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WHAT THE HELL DOES IT
LOOK LIKE TO LIVE WITH
SOME SANITY IN BETWEEN?
THE RAZOR'S EDGE
It was (in central Iowa, at least) a cruel
winter. The kind when you know you
have no right to expect your eighteen
year old year car to start in the pitch-dark
morning tundra, and you thank god in
loud verbal ejaculations when it does.
The kind where the bite taunts you with
its returning, returning.
Then one day the sun hits your backyard
as you leave for work and the plants
explode like confetti.
Since the fall issue of Lifevest was
released some friends in our lives have
died, and some babies have been born.
Some lovers have parted in anguish,
while others have grown in intimacy and
understanding. Some have been
devastated by losing jobs; others have
been overjoyed at finding their vocations.
Some days it was light for four hours,
other days twelve.
Mostly we walk on the razor's edge
between these two - coaching ourselves
out of the extremes of blind naiveté and
pitiful despair. What the hell does it look
like to live with some sanity in between? I
don't know the answer, but something
Rumi said comes to mind:
An ant hurries along a threshing floor
with its wheat of grain, moving between
huge stacks of wheat, not knowing the
abundance all around. It thinks its one
grain is all there is to love.
I don’t think this solves anything, but I
hear an invitation there.

We had a big party at our house on Easter
afternoon, with lawn games, music, egg
casseroles, and friends all around. And
somehow one of our friends’ kids got
stuck up in a tree. She was way up there,
there were no branches below her, and I
have no idea how she got to that height.
This is one thing the following pieces do
for me – they provide some needed
honesty about our human place on the
razor’s edge. They neither flee the dark
nor cheapen the light. They stare death
in the face while daring to look for
abundance. They remind us that we are
stuck in a tree, but also at a party, and
there are signs of new life blossoming all
around us.

ON THE COVER
CINDY BARTO

SCREAMING WOMAN
As a Pediatric Emergency Room Chaplain,
I often have parents come in who are
experiencing the worst days of their life.
This self-portrait reflects the horror on a
mother's face as they worked on her child and
she realized that her baby had transitioned from
this life to life eternal. The parent's cries
haunted me for days afterward and I realized
that I needed to release this trauma from my
body. What follows are the cries of the parents
and the image that was burned in my psyche.
Death is never easy and the loss of a child is
unthinkable. I hold onto the hope that those
experiencing loss will find comfort in my
presence as I attempt to mirror the Divine and
hold them in their distress.

SEVENTEEN
ERIC RUCKER

Surely it was illegal to have
so many high schoolers
at the pool in that
gated community
in the dark
I guess it was sticky summer
I guess Top 40 blared
we stood and sat and stood
and stole looks
at each other’s
young
skin
Some game arose where the
boys began to jump over objects
and into the pool
as the talk died and we watched it
escalate into
competition
Ethan was dark-skinned
and wore a necklace
and was hot and
lacked a little more restraint than
most of us
and he commanded two boys
to add yet another pool chair to the line
between the pool and himself
like the line of buses between
Evil Knievel's ramps
And he backed up and sprinted
and leaped head first
and it was frightened
infinity
his beautiful brown body
hanging sideways

Silence
Oh the adrenaline
that shot through my arms
like sex in a borrowed car
scared shitless for him
but scared shitless to stop him
Cheers exploded
as he hit the water
because
we got away with it
or
we proved we weren’t pussies
or
no one broke their necks
or
everyone else is cheering
or
whatever of that
mad energy that we
always held
inside ourselves
that felt like
the moment his
toes grazed the
pool’s edge
and he landed
in the water
safely

