy buoyed by the recent discovery of
oil.
Maddie had written a paper about the local
oil industry in a history class in college.
At the tank battery, she climbed the grated
steel steps to the thief hatch at the top of the
tank, opened it, and dropped the two pieces
of phone in the brown, fetid crude oil inside.
That was it. Maddie’s chest felt light. She exhaled.
She returned to the truck, her ponytail

THE GOOD LIFE REVIEW AUTUMN 2022

She turned back to the truck and opened the
toolbox installed in the bed under the rear
window. It wasn’t locked; it hardly ever was,
but there usually wasn’t much in there, just
a few screwdrivers and a monkey wrench.
She took the wrench, opened the scratched
tailgate, and put the phone on it.

“Alan?” she called. Nothing.
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take your shot
sticking to her neck and her t-shirt wet with
sweat.
“Alan?”
Nothing.
Maddie ran up the hill, picking her way
past rocks and gopher holes, keeping an eye
out for rattlesnakes, and reached the road,
sweating and out of breath. She dialed 911
on her phone. It rang twice.
“Hello? I’m out on Rim Road. We’ve been in
an accident. We need an ambulance.”
v
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FLASH NONFICTION

BRIDGIT
KUENNINGPOLLPETER
Bridgit Kuenning-Pollpeter (she/hers) is a mom and writer from the Midwest.
When she’s not chasing children, picking up messes or reorganizing the house,
she enjoys yoga or reading to relax. In her spare time (A.K.A. her dreams) she’s
a Broadway star. You can periodically find her on Twitter, until she becomes
famous and can start engaging with trolls.
She’s a freelance writer whose work has appeared in 13thFloor, Hippocampus
Magazine, Random Sample Review and elsewhere.

MUTATION OF A BODY

mutation of a body
Control taken too far will batter your body.
Your slender frame will mutate, bones jutting out beneath loose material.
Control will be important to you. It will drive
you, consume you. Control will be your burden.
You will walk into rooms, jeans barely
staying above the hips, concave contours
of chest and stomach prominent through
tops. And mouths will drop open, eyes wide.
You’re sure they are fascinated, jealous of
your control.
I’m not so sure.
As chunks of hair fall from your scalp, and
your face sinks in, and your body begins to
eat its own muscle, leaving dangling flesh,
you will be self-righteous with your control.
At twenty-two, your control will drop you,
sending you into a coma, shutting down
your body. You will wake to warm towels
shrouding your face, machines beeping and
blipping, family lining the room, and neon
light piercing your eyes.

Eventually, your eyesight will grow dim, the
pictures before you faded, no longer crisp
and clear. Facial features become a soft haze
in your cloudy vision. Your control will find
you on your knees, carpet scratching, tears
rolling down as the world whittles down to
four senses.

The last time you see sunlight, you will be
in bed, staring out the window. Dust moats
will swirl in the Sunbeams and catch on silver threads in your lilac comforter.
The last time you read a print book, it will be
some romance novel; a well-intentioned gift
from your parents. Head turned eyes straining, each letter will appear and slide in-andout of view, like a fish swimming in-and-out
of focus.
The last time you see color, your hand will
graze along racks of clothes hanging in your
closet, colors arranged by shade. A textile
rainbow.
The last time you see yourself, you will stand
in front of the hall mirror, so close, your
breath fogs it. The image an Impressionist
rendering. Blonde hair, tanned skin, long
limbs will drift off into a haze, your outline
softening at the edges, pale and opaque.
The last time you write by hand, it will be in
a blue notebook, pen posed between fingers,
scribbling invisible words across the page.
Your control will give you the last visual
memories you will ever have.
v
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You will spend almost two months in the
hospital. most of it remaining a foggy memory.

Your control will leave you breathless.
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MATHEW
SERBACK

Mathew Serback’s debut novel is available for purchase right now. He’s been
published by Literary Orphans, After Happy Hour Review, GASHER, and
many more. His favorite Disney movie is “Aladdin,” and he hopes you make
assumptions about him based on that fact. Flying Carpets ARE real.

TH E REASON YOU'RE WRONG ABOUT
WEARING SHOES IN THE HOUSE

the reason you're wrong about
wearing shoes in the house
I kept my Jordan’s strapped tight until my
ankles were black and blue from the double
knot in the laces. Those shoes were the only
thing that helped me escape the parabola of
poverty I carried with me throughout the
house when we had no heat in the winter.
I was ready to get jumped for my Jump Man.
Oh, my – soulless shoes, worn through the
middle, decayed like other idols I couldn’t
abandon. It was only when I was in those
Jordan’s that people paid attention to me.
What a bright future he’s going to have.
I didn’t exist beyond a pair of shoes, which
my parents thought were a lifeboat that
might get them out of the blocks and blocks
of abandoned brick buildings, strip clubs,
and dollar stores. I never lost the sense
of irony that my Nike Airs took me to the
clouds, but they’re also the reason I came
back to Earth.
They laugh now when I tell them the banks
around here have changed their names so
many times I feel like the money is ashamed
to be associated with us.

