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    PUBLISHER'S NOTE

To best preserve formatting of complex poems and elements, we recommend that this book be read at a smaller font size on your device.


This book is dedicated to the far-too-many victims of abuse—physical, sexual, and emotional—on this planet. If we can, in fact, change the world, this would be an excellent place to start.
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Pattyn Scarlet Von Stratten


Some Things

You can’t take back, no

matter how much you wish

you could. No matter how

hard you pray to

some

all-powerful miracle maker.

Some supposed God of Love.

One you struggle to believe

exists, because if he did,

things

wouldn’t be so out of control,

and you wouldn’t be sucked dry

of love and left to be crushed

like old brittle bones that

are

easily ground into dust.

Hindsight is useless

when looking back over

your shoulder at deeds

irreversible.



Dear, Sweet God


Forgive me. I don’t know what to do.

Where to go. How to feel. I’m perched

on the precipice, waiting for the cliff

to crumble. No way to change what

happened. What’s done is done and I . . .

I can’t think about it. If I do, I’ll throw up

right here. Bile boils in my gut, erupts

in my esophagus. I gulp it down, close

my eyes. But I can still see him, lying there.

Can still hear the gurgle in his throat.

Still smell the rich, rusty perfume of blood

pooling around him. I so wanted him dead.

My father. Stephen Paul Von Stratten.

The bastard who beat my mother. Beat

my sister. Beat me. The son of a bitch

who was responsible for the accident

that claimed my Ethan—catapulted him

wherever you go when you die. Our unborn

baby rode into that wilderness with him.

Dear, cruel God. Why couldn’t I go, too?



Eye for an Eye


If ever a person deserved to die,

it was Dad. But when I saw the bullet

hit its target square, watched him drop,

surprise forever branded in his sightless

eyes; when his shallow breathing went

silent, I wanted to take it back. Couldn’t.

The Greyhound shifts gears, cresting

the mountain. Donner Pass, maybe.

Can’t tell, leaning my head on the cool

window glass. It’s dark. After ten. Escaping

into the night. Into the unknown. It’s warm

in the bus, but I can’t quit shaking. I think

I’ll be cold forever. Frozen. Soul-ripping

sadness ice-dammed inside of me.

I shouldn’t have listened to Mom. Shouldn’t

be here. Shouldn’t be free. I should be in

handcuffs. Behind bars. Locked away

forever. That’s what I deserve. Instead,

I’m on my way to San Francisco.

I want to see something I’ve never

seen—the ocean. They’ll find me,

sooner or later. Put me away in a cement

box without windows, where I belong.

I want to carry a memory with me,

bury it inside my heart, treasure, to be

exhumed when I need something

beautiful. Peaceful. Pacific. Of course,

I’ll probably never feel at peace again.

Dad had ghosts who visited him often,

demons he tried to drink away. Now

he’ll be my ghost. A ghost, filled with

demons. Haunting me until I’m a ghost, too.



The Bus Is Crowded


I chose a seat near the back, away

from the driver. Mistake. Too close

to the bathroom. It stinks of urine

and worse. Every now and again

someone goes in there and then it

smells like marijuana, though smoking

is prohibited on all Greyhounds.

At least that’s what the signs say.

Not like the driver cares. Easier not

to interfere with derelicts, dopers,

failed gamblers, and crazies. Oddly,

I feel safe enough among them.

Like freeway drivers in separate cars,

all going the same direction at the same

time, each passenger here has a unique

destination. A personal story. I try

not to listen. Try to tune the voices

out. Don’t need other people’s drama.



But Some I Can’t Miss


Somewhere behind me, a couple

has argued for an hour. Seems

he was up two hundred dollars

at Circus Circus. But she dropped

that, plus three hundred more,

which explains why they’re:

riding a piss-smelling bus home

’stead of getting a little cooch

in a cozy motel room before

catching the morning Amtrak.

Kitty-corner and a couple rows

up, two blue-silver-haired women

talk about their husbands, kids, and

grandkids. One of them got lucky

on dollar slots. Now she can pay

her electric bill and have enough

left over to put some back into

our savings. Shouldn’t have

took it out for this trip, but I

just had one of those feelings. . . .



Behind Me


The guy takes up two whole seats.

No one wants to sit near him, mostly

because he smells like he hasn’t had

a shower. Ever. Probably homeless and

put on the bus by law enforcement. They

don’t much like finding people frozen

to death in riverside cardboard boxes.

Lots of homeless take up residence on

the banks of the Truckee. Wonder if one

of them will notice the metallic glint

of a 10mm. The gun that killed Stephen

Von Stratten. Wonder if the cops will

check the river. After . . . it . . . Mom

told me to take Dad’s car and go far

away. Fast away. She gave me her money

stash, packed a few clothes. Once

the cops come, she said, they’ll

look for the car. Dump it soon.

