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Editor’s Note
Hi there, DVQ fans,
Have I mentioned lately that I’m so grateful for your downloading this issue and
reading each and every piece here? Well, here it is. It makes the effort that Angela and
I do pay off. Thank you! And this is a smaller issue because we’d rather publish fewer
quality pieces than a bunch of “it’s OK of what we got” pieces.
We hope you enjoy!
Krisma
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THE PERSISTENCE OF DROPS
Windshield wipers sweep half-moon circles,
brushing aside rain spatter
before it angles, meanders, wends
to the bottom of the glassy shield,
the wipers in metronomic repetition
no matter the persistence of drops.
Right to left and back creating a clear slate
excepting unfettered raindrops
couched under the arc of the wipers; even more
settling beyond reach of flexible rubber blades.
Gray sky spreads across an ochre platform,
the horizon line unobstructed by glassy beads
but late in the fall the chilling rain doesn’t
green-up grass or trees or shrubs.
Everything is just wet.
—Gene McCormick
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WONDERING
While walking down the street on a hot day
in New York City, I came upon a homeless man
lying by the curb with his pants down, masturbating
to his heart’s content. Stopping to watch him,
I discovered that the women walking by gave him
little more than a glance and continued on their way.
And as I walked on, I wondered if he was fantasizing
having sex with a beautiful woman as I had done
many times before back in San Francisco,
in the privacy of my home.
—Jeffrey Zable
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SEA LIFE
She opens her legs to the sea, welcoming
this thing—a body already so feminine and
fleshy, pining for the shore while rejecting its finality.
Womanly waves swell with salt and froth while
she squats.
She floats.
She looks at the patient well-mapped beach
supposing the argument that says:
the ocean has no gender. But look!
Stop and feel the pull and the push.
A once-gentle tide thickens and heaves.
Watch the conquering pelicans and gulls,
their sharp-studded beaks plunging
into slick water. Stabbing the slippery walls
they enter—striking with purpose and force,
no need for invitations.
Yes, this sea is a woman and a sense of belonging
now wraps around a weary bather with
ideas of other worlds. She sinks and draws in
against the tide. The moon mother controls
the tug at her swimsuit, the damp desperation
not to swim, but to be.
—Cari Oleskewicz
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EUCLID’S BRIDE: “EUREKA”
by
Sarah Odishoo
The universality of this strange and important mathematical principle (Euclid’s 47th Problem)
must impress the thoughtful with the immutability of the laws of nature and the rules laid down
by the Supreme Architect of the Universe.
—The 47th Problem by Unknown, Short Talk Bulletin, Vol. VIII October 1930 No. 10

Think of it, Dear, all the trees, flowers, birds, humans we know are
envelopes—yes, envelopes—for geometric shapes, patterns. I’d like to think of
them as unopened love letters. You know, we smell a rose, we are not
responding to the chemical substances; we have just received a perfumed
letter, unopened.
The same thing is true about music. We hear a few stanzas, and we start
to cry. We don’t hear the differences in sound, how this tune is different, say,
but what we do hear are differences in frequencies—the geometry of sound
spiraling. We still don’t understand the message. But we’ve just been given an
information image. Then what we cry over is this: the image of totality to which
that sounds belongs. And we cry, knowing somehow that we belong to it.
But, mostly, dear, we leave all our letters unopened. We don’t
understand the message; we also don’t know the messenger. What we do know
is that we have received something special, but we don’t know what it is or
whom it came from. These days we think it just appeared—cat in the hat style,
a magic trick.
Still, we haven’t opened the envelope. We think apples, daffodils, and
babies are the real things. Maybe not. Maybe…
You could call the way we see this earth a geometry of perception. Our
eyes, ears, nose, taste buds, skin, respond to vibrations of energy, pure and
simple… We live in a world of vibratory frequencies—waves of sight, sound, and
smell—and we can understand these relationships according to their different
proportioned reductions and expansions. So not only is the world a hidden
geometry, but you could say our perceptions are geometric too.
Does that mean we see in circles, triangles, and squares? No. It means
that we are born with this spatial awareness, you could call it spiritual, and
that’s what Pythagoras called it. We’ve gotten away from those first gods, don’t
you think?
Now, we perceive with all our senses the changing forms, the cat to
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kitten, the wind on leaves in the fall, the look in a lover’s eyes, but we seldom
see through the transparency of those transitory events to the absolute,
permanent relationships contained in these our bodies, these insubstantial
forms of a geometric order, the transitory changing forms. The way a prism
transforms sunlight into color symbolically so a flower with its twelve-fold daisy
symmetry transforms light into the basic spectrum of organic substance—
sunlight on the living plants that feeds all other life forms.
But perhaps language is the problem. We have difficulty accessing a
concept that requires a noun that has no material carrier—that is, something
invisible. What can we call these invisible processes, gods? What can we call
these power lines of action where energy turns into matter and makes the
invisible visible, the immaterial material?
Leverage—perhaps we could call it leverage, you know, energies
controlled through the degree of angle. That way the word angle and the word
angel have a link to that higher world. We can make that umbrella of numbers
contain a higher intention—you know, a way of seeing that stands for the
necessary functions of a universe, a universe that sends us envelopes of
geometric forms—ones we can’t read with our senses but ones we have to learn
to read with some other Sense.
Unfolding the form is a way. But how does one do that, you may ask.
