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CREATING A  
MIDLIFE OF 
SURPRISE AND 
DELIGHT

a review by Patricia R. Webb

Jennifer McGaha. The Joy  
Document: Creating a Midlife of 

Surprise and Delight. Broadleaf 
Books, 2024. 

As I began writing this review, 
I paused for a moment to look 
out my office window at the 
woodpecker who was working 
diligently at the bark of the tree 
in my yard. His bright red crown 
stood out against the brown 
of the bark. He probably didn’t 
know that one of the neighbor-
hood’s stray cats frequently 
hangs out in that same tree. But 
for that afternoon, he was safe, 
pecking away at the bark. 

This kind of pause – taking a 
moment to notice what lies in 
front of me and appreciating 
it for what it is – is the kind of 
action that Jennifer McGaha’s 
writing has inspired me to do. 
After reading The Joy Docu-
ment: Creating a Midlife of Sur-
prise and Delight, I have found 
myself embracing McGaha’s 
assertion that “it is possible to 
intentionally cultivate a life full 
of gratitude for the here and 
now, a life awash with joy and 
optimism and even humor” (14). 
Through her creative essays, she 
explores both the light and dark 
of life, showing how to create 
joy out of both of them.   

McGaha’s writing invites 
readers to look at oneself and 
the world around in different 
ways, showing us how “one 
thing becomes another when 
examined in a slightly different 
light, the way the many layers 
of being unfold right in front 
of you” (27). Through powerful 
storytelling, McGaha captures 
her process of looking for joy 
throughout one year of her life. 
Re-examinations of herself and 
the world around her populate 
these pages and invite readers 
like me to mindfully pay atten-

tion to the world around them. 
At the heart of her insightful 
reflections is an assertion that 
adopting an attitude of gratitude 
toward the big and small won-
ders we encounter every day 
can create joy in our lives.

“What is the essence of you?” 
asks McGaha (89). Although she 
concedes that this is an impossi-
ble question to answer with any 
certainty, she carefully explores 
it throughout her essays. What 
becomes evident in reading her 
work is that McGaha is, at heart, 
a storyteller. Stories matter to 
her, they do important work for 
her. She used to think that writ-
ing was “frivolous” but she now 
believes that writing – and the 
wondering it leads us through – 
is a sacred act of “searching for 
the whispers between the words 
– the holy parts” (18). Refusing 
to label herself or her work, she 
joyfully explores her reactions to 
the world and others as a way of 
understanding herself.

In one thread that runs 
throughout her work, McGaha 

shows the joy that can be found 
in re-seeing the relationship 
we have with ourselves and 
our bodies. She particularly 
focuses on exploring her atti-
tude toward her aging body and 
self. McGaha reflects on the way 
her aging body “requires more 
attention” as each morning “I 
wake stiff and sore, aware of 
every one of my fifty-five years.” 
She acknowledges that no mat-
ter what we do, our bodies will 
age. But as she works her way 
more slowly through her morn-
ing, she writes, “I would hands 
down choose now, these quiet 
moments in the kitchen with 
the morning light seeping in” 
because she values “all the ways 
I discover the world anew each 
morning. I am here. I am here. 
I am still here” (134). She takes 
us on a journey of the “slippery 
slope of reseeing” that allows 
us to find joy in all parts of us 
– even in the challenges of our 
aging bodies.

In another thread is the use 
of music as a lens to re-see 
the world around her.  From 
simple things like realizing 
that her goats are more Led 
Zeppelin fans than Bob Dylan 
fans to more complex ques-
tioning of her teenage life 
choices through the lens of 
‘80s music, McGaha uses music 
to help her re-think the world 
around her. In one essay, she 
describes an exchange she had 
with two employees at Trader 
Joe’s as they asked her about 
her thoughts on the mus-ak 
soundtrack of “Love Shack” by 
the B-52s. Thinking through 
this discussion leads McGaha to 
wonder about her own genera-
tion and what it held – in some 
cases, still holds – sacred. This 
cross-generational conversa-
tion about music helps her 

re-see her generation and her 
own life choices in a different 
light. And in another essay, Tom 
Petty’s “Free Fallin’” adds the 
soundtrack to her reconsidera-
tion of what it means to let go. 
She reflects on the risks that she 
asks her writing students to take 
on a regular basis and amazes 
at the students who are will-
ing to free-fall into the writing. 
She tells them that “that’s the 
way you do it. . . . Even when 
you can’t see the ground, you 
just do it. You jump. That’s how 
you sing. That’s how you write. 
That’s how you live. That’s how 
you learn to fly” (101).