Driving into Reno, it came to me—

a scene from an old movie—to park

the old Subaru in the airport garage.

I took the overhead walkway, down

the escalator, out the front doors,

carrying the tatters of my life in

an overnight bag. Walked the couple

miles to the bus station, much of it

along the river. Seemed like a good

place to lose the gun Ethan gave me

for protection. It did protect Jackie

from another fist to her face. But, oh,

the price was dear. For Dad. For me.

For the entire family. What will happen

to Mom and the kids now? Tears

threaten, but I can’t let them fall.

Can’t show weakness. Can’t show

fear. Can’t look like a girl on the run.



Smelly Homeless Guy


Doesn’t only stink. He’s sick, too,

coughing a death cough. After a long

phlegm-infused hack, the girl across

the aisle and one row forward turns

and says to him, You is disgusting,

man. Di’nt you mama teach you to

put you hand over you mouth when

you cough? She is Hispanic, not much

older than me. Maybe a year or two.

Pretty, under heavy eyeliner and

a waterfall of shiny black hair, but

tough-looking. Not someone I’d want

to make mad. Better to keep my eyes

fixed out the window, my thoughts

to myself. If I were the guy behind

me, I’d do the same. He says nothing.

But lets go a chest-heavy cough,

punctuated by a loud, totally gross

fart. The girl jumps into the aisle,

fists raising. Listen here, you

piece ah shit. You do that again,

I’ll kill you. Right here. Right

now. And nobody gonna care.

Nobody gonna say a word, yeah?

Several people agree, Yeah. A couple

actually clap. The girl draws down

on Homeless Guy. Did you hear me

or what? ’Cuz I sure wan’ ah answer.

When he continues his silent

not-a-reply, she advances toward

him, back turned to her own seat

and the creep lurking across the aisle,

right in front of me. Her backpack

sits unguarded on the floor. The man

checks to make sure her attention

is totally focused on Stinky Man.

Once he’s satisfied she’s not looking,

he reaches across, slips a hand under

the flap of her bag, rooting around

until he finds something he wants.

I can’t see exactly what it is,

but he palms it with a satisfied

expression as the girl goes off

on homeless guy one more time.

I don’ wan’ you goddamn

germs an’ I don’ wanna smell

you shit. I think maybe you should

move up front now. Okay?

She reaches into her jeans pocket,

pulls out a switchblade, opens it

for effect. The guy has nothing with

him but a thin coat. He grabs it, pushes

past her, hurries forward. The back

of the bus breaks out in cheers.

The front turns around, wondering

what’s up. They’ll find out soon enough.



When the Girl Turns


Back toward her seat, she finds me

staring at her. Admiring her, really.

Wha’ you lookin’ at? Anger blankets

her like perfume. Somehow it makes

her even prettier. “Nothing. Sorry . . .”

Should I mention the thief who stole

whatever? I could just mind my own

business, I guess. Not like she’ll appreciate

it if I tell her. But I’d want someone to tell me.

I gesture for her to lean closer, and for

some reason, she does. I lower my voice.

“Uh, you might want to check your stuff.

That man across from you was in your

backpack.” Hope she doesn’t knife him.

Her eyes, black as nighttime water, jab

mine, searching for truth. She shrugs. Okay.

Thanks. She slides back into her seat.

Without a glance at the man next to her,

she lifts her pack up onto her lap, nods

at the open flap. She turns to him.

Did you find what you was lookin’

for? I think maybe you should give

it back, then move on up front with

the sick dude. Her hand runs down

over the outside of her jeans pocket.

Still, the man tries to deny it.

I don’t know what you’re talking

about. You’re not threatening me . . . ?

Two seconds, or I scream rape.

It takes one for her wallet to reappear

and the guy to disappear up the aisle.

She looks at me again. ’Preciate it.



I Return


To my personal interior hell.

One thing I grabbed as I left

the house was a notebook. Not

my nice denim-bound journal,

the one holding all my secrets

and memories I must never

lose. I left that book in Caliente,

secure in the care of Aunt J.

This is the one I was supposed to

write in for seminary. The one

I never bothered with. But Ms. Rose

was right. Keeping a journal helps

you put things in perspective. I could

use some of that now. I reach up, turn

on the reading light. Dig into my

battered little backpack for notebook

and pen. I suppose I shouldn’t put

anything incriminating in here.

Then again, if they catch me, it

won’t make much of a difference.




Journal Entry, October 27


Dad is dead. I thought it

would feel good to say that,

thought it would make things

right. But nothing will ever

be right again. I had planned

to kill all the people I thought

responsible for Ethan’s death.

But after Dad, I couldn’t.

I am not the hand of God.

Ethan! I am hollowed out

with you gone. Those people

deserve to die. But it wouldn’t

bring you back. Wouldn’t give

back our baby. And when I

witnessed death at my feet—watched

the fragile light of life go pale—

I lost all will for vengeance.

