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poems possess universal appeal 
as they highlight an intimate 
moment shared between 
father and child. Both Peck and 
Roethke undergo a schism in 
the parent-child relation, albeit 
for different reasons. At the 
same time, both poets offer 
images that present youths who 
apparently adore their parents 
despite fractured relationships. 
Perhaps Peck’s adoration of 
her father is clearest in the lat-
ter part of her poem where she 
manages to reinvent/reimagine 
her relationship with him. She 
describes herself as sporting a 
bathing suit with a “dragon on 
it.” This is the most transfor-
mative part of the poem: “My 
dragon would roar – and if my 
father came back, / I’d rush to 
him and show him / how pretty 
I am, and he wouldn’t care / 
about getting wet and would 
lift me into the air.” Thus, what 
once was her loss (absence of 
father) now becomes her gain 
as she reclaims him, her words 
suggesting that she re-envisions 
him as suitor/father/superhero. 
This mythical figure, who can do 
no wrong, thrives in her imagi-
nation, a rival to her real father.

Where the first section of 
Peck’s volume grapples with 
her early childhood memories, 
the second evolves into a study 
of Peck’s young adulthood as 
well as a montage of portraits 
of several female relations with 
special emphasis on her mother. 
Of all the poems in this section, 
the one that possesses argu-
ably the most symbolic import is 
“Writing My Mother’s Obit.” Here 
we find a reckoning of sorts 
contained within this poem as 
Peck unsheathes raw emotion 
recounting final moments spent 
with her mother along with a 

telling instance of introspec-
tion. This more reformative tone 
and contemplative material 
is offset by the routine cata-
logue of major events in Peck’s 
mother’s life. We learn that she 
was “an army wife” and “loved 
by her church family” in the first 
stanza. But it isn’t until the third 
stanza that we gain access to 
Peck’s outlook. Her thoughts 
function simultaneously as a 
self-examination and a moment 
of self-questioning: “Whatever 
I’d never asked / would remain 
unasked, and could she / hear 
what I said?” These lines sug-
gest a reluctant acceptance of 
the past on the poet’s part as 
well as angst that her mother 
would discover something that 
Peck wishes to remain undis-
closed. Yet another sizing up of 
the relationship with her mother 
appears near the end of the 
poem: “A month before she died 
/ I’d stood by her bed, asking 
to be forgiven / for any slight 
or shortcoming” As readers, we 
witness this act of Peck drawing 
closer to her mother. We sense 
the genuineness of Peck’s love 
language and that her repen-
tance is heartfelt, not contrived. 

The third and final section of 
Peck’s collection constitutes a 
retrospective vision of her life. 
She weaves in and out of her 
poems, creating snapshots of 
herself and various members of 
her extended and nuclear fam-
ily – her grandmother, sisters, 
father, and mother. Apart from a 
few stray pieces, the entire sec-
tion serves as an homage – in 
part to one of her sisters and 
grandmother but mostly to her 
mother. The final poem, “Birth-
place,” is epochal, her words 
so vivid that it’s as if we enjoy 
a dress circle view of scenes 

described as the poet explains 
her origins. Masterfully crafted 
and lyrical to its core, if the 
poem were a pop song, it would 
be ripe for a band like Fleet-
wood Mac to cover. Peck opens 
with these words: “You were my 
beginning and again I am with 
you, / mother, in the song of the 
bird perched / in the dogwood of 
Virginia where both of us / were 
born.” We may very well hear the 
lilt of Christine McVies’s vocals as 
we read these words. But beyond 
the musicality of the words lies 
their meaning as when Peck 
shows us the wonderfully symbi-
otic relationship she shared with 
her mother in the third stanza 
where she reminisces about how 
she would “pick dandelions” as 
a child, dandelions her mother 
would “place / in a glass on the 
windowsill.” Further down, we 
observe what Peck has internal-
ized and claimed for her own 
from her mother: “Listen, you’d 
say. A mockingbird I couldn’t 
always see in the distance. You’d 
repeat the sounds / that I hear 
now in this silence.” Not only 
can we visualize this image, but 
we can hear it. As the sounds 
echo in Peck’s mind, we mimic 
her experience, imagining the 
sounds echoing. Perhaps we will 
even absorb the echo as though 
it were a memory of our own.

Reading Peck’s In the Shadow 
of Beauty is an engaging pursuit. 
Each poem is revelatory, inform-
ing us of familial woes and tri-
umphs. Her exploration of her 
life becomes an exploration of 
our own lives as we draw paral-
lels between her experiences 
and our own. Peck’s words 
honor human relations, lending 
value to all of life’s moments, 
great and small. n
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dred percent of the profits 
acquired from all formats 
of this book to two groups 
– Asheville, NC, and World 
Central Kitchen – so they 
may continue their efforts 
to provide resources for victims 
of Hurricane Helene, the deadly 
hurricane that tore through the 
southeastern United States in 
September 2024. 