Food and the relationships 
she develops through it are 
another lens that McGaha uses 
throughout her work to re-see 
life in order to find the joy in the 
things that surround her. From 
making a trifle for her brother’s 
retirement party to the conver-
sation she has with a stranger 
about how to cook a poblano 
pepper to the unexpected gift 
of a “backpack burrito” on a 
hiking trail, she shows how our 
engagements around food mir-
ror the relationship within our 

lives. McGaha illustrates that 
if you look at it right – if you 
look for the joy in it – food can 
be magical and having pie for 
breakfast can be a radical act.

As I read her book, I was 
drawn to the “happy” moments 
of joy she shared. Yet even in an 
explicit search for joy, McGaha 
does not deny the hard stuff 
that life presents us. Instead, 
she shows that seeking joy is 
an important response to the 
hard stuff – like living with the 
Supreme Court’s overturning of 
Roe v. Wade, like living through 
the investigation of the attack 
on the US Capitol, and like liv-
ing with the divisiveness in the 
country. As with many things 
that happen in her life, she turns 
to language and poetry to help 
her through her feelings of 
hopelessness. Poets, she insists, 
ask better questions than medi-
cal professionals: “Instead of 
asking people whether they feel 
depressed, the poets would ask 
them: How often do you see 
glimmers of hope in this other-
wise hopeless world? What color 
are they?” (94). She insists that 
we need joy precisely because of 
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ABOVE AND OPPOSITE Jennifer McGaha 
finding joy in her everyday life
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A MIX OF GRIEF 
AND MYSTERY

a review by Cody Messer

Matthew Fiander. Ringing in 
Your Ears. Mint Hill Books, 
2023.

CODY MESSER graduated from East 
Carolina University with a major 
in English and a minor in creative 
writing. During his program, he 
interned with NCLR.

MATTHEW FIANDER received his 
BA in English from Elon University 
and his MFA in creative writing, 
specifically fiction, from UNC 
Greensboro. He was an English 
instructor at High Point University 
and is currently working as a 
Visiting Assistant Professor at Wake 
Forest University. His fiction has 
been published in journals such as 
the South Carolina Review, South 
Dakota Review, and Reckon Review.

Matthew Fiander’s debut 
novel, Ringing in Your Ears, is 
a slow, gut-wrenching tale of 
attempting to overcome grief 
and judgment, with a flair 
of melancholic ’90s alterna-
tive rock thrown in for good 
measure. The book gets its 
name from that very music 
genre, coming from the lyr-
ics of Buffalo Tom’s “Taillights 
Fade.” The book is filled with 
references to classic rock 
in this same vein, bands like 
Pearl Jam and Nirvana com-
ing up often, for example. In 
some ways, the book provides 
its own soundtrack. At many 
points I found myself putting 
a song on as it played within 
the story, letting it run on 
repeat as I read. Music is inte-
gral to the feel of this work.

Fiander’s tale begins with 
Blue, the main character, writ-
ing a letter to her deceased 
sister, Christine, thirty years 
after the events surrounding 
Christine’s death. The narra-
tive then transitions back to 
1992, the year of her sister’s 
untimely passing, as Blue 
struggles through the imme-
diate despair that comes from 
losing a loved one, while 
also dealing with family and 
friends coping in their own 
ways. In that aftermath and 
informed that her sister’s 
death was not an accident, 
Blue determines to find out 
who killed her. 

Alongside Blue’s investiga-
tion into the foul play sur-
rounding her sister’s demise, 
she has to deal with the strug-
gles and drama that come 
with being an umpire for 
extremely competitive Little 
League baseball, where every 
parent seems to be inter-

mingled with the political and 
business woes of Blue’s wealthy 
father. With help from friends, 
like her sister’s ex-boyfriend 
Jacob, or her sister’s best friend, 
Kathleen, she is determined to 
uncover the mysteries behind 
Christine’s death.

The grander beats of the tale 
flow seamlessly one after the 
other, a cathartic payoff coming 
from each of the book’s branch-
ing narratives by its conclusion, 
all of which revolve around Blue 
and her interactions with the 
rest of the story’s complex and 
deeply flawed characters. We 
follow along as Blue’s mind is 
constantly wracked by thoughts 
of her sister, rationalizations 
of why her parents act in the 
manner they do, and angst for 
those in the town who she feels 
are less than upstanding. Her 
thoughts make this attitude 
and uncertainty clear: “Maybe it 
was just my world, this space in 
limbo, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever 
find my way out” (53).