I am a coward. And so, I run.





Jackie April Von Stratten


Some People

Are worthy of a bullet straight

to the heart because that is where

cruelty evolves into evil.

Some

humans aren’t human at all,

despite how they appear.

Humanity is what lives inside

people,

harbored beneath skin, flesh,

and bone. A soul, if you like.

A glimpse of God. The spark

that continues, should you

deserve

an afterlife. Faithful Mormons

believe every Latter-Day Saint

continues on, transitioning either

to

heaven or hell. But I think

those who have no hint of life’s

light within are completely

snuffed out when they

die.



Violent Death


Has a stink. Blood. Poop. Pee.

And something else, something

I can’t find a name for, but it’s

mixed up in the sewer smell

leaking from Dad’s empty shell.

He has vacated the premises.

Whatever made Dad “Dad” is gone.

I don’t think he had a soul. A life

force maybe. But not anymore.

What’s lying there, cooling and stiff

on the shed floor, has nothing inside it.

He can’t hurt me anymore.

Pattyn saved my life. Dad would

have killed me for sure, one slow

fist fall at a time. I was halfway

there, and ready to give up my own

spirit. Instead, it’s Dad who’s dead.

I should feel bad. All I feel is numb.



Our Tiny House


Is overflowing people.

Cops.

Kids.

Ladies from church.

Bishop Crandall.

Is a cacophony of sounds.

Questions.

Crying.

Shushing the crying.

Comforting the new widow.

Is a chaos of feelings.

Confusion.

Anger.

Fear.

Dread.

Relief.



The Last Hours Blur


All I wanted was a minuscule taste

of love—to be rewarded with even

the vaguest ghost of what Pattyn

experienced with Ethan, as short-lived

as that was. All I wanted was, for one

blink of time, to feel needed. Desired.

Desire, become lust, become fear.

Fear, become pain, become terror.

Terror, become release. And I am

frozen there. People talk all around

me. Their voices inflate inside my head

until it thuds and I can’t quite make

out what they’re asking me now.

What happened? I don’t know. I’m not

sure. It was all so fast, so slow motion.

Someone in a uniform—a woman with

warm hazel eyes—tells me, Relax.

Take your time. A cop. She’s a cop, and . . .



Who Invited the Cops?


Mom didn’t call them. She called

Bishop Crandall. I remember that.

Remember her standing over me,

phone in hand. Hurry, please.

I think . . . I think Stephen’s dead.

I’m not sure. I can’t touch him.

Our bishop lives less than five

miles away. In the short time it took

him to get here, Mom had covered me

with a blanket. I could feel it sponging

blood, but it couldn’t hide the damage

to my face. Bishop Crandall looked

at me with disgust. In fact, my father’s

cooling corpse seemed to bother him

less. He kneeled on the floor beside

Dad, put a finger against his wrist.

I’m afraid he’s gone, Janice.

What in God’s name happened?

Through my swelling eyes, I saw

Mom shake her head. I don’t know.

I don’t know. I was just getting out

of the shower when I heard gunshots.

I threw on some clothes and came

running, just in time to see the Subaru

roar out of the driveway. It was . . .

She paused, trying to make sense

of what she’d seen. Pattyn was driving.

“She saved me,” I wheezed, the act

of sucking in air so excruciating

that I could barely catch breath at all.

Darkness snatched at me. My head

throbbed and my brain refused

to process any more information.

But I knew one thing, and it was

worth the searing effort of repeating

it. “Pattyn saved my life.”



Next Thing I Knew


I swam up into muted yellow

light and found myself here, in

Dad’s shabby recliner, wrapped

in a clean blanket. People had

started to gather—LDS sisters,

to help care for the little ones

and Mom, who is propped up

on the sofa across the room,

Samuel on her lap, peering up

at her pasty face. Bishop Crandall

must have made the calls, and he

continues to direct operations,

instructing his wife to please

pack some clothes for the girls,

who are being divvied up among

the church faithful, and have no

idea why. The exception seems

to be Ulyssa, who sits in a corner

with Georgia, who sucks her thumb,

though she gave it up weeks ago.

’Lyssa’s eyes scream that she knows.



The Hazel-Eyed Cop


Knows, too. And she wants

to know why Dad is dead

and why I look the way I do.

That’s what she’s asking.

I think really hard. Try to say

the right thing. “Dad was . . .”

I can feel the shadow of his fist.

“. . . doing this to me. Pattyn

came in, I don’t know from

where, but she was holding

a gun. She told him to stop,

but he just kept on . . .”

I can see the iron of his jaw,

the determination in his eyes.

What are you going to do,

little girl? Shoot me? he said.

You don’t have the balls. . . .