I don’t laugh.
I hope. And I hope they do too.
v
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I wonder if they laugh when they see a kid in
a pair of those Nike’s circling the park, hoping to make it to the court in time to yell, “I
got next.”
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LAUREN
DAVENPORT

Lauren Davenport writes fiction, creative-nonfiction, and some things in between from Brooklyn, NY. She is a proud NYC Public School Educator who has
been serving high schools students since 2001.

FAILURE

failure
I work in a school full of ghosts and traitors.
It is a failing school. It has the second lowest passing rate in the city–not a statistic the
school cares to flaunt. The phrase, “This is
my seventh principal,” is a badge of pride
around here. The first person who said this
to me said it with an extra curl in her lip because she knew that I’d joined this school at
the behest of Principal Number Seven, my
dear friend. Principal Number Seven believed (and still believes) that this school and
the people in it can be salvaged. The place
is littered with crinkled empty bags of Doritos, smashed Arizona cans, buzzing fluorescent lights, faulty door handles, and fragile
hearts. Peel back the layers of chipped paint
on the walls and watch the colors spiral
down to the tiled floor. Perhaps Periwinkle
Blue will save the place. Each coat of paint
represents a promise, each layer calling on
the indefatigable American desire for a happy ending or a fresh start.

I do my best to clear the hallways. I tell
the ghosts who are trying to cut class to go
where they are supposed to go. But here
comes one who has never stepped inside a
class. He’s almost twenty. He’s told the staff
that he’s transferring. He’s been saying that
for months. At twenty-one, he’ll be released
from roaming the halls and instead he’ll
roam the streets.

This place has a particular odor. Sure, all
high schools are smelly places. Hormones
and sweaty armpits, the stench of onions
and bleach. Teenagers smell. Adults smell.
Poverty reeks. But the smell here, on the
Lower East Side, is something stronger still.
It’s the odor that connects us all. It cuts
through race, through class, and rests not
just on the epidermis–the smell lodges itself in the soul. Imagine the smell like a universal perfume. L’eau de Failure. It smells
like the water left from flowers after they’ve
sat in a vase for a week. It smells like something that may have once been beautiful, but
is now decaying. It is a cheap perfume. No
amount can mask what is underneath.

“You prefer the stairwell for its artistic value.”

“Art.”
“You’re cutting ART? I don’t get it. You are
so artistic.” He truly is. I blink and picture
this kid selling Tarot Readings to Upper
East Side stay-at-home moms.
“I am. But I don’t like drawing. I mean, the
teacher, she helped me a lot but I just don’t
like that kind of art.”

“Exactly, Miss.” He gives me a hug.
He’s at least twice my height but such a
child. He is radiant. His brown eyes are so
wide. His white teeth explode from his goofy
smile. I worry that someone will want his
gold chain. Or that the police will catch him
if he jumps a turnstile or does something
typically adolescent and foolish. He does
the “nay-nay,” the latest dance, and rounds
the corner. I ask a few other kids to go to
class. They respect me enough to at least go
to another floor and let me save face. I could
write them up in our anecdotal database if I
wanted to convince myself that the writing
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#HallDutyBlows

“Where are you supposed to be?”

50

failure
would have meaning.
I smell weed from the stairwell. I open the
swinging doors at the east exit to see if I can
find the dealer. The ghosts are gone. What
lingers is a wisp of smoke strong enough to
make me lose my footing.
The ghosts take many forms. Some are
names on my roster, marked absent day
after day. These ghosts appear a few times
a year to collect their free metro cards, or
because the truancy officer showed up or a
home visit was made, but they are apparitions. They float in, they float out. If I blink,
I’m not sure they are real.

I love these ghosts. When I point out that the
hallways are not actually where they should
be, they laugh, shrug their shoulders and respond, “you right, Miss, you right.” I form
cautious relationships with them because
these ghosts hurt the people who love them.

Another ghost left after one too many suspensions. He’s out there somewhere and
from time-to-time I think I see him on the
corner when I’m walking to the subway.
Then there’s the ghost who writes brilliantly when he isn’t shoving students into lead
pipes in order to steal their weed. He says
flatly that his actions are part of the hustle,
the game, and he has to do “what he’s gotta
do to stay up.” Common phraseology around
here. After each suspension he comes back
determined to stay on target. He’s on time.
His hand is in the air ready with insightful
questions and comments and if I let myself
dream, I see him going to college and succeeding there. Three days later, he’s high
with blood shot eyes, stuffing Jolly Ranchers into his mouth, putting his head down
on the desk, drooling.
There’s another who talks to me about Kant
and Locke but won’t come to class because
he says it makes him too anxious. There are
the ones who are taking too many meds prescribed by so-called doctors. There are the
ones who self-medicate. There are the ones
who post too much on social media. The
ones who can’t put their phones away. The
ones who can’t stop talking. The ones who
coat themselves in lip gloss during class.
They are typical teenagers but they don’t
have money or support to get them out of
the holes they fall in. So when they fall, and
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Others appear more frequently but are
so angry, hungry, tired, sick or depressed
that their full forms are hard to see. They
are might-have-beens before they ever had
a chance to be. I see their families in their
eyes. The broken promises of that horrible
phrase “a better life”–a phrase scribbled on
poorly written formulaic essays that I teach
them to write in order to pass the state exams. I see their parents who once floated
down these same halls discovering themselves, fighting to have a chance to just be
and often losing. “My moms get ratchety
when the teachers call home. They hate that
shit. They don’t give a fuck. They don’t want
to hear nothin’.”