Practicing numbers and geometry, some used to say. Take the number 2, dear,
like us. These days we think of 2 as two objects—two roses, one plus one
equals two. But that’s so quantitative. No. Think of 2 this way. Out of one
comes two, the way a baby is first given life—out of one cell, out of itself, comes
two, out of us two comes two and makes one that makes two out of itself: A
miracle of numbers and geometry. One is a unity, two is two unities.
Let’s take 2 again…the earth and its axis. A revolving sphere, the axis,
has no tangible existence, no visible life, yet we are convinced it is real, but to
measure its speed of rotation, we have to refer to this invisible axis. We
measure the outer surface of the sphere, but the universal aspect of it is the
principle of the axis, its law is immobile, unmanifest. It just is.
What about the love letter within us that is our law, our universal
principle, our being, our 2?
Come to bed, my love, my earth, my measure of this earth. I love you
most when you shout, “Eureka,” my Love.

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 21

12

BEGINNIINGS
A boy and a girl,
Twelve, maybe thirteen,
Walking slowly, engaged
In conversation,
But not touching,
Although I can see
In their tentative bodies
That they want to. This
Is the scary, yet sweet
Beginning of a journey
To what the future might be,
Although maybe not with
This particular boy
And this particular girl.
—Christopher Kuhl
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THE BEE AND THE LILY
Alone in the field behind the fair,
we pondered every facet of love
twelve-year-olds can muster.
Crew-cut like just mowed grass,
your hum was a shy breeze.
What did I think I had over you?
A bee scoping your demure grace,
I tried to pry your lock.
Girlish, you closed like
a lily in the dark, teaching
love can be a magician’s act—
now you see it, now you don’t—
that desire breathes in closed lilies
and restful lakes where dragonflies carve
vanishing circles.
—Gwenn A. Nusbaum
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Budding Ferns
—Chris Crabtree
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THAW
I want to believe that every morning
will be drenched in light
from the moment you touch my hand,
but I keep time with the melting icicle.
Drop by drop a cavern is carved
into the earth’s hard belly.
The spring thaw drowns a tender seed,
displaces it, burrows its decaying flesh,
a splinter in the loam.
I want to believe that all my waiting,
my wanting, will yield a slender shoot
certain to take root, stubborn
in its progression, wild in growth.
You will see its unwavering beauty,
a shade of green so pure,
and call it by my name.
—Eugenie Juliet Theall
Previously published in Schuylkill Valley Journal.
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JUNKIE
I shoot up hip hop
as I drive to work,
linger in my car
to hear the end
of a song. How is it
that this throb and pulse
make the flame
of a cello more
exquisite than ever?
They play the music
endlessly, my cream
daughters and chocolate
son, something the girls
can share with this boy
of six we have claimed.
How is it that his dark
beauty makes their pale
loveliness more
luminous than ever?
My joyless childhood
I shave away
and shoot up love.
—C.P. Mangel
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ODD MAN OUT
by
N.S. Beranek
She shows up at the theater, hoping that this time when the elevator
doors open, it will be different, that tonight she will belong. Truly belong,
instead of being merely tolerated.
The bell chimes. The doors slide open, revealing the small lobby densely
packed with patrons. Instantly, a voice that is just this side of shrill calls her
name. She starts to cringe but catches herself and prays that the reaction has
read as simple flinching; the normal, expected response of a shy person who
has just had the brightest of spotlights turned on them. In truth it is not the
uttering, but the name itself that has made her cringe. Elsewhere she can
forget, but here she is painfully aware that it is not just a name, but also an
adjective and frequently an epithet.
The sea of stylishly attired men parts, and Richard appears only steps
from her. He looks regal in a wine-colored shirt and charcoal slacks. She feels
drab in her ensemble of black turtleneck, black jeans, black sneakers.
“Nancy!” he says again, still at an outsized volume. Not for the first time
she wonders if he is thinking, too, about adjectives and epithets; if he is
speaking tongue-in-cheek. She looks for a tell—the lift of an eyebrow or the
corners of his mouth curling ever so slightly, but he gives nothing away. His
gaze is steady, his lips pursed. She chalks it up to the years he spent as an
actor before becoming the head of the theatrical production company whose
latest show she’s there to see. It is unfathomable to her that he has simply
failed to make the connection; Richard is always ten steps ahead of any crowd
he’s in. It’s what she admires most about him.
He touches her arm and leans forward in an awkward hug. “It’s so good
to see you, dear!” he says. “I’m so glad you’re here!”
She opens her mouth to respond but no words come out. Everything she
has rehearsed to say in this moment seems suddenly trite or inane. After what
feels like an eon, she finally manages, “I wouldn’t miss this. It sounds so
interesting.” In reality the paragraph about this production in the season
brochure was inscrutable. She’d taken away from it only that the piece was
historical, dramatic, and serious. Those elements are Richard’s forte; her time
is guaranteed to be well-spent.
“Well. You’re. Just. Going. To. Love. It!” he says, punctuating every word.
Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 21

18

His smile is brilliant. “We’re so grateful to have gotten the rights. It’s a fantastic
show.”
“I can’t wait,” she says, feeling robotic. “I’m really looking forward to it.”
In the pause that follows, she feels the conversation deflate, but he is much too
good of a host to acknowledge it.
“Listen,” he says, dropping his volume to a conspiratorial stage-whisper.
“We’re offering our special again this season. Ten percent off if you buy a
subscription tonight.” Now he does, expertly, arch one brow.
She is not interested in subscribing this season because they are doing
several revues and those are not to her taste, but she smiles. “I might have to
take you up on that.”
