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D e a r  R e a d e r, 

A s  t h r i l l e d  a s  I  w a s  t o  i n t ro d u c e  t h e  f i r s t  i s s u e  o f  I r i s  l a s t  s e m e s t e r,  I ’ m  e v e n 
m o re  exc i t e d  t o  b r i n g  y o u  t h e  s e c o n d .  Ev e r y t h i n g  i m p ro v e s  w i t h  p r a c t i c e , 
a n d  t h a t ’s  c e r t a i n l y  t h e  c a s e  fo r  u s .  I  w i s h  I  c o u l d  ke e p  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t h e 
e v o l u t i o n  o f  I r i s ,  b u t  I ’ l l  b e  g ra d u a t i n g  i n  M a y  a n d  l e a v i n g  t h i s  m a g a z i n e  i n  t h e 
h i g h l y  c a p a b l e  h a n d s  o f  G ra c e  Ke e l e r,  m y  i n c re d i b l e  A s s i s t a n t  E d i t o r  a n d 
s o o n - t o - b e  E d i t o r  i n  C h i e f.  I ’ l l  h a p p i l y  w a t c h  f ro m  a f a r  a s  G ra c e  a n d  t h e  re s t 
o f  t h e  t e a m  c o n t i n u e  t o  g ro w  I r i s  w i t h  e a c h  i s s u e . 

I ’ v e  l o v e d  e v e r y  p a r t  o f  p u t t i n g  t h i s  m a g a z i n e  t o g e t h e r  —  g e t t i n g  t o  re a d 
w i l d l y  i n t e re s t i n g  s u b m i s s i o n s  f ro m  a  d i v e r s e  s t u d e n t  b o d y,  d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h 
t h e  t e a m  a b o u t  o u r  f a v o r i t e  p i e c e s ,  w a t c h i n g  t h e  m a g a z i n e  e v o l v e  f ro m  a 
l o o s e  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  w o rd s  a n d  i m a g e s  t o  a  b r i l l i a n t l y  d e s i g n e d  w o r k  o f  a r t . 
B u t  w h a t  I  h a v e  l o v e d  t h e  m o s t  i s  b u i l d i n g  a  c o m m u n i t y  o f  p e o p l e  a t  J M U 
w h o  l o v e  a r t  a n d  l i t e ra t u re .  T h a t ’s  w h a t  I ’ m  t h e  m o s t  p ro u d  o f  i n  m y  t i m e  a t 
I r i s ,  a n d  I  h o p e  y o u  a l l  k n o w  t h a t  e v e r y  t i m e  s o m e o n e  p i c k s  u p  a  m a g a z i n e , 
a s k s  h o w  t o  b e  i n v o l v e d ,  o r  a t t e n d s  a n  I r i s  e v e n t ,  m y  h e a r t  s w e l l s  k n o w i n g 
t h a t  w e  a re  b r i n g i n g  c re a t i v e  p e o p l e  t o g e t h e r.  I  t h a n k  a l l  o f  y o u  fo r  m a k i n g 
t h a t  h a p p e n .

B e s t ,
H a l e y  H u c h l e r

s a m e  l a st  n a m e  -  m i s h a  r o d r i g u e z  ( c h a r c o a l )
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D e a r  R e a d e r, 

T h e  i s s u e  o f  I r i s  L i t e ra t u re  a n d  A r t s  m a g a z i n e  t h a t  y o u  h o l d  i n  y o u r  h a n d s , 
e a c h  b e a u t i f u l  w o rd  a n d  s t r i k i n g  i m a g e ,  c a m e  t o  b e  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  i n c re d i b l e 
c re a t i v i t y  o f  J a m e s  M a d i s o n  U n i v e r s i t y ’s  u n d e rg ra d u a t e  s t u d e n t s .  Ta l e n t 
w i t h i n  t h e  l i t e ra r y  a n d  v i s u a l  a r t s  h e re  a t  J M U  i s  l i m i t l e s s ,  a n d  i t  h a s  b e e n  m y 
p l e a s u re  t o  b e  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  t e a m  g e t t i n g  t h a t  c re a t i v e  w o r k  o u t  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d 
fo r  o t h e r s  t o  re a d  a n d  s e e .  A s  a  re a d e r,  w r i t e r,  a n d  e d i t o r,  n o t h i n g  h a s  l e f t  m e 
a s  c re a t i v e l y  f u l f i l l e d  a s  w o r k i n g  o n  I r i s  h a s .  I f  y o u r  w o r k  i s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h i s 
i s s u e  o f  I r i s ,  t h a n k  y o u .  I  re l i s h  s e e i n g  t h a t  g r i n  s p re a d  a c ro s s  y o u r  f a c e  w h e n 
y o u  re a l i ze  t h a t  re a l l y  i s  y o u r  n a m e  p r i n t e d  o n  t h a t  p a g e . 