One ghost let me believe I was helping him.
His progress was astounding until the day of
the state exam he stayed home for. He hasn’t
returned. I called home to say that it was ok
that he skipped the test. He’ll be nineteen
soon. He wants to join the army.
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they fall, they stay stuck. After a while, they
don’t want to come out even when I extend
my hand. There are the ghosts who hide in
the library. The ghosts who go to counseling
instead of class. There’s the ghost who has
a cousin who abuses her. There are ghosts
here that I can’t even see.
#SparklyRainbowUnicornLove
I’m an upbeat person. I smile a lot. I laugh.
I’m earnest. Optimistic. Idealistic. I’m giddy
when I learn a new teaching trick, or help a
student discover something. I love teaching.
I love observing the way teenagers see the
world. The way they all hate and love their
moms. The way they hate and love themselves. I love trying to keep up with them.
“Hey you guys,” I’ll say. “I got zo’ed for my
pack of gum today.”
“You can’t say it like that Miss.”

I am the Literacy Coach for the school. I
teach four classes to the lowest performing
kids in the school. I write the school newsletter, I help the school develop the curricu-

When I began working at the school last
summer, I set up a Teacher Resource Room.
I cleared out a space that had belonged to
a beloved social work program for which
there was no longer funding. I hauled out
dusty books, swept away mice crap, chucked
discarded shoes and shirts, recycled loads
of old papers. I set up computers and networked a printer, filled a bookshelf with
professional books on educational strategies and research for teachers to read and
borrow. I sent out emails soliciting ideas,
interests, suggestions. One person emailed
to request that I please remove her from the
email list. Another asked if the coffee would
be free.
I knew that transitioning from one school to
another would take time, but my reception
wasn’t just cool, it was frigid.
#Call311
3-1-1 is the catch all phone number for information and reporting in New York. In the
world of ghosts and traitors, it’s an anonymous punch-in-the-gut. When I transferred
to the school, I’d come from a place where
teachers supported one another. No matter
what. When one of the Tiffanys (I had three
Tiffanys in my classroom one year, each notorious) was out of control, I’d take a piece
of paper, write 3-1-1 on it, staple it, and send
her to another teacher’s room. The teacher
would hold Tiffany until class was over. We
traded unruly kids constantly. It avoided the
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They love it when I try to speak their language. I score major points when I explain
that Macbeth IS the original O.G., the Godfather of all the gangstas, the MAN. I lose
points when I use the word telephone, when
I say we should “videotape” their discussion.
I love listening to them translate the academic into the street. I tell them I think they
are much, much smarter than I am because
they are apart of so many subcultures. They
understand, on some level, how symbolic an
education they are being offered.

lum, I run the weekly professional training
seminars with the school’s lead teacher, and
like everyone else, I put out umpteen unforeseen fires every single day.
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paperwork and most of the time, it helped
the kid cool down.
A few months into the academic year at my
current school, I learned about a different
use for 3-1-1. One morning, my son was
too sick to go to Pre-K and my babysitter
couldn’t get him until lunchtime, so I had no
choice but to bring him to work. The ghosts
swooned over him. They fed him Skittles
and juice. They kept him warm, they played
along as he waved his toy taxi cab or drew circles with his green crayon. My son laughed
and enjoyed seeing Mommy as a teacher. He
told an unruly student to sit down and out of
sheer amusement, the student obeyed. But
the next morning, I was called into the assistant principal’s office because of an anonymous 3-1-1 call. A fellow teacher coerced a
student into placing the call. She’d taught
her what to say. I was told to just stay home
if I couldn’t find a babysitter. I went to talk
about it with the lead teacher.
“They don’t like you. You are friends with
the Principal. You haven’t proven yourself.
You’re an outsider.”
“I’m a teacher. We’re on the same side.”

#AtLeastShowUp
Hall duty again. A group of kids stand outside room 255. “Where’s your teacher?” I
ask. “He’s missing, Miss.” I open the door.
The room is empty. I check the library. He’s
not there. I run downstairs, upstairs but the
man is nowhere to be seen. Finally, I knock
on the door of the assistant principal’s of-

I learn that teachers watch other teachers
to make sure no one is late to work. Someone watches to ensure that each educator is
teaching the exact same number of instructional minutes as every other educator. A
teacher is watching to make sure that the
assigned professional duties are distributed according to Union Regulations. Union
Regulations. Union Regulations. Union
Regulations. The traitors chant this phrase
like a biblical verse. It is their truth. Their
righteousness. Their Savior. The Union died
on the cross for the administrators’ sins.
Someone is watching. Someone is watching.
Someone is watching. I need a cup of coffee.
I ask my friend and co-teacher if she wants
to come with me.
“Let’s use the back exit through the other
school,” she says. “Because someone might
be watching.”
Principal Number Seven tells me not to be
discouraged. She insists I stay true to myself. She plasters the school with posters of
inspirational quotes from Maya Angelou
and Nelson Mandela. She puts potpourri in her bathroom and fills her office with
plants. She can make anything grow. She
has superpowers. She is the greatest listener
on earth. She hears every voice. I will not be
discouraged.
#OutSick
I have to cover for another teacher who is
out sick. A ghost comes in floating very high
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“Not to them.”

