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Editor’s Note
Hello to new readers and those who’ve been here awhile!
Lately there’s been commentary buzzing around me that people are spending
too much time on their smartphones and not enough time interacting with the
people around them. I’m even guilty of doing this with my boyfriend while we
wait for our food to be served to us or while we wait for commercials to finish.
While you’re browsing on your devices, I hope you’re spending the time to read
this PDF and sharing it with your friends for the holidays. The contributors
here are thanking you for it!
Happy holidays and see you all in 2015!
Krisma
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WASN’T MEANT TO BE
Like millions who love a child
in late-stage addiction,
the man, the woman,
quietly page late at night
through fading photos
of a distant childhood,
agonizing over whether
something they did
or didn’t do caused
this never-ending calamity.
The ringing phone impales them.
Is it the police?
Is it the psych ward?
Perhaps the morgue?
Immersed in agony,
they pray for any end.
—Bob Buchanan
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THE THIRTY-DAY RULE
by
Olaf Kroneman
Oblivious, old people on ventilators, in prison cell-like cubicles, surround
us. Mouths open, veins filled with sedatives, lifeless eyes counting ceiling tiles.
A scream comes from cubicle four. I, along with the medical team, rush
over. A pregnant nurse vomits into a wastebasket. She’s crying, screaming,
shaking. She wipes tears from her eyes with the back of her hand, vomits
again. She turns away from the patient.
The patient’s family starts yelling at the nurse. “How can this happen?
What kind of care is this? You get back here now.” The F word, the C word, the
B word.
“What’s the matter?” I ask. “What’s going on?”
The nurse covers her mouth and leaves. The family pursues her, one
male and two females. I step in front of them, halting their pursuit.
“You can’t yell at the staff,” I say. “You can’t use that language.” My voice
is firm but I am not shouting. We can’t yell at families. Families rule.
“Don’t tell me what I can say,” screams one of the women. Then more F,
C, and B words. The silver stud piercing her tongue is as large as a marble.
“That’s it,” I say. “Call security.” My voice is louder but controlled.
The guy sticks out his chest like a rooster, gets in my face, shouts at me
like a baseball manager would an umpire. He points at my chest and says,
“That nurse is neglecting our mother. You want her dead because she’s old and
taking up a bed. We hear you joke about her.” I smell alcohol and cigarettes.
He jabs my chest with his stubby, thick finger. Jabs again—hard.
“Don’t ever touch me again,” I say. My hands are raised but I do not
touch him. “That you can’t do.”
Security arrives. I back down but my chest hurts, and I was a pretty
good boxer so I want to hit him, just one little shot—fast, quick, clean. I would
make it looked like he slipped, help him up, accidentally put my thumb in his
eye. I perfected that move and could hide it well. He freaking bruised my
breastbone, and you know how that hurts. But if I hit him, my career is over.
Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 23
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Anyway, the three of them see security, and they leave me to scream at
the officers. A 911 call is made. The family leaves cursing and threatening. One
of them must have a rap sheet.
Confusion lifts quickly, as it must in an intensive care unit. Nurses
return to their cubicles. I enter cubicle four and ask, “Can someone tell me
what happened? Somebody get Annie and get another nurse back in this room,
stat.” I rub my chest.
Jim, the nurse’s assistant, steps up. “Dr. Larco, I know what happened.”
“Tell me.”
He puts down a half-filled urinal, takes off his latex gloves, washes his
hands.
“That poor nurse, pregnant and all, and sick herself, is suctioning out
the mouth of that patient. That patient’s been pretty much dead for a week.
You can smell it.”
“I know.”
“Well, she’s suctioning the woman’s mouth, and she looks at this stuff
coming up. She says, ‘Jim come here, somebody stuffed rice down this
woman’s mouth.’
“I look at what’s coming out of that old woman’s mouth, and it’s not rice
because it’s moving and wiggling, and I say, ‘Those are maggots.’ See, Dr.
Larco, I saw them all the time when I was in Nam, growing on the dead.
Usually on their arms or legs. Never seen them pour out of somebody’s mouth.
But the point is, the old woman is rotting and festering from the inside. The
nurse throws up and here we are.”
I hear a woman’s voice. “Shit, not again.”
I turn and it’s Annie, the head nurse of the ICU. She’s responsible, along
with me, for what happens here.
“What are we going to do?” she asks. “This is the second time this year.”
“This has happened before?” I say. “How come I wasn’t told?
“That patient died the next day,” Annie says. “We did get a call from the
funeral director, who was furious. He had to fumigate the funeral home. We
told him we would pass his business cards out.” She smiled but then got a
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worried look on her face. “This is not good. It could get to the newspapers or
YouTube.”
“Administration’s going to hate this. Let’s go to your office and think this
through.”
I follow her to her office, close its door behind us. She sits at her desk.
Puts her head down. “Damn,” she says.
There is silence. Then she opens her desk and hands me a pack of cards.
“These are the funeral director’s business cards.”
“Did you pass them out?”
“No, but I should, I’m sure he’d give me a percentage.”
“Annie, you run a great ICU. Some things are beyond your control.”
“I need some coffee.”
“Sure, black?”
“No, two creams and two sugars,” she says.
I leave and return with coffee.
“What do we tell administration?”
“The truth,” I say. “Let them spin it.”
“But they’ll blame me. I have seniority. I’m the most expensive. They’re
looking for reasons to cut costs.” Her hands shake.
“Annie, we’ll get through this.”
“David, I need my job. It’s my lifeline.”
“Your ex doesn’t help?”
“Not much,” and she glances at the picture of her children.
“How old are they?”
“Six and eight. I can’t lose this job.”
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“Maybe they’ll go after me. I have my enemies in administration.”
“They won’t touch you. You can afford an attorney.”
“Annie, I won’t let you go through this alone.”
She looks up. “We did mouth care on that patient every hour. That lady
was dead.”
“Not according to the hospital.”