T h a n k  y o u  t o  E d i t o r  i n  C h i e f  H a l e y  H u c h l e r  a n d  f a c u l t y  a d v i s o r  E r i c a 
C a v a n a g h  fo r  t h e i r  g u i d a n c e  a n d  k i n d n e s s  t h e s e  p a s t  t w o  s e m e s t e r s ,  i t  h a s 
m e a n t  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  m o re .  T h a n k  y o u  t o  o u r  d e s i g n  t e a m  a n d  o u r  e d i t o r i a l 
t e a m ;  y o u r  k n o w l e d g e ,  s k i l l ,  a n d  fe e d b a c k  a re  t h e  re a s o n  t h i s  b u n d l e  o f  p a p e r 
e v e r  m a d e  i t  t o  p r i n t .  To  t h e  s t u d e n t s  o f  J M U  w h o  m a y  h a v e  s n a g g e d  t h i s 
c o p y  o n  t h e i r  w a y  t h ro u g h  Ke eze l l ,  H a r r i s o n ,  o r  C a r r i e r ;  I  k n o w  g ro w i n g  u p 
i s  h a rd .  D i s c o v e r i n g  y o u r  p a s s i o n s  a n d  p l a n s  i s  h a rd e r  s t i l l .  E m i l y  D i c k i n s o n , 
a n  a b s o l u t e l y  k i l l e r  1 9 t h - c e n t u r y  p o e t ,  o n c e  w ro t e ,  “ I  a m  o u t  w i t h  l a n t e r n s 
l o o k i n g  fo r  m y s e l f. ”  I f  t h a t  re s o n a t e s  w i t h  y o u ,  t u r n  t h e  p a g e .  I r i s  m a y  b e 
ex a c t l y  w h e re  y o u  f i n d  y o u r s e l f.

B e s t ,
G ra c e  Ke e l e r

ters
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w e  a re  t h e  n ext  s u c c e s s o r  i n  t h e  l o n g  l i n e  o f 

J M U ’s  l i t e ra t u re  a n d  a r t s  m a g a z i n e s .  y o u  m a y 

h a v e  o n c e  k n o w n  u s  a s  G a rd y  Lo o  o r  Te m p e r. 

a f t e r  a  s h o r t  h i a t u s ,  w e  d e c i d e d  t o  b r i n g  t h e 

m a g a z i n e  b a c k  —  w i t h  a  n ew  n a m e  a n d  a 

n ew  st a f f ,  b u t  t h e  s a m e  m i s s i o n  a s  a l w a y s : 

t o  p r o m o t e  a n d 
c e l e b r a t e  t h e  c r e a t i v e 

w o r ks  o f  J M U  st u d e n t s . 
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a l exa n d e r  b u c k l ey a m a n d a  key t o n  &
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s p e c i a l  t h a n k s  t o
e r i c a  c a v a n a g h  ( a d v i s o r )

ro s e  g ra y

J M U  m e d i a  b o a rd

c o l l e g e  o f  a r t s  a n d  l e t t e r s

a s h l e y  h a n d y

e i l e e n  l i

h u y  n g u y e n

m i c h a e l a  p o w e l l

k a t i e  r u n k l e

d a n i e l l e  g e n e ro u s

a m e l i a  b a i l e y

a n n a  b ra d fo rd

a l i n  f re i t a g

s a v a n n a h  g ra v i t t

a n n m a r i e  h a l l

c o n t r i b u t i n g  e d i t o r s
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women of roses

D i d  s h e  k n o w ?