“You should.”
From across the room a deep voice shouts “Richard!” They both turn. A
young man—post-college but not very, and blond, and whip-thin—has partly
ascended a flight of marble stairs in order to be seen above the throng. He lifts
his arm high in the air and waves to Richard, who returns the gesture, then
turns to her.
“Excuse me, dear.”
“Of course.” She watches him dive into the crush and somehow emerge
unscathed on its other side, where he and the new arrival exchange cheek
kisses. She turns toward the usher who guards the entrance to the theater,
hands over her ticket, and takes the program offered.
When she rounds the corner and sees the number of people who have
already found seats, she is surprised. Combined with the patrons lingering in
the lobby, it is easily the largest crowd she’s ever seen the company draw, and
she’s thrilled. Still, it unnerves her when several men—as usual, she spies only
a handful of women in the crowd—cease their conversations and look her way.
Her gaze ricochets away from one and then another and another until it finally
lands on the carpeting. She keeps it there as she climbs the stairs.
Once safely in a seat, she opens her program and reads Richard’s
director’s note. Though she is unfamiliar with the particular story being
presented that night, she is well-versed in the larger one, the backstory of this
and every piece the company has ever done. She nods in response to what she
reads, thinking, Oh, I remember when that happened, and Yes, that’s true.
People really did regularly say awful things like that back in the day, and they
were rarely challenged. It occurs to her that she’s been paying attention for
long enough now that she could join Richard in bending the ear of the blond in
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the lobby with stories of How It Once Was. In spite of it she feels sure that if
she were ever to attempt such a thing, they would both look at her as if she
were crazy. Her deepest fear is that they would roll their eyes at her and ask in
unison, What could you possibly know about it, dear?
She goes back to reading. When she has finished with the director’s note
and the cast and crew bios, she closes the program. Snippets of disparate
conversations swirl around her:
“Wait until I tell you what I found out yesterday.”
“Oh, I didn’t know he was in this!”
“…very surprised. I never thought he would. I mean, did you?”
“Anyway, I think I’m going to go back and tell him.”
“That’s what I said!”
The last outburst comes from the shorter, slimmer half of the couple
seated directly in front of her. Toned, impeccably dressed, and exuding
confidence, he appears to be her opposite in every way.
And yet, she thinks. Just then the fellow in question unexpectedly cuts
his eyes sideways and meets her stare. Flustered, she quickly opens her
program again.
There is nothing left to read but the ads, which for years she has merely
skimmed, because the vast majority offer services she could never need and
couldn’t afford even if she did. There are ads for antiques restoration
companies, expensive suits, a Realtor who specializes in properties in a tony
part of town, and personal trainers.
The self-doubt—that knotted her stomach right before the elevator doors
opened, and she was disgorged into the crowded lobby—grips her again now.
I must be out of my mind to think I have any business being here.
That fear is the reason why she has only once answered Richard’s plea
for volunteers to help with upcoming productions. Without the framework of
“attending a show” to sanction and guide her interaction with him and with the
current and former cast members who comprised the rest of the volunteers, her
insecurities were magnified. Every smile seemed a smirk, every glance an
accusation: The ally has arrived to save gay Paris! Quelle surprise! She wishes
now that she had not ever volunteered, because choosing not to continue doing
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so was—is—unexplainable. It’s a relief when the lights dim. She settles back in
her seat, a choir ready to be preached to.
***
Afterward, she moves in a daze, shuffling back out to the lobby with the
crowd. It’s far too small a space for so many people, but no one else seems to
mind. Happy to be out and about, in their element, the other patrons deftly
negotiate the close quarters, paying compliments to one another and trying to
one-up everyone else there by loudly uttering the wittiest comment on the
show.
It was one of the serious pieces Richard does so well, and he has not
disappointed. The true story of a transgender woman who lived as openly as
possible for as long as was possible in pre-World War II Berlin, it contained one
line in particular which reverberates in her mind:
We became good friends because she was a lesbian and I was the same.
Even more than the words themselves, it was the audience’s reaction to
them that forced all the breath from her body. They’d laughed, but the sound
was far from a rebuke. On the contrary, it was full of empathy—an easy and
immediate offer of acceptance by those who know how it feels to be rejected for
who, innately, you are.
This is my tribe, she’d thought in that moment, and thinks again now,
matching her step to that of the man in front of her.
***
Hours later she wakes with words in her head and fumbles for her
notebook and pen. She switches on the bedside lamp and strives to put the
words down just as they are, as quickly as possible, the way she has done for
as far back as she can remember. Still half asleep, she writes:
He shows up at the theater, hoping that this time when the elevator
doors open, it will be different. He will belong. Really belong, instead of
merely being tolerated. He wants so badly to fit in, to be accepted.
Or if that isn’t possible, he thinks, to be invisible. Invisible would be good.
Anything would be better than being the odd man out.
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BLAMING WOMEN
After Eve is was mostly men
who found their names in the Bible.
Lot’s wife had no other appellation
nor his daughters though they get credit
for inventing incest. Noah’s wife
and his three daughters-in-law
were known as they who were with him.
Sarah is a grand exception.
Instead, it’s all Joseph and Moses,
Moses, Moses, the son
of an anonymous Levi’s daughter,
raised by one called Pharaoh’s daughter
then on and on and on and on
about the deeds of men
who spoke of women they rarely named
but so often blamed.