A MATTER
OF LIFE AND
DEATH
ERIN BROICH
He’d never liked hospitals. He hated the scent of
bleach and disinfectant that assaulted his nostrils,
but which could never completely cover up the
tinge of copper and sickness that lingered in the
air around him. He hated the rush of people going
from patient to patient, the sense of loss and
trepidation that always seemed to hang heavy
over them, like a weighted cloak everyone was
forced to wear whenever they entered the
building. Most might think he’d love hospitals.
That they were a banquet of opportunity for him,
but he didn’t see it that way. He hated them,
hated the load of work and responsibility they
placed upon him. Yet, hospitals were the spaces
he most frequented. In them lay his burden. His
curse. His duty.
He’d already been to visit three people that
afternoon. Two had seen him approach and
trembled with fear. Those visits were the worst.
People who looked at him like that always
wanted to try and bargain their way out. When he
would refuse, their fear would turn to contempt
and they’d shower him with curses and threats to
try and ward him off.
That never worked either.
Once, he’d have tried to offer them comfort.
Whisper soft words to soothe their fears and bring
them peace. The soft words had never helped,
and had more often than not been met with even
greater hatred and vileness.
So, he remained silent.
He remained cold.
As they scrambled to try and convince him to
leave them, to come back for them later, he’d
quietly lay his hand on them and their fight would
be over in an instant. They became as silent as he
was.

The third man had been different. He’d seen him approach,
and relief had filled his gaze. Those visits were always much
better. When a person was ready, when they were at peace
and didn’t want to fight, it was easier for him to be kind.

She radiated warmth and light, her smile was gentle, and her
eyes were like two still pools of the clearest water, the world
around her reflected in their depths. She gazed at him with
such adoration, it made him want to weep.

He still didn’t speak, but they didn’t need him to.

He was filled with such longing for her, he ached inside. He
constantly longed for her, had longed for her throughout
countless eons, would continue longing for her for countless
more.

They would smile and sometimes ask simple questions, like
whether or not it would hurt. He would answer them with
nods or shakes of his head, and then would make sure it
didn’t. Those types of people always slipped away more
smoothly than the others, because they weren’t clinging to
their life with such desperation. He didn’t enjoy forcing those
who weren’t ready. It was all just a matter of timing, though,
and out of his hands.
This fourth visit would be his last for this particular facility,
but there would be countless more to follow elsewhere. His
work was never done.
It was an exhausting existence he led.
He walked through the corridor, watching the nurses and
doctors mill about, saving those they could, and comforting
those they couldn’t.
He knew he’d be back in this place soon enough.
No one noticed him as he made his way towards the room.
He walked in and moved towards the single occupant. The
patient was a young woman, too young and too healthy to
be lying in a hospital bed for any natural reasons. A drunk
driver, he knew, and a severe blow to the head. As so often
was the case, the drunk had survived, but the woman
wouldn’t. It was a shame, but she wasn’t the first, and she
would be far from the last. She was unconscious,
surrounded by beeping machines that were keeping her
body alive, but he couldn’t sense any movement in her mind.
This type of visit was the best. They didn’t even realize what
was happening, and he didn’t have to watch that little light
in their eyes go out.
He hated when that light went out.
Slowly, he began to reach his hand out towards the woman,
preparing to ease her suffering and release her from the
prison her body had become. The air around him suddenly
warmed, the sterile smell of the room replaced by the scent
of springtime and rain.

The great love of his life…who he would never be able to
reach.
Not even when standing opposite each other in the same
room could they touch. It was rare that they were even able
to look upon one another. Only in those certain cases, when
the fate of the person they visited could fall in either of their
hands, were they able to be so close. Yet, they still remained
so far apart.
“I have missed you so,” she spoke again, her voice the
sweetest sound to ever grace his ears.
He opened his mouth to respond, but no words came. It had
been so long, he realized, he had forgotten how to speak.
Panic seized him as he comprehended he could not express
to her just how much he had missed her as well.
She must have sensed his panic, because her smile grew
impossibly sweeter.
“It is all right, my love,” she said. “Just being near you is
enough.”
He reached his hand towards her, desperate for contact of
some kind. She raised her own in turn, but despite being just
on the other side of the bed, she might as well be standing
on the other side of the room. Their hands could not touch. It
was as if a thin wall of glass stood between them, allowing
them to see, but never to feel. They pressed their palms
against it, willing at least their fingertips to meet, but it was
no use. The two of them were cursed to know each other, to
love each other, but to be forever separated by that single
point of being and nonbeing that all living things must come
to.
She released a small, sad sigh, and dropped her hand. He
did the same, letting his arm hang limply at his side.