“You know they brought a dog in here,” Annie says. “That’s where the
maggots came from. Flies are on the dog, the dog shakes them off, and they fly
into the woman’s throat, lay eggs, and the maggot larvae come out of her
tubes.”
I glance at the chart on Annie’s desk. “I saw that dog.” I say. “It was a
mangy-looking thing. I went to the medical administration and complained.”
“What did they say?” Annie asks.
“They told me that Dr. Anderson, the guy they brought in for quality
control, said it was fine, that the dog would create a soothing environment. He
also lets children visit, and he allows flowers in the ICU.”
“Flowers, the flies could have come on them.”
“Or the children,” I say. “Three-year-old kids are not the most sanitary
creatures.”
Annie picks up the picture of her children, studies it, sets it down.
“Anderson’s responsible for the maggots,” she says and starts crying. The
skin around her throat blanches red. “If I lose my job, what will I do?”
“We could try to blame Anderson, but it will be tough. The administration
loves the guy. He has an M.D. and a Ph.D. and was a safety engineer at NASA.
They are so proud they found him; a lot of egos are involved.”
“The guy doesn’t know his ass from his elbow,” she says.
“But he’s smooth. The board of directors likes to be stroked, and he
knows how to stroke them.”
“The guy never comes down here,” Annie says. “He doesn’t know how to
take care of people.”
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***
A week passes. The family is still mad. Annie and I have to meet with
them in the corporate boardroom. Sharia law, in a hospital’s kangaroo court.
The hospital needs a human sacrifice and we’re it.
The boardroom is spectacular. Heavy oak paneling, a long mahogany
table sitting on a Persian rug, oil paintings. At the head of the table is our CEO.
He wears a black suit and red power tie, his blond hair combed back, his eyes
a milky blue. He folds his hands in front of him, nails trimmed and polished. At
either side of him sit the vice presidents of the hospital, also dressed in black.
Next to them sit the medical administration in white coats. They’re all male and
arranged by their salaries. Our tax-exempt hospital pays the CEO eight million
dollars.
Several chairs separate us from the administrators. I’m glad I’m with
Annie. I won’t let her go through this alone. Usually we awkwardly avoid
touching, but today I hold her hand, briefly.
The patient’s family is ushered in by the CEO’s favorite secretary. Her
black skirt short, her heels extremely high. The CEO smiles at her, she smiles
back. The family sits to the side, not at the table. They glare at us, as do the
administrators. Annie’s done and she knows it. I’m guilty by association. I’ll get
letters. But Annie is correct, I will never deal with medical administration
without my attorney, and they know it. And they know she can’t afford one.
The CEO unfolds his hands. “We are here to look into what happened to
Mrs. Yost.” He looks at the family. “We have invited the family here so they can
see how we do things. We are transparent. Thank you for coming.”
The family nods and says, “Thank you.” They are dressed sedately; only
traces of tattoos are visible at their wrists, necks, and ankles.
“We understand that Mrs. Yost, while in the intensive care unit was not
being properly taken care of and grew.” The CEO stops talking and scans the
room. “I hate to be indelicate, but she grew fly larvae out of her trachea.
Evidently we failed to provide her with proper care.”
“That’s not true,” I say. “The lady was beyond our help. She was getting
around-the-clock care. What happened was inevitable.”
The chief of medicine speaks, “I have been in several hospitals and never
once heard of a thing like this.” He looks at the CEO who nods his approval.
“We did mouth care on that woman hourly,” Annie says. “My nurses are
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very well-trained.”
“Somebody was goofing off,” Mr. Yost says.
“We tried our best to help your mother, but she was eighty-five and too
old to have that kind of an operation,” I say.
One of the daughters speaks, “Her cardiologist recommended she have
her heart valves replaced, and the heart surgeon agreed.”
“She had a cardiac arrest during the second operation,” I say. “And she
never woke up and was never going to.”
“The cardiac surgeon said we should keep trying,” Mr. Yost says.
“Has he been around to see your mother lately?” I ask.
“No, but he was there every day for about a month.” Yost points his
finger at the administrators, then Annie and me, and says, “Somebody screwed
up and somebody has to take the blame.” His hands are shaking. He needs a
drink.
Annie stands and says, “You know who should take the blame, Mr. Yost?
You, and you, and you.” She pointed at each family member. “You made us
treat your mother long after it was hopeless. We had to cut a hole in her throat
to put her on the breathing machine, then cut a hole in her stomach to feed
her. The lady is basically dead, but you make us continue to treat her. Maybe
you get a check as long as Mom’s alive? We see that all the time. You’re to
blame. You and her doctor who cares so much for her but after a month
stopped seeing her. And you know why he stopped? Because, if the patient
lives for thirty days after the operation, he’s not blamed for the death. But if
she dies in twenty-nine days or less, he’s screwed. That’s why after thirty days
are up, he’s gone. He washes his hands, and we have to deal with the
maggots.”
Annie stands and walks out of the room.
I want to run after her but stick around. Maybe I can limit the damage.
The useless hospital attorney tells the family it’s an outrage, and he will write a
check now. He says, “We want to help pay for the funeral.”
One of the women jumps up and states. “She ain’t dead yet.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” the attorney says. “In case she doesn’t make it, we will
help.”
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Mr. Yost stands up and says, “We have an attorney and he tells us not to
accept a check today.”
This is going to trial. Annie’s finished.
***
A month goes by. The old lady finally stops breathing. I help Annie clean
out her desk and carry her books and pictures to the car. She cries. Hospital
security ushers her out to make sure she doesn’t steal anything. The work she
did for the hospital now suddenly doesn’t matter. She’s done. I want to hold
her but I don’t, I can’t.
I call the heart surgeon and say, “You know Annie was fired over your
patient, the one who grew maggots in her mouth.”
“She wasn’t getting basic nursing care,” he says.
“That’s bullshit. You didn’t want her to be a mortality statistic.”
“That’s ridiculous,” he says.
“You’re a fucking liar. You cost Annie her job, now she’ll be lucky to get a
job in a nursing home.”
“Listen, I have to protect myself so I can be here when I’m really needed.