—Sarah Brown Weitzman
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THE SKELETON BUS
You have brushed your hair,
put on your face,
dressed in extra large
clothes looking
beautiful and
lethal. Having trained
for this you go
through the check
point without fuss
and walk past
shops and cafés
toward the bus
stop. Number 42
comes along on time,
packed with all
these people. You
put on your face,
just to take it off.
—Michael Poage
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EMILY THEORY
by
Amal Johnson
For as long as I can remember, it has never been dark when Papa got
home. He has always made sure to come home early at half past five or maybe
a quarter past six at the latest. And, without fail, he always sits with me and
Emily and Mama and rambles on about where he had been that day and all the
amazing things he’d seen out in the town, or about funny conversations with
old high school classmates and coworkers, his real brothers as he calls them.
He says his mining buddies would sacrifice their lives for him, and he for them.
I worry about Papa sometimes when he says this. Papa works in the mines in
Parsons, you see. Me and Emily love to hear his stories. Well, at least I do. I’m
not so sure about Emily.
Emily is my sister. In fact, it’s been that way all my life. That’s a pretty
normal thing, I guess. Sometimes, though, I can’t help but wonder why in
Heaven’s name Emily became my sister in the first place. I always start telling
Papa about this question, but Mama likes to interrupt halfway into our
conversation, right before his face turns beet red, and scolds me harshly and
tells me with her big booming voice that God has an amazing plan for all of us.
She usually says this quite like a matter of fact—like a solemn recitation. She
doesn’t understand what I mean though. I get that it’s God’s plan. I really do.
The only thing is, I don’t know why God in all His goodness and mercy would
curse anyone’s family with Emily. Especially our family since we go to church
and sit in decorated pews and listen to the tall robed man. Emily’s terrible. She
paces and paces, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, every day in
our living room, touching everything she sees: the dark maroon couches, the
alabaster vase, the satin shade curtains, even the two long mirrors on the wall.
She really likes the mirrors, I guess. They seem to stay fogged up with her
breath. But the real problem in my house is that Emily never says anything,
and when she does speak out of her little sharp beak-like mouth, her voice’s all
metallic and screechy high but still nearly silent. Almost like a pin drop. When
she speaks in sentences, it’s a lot of pins dropping, like a thousand all at once.
I suppose that’s just how she is, or how she was “made by God’s hands” as the
clerics say, but it worries me, the way she walks, the way she touches
everything so softly, leaving only the slightest sliver of oil from her hands
throughout our house like some baby witch spreading potions, the way every
nameless trinket, every food bite and piece of furniture in our house now feels
damp to the touch from her sweaty grasp, and the way her sporadic highpitched voice careens toward me and Mama every so often as if a mini car
accident was asking for bread to eat or milk to drink.
Mama said I mustn’t ever repeat what I told her last night just after
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dusk. Last night I told her how I really felt about my sister Emily, how I wished
she would fly away back to wherever she came from or die somewhere unheard
and unburied, how she was terrible and evil and creepy. I’ll never forget the
way Mama’s face looked when I told her that I thought Emily was the devil. It
did sound a little extreme, I’ll admit, but Papa always says to stand by your
opinions and to never let people change what you believe, and by God’s all
mighty grace I believe that if the devil, in all his lurid guts and horror, found
his way to Elkins, West Virginia, he would act just like Emily.
Today at school, I told Jason about my Emily Theory during recess.
Jason claims to be an atheist, whatever that means. I think he just heard
something his older brother said once. Heck, I don’t even think he knows what
“atheist” means—or Christ or religion, for that matter. He’s tall and strong,
though, and laughs easy with a bright face and straight teeth, so nobody seems
to mind what he says or does. Today was the perfect example. Today, Jason
won kickball purely through style points. Yes, even the ancient, creaky, old
teachers gasped, along with the entire fifth grade section, when Jason Halton
kicked the school’s purple lopsided playtime ball so far out of bounds, nobody
could find it in the trees behind the fence. I don’t even think anyone tried to
look. They all choose instead to stare at the eleven-year-old Adonis who ripped
off his shirt and ran around the wood stick bases five whole times to show off
his speed. Some kids who stood closer said Jason didn’t even breathe hard
while he ran. After the show, Jason walked away to the swings with Mary
Chaplin, acting all suave and smooth. It was such an act. He was tired. Peter
and Matt worship Jason so they obviously didn’t think so, but I could tell he
was beat. I had to laugh. Sweat was streaming down his tan body. How come
everybody else didn’t notice that? Plus, Jason got damned lucky because the
wind helped his kick, which was really only decent. My teeth are crooked but
Jason’s going to hell, but I still like him, I guess. He’s my friend.
Later on during the recess hour, after Jason was finished cementing his
social status in the mind of Mary Chaplin, he did present somewhat of a good
objection to my Emily Theory. He reminded me that Emily was a girl, and that
she couldn’t possibly be the devil who was undoubtedly a boy. He said the devil
could never have long blond hair tied into pigtails with ribbons, but something
was very odd about the way he said it. I noticed that he seemed really serious
for a while, definitely not normal Jason behavior, and he looked straight down
at the rubber mulch, never in my eyes. He did laugh a little bit between words,
but it was an uneasy laugh, as if he desperately wanted to change the subject,
almost like he was trying to defend my devil-sister. He didn’t respond at all
when I presented the idea that the devil, while certainly not as mighty as God,
was still pretty tricky, pretty powerful, and could probably shape-shift genders
if he wanted to. Jason just looked away to the gray sky and scratched the back
of his head. My theory, it seemed, just made Jason Halton uncomfortable.