S h e  k n e w  h o w  t o  w i e l d  h e r  w o rd s ,  b u t  re s t 
a s s u re d ,  t h e s e  w o rd s  w e re  n o t  w i e l d e d  a s 

w e a p o n s .  S h e  t ra d e d  i n  w o rd s  b u i l t  l i ke  t o o l s . 
S o m e  s h a r p,  s w o rd l i ke ,  b u t  t o  s c u l p t  a n d  n o t 

s t a b,  fo r  i d i o m s  a s i d e ,  s h e  k n e w  w h i c h  w a s 
m i g h t i e r.  H e r  v o i c e  s h o o k  t h e  e a r t h  a n d  h e r 

p e n  m o v e d  m o u n t a i n s ,  a n d  i f  s h e  w e re  h e re , 
s h e  w o u l d  t e l l  m e  t o  u s e  b e t t e r  m e t a p h o r s , 

b e c a u s e  t h e  p o w e r  o f  w o rd s  c o m e s  w h e n 
t h e y  a re  y o u r  o w n .  We’d  a rg u e  i f  I  n e e d e d  a 

c o m m a ,  a n d  I ’d  s a y  n o.  I  l i ke  t h e  r u n  o n .

S h e  k n e w  t h a t  w o rd s  h a v e  p o w e r,  b u t  d i d  s h e 
k n o w  w h a t  h e r s  c o u l d  d o?

H e r  w o rd s  w e re  a  t ro w e l ,  u n e a r t h i n g  l o o s e 
t h o u g h t s  a n d  d r o p p i n g  s e e d s  w h e re  t h e y 

s h o u l d n’ t  h a v e  f l o u r i s h e d .  S h e  p l a n t e d  ro o t s 
t h a t  ra n  d e e p,  f i n d i n g  l i fe  i n  d e s o l a t i o n  a n d 

h o l d i n g  h e r  s p ro u t s  s t e a d y  i n  t h e  w i n d .

H e r  w o rd s  w e re  v e l v e t  o n  h e r  t o n g u e , 
b l o s s o m s  t h a t  m a s ke d  t h o r n s  b u r s t i n g 

t h ro u g h  ra w  c a l l u s e s .  S h e  k n e w  t h a t  h e r 
w o rd s  w o u l d  w e a t h e r  t h e  s t o r m .

B u t  d i d  s h e  k n o w ?

D i d  s h e  k n o w  t h a t  s h e  p l a n t e d  a  g a rd e n ?  H e r 
w o rd s  w e re  ro o t s ,  w e a v i n g  t h ro u g h  a  p l o t 

o f  e a r t h  t h a t  s p a n n e d  y e a r s  a n d  c o n t i n e n t s , 
s p ro u t i n g  w o m e n  o f  w o rd s  a n d  ro s e s .  D i d 

s h e  k n o w  t h a t  h e r  w o rd s  h e l p e d  u s  b u r s t 
t h ro u g h  p a c ke d  p e a t ,  g ro w i n g  t h o r n s  o f 

o u r  o w n ,  s o  t h a t  n o  m a t t e r  w h o  t r i e d ,  w e’d 
n e v e r  b e  p l u c ke d  f ro m  o u r  p l a c e  o n  t h i s 

p l a n e t ?  A n d  h e r  w o rd s  g a v e  u s  b l o s s o m s , 
t o o,  u n a p o l o g e t i c  ro s e b u d s  s p re a d i n g  i n  t h e 

s u n l i g h t .  Ke e p  y o u r  h e a d  h e l d  h i g h .

W h e n  h e r  t h o r n s  c u t  t o o  d e e p l y  a n d  h e r 
w o rd s  g re w  s o f t e r,  d i d  s h e  k n o w ?

B e c a u s e  h e r  l e g a c y  i s  w o m e n  w i t h  t h o r n s  fo r 
t e e t h  a n d  h e a r t s  b l o o m i n g ,  a  l e g a c y  g ro w n  b y

w o rd s  s t re w n  i n  s o i l  s h e  d i d n’ t  k n o w  c o u l d 
h e a r.  H e r  w o rd s  w e re  a  g a rd e n ,  a n d  n o w  o u r 

w o rd s  s t re t c h  i n t o  t h e  s u n l i g h t .