fice. I don’t want to get the guy in trouble,
but I’m starting to worry that he went out
for coffee and isn’t coming back.
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and before I can say anything, she knocks
over a set of bookshelves.
“I just smoked the fattest blunt, yo.” She
opens a window. “This is cooling off my
soul.”
I ask her to sit down. She laughs at me. She
grabs a bottle of water and begins to spill the
water up the center aisle of the classroom.
She stops at the computer cart. I warn her
that if she can’t pull herself together, I’ll
have to call security.
“Suck my dick,” she says. “I don’t give a
fuck.”
A fellow student begins to play the popular
“I don’t give a fuck,” song from her computer. Several students join in. I quash it. But
the girl won’t leave. I have no choice. I call
security. No one comes. I call again. Now
there are two girls twerking in the front of
the room. I thank the other ghosts for staying on task. The assistant principal comes
in. The girl still won’t leave. Another teacher
comes in. The girl ghost floats above us all.

The security guard arrives out of breath and
perturbed. She shrugs her shoulders and
says, “If that girl won’t leave for any of you,
what do you think I am supposed to do?”
The ghost smiles. “She can’t touch me. None
of you can touch me.”
She sings her fuckless song. Time passes.

The ghost girl walks to the door and says,
“Right bitches, I’m out.” She leaves.
The security guard tells me later that the
ghost girl will likely receive a glass of milk
and some cookies from Principal Number
Seven. Principal Number Seven will tell
me that in some ways the security officer
is right. Too many suspensions will ensure
that the school doors close forever. A failing
school is under endless scrutiny. We must
improve attendance, test scores, graduation
rates. We have to have just the right number
of suspensions and the right kind.
#EvaluateThisJargon
We are supposed to supply rigorous academic content. Find complex, authentic texts to use. Apply flexible instruction.
Support accountable talk. Ensure that the
students know their daily learning targets.
Recommend a growth mindset. Encourage
the students. Mentor the students. Maintain high expectations. Scaffold student
learning. Hold students accountable for
their learning. Motivate students. Assess
students. Provide students with rubrics.
Leave students room for answering but not
waste too many instructional minutes. Provide student-centered activities and avoid
teacher-directed content. Deliver content
through a gradual release of responsibility. We are not to teach to the test. We are
evaluated by the test scores. We need word
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She says, “Can you help me find the fuck I
don’t give?” She cackles. She has become a
ghost-witch. A mash-up.

The other ghosts pretend to work. This is
their latest viral video. It washes over them.
They seem to experience every event as
though it is on repeat, through a transparent
sheet masking any authenticity.
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walls. We need recent examples of authentic
learning that reflect higher order thinking.
Evaluators come in and out of the classrooms to make sure we are doing our jobs.
They snap pictures and shake their heads.
Where are our call logs to prove that we are
contacting parents? Can they see recent evidence of data-driven decisions? Why didn’t
we differentiate this assignment to meet
the needs of each learner? We are not good
enough. We aren’t good enough. We aren’t
good enough. They distribute memos. They
issue proclamations. They giveth, they taketh away.
In successful schools, administrators are
learning partners. The most common phrase
is “what do you need and how can I help
you?” In this school, everyone needs someone to blame. The Superintendent points to
the Principal who points to the teacher who
points to the student. It’s a culture of failure.
It’s cyclical. It’s insipid, malignant and possibly fatal.
I ask a boy ghost to please move tables so
that he can focus and get his work done. He
refuses to do so. I try humor, guilt-trips, silence, peer pressure. He will not budge.

#Filter
Bulletin boards are due by 3 PM. Principal
Number Three had them all painted lime
green. She decorated the building as if it
were her house. The lime has a great deal
of yellow in it. Combined with the fluorescent lighting, it’s like an instagram shot with
a filter. I watch a student slug another student who trips just under the poster reading
“Recipe for Success.” For an instant I feel
that I might vomit. The moment passes. I
wonder if I have enough typed student work
to cover the green.
#I’mJustLikeThem
I joined this school because I thought I could
help. Everyone here seemed to be trying to
escape from something and I was trying to
escape from something myself. My marriage
was floundering.
A few years ago, my family moved to the
West Coast in a futile attempt to escape my
husband’s crippling depression. My two
small children were on top of one another in our tiny space in Brooklyn. We were
deep in debt. We thought we’d save money
in Seattle. My husband needed a new job.
Fresh air. More space. We thought that we
could fix what was broken. We were tired of
ten dollar orange juice and neighbors who
bought into our housing complex in order
to have guest houses or who bought from
abroad and left them empty. We were tired
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It’s Wednesday. Time for our weekly fullstaff professional training. I ask the teachers
to move their seats so that they are sitting in
departments. They refuse. I try humor, guilt
trips, silence, peer pressure. They refuse
to budge. One of the teacher calls across
to her peer shouting, “what time is this
over?‘” Another says, “how long do we have
to be here?” Traitors. I feel ashamed to be
a card-carrying union lady. I am developing