I thought about our short conversation for the rest of the day and when I
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got home, it hit me like a bolt of open prairie thunder. I remembered that Jason
did stare at Emily a lot when he came over to our house to play cops and
robbers, or did so sullenly with his chin resting in his perfect Adonis hands
from his soggy wooden doorstep that sat directly across from our living room
window. Come to think of it, Jason spends an awful lot of his free time at that
rotting old doorstep, but I never thought that he actually liked Emily or that
any human was capable of having nice feelings for her. I had always thought
Jason was just as freaked out by her antics as I was or that he was plotting
murder or something. I guess not. Maybe he’s in love with her. Oh God. Maybe
that’s what atheist means: a lover and defender of devils. It’s okay though. I’ll
pray for Jason. He’s lost. He’s just lost. As for Emily, I’m not really sure she
can be saved. I always shiver when I think of how otherworldly she is, how
utterly and completely devilish.
“Alan! Papa’s home.” Even before Mama called out, I heard Papa’s black
truck grumbling through the gravel driveway, and then the familiar locking
beep and then the clacking of his steel-toe boots getting louder and louder,
foreshadowing his appearance at the door. When Papa works, he always gets
rocks and stones in his boots from the mines. It’s quite funny, actually.
Usually, by the time he comes home, he’s basically dancing on his tiptoes
trying not to get one stuck in his feet.
But to be honest, I’m not as excited to see Papa today. For some reason,
he hasn’t danced on his toes at all recently. I know he probably just does the
theatrics to make us laugh and smile and that he doesn’t really need to prance
around like an idiot to avoid getting stabbed by tiny rocks, but I miss his
dances, however stupid and unnecessary they might be. I don’t want to look
like a sissy so I haven’t yet told Papa that his dancing was always the best part
of my day, or, even more embarrassing, that I have drawn hundreds of flip
book series of him stepping to a complex dance number with a orange top hat
and real-life candy cane. I drew them in my striped notebooks during math
class. I have also never told Papa that my fascination with him during those
three daily minutes is the real reason I have failed math every year since the
first grade and now have to sit in shame with Mrs. Tan and the first graders as
a big rumbly fifth grader. I guess I realize now how stupid those drawings really
were. My quiet father is the opposite of a dancer.
This week, Papa just slides in all heavy and slow in the hips, eyes glassy,
his white T-shirt dirty with rock grime as usual. He smiles less, and his
muscular arms and rough hands feel oddly cold when I grab them, that is
before he methodically pries them away, unwilling to hold me, but not wanting
to hurt my feelings. This week, Mama’s booming voice sounds sad even when
she says nice things to us. Her thick black eyebrows stay crunched up, even
when she tells me brand-new stories at bedtime to make up for Papa’s silences.
I walk toward the entrance where Papa will emerge. Out of the corner of
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my eye, I can see Emily sliding her hands across the geometric patterns of the
alabaster vase for the millionth time today. Beside me, Mama slouches her
broad shoulders and shuffles back into the kitchen, the violent shadow of an
aimless glare fading reluctantly off her face. The front door slams shut as Papa
enters. Creak. Slam. In the foyer, me and Papa exchange our newly customary
greeting glances. He hurriedly takes his boots off and walks up the stairs.
Strangely, his boots aren’t dirty today. Clack, clack, clack, clack, click. A lurid
silence collapses over the house. The repetitive noise of his hardened heels
adds to the void.
“Mama, milk?” My eyes dart instinctively toward Emily standing wideeyed on top of the coffee table. No way. Out of everyone, she is the one who
breaks the silence? God, isn’t anybody going to scold her? She’s standing on the
damn table!
Mama doesn’t yell at Emily or respond to Emily’s request, or even exit the
kitchen, but I can sense the frustration thickening in the air. I hear a pan fall,
then two, then three. “Mama, milk?” Clack, clack, clack. Crash. Slam. Papa
must have reached his room at the top of the stair case by now. The hiss of a
shower pulsates through the thin walls. Another slam. Creak. Slam. Is anybody
going to say anything?
Mama’s shadow stops moving, then, before I can even blink, she emerges
into the living room with her rusty red pressure cooker in her arms. I crane my
neck to look at her, begging for words, for some vocal signal that everything is
going to be okay, that this is just a bad day, or maybe that Jason can come
over tomorrow after school. But Mama just jolts the red pot to mix the insides
and then pours its scalding innards over the oak floor. Hiss. Splat. Crash—the
red pot falls after the watery meat. She marches back to the refrigerator to grab
a gallon of milk, tearing the calendar in wild haste. She pours the milk like a
sauce over the meat, making a huge brown and white stew. Horrid steam rises
from the aged hardwood panels like the exhaust of some old-fashioned brute
oven. I can feel lumpy tears gathering in my eyes as her fat, wide feet slip and
slide in the grease as she stumbles awkwardly back into the kitchen to wipe
herself with the dishcloth.
I follow her in. She stares back unapologetically. “Eat,” she mumbles,
barely coherent. Before I can respond, she grabs the steak knife from the sink
side drawer and drifts like a ghost into the living room. I run after her, pulling
on the tattered folds of her milk-stained house dress, shredding the ends, but
she shoves me listlessly into tonight’s dinner, imploring me to just eat for once
what she has provided. Twice, I try to stand up and grab her quickly
disappearing heels, only to fall back hopelessly into the swampy mess beneath
my knees, my head bouncing violently off of the floor, loudly smashing a milky
chicken leg or splaying an overcooked breast as I watch Mama amid the
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curdling steam, bounding like a savage hunting nomad into the foyer, then up
the staircase by two’s, knife in hand, raised and waving with the quivers of her
fist. Slam. Creak. Slam.