 -  e m i l y  r o s e  a l l e n

ro
se
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-  k a t e  f u n k  ( m i xe d  m e d i a )
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T h e  l u m p  i n  y o u r  t h ro a t  w h e n  y o u  g e t  u p s e t  i s  re a l l y  a  p o m e g ra n a t e —

y o u ’ re  g a g g i n g  a n d  c h o k i n g  o n  t h e  s e m i - s w e e t  s e e d s  a s  t h e y  h o o k

t h e i r  ro o t s  i n  y o u r  l u n g s ,  t h e y  e n t a n g l e  a n d  i n t e r t w i n e  i n  y o u r

i n t e s t i n e s  a n d  m a ke  y o u  s i c k  t o  y o u r  s t o m a c h  w i t h  j o y— j o y,

t h e  s a m e  j o y  a  b a r re n  w o m a n  fe e l s  a t  t h e  n e w s  o f

a n o t h e r  b i r t h  t h a t  i s n’ t  h e r s  a n d  n o w  y o u ’ re  h e a v i n g

a n d  c r y i n g  b u t  t h e  p o m e g ra n a t e  n e v e r  l e a v e s

y o u r  t h ro a t  n o t  o n c e  i t  re m a i n s  s t u c k  i n

y o u r  e s o p h a g u s  a n d  y o u  c a n’ t  p u s h  i t

d o w n  a n d  y o u  c a n’ t  fo rc e  i t  u p  a n d

y o u  w i s h  y o u r  b e l l y  w a s n’ t  e m p t y

o r  m a y b e  t h a t  e v e r y o n e  e l s e’s

w a s .  B u t  w h a t  k i n d  o f  p e r s o n

d o e s  t h a t  m a ke  y o u ,  i t

m a ke s  y o u  s e l f i s h  i t

m a ke s  y o u  g re e d y

b u t  a l l  y o u  re a l l y

w a n t  i s  t o  g e t

t h i s  d a m n

p o m e g ra n a t e

o u t  o f  y o u r  t h ro a t .

the 
lump  in
your throat  -  l i z  s h a n k s swords
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Yo u  p l u c ke d  m y  h a r p s t r i n g
r i b s ,  t h e i r  m e l o d i c  w a v e
s e n t  s h i v e r s  d o w n  m y
s p i n e  a n d  m o v e d  e v e r y  v e r t e b ra e
t o  p i e c e s .

Wo u l d  y o u  h a v e  e v e n  t h o u g h t
t o  p l a y  m y  p i a n o  h e a r t  i f  i t
w e re n’ t  ra i n i n g  o u t s i d e?

I t ’s  f u n n y  h o w  c l a m m y- h a n d e d
t h u n d e r  a n d  s t o r m s  o f  l i g h t n i n g
a n d  h a i l  c a n  b r i n g  o u t
t h e  b e s t  i n  m u s i c  a n d  t h e  w o r s t
i n  m o n s t e r s .

Yo u  a l w a y s  k n e w  h o w  t o  t w i s t
t h e  k n i fe  j u s t  r i g h t ,  p l a t e d  a t
t h e  b a s e  o f  m y  b a c k  t o  p a ra l y ze
m e  w i t h  y o u r  h a r m o n i c  w o rd s  a s
t h e y  m e l t e d  i n t o  s i n i s t e r  c r i m e .

C r i m s o n  n e v e r  l o o ke d  s o  p re t t y
a s  w h e n  i t  p o o l e d  a t  m y  fe e t  a n d
t h e  c l i m a x  o f  y o u r  s o n a t a  ra n g  t h ro u g h
m y  b o d y— c o l l a p s i n g  t o  t h e  s o u n d
o f  s o f t  ra i n .

an ode to gloom
y w

eather

-  l i z  s h a n k s
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alling petals

-  k a t e  f u n k  ( m i xe d  m e d i a )
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of
-  m i s h a  r o d r i g u e z  ( d i g i t a l  m e d i a )
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S t r i p  m e  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  p a r t s  a n d
s i f t  t h ro u g h  w h a t  re m a i n s :

a  h o l l o w  i n  h u d d l e d  s h e e t s ;
w a r m t h  l i ke  s u n l i g h t  o n  w o o d ;

a  l i n g e r i n g  s e n s e  o f  d i s c o n t e n t .
A  g h o s t  i s  a  m a t t re s s  d e n t e d  b y  a 

b o d y  t h a t  re f u s e s  t o  m o v e .