If you had to work under the same statistical pressure, you’d do the same
goddamned thing. You don’t operate. You’re a noncombatant.”
I let this sink in. But then I ask, “Why would you operate on somebody
that old?”
“The old ones are all that’s left. The waters are fished out. The
cardiologists do all the easy stuff in the cath lab. This is all we get.”
I walk away. At least he is telling the truth. The case goes on to be
reviewed by the hospital ethics committee. They decide that when a patient is
on a ventilator, no flowers, no family pets, or children will be allowed in the
room. Insect-zapping devices have been installed in the ICU. Every so often you
can hear the “zap” of a bug being electrocuted. Sometimes they spark. With all
the oxygen around here, I worry about a fire. We are told it is safe. And we
haven’t seen any maggots since.
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THE DISCARDED SEED
There was a raven who scanned the litter
strewn among the first lush grass of spring
as he glided over rusted railroad tracks.
There were the corpses of the thread mills
as strange and dead as the skulls of giants.
They watched the town with empty eyes.
There was a person, perhaps yourself,
who watched the last torrents of snowmelt
sluice down the stone and concrete river course.
You recalled your life here that you left behind
and wondered if your discarded past became a seed
that grew a doppelganger version of yourself.
There was the diner window that was a light box
where strangers crossed like dislocated ghosts,
and you sipped coffee avoiding your imagined twin.
The leaf buds were unfolding on the twig tips
as the sidewalk trees reached for the sunlight
that flattened itself against the brickwork walls.
There were the cloud shadows that moved
across the hills, and their still-leafless trees
took on the lilac gray of dye-stained concrete.
Your other self climbs a sagging stairway to his room.
The wind rattles the windows, and the opening door
sounds like the mewling of an unfed cat.
—Wulf Losee

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 23

15

FREEDOM WAS BORN A RACIST
Mama, when the cotton-skinned boy moved in
you told me his patched denim jeans
and red hair did not fit
our ashy-kneed and kinky-haired street.
And when he slipped white rose petals
between cracks in my window, you pounded
“decent common sense” into me
until it throbbed in my head
and burned in my cheeks.
And when you found us
dancing on white ground,
you locked me in my room
so he creaked through back doors
and we whispered forgotten truths—
in dark we were all shades of gray.
beneath our skins we are all red.
Mama, you told me to go
and fall in love with a nice black boy,
who won’t leave me with a caramel child
and a stack of unpaid bills on the table.
But he is nothing
like the man you call father.
Somewhere in this town
snowy skin breaks,
black blood spills.
But Mama you wear ancient shackles as jewelry,
because freedom is across cotton fields
and no one can see white beauty anymore.
Because our people still have chains
in their hands
but now
we use them as whips.
—Stephanie Thompson
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BUBBLEGUM FOREST
Holding the jar with your head in it, I take a quick saunter through the woods
to honor you as you were always paradoxical. I look down from time to time,
expecting to hear a few pleasantries, but it’s just your yellow helmet hair
sloshing about. Turning right at Forgetfulness Drive, I make my first left onto
Bad Taste Lane. This is your final resting place. The candy-coated future
displays only felt craft display tables. I start digging. Scatterbrained-brains,
now moist, full of the wrong ingredients. Salty words and fist ham hocks
canned you in the basement. It’s too late to repent passive-aggression. I’ll pray
to my stuffed bat. I’ve found the sonar now! You gave heat but the wrong kind.
The jars of beets, maps of theme parks, the secret glass birds. Who will pick
you up at the all-night taco truck? I shredded the map. Forget about bus
schedules and QVC. You broke magic into resale tactics. I write your name in
the ground with a stick, stick the stick into the ground. Let the collectors come.
—Jennifer MacBain-Stephens
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GLASS AND OAK TABLE, DUSK
by
Aaron Deck
The coffee table still bore signs of my abuse. Blurred rings overlapped in
a dizzying pattern, some distinctly can-sized, others obscured by smears of
previous attempts to clean. Older ones had darkened as passing dust adhered
to their sticky origins. Some appeared almost concentrically, as though at one
point I had made a conscious effort to use the wet footprint of an old drink for
a new one. When I was only drinking one at a time. Some were in neat rows.
From the long nights, the rapid succession nights. A dusty stack of improbable
silver coasters stood on one corner.
Ashes were smeared throughout, my drunken Lent blessings. Where the
rings and ashes met were the darkest, stickiest spots. On some of those small
white fibers were visible, remnants of paper towels not up to the task of halfserious, shaky hands.
“The Whole Year Inn” was written in red marker on one side of the glass
piece at the center of the table. Depression humor. I had erased the rest almost
as soon as I wrote it, unable to stand the sight of my own words staring back at
me. The curled and illegible Post-it notes had already been swept into the
trash, along with a waterlogged copy of National Geographic that had rested
atop and preserved the phrase now glaring at me.
The grooves that mirrored the borders of the table and glass were full of
leftovers. Stems, crumbs, more ashes, and the occasional seed. Here they had
stayed damp, like old leaves in a forgotten rain gutter. Here the odor of the
grime was strongest.
The table smelled like the last five years of my life. Bitter, smoky, doused
in stale beer. The trigger on the cleaning bottle I held was beginning wear a
groove into my finger. But I didn’t know where to start. All I could think about
was what kind of interesting coffee table books I could adorn with it when I was
done. And whether or not this was going to be worth it.
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DELICATE PORCELAIN
to the poet Hai Zi (海子)

I imagine that jars of blue-glazed porcelain
hold the warm breath of our souls,
they are sealed in bowls that were set outside
to cool in the snow flurries and the wind.
Delicate porcelain. Paper thin.
People named by the water symbols
suffer under the northern stars.
Tides of cold plasma pull at their vessels,
then the blue coral blooms, and they shatter.
Delicate porcelain. Paper thin.
Hai Zi dreamed he committed suicide.
Half his spirit walked away from his corpse.
The other half stayed. Ten days later,
he bowed before a train that made his spirit whole.