TMJ. My migraines are getting worse. I start
avoiding the Resource Room I created. It is
windowless and stuffy in there and the stink
will swallow me whole.
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of watching our friends leave to be replaced
by entitled, self-important assholes who
hated noise. WHY THE FUCK ARE YOU
MOVING TO BROOKLYN IF YOU HATE
NOISE? We were ready to leave.
But New York is its own kind of prison and
recidivism is often self-induced. The escape
plan didn’t work out. I missed the seasons.
I missed the noise. I missed my friends.
My husband was still depressed. I hated
the grey. I hated large spaces. I missed our
cramped little home. The holes in my life
felt larger, darker. After three years, I came
home with my two kids. My husband would
look for work in New York. In the meantime,
he would take care of himself. He would get
some help. We would see what to do about
our marriage. I spoke to Principal Number Seven. I toured the school with its lime
green bulletin boards. I walked the hallways with the ghosts floating about. I shook
hands with the traitors not seeing through
their cracked smiles.

Two ghosts stand up to leave my class.
We’re discussing Macbeth. His ambition
is his downfall. A student is annoyed that
Macbeth is trying to “punk out” and not kill
Duncan. I remind them that in the world
of the play, fair is foul, and foul is fair. The
world of this play is topsy turvy. It is twisted, ugly and full of lies. In the world of this
play, things are not what they seem.
“Why are you guys leaving? This is a class,
you can’t just walk out.”
“Sorry Miss, we have business.” Fair is foul.
Foul is fair.
Sometimes I think the place should be
closed down. Get rid of all the traitors. Let
the music teacher whose favorite song is
the innuendo find something better to do
with his life. Let the videographer go back
to making movies. Let the science teacher with the unsatisfactory rating quit while
he is ahead. Take a match to the place and
start again. Let the charter school take over.
They send their people over to measure the
rooms anyway. They have their blueprints
and their fancy flyers. They are ready to go.
Let them have it. I’ll find another job. I’m
not too worried about that. But I’m not sure
I can just roll over and play dead. I know I
can’t fix the school, but I’m not sure I can let
it go either. Yet, I’m equally unsure of how
long I can stay before becoming a ghost myself.
#FailureIsContagiousButIsItUntreatable?
I love these ghosts. Will the charter school
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I envisioned a team of teachers working together to turn the school around. I imagined
the inspired students able somehow to overlook their hunger, their rage, their neglectful parents in order to learn about hypotenuse triangles and homeostasis. And I’ve
always wanted to teach on the Lower East
Side. The center of the American Dream,
the place where there were once seventeen
yiddish newspapers. Where tenements and
skyscrapers shook hands. The place where
entrepreneurs and dreamers carved sculptures from desire and desperation. Where
the resourceful could dig themselves out
sans shovel. I could dig myself out. I could
start over.

#T’wasARoughNight
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love them? I take them back time after time,
misstep after misstep.
“I’m good today, Miss. Look at my eyes if
you don’t believe me.”
I believe that these ghosts need a place to
roam.
“Miss, I’m going to pass this marking period. I’m on my A-game.”

My son crawls into my bed almost every night
to talk to me about monsters or vampires or
some other invisible fear. My daughter cries
when she learns I am the Tooth Fairy. My
husband is not next to me in bed. Our lives
are filled with illusions, half-truths, disappointments, failures. There are so many moments gone, so many candles blown out, so
many wishes wished. Before I know it, I will

My husband is hundreds of miles away. He
is getting treatment. He climbs mountains
on weekends and sends me #SoHigh selfies.
He is beginning to see how horrible it was
for me in a grey city where he would stay in
bed leaving me to the dishes, the kids, the
bills. I am learning to treasure the moments
when he feels like himself. I am trying not to
dwell over the lost moments when he does
not. I am not thinking about the person he
used to be. I am trying to love the person he
is. We are slowly finding one another again.
I think.
I head to school each day and wonder which
ghosts I will see, which traitors will be standing nearby, waiting to hurt me. I wonder if
the copy machines will work. It’s Spring in
New York but I no longer know what this
means because it is snowing. Fair is foul and
foul is fair. There are budding tulips, there is
sunlight, and the smell of spring masks the
failures I hide. A fresh coat of paint covers
up a student’s graffiti spree. The new paint
makes me wonder if just maybe, I’ll get that
American ending. The ghosts greet me with
questions, fist bumps, hugs, tears. I sip my
coffee. Bulletin boards are due next Tuesday
at 3.
v
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I stink too, now, and the culture of failure
is a part of me. When my very best earns an
F, it gets harder and harder to want to try
for an A. Somedays, I feel that I don’t want
to try at all. I don’t see the point. This is a
lesson my students have known their entire
lives, but that I am just learning. The traitors in my school learned it long ago. With
each passing principal they realized that
nothing that they did would ever be good
enough, and in time they believed that to be
true of themselves as well. And so it became
true. It is true. The ghosts are angry and so
they hurt the traitors. The traitors are angry
so they hurt me because I am powerless and
these are street rules. Survival is all there is
to hope for. We wander around half-living,
half-doing, half-caring. We are all traitors.
We are all afraid of our odor.

be gone. I want to start over again.
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Journal, and Kaleidoscope Magazine. She attempts to look deeply at the complexity of emotions, in her therapy practice and in her writing.