“Hello, my darling,” a soft voice startled him.

“We cannot delay any longer,” she whispered, looking down
at the woman that lay between them. “I sense her
restlessness. We must put her at ease.”

His hand froze midair over the woman’s, and he looked up to
the figure that had appeared on the other side of the bed. If
he had been capable of it, he would have lost his breath. No
matter how many times he saw her, she always stunned him
with her beauty.

Though desperate to extend their time together for even a
second more, he knew she was right. No soul could stand
the presence of them both for very long.

He watched as she reached down and gently took the
woman’s hand in her own. Slowly, he mirrored her actions,
fitting the woman’s small palm into his. They waited. In
moments such as these, it wasn’t up to either of them to
determine the person’s fate. When the pendulum could
swing either way, the individual herself was able to choose.
Another moment passed with no sign of stirring from the
woman. Another second, and he tensed to remove his hand.
He did not believe the woman would choose him anyway.
Why would anyone choose to go with him, when they had
the option to stay with her? Just as his fingers twitched to
release her, however, the woman grasped him.
Surprised, he glanced up and met his love’s clear,
shimmering gaze.
“Do not look so shocked, my darling.” She offered him a
teasing grin. “You are so convinced that I am more beloved
than you are, but you forget I bring far more pain than you
ever could. You ease that pain. They fear the mystery of you,
but embrace you when they know you. They long for you,
just as I long for you, but they do not always realize the
comfort you can bring them. You are inevitable. You are
fulfillment. You are peace.”
He looked back down at the woman, who continued to
clutch his hand. A small smile played at her lips, and her face
looked rested even as the machines around her screeched
her parting. When he glanced back up, his beloved was
gone. The air in the room was cold once more. His longing
for her worsened in an instant, but he knew he would see her
again someday. Though they were often just out of sight of
each other, just missing one another at every turn, whenever
the line between them was blurred…when their fingertips
could almost touch, and their lifetimes apart faded away…
that single moment was all that mattered between Life and
Death.

THE OTHER WOMAN

MARIE E. CYGNE
She is multi-cultured.
Multi-lingual.
Multi-layered.

I thought in a mix of naivete and stubbornness that I could out-do Her,
Out-perform Her,
Outrank Her.
That I could make you feel the way you make me feel.
That you could lean into the same sort of love for me.
That my ocean eyes, as you call them, could captivate you just as much as Her waters
East to West and
That the geography of my emotions might entice you as much, or miracle of miracles,
Entice you more.
But She is the World for you.
She is Halle.
Rhens.
The Rhine.
Rosenmontag.
She is your ecstasy and your delight.
She excites you, entices you, enamors, and enlivens you.
And here and there, you send “huuuuuge hugs darling and deep, deep kisses from me to you!”
You write, “please understand that my being distant – even if you don’t hear from me for a while – says
nothing about what I feel or how much I care for you. Please understand and trust and take solace in that.”
And I close my eyes, and imagine your lips forming the words saying these words to me,
Face to face,
Your ocean eyes swimming into mine.
Telling me that you miss me and want me the way I want you.
And then Brother Wisdom peers over at me with his fire and ice gaze:
:
:
:
Raise your stakes.

T H E R E
W A S
O N L Y A
W A L L
B E T W E E N
U S
HANNAH DREY LANDGRAF

I TRIED TO COUNT YOUR
FRECKLES ONCE. IT SEEMS I’M
STILL COUNTING.