My face heats beneath the cuts

and bruises. “She warned him

again, and this time he stopped.

Then he moved toward her.

I knew he’d take the gun away,

hurt us both, so I screamed

for her to shoot. God, it was so

loud. And then he just dropped.

And then . . . I don’t know . . .”

There’s more, and it’s important,

but I can’t remember. “It’s all

fuzzy and strange and I think

I must have blacked out because . . .”

The deputy stops me with a hand

laid gently on my forearm.

The gesture, unexpected, is tinged

with compassion. It stings, and I

can’t hold the tears in anymore.

Okay, honey. That’s enough

for now. I’ve called an ambulance.

They’ll take you to the hospital

for an examination. We need to

know exactly what he did to you.



I Can’t Go


They’ll find out our dirty family secret.

The one we’re never supposed to confess.

Everyone will know now, won’t they?

About what Dad does. Did. And then,

there’s the other shameful thing. I should

tell, make Caleb pay for what he did. But

no one will believe me. Caleb, the not-so-

saintly Mormon boy, said so, and it’s true.

No one at church. No one at school. Even Dad

didn’t. Why, Dad? Why didn’t you? Oh,

if only he would have! “I don’t think . . . ,”

I try. “We don’t have much money.”

That’s okay. We can work that out.

I’m going to talk to your mom now.

Are you all right here by yourself

for a few? I nod and she leaves

me as alone as I can possibly be in

this simmering cauldron of people.



It Seems Like Forever


But finally, the deputy lady

returns. The ambulance is here

now. Don’t be afraid. They’re

friends of mine and I told them

to take real good care of you.

She lifts me to my feet. Slides

an arm behind my back, holds

on. Good thing. My legs shake

so hard, I don’t think I could

walk on my own. She steers me

out into the iced October night.

A million stars dance in the sky.

Beautiful. And I am ugly. My teeth

start to chatter. Bring a blanket,

the cop tells her paramedic friend.

He is dark haired, good-looking,

and I can’t believe that’s what

I’m thinking as he wraps me in

warm thermal. I’ve got her now.

He lifts me up into the back

of the ambulance, sits me

on the gurney. It is only now

I notice the crowd of neighbors,

bracing themselves against

the chill to see what’s going on

at the Von Strattens. It isn’t

the first time they’ve heard

the yelling, or even shots fired.

Dad’s regular benders resulted

in shed target practice on more

than one occasion. But tonight

the place is swarming with cops,

using flashlights to comb for

bullet casings. They’ll only find

one. That’s all it took. A white

van, unmarked, but clearly from

the coroner’s office, has backed into

the yard, close to the shed door,

barely blocking the view of the sheet-

covered stretcher being loaded inside.



I Can’t Tear My Eyes Away


Here now, says the paramedic.

You need to lie down, okay?

He covers me with another

blanket, straps me to the gurney.

I need to do a couple of things

before we go. Let me know if I

hurt you. He reaches for my arm

to check my pulse. What’s this?

He coaxes open the fingers

of my left hand and I realize

I’ve been clutching something.

“Pattyn’s locket,” I say, and for

a second I don’t know what that

means. But then I remember.

I accidentally grabbed it when . . .

Should I give it to your mom?

“No!” I don’t know why, but I

feel an overwhelming need to

keep it with me. Pattyn will want

it back. The paramedic—Kent,

according to his name tag—nods.

Okay. You hang on to it. Gently,

he closes my fingers around it again.

Then he proceeds to take my blood

pressure. Air pumps the cuff tightly

around my very sore arm and I wince.

Sorry, he says, releasing the air again.

Now he uses a small penlight to scan

my pupils. Hard to do with

my face swollen up around them.

Finally, he puts a stethoscope

to my chest, tells me to inhale.

I don’t know what it sounds

like amplified. But to my regular

ears, it sounds like a pathetic rasp.

Kent scowls, asks me to repeat

the paltry performance. No better

than the first time. He jots some

notes, looks at me with sympathetic

eyes. Jade eyes. Green eyes.



Green Eyes


Started this. Green eyes

are to blame. Not Kent’s.

Caleb McCain’s. God!

How could he? I wanted

him, but I didn’t want

that. Not yet. I thought

he was nice. Thought

he was lonely, too, with

his mom gone so long.

At school he doesn’t act

that way, but at school

you have to pretend to be

all stuck up if you don’t

want to get picked on. But

at church I’d see him sitting

alone, staring off into space,

as if, if he concentrated hard

enough, he might find a psychic

line to his mom, wherever

she is. Wherever she vanished

when she decided to leave.

All I wanted was to soothe

him, to tell him I’m lonely,

too, despite the ever-present

bustle of my extremely large

family. All I wanted was to

wind myself into his arms,

take comfort in each other’s

warmth, and we were warm.