Delicate porcelain. Paper thin.
—Wulf Losee
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BENEATH MY SKIN
Friday, I went to the dermatologist for a little Botox
but came out of her office with scabs
on my face where she scraped away cancer skin.
Saturday, I counted backward by threes while walking
the dog back home. I quizzed myself, worrying
the whole time about—what’s that word for memory loss?
In my insomniac-middle-of-that-night moments
I wrestled with the notion of being mother to the groom,
questioned my trade of studio lights for 3 bed? 2 bath?
Sunday, I struggled to wake early, but looked over
at my coffee-bearing husband in his boxers and T,
then managed to slip into church clothes.
And in my middle-of-the-morning moments
when the priest read about Lazarus, how the Savior said:
Move the stone, come out, take off your grave clothes,
I saw the stone-carved orbs of the crucified Christ
statue looking down to the pew where I knelt
from and for and to the Lord uncovered.
—Cathy Allman
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THE BILL
It’s a little oasis, this
French café with its blue tin
ceiling and calmly swirling fans,
its cozy chatter, cool red wine, cheddar
cheese omelet and mixed salad greens, its
shade away from the obliterating summer sun.
I long to hold
this mortal moment
down with sheer appreciation
but soon—too soon—my bill appears
and I must depart, remembered—I dream
at the opening door—for waving back with love.
—Mark Belair
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THE BLUE SKY WAS LEAPING
The blue sky was leaping
over the clouds
like a teenager on crutches,
swinging the sticks ahead
and then catching his britches
which were sliding off
his narrow hips
so that his lavender shorts
with the puffy cotton frogs
began to show.
—Lois Marie Harrod
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GENES
I’ll wear them
until they wear out.
They don’t fit
the notion I have of myself,
won’t stretch in the four
directions they need to grow.
Somebody primitive
made me who I am,
so I’m blaming ancestors
for everything I’m not.
They left me a fortune
of blue genes
too tight to take off.
I’ve learned to live under pressure,
but genes made me uptight.
My son seems bent on outgrowing his.
—Robert S. King
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CRACKED TERRAIN
by
Mollie McNeil
Jittery about her first day of school in California, Jesse gripped her chair
in panic as she felt her desk jump. Earthquake was all she could think. She
was about to duck and cover when a spray of gritty rubber bits landed on her;
only then did she realize what was happening. The girl sitting next to her, the
mild-looking one with tangled hair and see-through skin, was erasing
vigorously. Gillian looked calm enough listening to the fifth grade teacher, but
she attacked her mistakes with anger.
The teacher paired Jesse up with Gillian as she was the only child in the
class without a partner. They were told to label the states of the country. Being
from Boston, Jesse filled in the ones from the East Coast with ease, while
Gillian struggled over the Western states, huffing in frustration. Jesse heard a
snap—a rubber band zapped Gillian in the arm. Despite the welt forming on
her skin, she neither turned around, nor reported it. Jesse found this strange.
Jesse’s grandmother, a longtime resident of Desert Springs, told her that
she was enrolled at the Catholic school because it was where the nicest girls in
town went. But Jesse wasn’t so sure about this. At recess, she saw a girl spin
Gillian around so violently that she crashed into the chain-link fence, toppled
over, and skinned both her knees. The other girls just laughed. Jesse helped
Gillian up and brought her to the school nurse.
“I’ll tell the nurse what happened,” said Jesse.
“Oh no,” Gillian wiped blood off her knees, “that just would make it
worse.”
As Jesse left for home at the end of the day, a classmate plugged her
nose and skirted around her.
“Eww,” she said, “Gillian germs.”
***
Back at home, in her grandmother’s ranch house, the moving boxes
stood unpacked, and Jesse’s mother scowled out the window.
“Those things can’t be trees,” she said, staring at the dry, sandy
landscape. “They have no leaves at all. They’re just a bunch of spiky arms and
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strangled heads. They don’t even look alive.” Her mother shook her head and
burped the baby slung over her shoulder.
“I love Joshua trees.” Her father smiled as he saw Jesse come in. “They’re
so tough and resilient.” He was screwing a new set of locks onto the front door.
Jesse came closer to him.
“What are those for?”
“Gramma is beginning to wander outside and not be able to find her way
back again. They’re to keep her safe,” he explained.
“He’s locking her in with me.” Her mother wasn’t smiling. She cinched
the baby into the high chair and began spooning oatmeal and apricots into
Mina’s mouth before the baby tongued them out again.
“How was school?” asked her father.
“Okay.”
“Make a new friend?”
Jesse looked at the dribble of orange mush coming down the baby’s chin.
“Only a germy one.”
“Go wash your hands then,” her mother said. “We don’t want to get sick.”
Jesse shuffled into the bathroom.
“I think she was joking,” her father muttered.
With the bathroom door open, Jesse could still see the kitchen and
watched her mother put the baby on the floor and turn to rinse the dishes.
Mina crawled over to her father, peered at the shiny metal shapes spread out
near his feet, and popped one into her mouth.
“Mina’s got something!” Jesse hollered. Her mother swiveled, scooped up
the baby, and dug a sharp screw out of her mouth. Her mother’s eyes shone
hot and accusing at her father. She picked up the baby, kicked open the back
door, and strode into the rocky backyard. The grandmother, who had been
napping on the couch, woke up abruptly and looked around with a confused
expression, as if trying to remember who these people were gathered in her
house.
Jesse slipped into her bedroom, and her mother came in later.
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“Mind if I stay in here tonight with you, Jesse? I feel like I haven’t slept in
weeks.”
“Sure, Mom.”
Her mother sunk down on one of the twin beds, her eyes red.
“You missing Boston? ”
Her mother nodded. “You’ll make good choices in your life, Jesse. You’ll
make your own decisions.” Then she curled toward the wall and fell asleep.