The first gift he gave me was a homemade postcard on yellow
construction paper. He had stacks of them in his cramped
studio. All afternoon he’d sit, rugged and honest, in a worn
lawn chair outside our brick apartment complex. Listening to
jazz on his handheld radio, smoking a blunt, sketching political
cartoons. He was a pun proponent. He shaded the outlines of
limbs and crooked cityscapes. He drew a billboard with ‘XRATED PETTING ZOO’ in mismatched bubble letters next to a
picture of a goofy, delirious beaver. He told me to mail it to
Iowa, to my family. Or to Connecticut, to somewhere they
appreciate the Arts.
He asked if he could sketch me once, but disappeared when I
said I’d sit for him.
In 1965 he fought with the 1st Cavalry Division in Vietnam. In
‘68 he was barely outside Khe Sahn, thinking mostly of village
women and treating blisters. He sewed haphazard stitches into
his own hand. That spring he was carefully chosen to carry the
division flag in a Memorial Day parade back at Fort Benning.
He left his brothers and friends to march for twenty—maybe
thirty—minutes before a festival of smiling, terrified civilians.
He'd been selected for his looks. He liked to mention how
handsome he'd been then.

When he returned, thirty-seven members of his unit were
gone. Swept by surprise bombs, napalm, a jet air strike. He
lived when they died and spent the next fifty years committing
a slow, incubating suicide.
When we met he was thinking less of death, but still actively
dying. He drank a 40 every night on a patch of grass he called
a meadow. Moving there was a monastery. A silent retreat with
thick walls, two folding chairs, and mustard carpet. It’s where I
realized I had decades of life to unlearn. There was a cat then
who slept sound on my chest, humming his night songs. For a
while the coffee pot was plugged in above the toilet and my
fondest memories include the three of us (the cat, the coffee,
and me) vying for each other’s morning attention.
On May 27, 2013 I asked him how he was doing. There was a
roar, his throat split and his hulking frame rose, “damnit, I don’t
celebrate this day and never will!”
I froze and stumbled backward into the curb.
Slowly, he sank, his hands melting around the can, whispering
the precious details of the day and the days after—when he
deliberately gave himself to death. My ears stung and buzzed.
I was a raptor, a venus fly trap. He’d got me going then set me
down.

The second gift he gave me was a dictionary. A giant Merriam
Webster that must've weighed thirty pounds. “I know how
much you love words and it’s Easter, after all.” He’d bought it at
the Step-Up Society across the street. Each week his payee
would leave fifty bucks from the monthly VA check, which he'd
spend on trinkets, cigarettes, malt liquor, a few bus tokens.
The third gift he gave me came two years and three months
after I had moved from Monroe Drive. I'd left the studio for a
two bedroom, two bathroom manor. A mansion with a porch I
didn’t share and too many open parking spots. The rent was
cheap and I hated myself because it was the suburbs and
suburbia scared me. It was one long social sunburn.
It was Sunday and being back there made the city feel like
home in a way it barely ever did. There was the corner station,
the deranged man asking for change, the smoke shop,
barbershop, frame shop. A gentrified neighborhood
regentifying. A bar, café, and art gallery were moving in.
My feet felt the cement through my boots. I knew it was
coming before he saw me and braced myself, just barely.
Staring through a pair of obnoxious blue sunglasses, he began
to whimper. His moustache trembled. He cleared his throat as if
to say, then didn’t. I stood still and wondered whether to stay
or go. After an unforgivable silence he bellowed my name. It
sounded the same as it always had. There was nothing delicate
or poetic about the phrasing or the placement of his tongue
against the roof of his mouth. It was a harsh croak. A siren. A
smoke alarm.
He wore a stained, short sleeve button-up. He’d sewn a patch
onto the breast with a familiar stitch. It read 'Mr. Nice Guy' in
greasy, body shop cursive.
“Did you move away because of me?” he asked.
His beard was a cradle for cookie crumbs and ash. I wondered
if he’d catch fire the way his cigarette drooped over his bottom
lip like that.
I blushed when he told me how he’d seen me through my
window once. I wondered what else he’d seen. The coffee, the
cat, the shower. My arms crept across my body. I became
keenly aware of my bare legs beneath the cut offs. I kept
blinking and holding my hand above my eyes to block the sun
above his head. There was only ever a wall between us.
He stared a long time and I stared back. They told him he was
insane and he believed them because he wanted to be dead
and insane seemed closer to death than life.
“I tried to count your freckles once. It seems I’m still counting.”