Lo c k  y o u r  f i n g e r s  b e t w e e n  m i n e  a n d  c o u n t 
t h e  d i g i t s .  I m a g i n e  t h e  d e l i c a t e  b o n e s  i n 

m o t i o n  –  c l u t c h i n g ,  c r u s h i n g ,  s t r i k i n g  –  a n d 
re m e m b e r  h o w  y o u  n e v e r  t o u c h e d  t h e m  w h e n 

I  l i v e d ,  n e v e r  c l a s p e d  n e r v e  t o  n e r v e .  A  g h o s t 
i s  a  p a i r  o f  h a n d s  t h a t  a c h e  fo r  s o m e t h i n g  t o  h o l d .

U n t w i s t  m y  h e a r t .  S e p a ra t e  a r t e r i e s  f ro m 
w h e re  t h e y  h a v e  t a n g l e d  w i t h  v e i n s ;

p i n c h  v a l v e s  o p e n  a n d  p e e r  i n t o  v e n t r i c l e s ;
c a l l  i n t o  a t r i u m s  a n d  l i s t e n  fo r  t h e  e c h o.

A  g h o s t  i s  t h e  s h a d o w  o f  o l d  m o t i o n .

P l a c e  m y  b o d y  i n  w a t e r  a n d  m e a s u re  i t s  v o l u m e  b y
l i q u i d  d i s p l a c e d  –  t h e  t r u e s t  p ro o f  o f  l i fe  b e i n g  e v i d e n c e  t h a t 

c e l l s  b u rg e o n e d  a n d  s t re t c h e d  i n t o  t h e  s h a p e  o f  a  c re a t u re .
A  g h o s t  i s  a n  e m p i re  w h o s e  l i g h t s  ex p i re d  o v e r n i g h t .

S t r i d e  o u t  i n t o  t h e  d a r k  a s  i f  i t  w o u l d  p a r t  l i ke  w a t e r  b e fo re  y o u ,
a s  i f  n o  b o d i e s  e v e r  b ro ke  a n d  s c a t t e re d  a c ro s s  h a rd  s t o n e s ,

a s  i f  n o  g h o s t s  c h u r n e d  l i ke  b l o o d y  b u b b l e s  b e n e a t h  t h e  w o r l d ’s  s k i n . 

P u s h  m e  f ro m  y o u  –  s h e l t e r  b e h i n d  c o m fo r t  a n d  n a m e  y o u r s e l f  b l a m e l e s s ;
c l u t c h  t h e  p i l l o w  a n d  c l a i m  t h a t  “a  g h o s t  i s  o n l y  a  m e m o r y  y e t  t o  f a d e  a w a y ”

fo rg e t t i n g  t h a t  I  a m  h e re  w i t h  y o u  e v e n  t h o u g h  y o u  k i l l e d  m e  i n  a  d oze n  w a y s .

m
ake a ghost

-  b e n j a m i n  t u r n e r

how to
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same last name

-  m i s h a  r o d r i g u e z  ( c h a r c o a l )
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S i x  s t e p s  d o w n  t o  t h e  S i x  Fe e t  U n d e r ,  h o m e  t o
f re a k s  a n d  f a n t a s i e s .  A  p u l s i n g  h e a r t b e a t  s w e e p s
m e  i n t o  t h e  c l u b  a n d  I  r i d e  t h e  w a v e  t o  s l i d e  o u t
o f  m y  s k i n ,  l e a v i n g  i t  i n  a  c r u m p l e d  h e a p.  F l a s h i n g
l i g h t s  p a i n t  m y  b a re  b o n e s  ra i n b o w.  O f f-w h i t e
r i b s  g l o w  re d  a n d  b l u e  a n d  y e l l o w. 
 
I  b u m p  b u t t s  w i t h  a n  a n g e l  a s  I  c l i c k- c l a c k  m y
w a y  a c ro s s  t h e  d a n c e  f l o o r,  ra t t l i n g  b o n e s  ke e p i n g
t i m e .  H i s  h a l o  h a s  s l i p p e d  o f f- t h e - s h o u l d e r  a n d
t h re a t e n s  t o  f a l l  f a r t h e r.  A n n o y e d ,  h e  f l i c k s  a  fe a t h e r  a t 
m y  f a c e  s o  I  f l i p  h i m  a  fe w  p h a l a n g e s  a n d  s k i r t  b e t w e e n 
a  s c a l e d  w o m a n  a n d  a  m o t h - f a c e d  m a n . 
 