***
At lunch the next day, Jesse offered some pretzels to Gillian. Gillian had
a cold. Her nose ran continuously, and her lunch tray was piled with dirty
tissues. At the next table over, the popular girls were huddled together, trilling
like songbirds. They came to school wearing matching accessories—the same
sparkly wrist bangles, the same rhinestone barrettes, the same pink
watchbands. There weren’t many ways you could decorate a school uniform,
but no sooner did Krysten and Caitlin start a trend, all the girls copied it.
Her knees scabbed over from yesterday’s fall, Gillian begged Jesse to sit
with her at recess too. As Gillian picked her scabs, the other girls laughed,
chattered, and punched the foursquare ball. Athletic herself, Jesse was eager
to join them.
“Have you ever wanted to be friends with Krysten and Caitlin?”
“Sure, but you have to pass some test to get in their club.”
“A club? Jeez. What do you have to do?”
“I don’t know. It’s a secret. And don’t say jeez,” Gillian warned. “It’s
sacrilegious.”
A gust of wind blew the foursquare ball outside the schoolyard. It landed
in a spiky bush on the other side of the fence.
“Now what?” said Caitlin.
“How about the new girl…” Krysten nodded toward Jesse.
“Hey, Jenny—get the ball for us?” Caitlin smiled at her.
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Jesse stood up. Maybe this was the test to get in their club.
“Don’t do it,” said Gillian, tugging at Jesse’s arm. “That bush will give
you a terrible rash. ”
All the girls were looking at her now.
“My name is Jesse.”
“Okay, Jesse. Would you get the ball?”
Was this a trick? Would they just yank her off the fence to humiliate her?
Punish her if she said no?
“It’s against the rules to leave the yard,” Gillian said. “If the teacher
catches you, you’ll lose recess and have to do study hall instead.” Jesse looked
down at the fingers gripping her arm and the dried blood packed under
Gillian’s nails; she brushed them off and ran for the chain-link fence. She
scaled it easily, dropped on to the other side, slithered under the bush, and
grabbed the ball. Caitlin held her arms open for the pass, and Jesse pitched
the ball to her before slipping back over the fence. But just as her feet touched
the schoolyard ground, Sister Guadalupe ordered Jesse to the principal’s office.
She followed the nun up the steps, glancing briefly over her shoulder in time to
see Krysten give her a thumbs-up.
***
That night as Jesse lay on her bed, she wondered hopefully about
Krysten and felt guilty about ditching Gillian. Maybe she could have two
different groups of friends.
Mina’s wailing drifted through her bedroom door; she heard her mother
rifling through the boxes.
“Where are the diaper cream and teething gel when you need them?”
Jesse poked her head out of her bedroom when the front door opened
and slammed shut again. Her father’s face was flushed.
“How could you not see her go out? You know she gets lost. I can’t find
her anywhere.”
“Call the police.” Jesse’s mother tightened her ponytail holder. “I have
other people to look after besides your grown mother.”
“Like Jesse—sent to the principal’s the first week of school? What’s got
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into her? Did you say something to upset her?” Jesse continued to peep out
from her bedroom as her parents moved closer to the kitchen.
“I told her to make her own choices.”
“What is that supposed to mean? Ignore school rules?”
“It means you made the decision to look for work here, move us in with
your crazy mother, and relocate us to this wasteland.”
Jesse’s father slapped the wall. “You haven’t given it a chance here yet.
And you know both my salary and the apartment in Boston weren’t big enough
for the four of us.”
“And whose idea was having another baby? You and your ridiculous
Catholic notions. I should have gone straight to the doctor.”
Jesse went into the bathroom, twisted on the shower taps, and leaned
into the water, letting her parents’ angry words slide off her and swirl down the
drain.
***
The next day at school, Krysten flagged Jesse over to join her lunch
table. The girls were busy discussing Caitlin’s upcoming pool party. Caitlin had
an enormous waterslide; her mom made the best coconut smoothies and
decorated them with the cutest paper umbrellas. Oh, and there was her huge
trampoline too. Then they switched topics and complained that the nuns had
no fashion sense, that the Bible was just a bunch of stupid stories, and that
mass was the most boring thing ever. Krysten turned to face Jesse.
“What do you think about Mass, Jesse?”
“I think…” Jesse paused; she had never been to Mass. “Catholic notions
are ridiculous. If I want to skip Mass, I say I’m sick and go straight to the
doctor.”
“Ooh, that’s a good one,” Krysten said. “I’m gonna barf, Doc, let me out of
church!” The others giggled. “I’m going to try it.” Then Krysten tapped her chest
meaningfully. “Something tells me you’re Hexagon material.” The other four
girls leaned toward Jesse. They all wore something beneath their shirts. Caitlin
pulled up a metal chain and flashed Jesse a six-sided medallion with an “H”
inscribed on it. Jesse caught her breath: the secret club.
“What makes you say that?”
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“You climb really fast and don’t mind breaking dumb school rules. Also a
girl moved, and we need six people.”
Feeling the whoosh of the waterslide, the liftoff from the trampoline, the
smoothie melting on her tongue, Jesse was eager to belong.
“What do I do to join?”
“Well…” said Krysten, tapping her chin. “How about tricking Gillian into
something?”
Caitlin pointed to a tree out in the desert covered in thorny bark.
“Get her to scale that thing.”
Jesse’s stomach churned. Easy for her, but maybe not Gillian.
“I’m not sure she’s much of a climber.”
“You’ll get her to do it somehow.” Krysten slid away from Jesse and
motioned the other girls to follow her.
***
Back in the living room, Jesse’s grandmother watched TV at top volume
while the baby napped in a playpen. Her mother was hunched over the
newspaper, circling rentals.
“How is Mina sleeping through the noise?” Jesse asked.
“Cold medicine,” said her mother. “I gave it to both of them, but it only
worked on the baby. How was school? Making new friends?”
“Trying to.”
“Well, don’t bring them over until we figure out what to do with
Gramma—or we move.”
“Could we get a place with a pool?”
“Too dangerous with the baby.”
Jesse scowled. Her mother’s grouchiness seemed endless.
“Babies ruin everything.”