No one had ever said anything so romantic. It was dictionary
and true, but it was too intimate. I wanted to go but my feet
wouldn't budge and I was too polite to leave an old man on
the side of the street.

T H E R E
W A S
“I don’t know how to be with people. You seemed like you
O N L Y A
would let me be with you, so I left that day. I didn’t forget to
draw you.”
W A L L
This would be easier if we were stoned, I thought. I recalled a
B Electure:
T W
EtoN
professor's ambling
we are E
intimate
the extent in
which who we are intimate with knows us as we know
ourselves. U S
He knew something
me
H A N N about
AH D
Rand
E Y I knew
L A Nsomething
D G R A F about
him. But in a fleeting, unpleasant moment, which felt like five
—maybe six—years, I made the decision to turn, unhinge
myself, and walk away.

apologies
or horizons
BRENNA LAKESON

I hold the grey kitten,
the size of my hand,
its now-unperceiving eyes
are half open,
paws, as big as a fingernail,
curl limp under frail arms
I wrap her
in an old scarf
I weep into her inanimate form
saying
I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.
//
He drives me
to an empty parking lot
in the middle of the night
so his roomate
won’t hear him yelling at me
because I’m not sorry
or at least
not as sorry as he wants me to be.
If we had been
in the car like this
when I first told him
he might have left me
on the side of the road,
or worse.
He gets out, slams the door,
and stomps around on the asphalt,
screaming at me and at no one
with his hands on his head.
Maybe I deserve this,
but I say nothing
because I’m not sorry.
//
I am learning
when to apologize
and that even in
all types of deaths,
the flowers still bloom.
I am learning
that there will always be times
when the sun is on the horizon
but you can’t tell yet
whether it’s setting or rising.
//
We are on a walk
far away from home;
the sky is grey
and the earth is damp.
I find a rock
nesting in the dirt
split evenly in two pieces.
I wash it and bring it home
on an airplane.
You still have your half
on your dresser
with all your philosophy books.

UNBORN

CINDY BARTO

Exploring the thoughts, emotions, and sayings I hear as I care for patients who are experiencing pregnancy loss.

B I O S
CINDY BARTO
Cindy identifies as an Artist Chaplain and currently works in a pediatric
environment. Cindy uses art to process her experience both clinically and
personally as well as to engage parents, families, and patients in stressmanagement through artistic expression. Cindy grew up in an artistic
household, being the daughter of an artist and has always found art to be a
wonderful non-verbal means of communication that is able to access areas in
the depth of our being.

ERIN BROICH
Erin has a Masters in Theology and Ministry from Boston College, as well as a
Masters of Education from Mount Mercy University. Within her short stories she
incorporates her knowledge of theology and draws on her ministerial
experiences. Currently, she work as a Campus Minister at a small, liberal arts
university.

MARIE E. CYGNE
Marie lives in a quiet teacup filled manor in the hills of Georiga where she reads,
writes, and dreams of all things both Victorian and Bohemian. She enjoys
holding the tension between life's paradoxes and is excessively gentle with
herself amidst her own.

HANNAH DREY LANDGRAF
Hannah is a writer, teacher, preacher, and program manager. During the day she
works to secure safe, stable, and affordable housing for individuals and families
experiencing homelessness. She keeps four happy hens in the backyard of her
Des Moines home.

BRENNA LAKESON
Brenna is a feminist pastor and social activist living in Atlanta. She has a BA in
Music from Elon University and an MDiv from Candler School of Theology at
Emory University. She is United Methodist clergy serving at a nonprofit that
serves people experiencing homelessness. Brenna’s writing strives to hold the
stories of the marginalized in the light, to create meaning from her own
experiences, and to heal the things that hurt. Her newest endeavor, unguarded,
serves to relinquish perfectionism, witness the messiness of living, and tell her full
truths. You can read more of her writing at brennalakeson.com.

ERIC RUCKER
Eric is a campus minister in Iowa who cares about working with young people
to discern their vocations. In his free time you'll find him writing music and
poetry, cooking meals with his lovely partner, reading, or grabbing a drink with
fine friends in Des Moines. You can listen to his music here.

