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Gail Peck’s collection In the Shad-
ow of Beauty brims with poems
that showcase the contradictory
nature of the human condition.
Peck imbues her language with a
boldness that feels unprecedented
at times. Occasionally overstep-
ping the boundaries of polite
conversation, Peck peels away
the surface of familial bonds to
reveal how palpable human frail-
ties are. As she unpacks truths on
the nature of human existence,
her words compel us, ushering us
into her private world. What we
glean is that human interactions
are often fraught with conflicts
that upend relationships. Yet Peck'’s
words offer us moments of grace
— redemptive moments in human
relationships that seemingly out-
weigh and outlast these fractures.
Many poems in Peck’s first sec-
tion center around photographs.
“Photo Booth, around 1946”
grounds us in the reality of Peck's
parents’ unfolding circumstances.
First, we learn of their auspi-
cious beginning, followed by the
untimely unraveling of their rela-

ABOVE The poet’s mother and father,
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tionship. Peck opens the poem
considering their promising start:
“"How long had they known each
other / when they stepped into
that booth — / my mother lean-
ing toward my father.” But if the
relationship commences well,

we soon realize its flaws as Peck
explains her mother’s perspective:
“She said she knew it was over /
the day he left her, pregnant, in a
car / and went in to see another
woman.” Appearing early in the
poem, these lines constitute a
pivotal turn in Peck’s parents’
relationship, shifting the poem in
a more ominous direction. The
culmination of Peck’s parents’
spiraling relationship occurs when
she informs us that her mother
“started believing it was a sin

to remarry / if you'd ever been
divorced,” preceded by Peck’s
musing: “Perhaps her guilt was
somewhat lifted / once she found
out my father was dead. / Now

he was truly gone as he
had been / from her life
and mine for years.” Peck
conveys a sense of hope-
lessness here, sounding
a note of resignation.
Furthermore, the effect
of her father’s death is
twofold: severing both
the relationship between
Peck’s father and mother
and between Peck and
her father as well. All

is not lost, though, as
Peck regenerates her
parents’ relationship in
the poem’s final lines:
“When this photograph
slid / through the slot,
they looked at it / and

must have smiled again
/ at the radiance of that
moment.” Using choice diction,
Peck elevates the moment when
she opines that her parents
“must have smiled again” view-
ing the photograph. Her

words suggest that the
photograph itself func-
tions as a touchstone,
the basis on which to
judge the merit of their
relationship. We leave
the poem with a renewed
sense of the vast beauty
captured in the smallest
of instances.

Juxtaposed against
“Photo Booth, around
1946" is “Two Photo-
graphs of Me as a Child.”
Although Peck explains
that the first photograph
is of her with her grand-
father, she interjects her
father into the poem with
two questions: “Will they
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send this picture to my

father / so he won't forget me?
Do they know where he is?”
Peck assumes a child’s voice,
exuding both bewilderment
and vulnerability. Her father's
absence from her life comes
into focus through the vehicle
of her questions. Peck chroni-
cles the event that leads to his
absence: “| cried when he left
with his suitcase, / watched him
put his clothes and shoes inside,
/ shoes he'd worn while | put my
feet on his / and danced about
the room.” We may conclude
that Peck’s unhappy childhood
memory of her father leaving
her exacerbates the reality of
his absence in the present. The
image of a young Peck danc-
ing with her father is a charm-
ing one and may resonate for
us with a more famous poem,
Theodore Roethke's “My Papa'’s
Waltz.” Although Roethke’s
poem is darker in scope, both
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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
| 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 | 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 | 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 | couldn’t
always see in the distance. You'd
repeat the sounds / that | 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. m
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