Perhaps the reason this 
book drew me in is because 
I am a writer and a pro-
fessor of creative writing. 
Maybe it’s because I want 
to spend all my life being 
a student, hyperaware that 
there is no end to learn-
ing. Or it’s because I find 
nothing more enthralling 
than discovering how other 
creative people (and not 
just writers) function on a 
day-to-day basis. How do 
they energize themselves? 
Where do they go to teach 
themselves new tools and 
techniques? How do they 
show up to the page (or 
stage or canvas) knowing 
that rewards can some-
times feel so frustratingly 
out of reach? 

I am happy to report 
that Spinning Toward the 
Sun fits perfectly well with 
other books on the shelf 
about how creative people 
do “it.” As Nora Shalaway 
Carpenter writes in the 
book’s introduction, the 
goal behind this anthology 
is to give readers “insight 
into the craft of writing 
and the struggles we all 
share no matter where we 
live” (I). However, that’s 
not all. There is a larger, 
more noble goal behind 
this anthology, which is 
to contribute one hun-
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of the value of writing letters 
– they “are an opportunity to 
think slowly, deeply, physically” 
(128) – it is also packed with 
recommendations on what kind 
of paper and fountain pens to 

use to elevate 
your writing. 

The diver-
sity that I see 
as the core 
strength of 
this collec-
tion may also 
appear to 
some readers 
as its weak-
ness. Is it a 
book of craft 
techniques? 
Yes. But is it 
also a book 
on how to be 
a great (liter-
ary) citizen 
by paying 
attention to 
resilience, 
confidence, 
and com-
munity, three 
foundational 
elements 
without 
which no 
writer or cre-
ative person 

can survive? Yes, that too. Why 
isn’t it one over the other? Per-
haps it’s so we can make room 
for a variety of writers and con-
versations at the table. 

Ultimately, this is a book with 
a generous and mighty heart at 
its core, and more of us, and our 
students and families, will do 
well to consume art like this. n

come. Cinda Williams Chima, 
in “Imposter Syndrome and the 
Value of the Day Job,” offers 
useful and practical remind-
ers, such as that a day job is a 
place “to gather material for 
story” and also 
where you can 
be successful 
when everyone 
everywhere else 
might be saying 
no to you as a 
writer (61). 

If, however, 
you are not like 
me, you might 
go by the titles 
and bios of 
the contribu-
tors and read 
the essays in 
an order that 
makes sense to 
you. No matter 
your approach, 
I hope you will 
further recom-
mend or teach 
essays such as 
David Macinnis 
Gill’s “Missed 
Connections, 
Misunderstand-
ings, and Mis-
beliefs,” which 
is about how to 
introduce and weave in conflict 
in fiction. Or learn from Padma 
Venkatraman how and why to 
pay attention to body language 
so the writer may be able to 
introduce additional layers to 
their characters, and from Halli 
Gomez, who extols the value of 
the creative process in her essay 
“Life in Small Doses.”

My favorite essay might be by 
Robin Gow, who in “Counting 
Beads” offers us all a reminder 
of why we can never and must 
never stop making art. Working 
as a creative person in a capitalist 

world, we learn to tie so much of 
our words to how much money 
we make and how much we can 
produce. Likewise, those very 
things are what determine if we 
can survive or not.

If, like me, you love statio-
nery, do not skip Kelsey Lecky’s 
“Shared Light: A Love Letter to 
Letters.” Besides reminding us 
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prompts, such as “Prophesy and 
Kinesthesia” by William Alexan-
der and “The Time for Creativ-
ity” by Sarah Aronson. Others, 
such as “Translating Zappa in 
Moscow” by Linda-Marie Bar-
rett, serve as reminders on why 
traveling to unfamiliar places is 
sometimes the best gift we can 
give ourselves. In “Hold Onto 
Your (Writer) Friends in Dark 
Times,” Rob Costello offers the 
powerful reminder that “pub-
lishing is not a zero-sum game” 
and that one writer’s success  
does not take away from 
another’s (71). 

Lizzie Brooks, in her essay 
“Laughing, Crying, and Barreling 
Toward Acceptance,” makes you 
feel as if you are in the middle 
of a conversation with your best 
friend because only she can 
remind you of how far you have 

On the one hand, if you are 
anything like me, you might read 
the book from cover to cover 
and gain much from its diversity, 
to the point where the arrange-
ment of the essays might remind 
you of braided essays and why 
they are so easy to admire. In 
“traditional” braided essays, 
the braids might include the 
writer’s personal story plus their 
research into topics that the rest 
of us might find “peculiar.” In 
the hands of competent essay-
ists, however, those same topics, 
presented with unique analysis 
and worldview, become fasci-
nating. The same is true of the 
essays in this anthology. 

On the one hand, there are 
essays that contain writing 