All I wanted was to kiss him,

let him kiss me back, and

understand the meaning of

a shared kiss. We kissed, and

at first it was everything

I expected. But then, I don’t

know. It all changed with

a yank of my blouse, and

his hand was underneath it,

touching me, pinching me.

And his kiss turned rough,

and I pleaded with him to stop.

But he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t.



Next Thing I Knew


I was on the floor with my arms

pinned over my head, and a hand

jammed between my legs. “Please,

Caleb. Stop. Don’t do this.”

Ah, c’mon, he said. Pretend that

you don’t, but you know you want

this more than I do. All girls do.

Then I felt it, hard behind his jeans.

“No!” But it came out a harsh whisper.

I was petrified Dad would hear. Maybe

even more scared of that than of what

was happening to me—one wicked

thrust and Caleb drove himself inside

me. Something ripped. Something

pried. I thought he would tear me apart.

But I didn’t dare scream, and he

pretended that made it okay. See?

You like it. I knew you would.

All I could do was go limp, tears

streaming and soaking my blouse,

until he shuddered his finish,

punctuated with a disgusting grunt.



And His Amen?


Jesus. Look at all the blood.

Then outside, heavy footsteps.

All the thrashing had brought

Dad looking. Caleb heard his

drunken stumbling. Jumped up.

Zipped up. Ran right by Dad,

whose reaction was Johnnie

Walker slow. Wha . . . ?

Then he saw me lying there,

skirt hiked up, fluids trickling

from between my legs. I tried

to tell him it wasn’t my fault.

Caleb stole what he wanted.

But Dad wouldn’t listen. You

came out here to meet him,

you goddamn whore. What did

you expect? Cookies and milk?

You’re ruined now. What man

will ever want you? And then

he started to teach me a lesson

I won’t forget until the day I die.



Vitals Duly Noted


Kent goes to talk to Mom. After a few,

she climbs into the ambulance.

“You’re coming with me, aren’t you?”

She kneels beside me. I can’t.

The police want a statement.

And I have to feed Samuel.

He woke up with all the . . . noise.

I’ll come as soon as I can, though.

It shouldn’t be too very long.

What can I say, but, “Okay.” I peer up

at Mom’s doughy face, seeking some

hint of emotion. But I don’t see sorrow.

Don’t see fear. She is a glacier.

Totally expressionless. Probably

in shock. “Are you okay, Mom?”

I have to be, don’t I? Her voice falls

to a near whisper. How could she do

it, Jackie? What happened to Pattyn?



Dad Stole Everything


From Pattyn. Every tiny taste

of love she’d ever known. Gone.

She came for revenge. But that

wasn’t what made her shoot.

“If it wasn’t for Pattyn, I’d be dead.”

Her head twists side to side.

Stephen wouldn’t have killed

you, Jackie. He was your father.

“You’re wrong.” I reach for her

hand, bring it to rest gently against

my cheek. And it comes to me

that my mother hasn’t touched

me in years. “I love you, Mom.”

Tears fill her eyes, reflecting

a trace of something left alive.

I love you, too, Jackie girly-girl.

The last time she called me that,

I was maybe seven. Sadness knots

itself around me. Squeezes hard.

Mom backs out of the ambulance

wordlessly. Leaves me in Kent’s care.



The Doors Close


Behind her. The engine starts.

No lights. No sirens. No fanfare.

I’m whisked away. At least

I can’t see the neighbors.

Gawking. Rumoring. Small-

town gossip is like sewage.

How far has it crept by now?

Does Caleb know about Dad?

Does he realize he played

a very big role? Everyone

in seminary will be privy

first thing in the morning.

How long will it take for all

the people at school to find

out, make me an even bigger

pariah than I am now? Or . . .

what if they feel sorry for me?

Is such a thing even possible?



Not Speeding


It’s a twenty-five-minute ride

to Renown. It used to be called

Washoe Med. I was born there,

and so was Samuel, and all of my

sisters except Pattyn. She came

early, the story goes. Always

did have a mind of her own, so

Mom ended up having her in

the bathtub. No different from

any pioneer woman, Mom says,

whenever she repeats the tale.

And just like all the early Mormon

settlers who found their way to

Nevada, one of Mom’s LDS sisters

helped her through that birth.

Tonight, they’re helping her sort

out the postscripts of death. I’m glad

she has someone to do that. If it

were up to me, I’d tell them exactly

what to do with Dad’s body—burn it.



At the Hospital


They wheel me into emergency,

leave me lying there while they look

over the consent form Mom signed.

I’m still holding Pattyn’s locket.

Here in the light I can study its

intricate etchings, and carved on

the back are the words that changed

her life forever, for better and so

much worse. I love you. Poor Patty.

I work at the catch tentatively.

Pain permeates even the smallest

movements. The oval opens and

inside is Ethan. He’s smiling,

but his eyes hold a vague notion

of trouble. Almost like he knew.