Emily turns to look at me, her tiny body shining amid the blackness and
blur. Trapped in a daze, I am almost comforted as she walks toward me, so
pure and unaffected. She points with her young witch finger at the giant, foggy
window where we can both see Jason Halton sitting at his rotting old doorstep
with his crimson head in his hands, blushing brightly. Disgusting. I’ll pray for
him. I try to stand again as Emily’s little chin grinds softly against my head.
Her breath shoots into my lungs. Our swimming eyes meet. Her moist hand
takes mine as she whispers like a raining storm of pin drops, “Alan, bread?”
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DOMESTICATION DAY
by
Megan Vered
“You and I are spending the day together Saturday,” my father
announces. He is not using his fun adventure voice.
“Are we going salmon fishing?”
He laughs, says he wants to spend the day with me because—now that I
am ten—it is high time I become domesticated.
Domesticated? I am an unchained outdoor girl with about as much
interest in learning how to mop the floor as I have in getting a tooth pulled. My
mother’s life looks like pure drudgery, and I relish adventurous times with my
father who encourages me to swim in the deep end, ride my bike with no
hands, and sing in a loud voice. I am a vilda chayala, a wild animal, as my
grandmother aptly describes me.
“The whole day?” The management of daily life is surely not my calling.
Saturday morning he sits at the head of the table, clears away toast
crumbs and eggshell remnants. Mom—all business—sets his newly refreshed
coffee mug by his right hand. Close enough so that it is within reach, but not
so close that an unexpected swipe would knock it over. Daddy, who sees with
his hands, carefully walks his fingers across the surface of the table and then
up the side of the mug to find the handle. He brings it to his mouth, slurps.
“We’re leaving for the grocery store in ten minutes.”
My father is on a mission. He plans to teach me to grocery shop, do the
laundry, and cook dinner. All before the sun goes down. I glance over at my
mother, who is wiping counters. She is exceptionally quiet this morning, and
her eyes are unwilling to meet mine. This is when I begin to wonder if this
domestic triathlon was her idea.
She drops us off at the Co-op on Shattuck with the agreement that we
will meet her in the parking lot in an hour. My father pulls a metal cart from
the cart corral.
“Read me the list,” he says, pulling a folded piece of lined paper from his
shirt pocket and handing it to me.
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I glance quickly through the list written in Mom’s impeccable cursive.
Whole chicken, parsnips, celery, carrots, onions, parsley. Bread, milk, cheese,
salami, eggs. Pickles. Cereal, crackers, oatmeal. Flour, sugar, baking powder.
It goes on and on, until I am drowning in groceries.
“Why don’t you get the chicken soup ingredients and meet me in the
cereal aisle?”
“Okay.” I wander in the direction of the produce section, making the
most of my momentary freedom. I hopscotch my way up and down aisles, run
my fingertips against crunchy packages of noodles, potato chips, and crackers.
I touch the skin of crisp red apples, spongy oranges, and slick bananas. It
takes two trips for me to gather up all the ingredients and dump them into the
cart. I finally find my father, his face inches from the colorful, sugar-filled
cereal boxes, trying to read their labels.
“What kind of cereal do you want, honey?”
I automatically pluck yellow boxes of Cheerios and Corn Flakes off the
shelf. Mom never asks us what we want. We have prescribed healthy items
from which to choose. As I deposit the family-size boxes in the cart, I hear my
father’s question ring in my ears. What kind of cereal do you want? Cavalierly, I
reach for a box of Cap’n Crunch. Toss it in. Do the same with a box of Frosted
Flakes and Trix. My father doesn’t seem to mind. This is my moment of clarity.
I realize that shopping with my father is a grand free-for-all. I actually like him
right now.
As we continue on our shopping spree, I begin to see things as if for the
first time. Marshmallow Fluff. Pop Tarts. Tollhouse Morsels. Peanut Butter and
Jelly Swirl. Fritos. Cracker Jacks. Animal Crackers with white icing. I happily
pitch things into the cart, and it is not long before we are in need of a second
one. Near the produce, my father plucks peanuts from a large barrel, shells
them, and lobs them into his mouth. Never allowed to do this when I shop with
Mom, I follow his example and have to admit that grocery shopping with my
father is pure fun. After filling two carts and spending over two hundred
dollars, we push our bounty out the double door and wait for my mother.
Once home, I schlep and unload trillions of brown bags, and by the time
I am done, the bloom is off the rose. It wasn’t my idea to have five children, so
why is feeding them suddenly my responsibility?
We break for lunch, but dining comes to an abrupt end when my father
clasps his hands together and cries, “Laundry time!”
I shadow him down to the basement laundry room. It is dimly lit and
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spooky, and irritated as I am, I am secretly relieved that someone is with me.
Reluctantly, I help him stuff a dark load into the washing machine. He puts in
the soap, turns the dial to demonstrate.
“Okay, now you do it.”
“I can’t remember what you did.” I cross my arms, lean away from him.
He demonstrates again. All I have to do is turn the knob and press it. It
would be that easy if it weren’t for the rage rising within me.
“Megan, press the damn button.” The dark load sits, waiting.
“I don’t know how.”