EXPLICATION OF MY GUILT

explication of my guilt
I want to write about my guilt, so first I will
say what happened. On the afternoon of
February 19, 2011 in our white farmhouse in
New Hampshire, I pushed our son Leo out
of my body and onto the blue rug in front of
the wood stove. The labor had dragged past
forty hours. I’d sucked on supplemental oxygen to keep my strength up, and left the
birthing tub to walk naked circles around the
house to jostle my body along. Kathryn, my
midwife, had pried her fingers up inside me
to nudge Leo’s head this way, that way. Leo
was descending – I had seen his dark hair
in a mirror between my legs – then pulled
back in again. Kathryn and her assistant had
tried different positions, on the floor with
my legs up. Every time they moved me it felt
excruciating. Then, suddenly, Kathryn saw
meconium — babies’ first poop which comes
out before birth if they are in distress. If Leo
took a gasp while still in the uterus and aspirated meconium into his lungs, it would lead
to respiratory dysfunction. Kathryn reached
and dialed 911. A minute passed, four minutes, I was breathing, we were waiting, not
knowing for what. Just as paramedics filed
into our living room, Leo dropped from
my body with one tidal heave. He lay there
gray, his eyes closed. He didn’t cry, he didn’t
move.

Overwhelmingly, what I remember from
that day is a distinct confusion, a lens that
both sharpened my sensory experience and
scrambled my cognitive experience. I witnessed events unfolding without any tether
to a storyline. My voice arrived uninitiated.
People I knew – loved – were like strangers
acting parts.
Guilt was the first way my mind offered up
to make sense of the situation. In no way did
I choose guilt; in fact, as a therapist, I knew
the pitfalls of guilt from seeing them play
out over years of work with my clients. Guilt
uses trauma as a substrate – it is opportunistic and predatory. Guilt can be blinding,
like an addiction. Guilt can be isolating and
unspeakable, a recipe for profound loneliness. Guilt can be grueling and wear a person down to the bones. Guilt can be bossy,
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Other details survive. The smell of blood,
of pads soaked in witch hazel. My husband
Eric’s face, blank. The tug of the umbilical
cord as they lifted Leo up, forgetting we
were still attached. A glimpse of my rabbit,
trembling in the corner of his cage, as they
angled my stretcher through the narrow
kitchen. The ambulance bumping on the
frost heaves along the dark road to the local hospital. Wide glass doors sliding open.

Nurses counting, clipboards, everyone rushing, no one saying what was happening. The
sudden burn of IV pitocin when they realized my placenta was still inside me; the
disappearing forearm of the woman who
fetched it out of me when it was obvious pitocin was useless through my shock. A wail
of agony. Being wheeled beside Leo: “You
can touch your baby now.” Locking onto his
dark eyes – for an instant we were familiar
strangers, brought face to face from foreign
worlds, and then they took him away again.
Some time later, peanut butter cookies with
Hershey’s Kiss centers my friend had baked,
eating them and eating them, ravenously,
insanely, not understanding how I could be
in the car beside Eric as we followed Leo’s
ambulance on its way to the NICU at Maine
Medical Center. Rain on the windshield,
Eric silently crying. Still knowing nothing.
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it can lead someone to try controlling everything. It can be vigilant, can steal sleep and
rest and peace. It can also be beguiling, resisting resistance, a chameleon in the realm
of rational conversation. All this I knew well
and yet I was defenseless when it came to
my own trauma and the way guilt grew from
it.
Early in the morning of Leo’s second day,
as I sat in the NICU rocking chair and held
him in my arms for the first time, breathing
and feeding tubes attached, and sang him
Edelweiss, guilt arrived without question.
It lodged in my throat like a clump of dirt I
couldn’t rinse down. It staked a claim on me
that was as incontrovertible as the fact of my
new motherhood. It said: you are responsible for this baby, and since you are responsible, his birth is your fault. You were reckless to plan a homebirth, candles, birthing
tub; it was all foolish romance. You should
have known your baby better, what he needed; you were hasty, began to push too soon.
You should have taken fuller breaths on the
living room floor to send the oxygen to him.
You were naive to the stakes; even after they
saw meconium and dialed 911, you believed
he would be fine. You should have worried
more.