And yet, he loved her anyway,

lifted her up on a pedestal so high

what was left but for her to come

tumbling back down again? Was

it worth it? I have to believe it was.



After What Seems


Like a very long time, a doctor

comes over. His hair is gray

and he has a scraggly beard.

Nothing like the docs on TV.

How are you feeling? Any pain?

Well, duh. Just look at me, Doc.

I nod. “I’m sore everywhere,

but hurt the worst on my left

side. Something feels broken.”

He pulls up my blood-soaked

blouse. Pokes around at my ribs,

and just underneath them. “Ow!”

He nods. Broken ribs. Maybe more.

We’ll do a CT scan. And Detective

Crow asked us to do a vaginal exam.

“What? No! Dad never would . . .

He never touched me like that.”

He didn’t. But someone else did.



Pattyn


Someone Touches Me

In a most remarkable way,

and though I understand

I’m mired in a quicksand of

dreams,

I am comforted to know

all that separates us is a thin

veil of consciousness. His lips

are

still warm from the far side

of the grave. And even in sleep

I wonder what I’m waiting

for,

why I’m here if he is just

there. Why do I insist on

remaining among

the living

when life means struggle

and death is only a door

to easy street?



A Sudden Bump


Jerks me from sleep, pulls me out

of Ethan’s arms. Ethan? Don’t go.

But as the bus squeals to a stop,

he’s gone. I reach for the locket

I wear close to my heart, where

Ethan still lives. But it’s gone, too.

No! Please, no. Where could it be?

It must have happened . . . Now it

all comes crashing back into me.

I’m on the bus. Where are we?

A sign outside the window tells me:

Sacramento. Up in front, the driver

confirms, Sacramento. Fifteen

minutes to stretch your legs.

People get to their feet. Fully half

the bus empties. I stay put. Nothing

out there but trouble. It is late, close

to midnight, so I’m a little surprised

when I hear people boarding again.

Better use the bathroom. I start toward

the far corner of the bus and the girl

across the aisle warns, It’s nasty.

I shrug. “Got to pee.” But when

I open the door, I scoot back like

there’s a snake inside. No reptiles.

Only crap, kind of sprayed all over

the toilet seat. I spin around and

the girl laughs. Tol’ you. Disgusting.

The driver has started the bus,

closed the doors. “Wait!” I head

up the aisle, clutching my bag.

“I have to use the bathroom.”

He looks at me like I’m crazy.

Fifteen minutes are up. I’ve got

a schedule, you know. We stop in

Vacaville. Twenty-five minutes. Hold it.



What Can I Do?


Make a scene? I think about

sitting up front, closer to

the door, and so a quicker

dash to the bathroom when

we get there. But Stinky

Homeless Guy is still up

here. And so is the thief. I go

back to my original seat,

hoping twenty-five minutes

goes by quicker than I think

it will. Not only do I have to

pee, I need a fresh sanitary pad.

The doctor said no tampons

until I resume my normal cycles.

I have no idea when that will be.

I haven’t stopped bleeding since

I lost the baby, and that was two

weeks ago. I’m still cramping, too.

That’s getting better, but I wish

I had some Tylenol. Then again,

I wish a whole lot of things.



I Manage to Hold It


All the way to the next stop.

Vacaville, announces the driver.

It’s a small station, but a much

anticipated one. I hurry up the aisle.

Passing by the thief, I’m glad

I remembered to grab my backpack.

I find the restroom, take the nylon

mesh money pouch from my bag.

Much of it is coin, thank God. The sanitary

supplies dispenser wants quarters. I’ve got

a dozen rolls, so I buy a couple extra.

Who knows when I’ll get to a store.

I’m still in the stall, adjusting a clean

pad, when the bathroom door opens.

Someone goes into the cubicle

nearest the door, which opens again

a few seconds later, followed by

the sound of a fist—or foot—hitting

metal. What the fu . . . ? It’s the Latina

girl. Get the fuck out of here!

Oh, I don’t think so. It’s a man.

You want to scream rape? Try

it, with this in your mouth. There

is the sound of a struggle, and now

I hear a choking sound. Bad.

Really bad. What do I do? I get

up, pull up, zip up. Open the stall

door quietly, move in behind . . .

The thief! His pants are down,

and his body is leaning into the girl,

and I have to do something. I’ve still

got the money pouch in one hand.

All those quarters are heavy.

I swing the thing hard as I can

at the back of the thief’s head. My

aim is good. It hits with a crack.

What the . . . ? The guy pivots, one

hand going up to the back of his

skull. You! I’ll kick your fucking ass.

I back away as he starts toward me.



Except He Has Forgotten


His pants, now twisted around

his ankles. Down he goes, in a belly

flop onto the dirty linoleum. The girl

is on her feet. She looks down at

the guy’s exposed butt cheeks. ¡Cabrón!