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Her mother lifted an eyebrow and went back to the paper. Jesse picked
up the cell phone, went out to the yard, and wondered if she’d ever get used to
the ugly cactus, the bare mountains, the dry wind. Then she called Gillian.
“Oh hi. Wasn’t sure we were still…talking.”
“Sure we are.” Jesse’s voice was smooth. “I’ve figured out the secret to
joining Krysten and Caitlin’s club.”
“Really?”
“All you have to do is climb a silly tree. Meet me behind the schoolyard at
four tomorrow.” Feeling a prick of remorse, she added, “And bring some pants.”
***
Jesse walked to school the next day in heat-blurred air. Despite the
ninety degrees, Gillian came along clutching jeans in one hand and a cookie tin
in the other. Gillian gave the tin to Jesse, who peeked inside at the blobs of
half-baked cookies, gooey with melting chips.
“Thanks.” Jesse closed the lid firmly; her stomach hadn’t stopped tossing
since the night before. Gillian was being too nice, and it only made her feel
worse. Jesse was about to tell Gillian the truth when Krysten walked by and
toed the pants crumpled beside Gillian’s desk.
“Kind of hot for pants today, huh?”
Gillian lifted her chin up and smiled. “I’m climbing at four.”
“Well, well.” Krysten winked at Jesse. “See you there then.” Jesse felt
disgusted. How could Gillian fall for this when Krysten had never once been
friendly to her? Why would she all of a sudden want her to be part of their
club?
Jesse dumped the cookies in the trash and avoided Gillian for the rest of
the day, only meeting her at the tree after school.
“How far up should I go?” asked Gillian.
“The top,” said Caitlin, sliding her pink sparkle sunglasses over her nose.
“Right, Jesse?”
“Sure,” said Jesse, not able to look Gillian in the eye, wishing she had
her own pair of glittering pink sunglasses to hide behind.
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Gillian grabbed at the first branch, winced, and picked thorns out of her
palm. In her next attempt, she slid down the trunk, unable to gain enough
traction with her feet. Eventually she lodged her foot high enough to throw her
leg over a branch and pull herself up onto it. Blood oozed from her leg, her
hands, and her feet as they collected thorns. She made her way a little higher
and stopped.
“I’m getting dizzy,” she said.
Krysten and Caitlin stood silently below with their hands on their hips.
Jesse put her hands on her hips too.
“There’s so many prickers up here, and sticky gunk too.” Gillian tried to
wipe sap off her palms and then pulled herself up to another branch,
prompting red ants to pour out from a seam in the bark.
“Bugs!”
“Just ants,” said Caitlin, smirking, as if she had anticipated this.
The ants streamed up Gillian’s pants.
“They bite!” Gillian slapped her legs. The more she rocked the tree, the
more ants streamed from the bark and swarmed her, soon covering her arms
and face. Gillian gasped for air between sobs. “Help me!”
Krysten put her own pair of pink sparkle sunglasses on her head,
squinted up at Gillian, and took a swig from her plastic water bottle.
“Hot out here.”
Krysten passed the water to Jesse, who also took a sip. Gillian’s tears,
snot, ants, and sap clotted around her nose and mouth. Welts formed on her
face. She clung to the high, thorny branch, moaning, immobilized by her own
panic.
“What a freakin’ baby,” said Krysten.
The girls watched as a black scorpion arched its tail and ascended the
tree trunk. Caitlin nudged Jesse for the water bottle, and she took a slow, even
drink before handing it back to Krysten.
Krysten and Caitlin continued to stand still and look cool despite the
intense heat, their mouths pursed in irritation. Her mother looked the same
way most days: detached, uncaring.
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Something pushed hard in Jesse’s chest. She grabbed the water bottle,
purposely sloshing water on Krysten’s shirt as she did so, and pitched it at the
scorpion, knocking it cleanly off the tree. Jesse’s sense of triumph was brief, as
the bottle startled a snake out of a nearby hole, and it slithered toward the
girls. Hearing the rattle, three of them screamed and ran for the school.
“Idiot! Why’d you do that?” Krysten scowled at her shirt and then at
Jesse.
“Let’s go,” shouted Caitlin, turning away.
“What about Gillian?” Jesse stood wide-eyed.
“You’re a lot stupider than I thought,” said Krysten, bolting after Caitlin.
“Those snakes kill!”
Anger and adrenaline coursed through Jesse. She threw a rock at the
snake, and it contracted under the blow. She pelted it continuously with more
and more rocks until the snake was fully buried.
Next Jesse climbed the tree. Feeling the trunk shudder with Gillian’s
frightened shivering, she had to remind herself again that this shaking was no
earthquake either. She sucked in deep breaths of desert air and felt a little
better about things as she got closer to Gillian. The mountains glowed gold in
the distance. The desert shimmered with heat and possibility.
Gillian’s eyes were glued shut with sap. Jesse wiped it off and swiped
away the worst of the sticky ants before helping her down the tree. “We can
jump from here,” said Jesse, releasing Gillian’s arm and giving her an
encouraging pat.
“Don’t ever touch me again,” Gillian said, pushing Jesse’s hand away.
She leaped from the branch and landed on all fours, straightened up, and
walked toward the school.
Shaken by Gillian’s anger, Jesse jumped hastily from the tree and
crashed down sideways on her ankle. There was a loud snap. Gillian must have
heard it too because she turned around. Jesse’s leg throbbed with pain as she
tried to stand up and failed.
Gillian returned, her face twisted in resentment, and motioned for Jesse
to get on her back.
“Leave me alone,” said Jesse, sniffling.
“Believe me I will, but first I have to get you to the school.”
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“Just go.”
“You are too easy pickings. Snakes are nothing compared to mountain
lions and coyotes. Just get on.”
Jesse crawled on her back, and Gillian stumbled under the weight at
first—but soon she steadied herself enough to carry Jesse over the cracked
terrain.