Blue is almost always accom-
panied by one of the impressive 
supporting cast, be it her sister’s 
broody ex-boyfriend whose 
own struggles evolve alongside 
Blue’s, her sister’s best friend, or 
one of her father’s slimy business 
associates. Even Blue’s deceased 
sister, who only briefly appears 
alive in the novel, remains cen-
tral as more is revealed about 
the choices that led her to that 
terrible fate. The story revels 
in the emotions of these char-
acters, deconstructing their 
complex feelings as they attend 
sleazy parties and uncover messy 
secrets. The book wastes no 
time in establishing the town’s 
loud personas, diving deep into 
the low, sad tones of their lives, 
before a slowly building cre-

scendo of intrigue interrupts and 
intensifies their introspection.

The most powerful moments 
in the novel involve choice: 
characters constantly refer-
ence choice. This theme – what 
choices can be made, who can 
make them, and how choice 
can be taken away – crops up 
within every plotline of the 
novel; for example, in Kathleen’s 
constant struggle between 
meeting or escaping her father’s 
immense expectations, choos-
ing whether or not she should 
break away from his theatrical 
pursuits in order to become her 
own person, and in the relation-
ship between Blue’s parents’ 
troubles brought on by the 
father’s wealth and influence, 
which put him in situations 
where his ability to choose is 
uncomfortably stunted. The 
tension between Blue’s parents, 
includes an argument later in 
the story after Blue’s father has 
had a very public outburst con-
cerning the death of Christine. 
Heated words are exchanged, 
eventually leading Blue’s mother 
to give him a poignant wakeup 
call: “It’s not your choice, even 
if you think it is” (139). Some-
one has the choice, and it is not 
Blue’s father. The most standout 
example of this discussion of 
choice comes just after Chris-
tine’s funeral as Blue skulks 
along the outside of her home 
to find space, alone: a business-
man named Mark Hanlon shows 
up to talk with Blue. Though 
Hanlon is likely only there to 
foster a good connection with 
Blue’s father, in going outside 
to smoke weed, away from the 
dreary crowds of the day, he 
takes the chance to impart what 
he feels are some brutal facts of 
life. Blue asks, “[W]hat happens 

when your sister dies? What 
happens then? I couldn’t con-
trol that, so what now?” Mark 
gives his answer nonchalantly: 
“Someone did control that” (69). 
His succinct reply encapsu-
lates much of what Ringing in 
Your Ears is about: everything 
involves choices; sometimes 
these choices are just not yours. 

Matthew Fiander’s cast of 
grieving characters dealing with 
the aftermath of an unforeseen 
death offers plenty of sadness 
and tragedy along the way but 
lands on a brilliant, soft, hopeful 
vision of the future. Back in the 
present, back in the beginning 
of the novel as Blue reminisces 
about the good times she had 
with her sister, she asks Chris-
tine why she does not look at 
the lyrics of the song she is lis-
tening to, Buffalo Tom’s “That 
Weathered Man in the Sunken 
Chair.” In her answer, Christine 
reveals the crux of her charac-
ter, and the novel: “[E]very time I 
hear it, I think something differ-
ent. I see a different face, hear 
a different name. For that guy, 
for Jesus, for the voice singing. 
I wait for the song to tell me 
something new” (viii–ix). n

the hard moments, and through 
her writing, she illustrates how 
to find those moments of mean-
ing, those times of joy even 
within the challenges we all face.

McGaha ends her book with 
“Guiding Questions: Creat-
ing Your Own Joy Document,” 
in which she provides us with 
thoughtful questions that help 
readers think more deeply about 
their own relationship to joy. 
For instance, she asks, “What are 
some stories you have told your-
self about your life that might 
not be fully true? How might 
revising those stories change 
you?” and “If you considered 
your body a sacred space, how 
might that change how you 
move in the world?” (196). These 
questions return us to a central 
theme of her essays – how our 
own vision of ourselves and 
the world and the stories we 
tell about them need to be re-
visioned regularly, if we are to 
create more joy in our lives.  

After spending a year exam-
ining joy in its myriad forms, 
McGaha realizes that there are 
really two kinds of joy – the joy 
that sometimes finds us and 
the joy we ourselves create 
out of ordinary and/or thorny 
moments. In The Joy Docu-
ment, she invites us to pause 
and reflect – to notice the 
woodpecker in the tree outside 
our window and to see the joy 
in everyday moments in ways 
that help us “to live in greater 
harmony with the land and with 
one another” (15). n

OPPOSITE: Matthew Fiander 
participating in the “M Is for 
Murder” panel at Bookmarks, 
Winston-Salem, NC, 21 Feb. 2024
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