She gives the guy a vicious kick,

straight south of the pimply white rounds.

Her aim is good, too. The guy’s face

blooms, red with pain. Oh, is all he can say.

I realize suddenly that I need to

get out of here before some random

security person decides to investigate

the noise. I head for the door,

walking quickly. The girl is right

behind me. When we reach the waiting

room, I turn to look at her. Her throat

is swelling up around purpling finger

marks. “You should call the cops.”

She shakes her head. Nah. I’m okay.

Besides, they’d probably say I asked

for it. Oh, hey. There goes your bus.

I look out the window in time to

see a big belch of exhaust smoke.

“Perfect. Now what’ll I do?”

First thing we should do is get out

of here before that son-a-bitch gets

to feeling better. Come on. There

be another bus tomorrow. She starts

for the main entrance, where a man

in a black uniform stands munching

a burger. When I hesitate, she says,

Don’ worry. He’s just a night security

dude. Useless. I follow her right past

him and we exit into the fog-muted night.

She keeps on walking. I don’t know

what else to do but keep walking, too.



No Sign of the Thief


Behind us, we push forward

along a mostly deserted boulevard.

Finally, I get up the nerve to ask,

“Where are we going?” She seems

to have a destination in mind,

and she does. Home. I live close.

I don’t understand. I don’t know

her at all. And she doesn’t look

like the type to help out a stranger.

“You’re taking me to your house?”

She shrugs, keeps on walking.

You got someplace better to go?

“No. I . . . uh . . .” I could be

a murderer. “It’s just . . . why?”

You help me, I help you. That’s

all. I expect her to head toward

the lights. But every step pulls us

away from town. Finally, she turns

down a rutted gravel road flanked

by big open fields. Fog curls up off

them, like tongues licking the night.

It’s warmer here at low elevation, but

I’m chilled, not just to the bone,

but all the way through to marrow.

And it has nothing to do with

the weather. The mist-paled moon

illuminates our way toward

a thin amber glow in the distance.

You’re on the run. A statement.

It’s obvious, then. I should deny,

yet I respond with a blunt, “Yes.”

I wait for the obvious question.



It Doesn’t Come


Finally, I can’t stand it. “Don’t you

want to know why?” I would. I think.

Makes no difference to me.

People run for many reasons.

True enough. But only a few,

I’d guess, for the exact reason I am.

As we close in on a small cluster

of lights, the girl slows a little.

What’s your name? she asks.

Then she adds, I’m Adriana.

I hesitate. Am I an official fugitive

yet? Is my picture on every newscast?

It’s all right. You can make one up,

but mis padres—my parents—will ask.

“Patty.” The name slaps. Only Jackie

ever calls me that. Jackie. God.



What Am I Doing Here?


I should be there. Making sure

Jackie is okay. How will I know?

And how do I dare stay here?

How can I put any sliver of trust

in this stranger? In her family?

“Are you sure this is okay?” I ask,

half hoping she’ll reconsider,

send me back out into the obscurity

of late autumn darkness. But she shrugs.

People come, people go. Sometimes

there is no room, but many of us have

followed the crops south for winter.

Mi mamá, she works cleaning house,

and mi papá prunes the almond trees

in the cold months. So we stay here.

We reach the source of the lights—

a half-dozen elderly mobile homes,

situated haphazardly around a sort

of courtyard made from cement pavers.

Three seem deserted. Two look asleep.

Adriana opens the door of the last.

And though it is the earliest hours

of morning, someone is awake and

waiting up for her. Hola, mamá.

She gestures for me to follow her

inside. This is Patty. She needs

a place to stay tonight. Bien?

Her mother is pretty, but weathered,

too many years spent baking like fruit

in the California sun. She turns

suspicious eyes in my direction. Adriana

is quick to explain, She missed her bus

because of me. She moves into Spanish.

I assume she’s relaying pertinent details

because the woman’s eyes lose a measure

of wariness, gain a hint of gratitude.



Whatever Adriana Said


I am given permission to stay for the night.

I even have a bed—her brother, Angel,

is currently elsewhere. The mattress

is narrow and hard, and the blankets thin,

but three are warm enough to fight the cool

air inside the austere room. It is tiny, barely

bigger than a closet. An afterthought.

Perhaps one part of a larger room, divided.

The only furniture besides the bed is a small

nightstand with a couple of drawers, apparently

all he needs for his clothing. There are no

pictures or books or mementos. Nothing

to make the room his except for the ghost

of some soapy scent. It is strongest

on his pillow and when I lay my head against

it, I inhale memories of Ethan. Will they bring

us close in my dreams? Can they carry me

to wherever my forever love has gone?




Journal Entry, October 28


Are you there, Ethan? Somewhere?