As they neared the school, they both noticed the pair of sparkle
sunglasses left behind in the sand. Gillian hitched Jesse higher on her back
and went straight for them. She stomped on the glasses with angry
determination. With Jesse’s added weight, Gillian crushed them easily into tiny
bits and moved on, leaving the sharp splinters of pink plastic scattered, looking
ugly and unnatural against the parched landscape.
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WHEN THE WORLD GOES SILENT
Some of us wiggle our pinkies deep
into our ears as if to poke a hole
to let sound rush in.
Or rip at our hair in frustration.
We cannot abide an elevator ride without Muzak,
a post office line or a waiting room without TV,
a walk in the park without talking on phones
or the buds of iPods blooming in our ears.
From their head-back, open-beaked gestures,
we surmise the backyard birds are singing just as when
we gaze at Paul Klee’s The Twittering Machine.
At first we pine for the piping and cheeping,
the squawking and cawing.
Then we stop missing those sounds.
Soon we forget the words for them.
But in the silence, lovers shape their breath on their beloved’s neck.
Fingernails draw ticklish letters down each other’s bare backs.
Touching like this, quiet spells are cast and each of us feels heard.
—Rochelle Jewel Shapiro
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SQUEEZE BOX
The spoken voice can resonate in sharps and flats,
And I can imagine, “won’t you come out tonight,”
Songs from Louisiana and Cajun dance music and
Imagine this man holding me with my arms out to both sides,
Holding us as we are two-stepping, two stepping to this accordion music.
He sings in my ear, “Little darling, won’t you come out tonight,
Come out tonight.”
And there’s this dancing man, the one with the accordion
Jumping and tapping his foot like the rhythm is in his body,
And he is eyeing all the gals,
And eyeing me as I’m dancing with this man.
We’re two-stepping and two stepping.
So, it’s a wonder that I’m leaning over him now,
And he’s on this bed with those fitted white, white sheets.
I can’t hear his spoken voice,
He’s too busy getting the air.
I watch his accordion rise and fall.
I hear the music of his inhalation and exhalation,
And I watch the squeeze box tighten and release.
I’m dreaming and I’m thinking, “Little darling, little darling,
Won’t you come and two-step tonight,
Two-step tonight,”
And his eyes are begging mine.
I want to reach across this whitened land,
I want to pull and stretch the accordion,
But all I get is silence.
There’s no “come out tonight, come out tonight,”
For the music is in the air.
—Thea Schiller

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Vol. 6, Issue 23

35

SAYING GOOD-BYE
by
Louise Turan
For a long time after your death, I pictured your body, covered in a soft
gray cloth, your toes pointed up, floating between two mountains, surrounded
by fog and mist. I must have put you in this place, suspended in limbo,
because of the way you chose to die, pretending, just like everything in our
lives—the conflicts we encountered as a family and that I experienced as your
daughter—was going to be, in your physician-speak, just fine. Like the picking
up and moving every four years, changing schools, abandoning beloved homes
and friends, like dislocation, like dying, was no big deal.
I tell myself that you loved me, even though you hardly ever said these
words. It is enough to just know, you explained, and I guess as a child I did. I
watched you cut up my spaghetti into the shape of a red heart, remove your
gloves in bitter cold to tie my frozen boot laces, warm my hands with your hot
breath, and make the most marvelous kites with a big H, my initial, and long,
swirling tails. How I wish you had told me about the culture of kite-making,
something I imagine you might have learned and loved as a little boy in Turkey.
When I got older, in my teens, your love changed. I wanted the old one back.
You were irritated and annoyed when I fought with Mother. Heaven
forbid, though, that I should ever talk back to you. No, sir. That was not
allowed, ever. Not that I wanted to, with that steely look in your blue eyes, your
lips hard-pressed, and your short hair standing straight up, bristling, like part
of you was one fire and the other was stone cold. Maybe I took it out on her
since I couldn’t talk to you. Sometimes you let me carry on slamming doors,
crying, ignoring the fuss until you yelled, “That’s enough.” We kept pace at
arm’s length, me thinking, always wondering if I was a good enough daughter. I
wonder what kind of life we would have had if there had been a dialogue. I
would have forgiven you for beating me, for threatening to disown me if I got
pregnant, and you would have held my hands and told me you were sorry, but
that did not happen.
I feel so bad, looking back at the last holidays we spent together,
Thanksgiving, Christmas, how you insisted on driving from West Chester to our
house in the city. You refused to allow me to book you and Mom a hotel room
nearby so that you wouldn’t have to make the trip back at night with your one
good eye and a few drinks under your belt. You said you were an old man, and
old men like to sleep in their own beds, so I, well-trained, did not argue. But I
wasn’t willing to make the sacrifice of picking you up and driving you and Mom
back either. I should have been.
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I should have fought back when you were in hospice care, those final
days at Barclay Friends. I should have disobeyed and talked to you about what
was really happening. I should not have just sat there, writing in my journal,
going along with the pretense. Instead, we watched you slowly drift away, as if
you were swimming in the ocean and letting the waves and the tide pull you
out to sea.
I watched you in those last days try to make a bowel movement; you
insisted you had to go. You got up and out of bed with the help of a nurse’s
aide, a lovely young black woman, pregnant, to whom you gave your best
gynecological advice, and she, not I, took your hand and helped you to the
toilet. You are my flesh and blood. How many times you must have helped me
go to the bathroom and wiped my dirty bottom when I was little, but I was not
prepared to do that for you. I should have been, with tenderness and love.
Maybe I was afraid of making you angry by breaking the rules, acknowledging
something was wrong. I wish you had ordered me to help you, but you said
nothing, and I said nothing. I just sat there, in agony, and watched you wince
and struggle, getting up and down, up and down.
At the end, during our last visits, we (me, Mother, Susie) sat in your
small room with the TV playing soccer games, tennis games; your favorites.
Your bed, placed beneath a window, overlooked a lovely garden with a small
stream cascading gently over landscaped rocks. It was peaceful and quiet, but I
don’t think you noticed; you barely knew we were there.
