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which often featured material she was familiar with, but she was happy to be able 

to have books to read and discuss. The classes were taught by an elderly woman 

named June, who had lost an eye to cancer and a leg to diabetes, and who was so 

passionate about books that she would get so worked up discussing class material 

that she’d run out of breath. Marguerite always worked hard and contributed in 

class. She took the same course every year, and received the same certificate over 

and over. She framed each one. 

She was sixty when she was released. She took a job at a bookstore, and n 

her first day she noticed that a book had been written about her life, unbeknownst 

to her, by the literary agent that came to see her when she was inside. The book 

began by mentioning that Ernest Hemingway famously wrote a story that was 

only six words long. Marguerite closed the book. She sat on a bench on her lunch 

break, and ate nothing.

Marguerite won the short story contest. Several famous authors had entered, and 

she beat them all, and did so with a story of only 100 words. She went to receive 

her check and her little certificate from the literary magazine’s office. The stout 

editor with the two-colored mustache presented her the award and shook her 

hand. She felt amazing. Outside she sat on a bench and ate a hotdog and drank 

Coke from a glass bottle. A tall man with an oily leather jacket sat next to her and 

asked her about the certificate. I won a literary contest, she said. Did it with only 

100 words. The man said Congratulations! Did you know Hemingway once wrote a 

story that was only six words long? Marguerite nodded as she swallowed her last 

mouthful of hotdog. She smashed the Coke bottle against the bench and stabbed 

the man in the liver. 

The man survived for three weeks before succumbing to his injury. Marguerite 

declared her innocence, in court and to her family. She maintained that she broke 

no law and did no wrong, but she was found guilty, and went to prison. 

She never stopped writing, despite incarceration. Over the years she entered 

countless literary contests. When she was in her forties, she won a contest with a 

story that was a single word in length. An article was published about the convicted 

murderer literary genius. An agent came to see her, a hotshot with three Pulitzer 

winners to his name, and tried to convince her to write a novel. Marguerite refused 

to speak, and wrote the word NO on a piece of paper in big letters and slid it to the 

agent. The agent came to see her a few more times, but failed to convince her to 

write a novel. Marguerite responded with the same one word answer each time. 

She spent her time writing and thinking, and attending literature classes in prison, 
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I told my Sunday School teacher after

church today but she laughed and said You’re just

ten years old, there’s practically no limit

to the things you don’t know so I said Well,

I’m taking third grade for the second time

so I must know something but she only

laughed again and said Your faith would make you

well, Gale, if only you had some so I

said I’m not sick, ma’am, and neither are you,

which shut her up pronto, you would’ve thought

that I’d diagnosed her contrariwise

because she started crying and her last

words that I caught before I ran were Out

of the mouths of babes. But she’s no baby.

No one lives forever, not even God
                                                                                       

g a l e  a c u f f

a celerity that created its own time zone, five of its seconds to every one of ours, 

its own special relativity. But now her mind had to use its dexterity to contend with 

the bitterness she was required to swallow, spending itself on championing what 

had previously never been challenged. Regardless, I kept waiting for her to do 

something spectacular with her mind. Then, in the middle of that year with the 

longest seasons, she did. 

It began on an afternoon full of blazing sunlight—one of countless in a summer 

stretching on and on. Once again, she was taking refuge from conflicting emotions 

in a pleasant distraction—this time, a small story with a mirror that showed children 

possible future selves, a preview of who they might become in the years ahead as 

a means to prepare them for impending adulthood. So taken by the idea of this 

mirror, she thought why not make such a mirror—turn her attention away from her 

mind’s fight against the cynicism and turn it toward invention instead, applying it 

to solve problems of optics and perception. 

Several weeks later, she had a prototype—but this was a different kind of 

mirror, one that presented us with our inner selves moving at their most suitable 

pace. I eagerly obliged when she asked me to test the mirror, first unnerved then 

charmed by the tired yet lovely person staring back at me with bright eyes amply 

framed by wrinkles, all her movements unhurried, slowly catching up to mine. 

Like me, everyone who looked into this mirror was enchanted and disquieted, 

all of us made irrevocably aware of our dyssynchrony as we came to call it—that 

discrepancy between the speeds of our activities and the speeds natural for our 

psyches. And now we could make long-overdue adjustments to our lives, aligning 

who we are with what we do. 

My memories of that time recede and leave me with two possibilities: how 

dyssynchronous our lives would still be if my sister hadn’t been prescribed extra-

strength cynicism and how much more insight we might be privy to had her mind 

remained unfettered. Two counterfactuals, one corresponding to appreciation and 

the other to resentment. A bifurcation of my feelings about the way that period in 

her life turned out—each branch a path that goes deeper into reactions I’m not 

ready to explore. 

I hold the bottle before me as though it’s a compass, like the black cap atop 

the heavy body of brown glass can point a way forward. But of course the only 

directions the bottle can provide are the ones on pharmacy label—dosage and 

safety instructions, fossilized information which won’t lead me anywhere. 

Then there seems nothing else to do but put the old bottle back in the depths 

of the open drawer in front of me, to be rediscovered when my imagination can 

do more with it.

1. A burrito

2. A new color

3. Money on the street

4. Blue sky after long rain

5. A deer in the headlights

6. Your first bike

7. A waterfall

8. An avalanche

9. First snow in the city

10. An unknown beetle

11. Illegible handwriting

12. Beads

13. Seeds

14. The long-awaited bus

15. Missing keys

16. Something else you thought you’d lost

17. A mountain

18. Desert

19. Dessert

20. Fire in the woodstove

21. Evening primrose, unfurling

22. A dangerous animal

23. Lightning

24. Copper sheeting

25. The problem

26. The solution

27. A lunar eclipse

28. A meteor

29. With mouth open

30. With hands awake

31. With eyes shut

31 ways of looking at your lover
                                                                                       

m o i r a  w a l s h

Tonight, I resort once again to tidying up the kitchen to ease the latest bout of 

restless energy that has come over me during these uninspiring months—the dullest 

time of the year, when our imaginations have atrophied to the point of envisioning 

little more than mundane plausibilities. Drawer by drawer, I clear out unneeded 

miscellanea. I make steady progress, removing worn utensils and expired candy. 

Then the cleanup comes to a halt the moment I find a bottle of extra-strength 

cynicism. My sister’s old prescription for the poignant darkness meant to temper 

her faith in fate, humanity and the world—a treatment that she immediately had 

allergic reactions to, her mind springing into defensive action with such vigor that 

she took to carrying tiny stories with her at all times, tucked in pants pockets and 

zipped within the compartments of her purse, little tales to soothe the psyche and 

ease the symptoms’ toll by taking her attention off the war the rest of her mind was 

waging against misanthropy. 

Oh, how I hated seeing her go through this, made listless and melancholy while 

her mind resorted to the deployment of nightmares and earworms, stories the sole 

succor—me, powerless to help, aside from the occasional hug, left to search her 

distracted eyes for the bright acuity that had been ever abundant. Of everyone I 

knew back then, she had by far the nimblest mind—so lithe and agile, moving with 

The Mother of Reinvention
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