Anywhere? I’m crazy scared, and

I need you with me more than ever.

Can you feel the race of my heart?

Emptied of love, still it reverberates,

echoing in the pulse at my throat.

Can you hear me when I call out

to you? Will you sleep with me

tonight, and will we share this

unfamiliar bed with our baby?

Are you cradling him even now?

My eyes catch sight of the ring

you put on my left hand. A trio of

small diamonds struggles to glimmer

in the low lamplight. One for me.

One for you. One for the two of us.

That, you said, was the promise

of this promise ring. What do I call

it now? How do I wear it now, when

every time it catches my eye, all I can

think of is you, and who you allowed

me to become for such a short time?

And now, who am I? A criminal.

A fugitive. A murderer. Words that

should not—cannot!—apply to me.

How is it possible that they do?

I’m here, somewhere near Vacaville,

in the Promised Heartland of

California, where they grow nuts

and grapes and cotton in the summer.

I’m here, in a foreign house, with

strangers, people who tend those

crops for other people I don’t know.

I don’t deserve their kindness, and

why would they choose to take me

in? Such compassion is a rare gift.

I want to disappear into soft folds

of sleep. I wouldn’t care, really,

if I never woke up again. Outside,

the wind has risen, whining across

naked fields. The sound is death,

humming its autumn dirge.

Stalking me. Waiting impatiently.





Jackie


Autumn Leaves

Trails behind a brittle wake,

auburn, plum, and gold.

It is the saddest of

seasons,

all of spring’s green

promise pleated into

summer’s flowered skirts

and spread beneath the sun to

wither.

Harvest gathered,

processed, ladled

into jars and stored

on cellar shelves,

dreams

of yesterday preserved

behind glass, to be recalled

in chill days of winter

as memories of growing things

fade away.



Hospitals Stink


Of alcohol and antiseptics and the weird

sweet smell of oxygen through the tubes

in my nose. And beneath all that are

definite traces of sickness and death.

How could anyone ever be a nurse?

The nurses here have sympathetic

voices and warm, gentle hands

that touch me with the certainty

that every inch of me would scream

pain except for the drugs they’ve

pumped into me. My body is almost

as numb as the inside of me. I hear

Mom’s voice in the hall. Hear

a stranger’s voice explaining,

It’s protocol, Mrs. Von Stratten,

and we really must insist, if only

to eliminate rape as a possibility.

Or a motive. If your daughter

was protecting her sister, well . . .

Well, what? Would they let her off?

Mom quits arguing and that makes

me uncomfortable. A nurse breezes

into the room, no smile, all business.

“Wh-where’s Mom? Can I see her?”

In just a few minutes. She tears open

a plastic bag, removes a long Q-tip–

looking thing. I’m going to take a swab,

okay? I promise I won’t hurt you.

“But why? I already told the deputy

Dad never, ever touched me like

that. Please . . .” Caleb didn’t use a condom.

What, exactly, will it show, other than

I’m not a virgin anymore? Look,

honey, we need to be certain. I know

it’s embarrassing, but vaginal exams

are part and parcel of being a woman.

She calls me honey, but offers no

real sympathy. Is that part of being

a woman, too? I grit my teeth,

open my legs. But I refuse to cry.



My First Vaginal Exam


Doesn’t take long. The nurse gives

no comment. I have no clue what

she thinks, or what the swabs will

or won’t prove, other than Dad never

visited there. His cruelty did not

take the form of incest, although

his deviant satisfaction in inflicting pain

might well have been substitute sexual

pleasure, or maybe even an aphrodisiac.

How many nights did we hide our heads

under our pillows, trying to dampen

the sound of his beating Mom into

submission, followed by the rhythmic

creaking of their bed, Mom’s whimpers

of pain turning to moans of whatever?

Never again, Dad. Never again.



Finally, Mom


Comes into the room, followed

by the doctor who first examined

me. “Can I go home now?” I try

to sit up, but everything starts to spin.

Doctor I-Can’t-Remember-His-Name

shakes his head. The lung puncture

isn’t deep, but we want to preclude

any chance of collapse. And your

spleen is ruptured. It probably

won’t require surgery, but we need

to keep an eye on you for a couple

of days. He smiles. You don’t mind

missing a few days of school, do you?

Sorry, but trick-or-treating is definitely

out this year. He, of course, has no idea

that the Von Strattens don’t observe

Halloween. No costumes. No candy.

No carved-up pumpkins. Nothing.



The Doc Pats My Leg


Leaves me alone with Mom.

She waddles closer, taut-postured

and blank-eyed. “Are you okay?”

I ask again, as if she’s the injured one.

Most people would think she is,

I guess. Ask me, though, I’d tell you

she’s lucky. Good as can be expected.

Why do I want to apologize?

Does it matter at all that I’m here,

swollen and broken and wheezing
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