Thumps like those are the drumbeat of my
guilt that has aged over a decade. In them, I
hear reverberations of fears and shame. Like
an echo chamber: Leo might not walk. Leo
might not talk. Leo might not have a friend,
a career. Leo might not be able to kiss the
person he falls in love with. Leo might not
be happy, might be in pain. And his pain is
my pain because it is my fault.
There is nothing special about guilt; it is
common as a weed. From the beginning,
when I talked with Eric about the birth, I
could hear myself blame myself harshly. I
cringed when I felt like guilt had become
old and stale and almost self-indulgent in
a masochistic way. Eric had his version too.
On a date a few years ago, we were trying to
relax by paying to soak in a hot tub. We got
talking about Leo again, and Eric told me
how he held himself accountable for allowing the labor to stagnate for so long and not
insisting we go to the hospital.
“All I said was, ‘How long are we going to
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Leo has Cerebral Palsy and it matters every
day. He is in fifth grade now, and he has a
hard time from the moment he wakes up.
Extracting his limbs from under his quilt,
walking to the bathroom to pee. He stumps
across the floor, hobbled by spasticity, trying
to balance on his bent left leg and right big
toe. The entire right side of his body is more
affected than the left, and the tightness pulls
his right heel up so it doesn’t ever fully touch

the floor. In the mornings he’s the stiffest; as
the day wears on, his heel descends a bit. He
leans on the doorknob. He leans on the sink
and smears toothpaste across his PJs. He
leans on the flimsy towel rack, forever overloaded by our family of five, and it collapses
again. When he goes down with it, he slams
his head on the tub, hard. But he doesn’t cry,
he is used to falling down. He forms his stiff
lips to call out, “I’m okay!” He even takes a
deep breath first to project his weak voice so
we can hear him from the kitchen where we
are making coffee, bagels, a fire, and stick
our heads out to the hall when we hear the
thump upstairs.
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keep doing this, guys?’” he said to me, and
I could see the tears in his eyes through the
steam.
Kathryn, my hapless midwife, stayed with
me for the first few days after Leo was born,
bringing me pillows and salves for my hemorrhoids, helping me clean the breast pump
parts. Maybe she would have done so regardless, but it seemed like guilt was prompting
her to linger. Then she took a few months
off from midwifery to reflect on whether she
could continue. My grandparents came to
visit Leo when he was four months old and
failing to thrive, unable to coordinate his
mouth muscles to draw in enough breastmilk. Even they spoke ruefully at our dining
room table of wishing they had tried harder
to convince us not to have a home birth.

What does it mean, this haunting? Pain
is at the heart of what I want to say about
guilt. Because despite the fact guilt caused
me to suffer at various times in all the ways
I recognized in my clients’ lives, the pain it
kept me from was worse: I did not have to
face the idea that CP was not my fault. What
kind of terrifying, arbitrary world would
that imply? How would I know how to live
if anything bad could happen to me, if I
wasn’t exceptional, if I had no power? Guilt
was working for me, soothing me in a haze
of lies, so I didn’t have to surrender my entire worldview to a meaningless existence.
So for a long time, I relied on guilt to fuel
my denial. Guilt snugs up close to regret, as
if reality were something we chose, as if it
were something we could have controlled,
as if it were something that shouldn’t have
happened, wasn’t supposed to happen, as if
it were something bad, as if it were a mistake. And a mistake has no meaning when it
comes to Leo.
First, yes there was trauma, but also as there
often is, great strength. Leo and I managed
together to get him born in the nick of time,
before the paramedics loaded me onto the
stretcher and brought me in the ambulance
down the long bumpy road to the hospital, a
ride during which he would have surely died
inside me. Eric has called it miraculous more
than once. So we have Leo in the world, and
who would he be apart from CP? I love him
immeasurably, and I mean I love all of him.
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Sometimes guilt gets turned around and
the blame points outward at someone else.
My mother and my mother-in-law do not
have a lot in common, but they both gave
cold shoulders to Kathryn when they saw
her ministering to me in those early days.
It made me uncomfortable to see this. I felt
fiercely defensive of her and said repeatedly that she had done her best for me. I was
shocked, when I began to read Cerebral Palsy websites, how many parents sued their
doctors for malpractice in their children’s
deliveries. It’s true I spent a long time poring
over the details of the labor, and the medical records from the weeks before. Some of
the explanations were flimsy because there
really was no way to know what exactly had
gone wrong, but some were because Kathryn tended to be an inattentive notetaker
and was often flaky about her agenda at appointments. It would have been easy to hold

this against her but I concluded instead that
I should have been a better judge of character or taken a more active role. I steered far
away from blaming Kathryn because I needed to keep the blame for myself.
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I love his crooked lope across the baseball
field. I love the way he starts laughing uncontrollably before he can finish telling a
joke, and the laughter makes him drool.
Also, CP slows us down, brings us together, gives us perspective, patience, and resilience. I am proud of the strength of our
family, Leo’s siblings, our marriage. And
last, there is the nature of life, which is that
it’s complicated. Who can know what would
have happened, if this, if that? How responsible can we ever be?

These days, guilt still shows up in the form
of doubt and an unending incantation of
questions. Maybe we should stay upstairs
with him every morning in case he falls.