“I just showed you…three times.”
“I don’t remember.”
“You expect me to believe that my smart daughter can’t remember how to
turn a knob?”
“It’s too complicated.”
“We aren’t leaving this room until the laundry is done.” He examines his
fingernails. “I have all day.”
“Why do I have to do this anyway?” Now I’m shouting. “Everybody else is
doing whatever they want. Why are you making me do this?”
My father, who is not a spanker, turns toward me, his hand raised.
“Just because you’re bigger than me doesn’t mean you can hurt me!”
It’s too late. His hand comes down hard. The betrayal hurts more than
the physical pain.
“I hate you!” I run upstairs to my room, slam the door behind me. I lie on
my stomach, sobbing into my pillow until I fall asleep.
“Megan!” My father is calling from the bottom of the staircase.
“What?” I groan, throwing my pillow over my head.
“Time to make dinner.”
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My eyes are puffy and my throat is raw. Reluctantly, I go back down to
the kitchen. I can tell by the tilt of my father’s head that he is sorry he spanked
me. I swear to myself that I will never forgive him. Even so, I’m reminded of
how fun it is to cook with him.
Dinner a la Dad is toasted cheese sandwiches with Velveeta cheese on
white bread, Campbell’s tomato soup, and salad. I slide the stool over toward
the sink where I slice orange cheese, place it on bread. My father opens soup
cans with the electric can opener, pours thick red paste into a pan, and turns
the electric burner to high. The soup gives off a cloying aroma. Afternoon
sunshine slithers in through the window. We slather the sandwiches with
butter.
One at a time my siblings nose their way into the kitchen. My sisters,
recognizing the terrible trap I’ve been in all day, offer to help. Their tenderness
does not go unnoticed.
Like a tiger, Daddy roars, “Megan and I are making dinner. Everybody
out!”
He turns on the broiler.
“Dinner is almost ready. Megan, you set the table.”
This is a job I am used to, as my siblings and I take turns setting the
table and washing dishes. I go to the dining room, balancing plates and
silverware. Night is falling and I can see the lights of the Bay Bridge in the
distance, standing out like jewels against the moody water. I am placing the
final plate on the table when I smell it. Then I see the billowing smoke. “Daddy,
the kitchen is on fire!”
Mom is already there, potholders in hand. She throws open the oven
door. Thick gray smoke unfurls, filling the room. Daddy, who was taking a
bathroom break, saunters in and assesses the situation. He regains possession
of the potholders, says to my mother, “Madame, you may be excused. Last time
I checked Megan and I were in charge of dinner.”
The promise of mouthwatering toasted cheese sandwiches vanishes when
I see that our tasty dinner has turned into black, crusty blobs.
“Looks like we’re having charred cheese sandwiches,” my father jokes.
He gets two butter knifes from the silverware drawer. Keeps one for
himself and holds the other one out toward me, like an olive branch. After
losing his temper and practically burning the house down, he’s been taken
down a notch. “Help me?”
Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 21

32

I stifle my fury, drag the stool over to the counter, and pick up the knife.
Side by side we scrape the blackened bread clean. By the time we are done, the
stainless steel sink looks like a congested mud puddle and my father has even
made me smile with a silly joke.
When we are all seated at the table, he raises his glass. “Let’s thank
Megan for helping me make this delicious meal.”
Mom looks at me across the table. I can see the satisfaction in her smile.
She’s been trying for years to turn me into a lady and believes that progress
has been made. My eyes smart as I lift a spoon of steaming tomato soup to my
mouth. I suppress the glimmer of satisfaction I feel after my father’s toast, and
while it will be days before I speak to him again and I will never forgive him for
trying to tame me, our dinner tastes wonderful—burnt sandwiches and all.
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CHARITY SHOP SWEATER
A green newcomer
was welcomed into the charity shop.
An added neighbor to the cardigans
of aisle two.
Knitted and jade-colored,
faded like the memories
of the family
who donated it last Sunday.
Priced at only one dollar,
the lumpy time capsule sat.
Its cuffs were unraveling,
just like the mystery of its past.
As it hung limply,
stuffed behind seasonal sweatshirts,
its stitches became a road map,
stories spilling from its bursting seams—
A wine stain from perhaps a Christmas party?
Wrinkles from years in a hamper,
peach paint from a newly designed kitchen,
and a dryer sheet accidentally left clinging.
A woven reminder of the people
who once wore it and will wear it.
Purchased
for chewing gum change.
—Sarah Mays
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WHERE THE WORLD ENDS
My four-year-old
wants the world flat,
unnerved by
this hurtling ball
we live on.
He wants to run
right to the edge—
see where it ends.
I agree,
life should provide
clear signage:
End of the World,
Heaven This Way,
Escape Exit Here.
My son shouldn’t
have to answer
whether he has
a brother or sister,
shouldn’t have
to whisper,
I had a brother.
—Chanel Brenner
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A FIRST-CLASS PASSENGER
Inspired by a true event

by
George August Meier
The roar of the brawny engines of the Boeing 767 was muffled to a
steady, deep hum inside the first-class cabin. It was white noise to me, and
served as a hypnotic relaxant. I took a big breath of the air permeated with
industrial disinfectant, the smell of upholstery, and stale airplane. It smelled
like vacation. My wife, Carrie, and I had just been served complimentary red
wine, and everything seemed like a “go” for a pleasant flight. Then he appeared.