Each day you grew progressively weaker and weaker as the kidney inside
you ceased to function. But you had the strength to lean over and reach for
Mom’s hand and bring it up to your papery, trembling lips, kissing her over
and over until you had to let go. Falling back on the pillow, you asked me to
pull the blanket over your head. “Cover me,” you whispered hoarsely.
What were you thinking and feeling? Could you tell your life was being
extinguished? Did you feel pain? Your lungs, emptied of air, your heart—was it
empty too? Had it ever been full enough? Had we given you enough love to
compensate for the all the losses in your life? I wondered if you knew that it
was me you had asked for help.
The nurse came in at that point, the hospice nurse, a mature woman
with feet planted firmly on the ground. She wanted to take your vital signs.
How ironic, I thought, taking the vital signs of a dying man. “Come on, Doc, let’s
not pull the covers over our head,” she said, or something like that, indicating
your attempts were childish and unnecessary.
Right then it seemed that there were two different worlds: the world you
were passing into, and the hard, cold reality of that room, us, wordlessly
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watching you leave. Your comfy brown corduroys and green flannel shirt were
hanging in the closet; your Clarks, sitting on the floor, things you won’t wear
again, the only things left to say good-bye to.
Less than a year before you died, your beloved sister, Nurhan, passed
away. She had been sick for many years. You had done all you could to help,
sending money, visiting your nieces and sister in Ankara, the city where you
were born and where your mother is buried. But Nurhan died suddenly, and
there was no way for you, given your own declining health, to be with her or
attend the funeral.
It was on a Sunday when we came to visit that you gave me the news
about Aunt Nurhan. I hugged you and said I was so, so sorry. I remember you
shrugged your shoulders and said, “So be it,” a phrase you used quite often.
You did not cry. Was that the point when you lost the desire to keep on living?
I’m guessing so, because everything went downhill after that.
You were such a smart man; you loved to learn, travel, explore new
places. You loved skiing, tennis, sports cars, good wine, tailor-made clothes,
swimming (swimming!), fine art, music, four-star hotels, good food, and picnics
in the mountains; all the things I love, too, so I must have learned them from
you.
Mom confided in me, you know, after you died, that you had loved her
unconditionally. I wish you could have seen her face when she said this; her
expression was part disbelief, part distress, and part amazement: She knew
she could never have loved anyone like that, not you, not me or Susie. At least
she recognized and admitted the truth, even though it was too late to thank
you; but you probably know that anyway. You loved her the way she was, in
spite of the flaws.
When I listen for the sounds of you, I hear the dry intake on the hollow
stem of your pipe, the click of your black Army-issue shoes on the shiny
linoleum hospital floors, the sucking of air between the little spaces in your
teeth, and the wet, cracking, nibbling, and spitting noises of eating sunflower
seeds. I hear you singing along, laughing, to the lyrics of “Volare” and “Que
Sera Sera,” playing the piano by ear. I think I played my guitar for you, didn’t
I? In Calle Piccola, the villa on the ocean, the summer of my senior year at
college? That was a beautiful vacation. Thank you for all the beautiful
vacations: Italy, Spain, Greece, Turkey, and the many cross-country trips from
New York to San Francisco, first in the big white Buick with its rocket-ship
fenders and then in the cream-colored Chevy, which didn’t turn as many heads
overseas as the Buick or, as we called it, the “White Elephant.” Compared to all
the European-size cars, it was gigantic. It’s a good thing you both quit
smoking, because I got carsick a lot when I was little on those grand-tour
treks.
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And thank you for always being there to take me places. You did
everything for Susie and me: You drove me to ski-club meetings, to college
visits, to visit boyfriends when I didn’t have a car. You dutifully attended all of
our performances, me singing in the choir, Susie the star ballerina of Signora
Paulon’s Scuola di Dansa. You did all of this like it was a job, your job. You
rarely complained or said no to anything. But sometimes, when I acted up or
gave the wrong answer, and you whacked me on the head or called me a “dodo
head” or criticized how I was raising my own children, you shook me to pieces.
I have dreams about you all the time, but I guess you know that. They
are frequently the same. I am inside a house or sitting in a car, and there you
are, pulling down a shade, opening a window, as if you never left, and I say
with enormous relief, “See, I knew you weren’t dead!”
I don’t want you to be dead. I want to believe that you and Mom are still
sitting in your little breakfast room at Hershey’s Mill. You are reading the
paper, Mom is knitting, the TV is on; there’s a small, crumb-filled plate left over
from toast with butter. I can feel you there, hear your conversations: the
planning of your next trip to Florida, what you are going to have for dinner and
whether or not you have to “go to fish store,” speaking your abbreviated
English, minus prepositions, pronouncing all your Vs and Ws. You were always
hard to understand.
But I have to tell myself the truth: You are not there. The house is sold,
all of the furniture gone; the garage emptied of old skis, broken garden pots,
paint cans; the salt-rusted Cadillac given away to charity. There are new people
living there now, and I will not be driving out on Sundays to bring you Dim
Sum from Chinatown.
If I tell myself more truths, by now your ashes have settled at the bottom
of a deep ocean channel that runs from Maine to Maryland. At 484 feet you
dwell with sea creatures; your remains mingle with sand and shells. You and
Mom wanted your ashes to be buried together at sea, so we took you to Maine,
near our home in Rockland. Now when I want to look for you I scan the horizon
between Ash Point Island and Vinalhaven and know where you are.
It was extraordinary, did I tell you? The kind lobsterman who took us out
in his small boat lowered the little flag and placed his cap over his heart, such
touching gestures as we slipped the special shells holding your ashes, one
blue, one pink, into the water. We scattered rudbeckia blossoms, red-orange
and golden yellow, on the sapphire-blue surface. That is when the boat
suddenly stopped rocking; the ocean became calm and still. Extraordinary. The
lobsterman said that the currents did not pull the shells in different directions;
they stayed together for a long time. We watched them swim and then slowly
start to dive. Dad, you went first, quickly, as I knew you were in a hurry to get
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all this over with. Mom went last; as much as she wanted to be with you, she
did not want to go.
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