Now, when hard parts of CP pop up, I have
learned to say: this is not guilt, this is grief.
Grief for his falls in the bathroom. Grief for
when he can’t ride a scooter with the neighbors, ski with his cousins. Grief for when he
cries out for me, brave as he is, when the
neurologist injects him with Botox to take
the edge off the muscle spasms. Grief for
the toll that parenting Leo has taken on our
marriage and the hurts we have endured
in order to stay together. Grief lives on. It
is hard, and heavy, and long. Sometimes
it nudges guilt back alive, to distract from
the pain. But the pain is the truth and the
truth is brilliant. It’s not that I made a huge
mistake by having a home birth and we all
had to suffer the dreadful consequences. It’s
that I made a choice that winter, and then
we abided the rest of our incomprehensible
lives.
At dinner, after a couple sentences about
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I have learned it’s okay to hate CP sometimes and wish like hell that Leo didn’t have
it, and still to find meaning, and even identity, even beauty in his disability. I have
learned I can tell someone that Leo has CP
because I had a homebirth, and in that sense
I claim responsibility, but stop short of culpability. I have learned it’s important to try
hard to make a good decision for Leo, but
that trying too hard to get things right can
lead to a place of arrogance or fantasy where
it’s possible to live with only good outcomes.
And that this way of life may feel safe but
is constraining, is missing something. Pain.
Discovery. Slowly, the contradictions of my
world have settled into background mystery.
I can’t really say how this happened. Time?
And dipping back into the morass of memory, coming up sticky and swollen. By crying.
By counseling. By writing in journals, walking with friends, screaming at the ocean. By
waking up and loving Leo every morning.

Should we bolt more handles to our walls?
Maybe he should wear a helmet. We struggle to keep the routine of stretching him on
the massage table before school, to loosen
him up just a little. We grapple with possible surgeries – will they do more harm than
good? Leo is eleven now; how should we involve him in the decisions? We visit specialist after specialist who dispenses contradictory advice. And how much difference does
wearing his braces really make? But I like to
think that guilt shows up somewhat guiltily
now. It knows better than to come masquerading as something authoritative and scary.
I have quelled it, if not vanquished it. I know
that asking these questions is part of parenting Leo well, and that is work I am committed to excelling at.
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band practice antics, Leo gives up telling
about his day because talking makes him
tired and takes too long, and he has to focus on chewing so he can put in enough calories. Spasticity involuntarily contracts his
muscles so he is constantly dumping energy.
Just sitting in his chair at the end of the day
is an effort. Still, he is amazing. Instead of
talking, he smiles at me across the table, and
his smile is like none other. A big part of me
believes he would not have that smile if not
for CP.
v
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ISSUE IX
ART
COVER IMAGE: “The Map of A Myth II" by Kwong Kwok Wai
(120 cm X 60 cm, oil on raw linen, 2021)
I usually start with concepts in my painting process, and concepts converted into symbols. With abstractions suggestive of old places, I try to build up
a connection between history and contemporary art. Having always liked
drawing maps of some imaginary places since childhood, I recently experimented portraying history with maps.
In this painting, I transformed fragments of a 2021 satellite map of the Kowloon Peninsula into a non-representational depiction of the city.

FLASH FICTION: “Like Sand Through An Hourglass” by Yuchen Shi
Yuchen Shi is an artist based in Singapore from the United World College of
South East Asia. Inspired by collage art, her work mainly revolves around
metropolitan lifestyles and the way they contribute to the construction of
one's identity. Although oil is her primary medium, she also experiments
with installationand video art to present her thoughts regarding the rapid
development of our world. Her artworks were featured in various exhibitions internationally.

NONFICTION: Photograph by MChe Lee
& “The Map of A Myth I" by Kwong Kwok Wai
(76 cm X 90 cm, oil on raw linen, 2021)
Reference: Road map of Central, the core financial and government area;
and Shumshuipo, an old district with a low-income population.

ISSUE IX
ART
POETRY: “Magic Dream” by Yolanda Fleming
Yolanda Fleming is a New Jersey shore-based mixed-media artist and exhibiting member of the Guild of Creative Art in Shrewsbury, NJ. Her work
hangs in business offices, galleries, restaurants and private homes in NJ, NY
and Philadelphia. She is also a hospital marketing director and co-publisher of EDGE Magazine, also based in NJ, an author and musician who has
recorded under the name Yoji Ananda. "Magic Dream" was created while
listening to "Magic," the song by Olivia Newton-John on repeat shortly after
her passing. For more info, visit yolandafleming.com.

& A Photograph by Eduardo Soares
FICTION: Photograph by Logan Weaver
A Denver and LA based photographer with extensive experience in commercial, editorial, and lifestyle photography and fillmmaking. His work can be
found at lgnwvr.com.

& “The Map of A Myth IV" by Kwong Kwok Wai
(76 X 90 cm, oil on canvas, 2021)
Reference: Aerial photos of the Kowloon Peninsula in 1947 and satellite map
of the same area in 2021.

FLASH NONFICTION: “Reborn” by Monica Viera
Monica Viera is a latix author and painter from East LA. She writes and listens to 80s music in her free time.
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