Half a plane-load of people had entered and walked past my seat. What
made me notice this particular guy? He stood in the doorway and surveyed the
cabin. He was middle-aged, wearing a Panama hat, and a bright red shortsleeved shirt splattered with pink flowers, green palm fronds, and what I think
were either blue parrots or macaws. I considered the cabin indoors, and he was
wearing the hat and sunglasses. Strike one. His shirt appeared expensive, but
was wrinkled and only half tucked into his pants. This, plus his baggy pants
and untied hiking boots, gave him a uniquely unkempt appearance. Strike two.
I’m not sure what it is about some people, but sometimes you know you don’t
like someone from just the briefest of interactions. For me, he was one of those.
Maybe it was his odd smirk.
Carrie and I rarely fly first class, but we had used frequent flyer points to
get the upgrade. We were among the privileged traveling from Seattle to New
York in the roomy seats where the attendants drown you in champagne, lavish
you with prime rib, and treat you to a warm, freshly baked chocolate chip
cookie—at least they used to. I had the odd sense that he was somehow going
to ruin this idyllic atmosphere. As he walked past me, I swear I heard his
scuffing heels and clicks from the loose leather laces, despite the hum of the
engines. My eyes tracked him as far as they would go in their sockets, until I
finally had to pivot my head to the right a smidgen to keep him in view. Peering
over my right shoulder with straining peripheral vision, I prayed he would
proceed on to coach. I had an innate desperation for some separation from this
guy. I rooted him on with every step. Go, go, go, keep on going.
He stopped at the very rear of the first-class cabin. One more step, I
thought. Take it! You’ll love it back there. They’re bringing cookies back there, I
swear. But I knew my silent pleas were in vain when I saw him take off his
black leather backpack. He yanked open the overhead bin and threw it in as
though he were tossing a bag of garbage. He slammed the bin shut. Two nearby
passengers flinched.
Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 21

36

Once positioned in front of his aisle seat, his body appeared to lose all
muscle control, and he dropped into his seat like a teenager in front of a
television primed for a video game. A white-haired gentleman in a gray
business suit seated next to him lifted his eyes from a newspaper and gave the
guy an annoyed look. The guy was predictably oblivious to it. He sat slumped.
His feet were close together, but his knees fell apart and encroached on the
business man’s space. Another unnoticed glance. A female flight attendant
approached and asked if he would like something to drink.
“Well, you know what would really make me happy, sweetie? If you could
get me a tall ginger ale, not some small cup, but a really big one, and fill it with
chopped ice. Not cubes, chopped. Could you do that for me, could you, dear?”
he asked in minute and irritating (to me) detail. Strike three. I agreed with the
businessman. What an annoying person.
“I’ll do my best, sir,” the attendant replied with what appeared to be a
genuine smile. I thought she deserved an Academy Award for hiding her
disdain.
Carrie, who had been thumbing through a travel magazine, tugged on my
arm. “Stop staring at that guy. Take a look at this fantastic cottage for rent in
Key West.”
I looked at the glossy magazine that was sitting open on her tray table to
see a turquoise bungalow with a yellow door and shutters and a tin roof. It was
cute. But when the flight attendant came from the front of the cabin carrying a
very large plastic cup, my eyes darted from the magazine to that cup. It
appeared to be filled to the top with ice and a liquid I presumed was ginger ale.
Whether the ice was chopped, I’m not sure. But my friend, Mr. Loud Shirt,
didn’t complain.
I was admittedly becoming a bit obsessed with watching this guy and
then reporting his behavior to my wife. She, on the other hand, didn’t give a
hoot about him, and was becoming irritated with me. The guy constantly
fidgeted while he slurped his drink. And of course, after he finished it he made
a racket sucking on the straw and playing with the ice. It sounded like chopped
ice to me.
I hardly noticed, but other passengers were entering the first-class cabin
and proceeding through to coach. When I heard the attendant give an
unusually warm greeting, I turned to see a young soldier with short hair
wearing camouflage fatigues entering the cabin. As he walked past me, I
noticed the spit shine on his tall black boots, which were tied, by the way. He
was a good-looking, clean-cut kid, and I was proud that guys like him serve in
our armed forces. I wondered whether he was heading home on leave, or to a
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duty station.
He was nearing the back of the first-class cabin when my guy stood to
block his path and appeared about to say something.
Oh no, I thought. What offensive thing is this guy going to say to one of
our boys?
The young soldier stopped and gave the guy a friendly, but quizzical,
look. I considered interrupting, but instead strained to hear the conversation
over the engines and hissing air-conditioning ports.
“Where are you sitting?” he asked the GI.
The soldier lifted his boarding pass level with his chest and read it out
loud. “37C.”
“Not today, you aren’t. Here, take this and sit here,” the guy said. He
plucked the soldier’s boarding pass and slapped his own into the soldier’s
hand. He then nonchalantly opened the overhead bin, grabbed one strap on his
backpack, and gave it a hard pull, catching it when it leaped out of the bin. He
winked at the soldier and then me, and strode into the coach cabin. That’s the
last I saw of him.
My mouth was probably agape as the soldier stowed his canvas bag in
the overhead bin and took his seat. He looked like someone who had just won a
prize. The flight attendant immediately hustled over to offer him a drink. I’m
not sure whose smile was the biggest—his, hers, or mine.
I wasn’t sure if Carrie would have appreciated it, but I found myself
looking for another GI to enter the cabin, so I could imitate the guy I had
previously judged insufferable. But the gracious gesture would not be repeated
that day.
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