D e a t h  l o o m s  a n d  g l o o m s  b e h i n d  t h e  b a r,  h i s  o w n
s k u l l  p a l e  a s  a  n e w  c o r p s e .  I  t e l l  h i m  I ’d  h a v e  a
d r i n k  b u t  t h e y  g o  r i g h t  t h ro u g h  m e .  M y  j a w  d ro p s
t o  t h e  f l o o r  a t  m y  o w n  j o ke ,  a n d  o n c e  I  re a t t a c h  i t
I  s e e  h e’s  g r i n n i n g .  Yo u  c o u l d  s a y  h e’s  a l l  t e e t h .
M y  l e g s  w a l k  t h e m s e l v e s  r i g h t  o v e r  t h e  b a r,  a n d 
 
t h e  re s t  o f  m e  fo l l o w s .  We’ v e  h a d  o u r  h i s t o r y,  h e
a n d  I  –  h e  t h r e a t e n s  t o  t h ro w  m e  o u t  j u s t  fo r
s i d l i n g  o v e r.  B u t  I  k n o w  t h e  s p o t s  n o  o n e  e l s e  c a n
re a c h :  j u s t  b e t w e e n  t h e  s e c o n d  a n d  t h i rd  v e r t e b ra e ,
t o  b e  ex a c t .  We  k n o w  e a c h  o t h e r  a s  o n l y  s ke l e t o n s  c a n . 
Fro m  b o n i n g ,  a s  t h e y  c a l l  i t .  B u t  I ’ m  a i m i n g  t o o  h i g h , 
 
s o  I  h i t  t h e  f l o o r.  A  m a n  w i t h  ro w s  a n d  ro w s  o f
p e r fe c t  t e e t h  d a n c e s  b y  h i m s e l f.  I  h e a d  o v e r  –  I
l o v e  a  m a n  w h o  w a t c h e s  h i s  c a l c i u m  –  a n d  s e e  h e’s
m y  a n g e l  n e m e s i s ,  j a w s  f u l l y  u n h i n g e d ,  t e a r s  i n  h i s
m a n y,  m a n y  e y e s .  I  t h ro w  a n  a r m  a ro u n d  h i s  s h o u l d e r
f ro m  t e n  fe e t  a w a y,  a n d  h e  t u r n s  w i t h  a  c o n s u m m a t e 
 
g r i m a c e .  H e  o f fe r s  a  c i g a re t t e ,  b u t  I  d o n’ t  h a v e  t h e
l u n g s  fo r  i t .  I n s t e a d ,  I  re s t  h i s  h e a d  o n  m y  s h o u l d e r
a n d  t a ke  u s  a ro u n d  i n  s l o w,  s t e a d y  c i rc l e s .  H i s  h e a r t
b e a t s  e c h o e s  i n t o  m y  e m p t y  r i b c a g e .  I  w a l t z  w i t h
h i m  a s  t h e  f a i n t  h u m a n - s h a p e d  s h a d o w s  o n
t h e  w a l l s  d a n c e  w i t h  u s ,  a n d  t h e  e c h o  t a ke s  ro o t .
.

necessary
no heartbeat 

-  b e n j a m i n  t u r n e r
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-  a c h i l l e s  v a s q u ez  ( s o f t  p a s t e l )growth
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I

c a r r y  i t

h e a v y

a m

d ra g g i n g

i t  a l l  b e h i n d  m e

b ro ke n  c h a i n s

w ro u g h t  fo rc e f u l l y  f re e ,

f ro m  b l o o d  t i e s      f ro m  c o m m u n i t y

w e i g h i n g  m y  ra w             k n u c k l e d  f i s t s

d o w n  t o  t h e  g ro u n d

I

c a r r y

i t  h e a v y  r i g h t  h e re

i n  m y  h a n d s   w h e re  y o u  r i p p e d  m y  n a m e  f ro m  m e

i n  m y  c h e s t 	  w h e re  y o u r  p o i s o n e d  w o rd s  t h o r n  t h ro u g h  m y  h e a r t

i n  m y  r i b s  a n d  l u n g s  a n d  s p i n e

		    w h e re  I  fe e l  e v e r y  d e g ra d a t i o n  y o u  h e a p  u p o n  m e

I

a c h e

h e a v y  a n d

y o u r  b a c k  i s  h e a v y        h e a v y  i n  m y  m i n d  a s  y o u

w a l k  a w a y

m y  s h o e s  fo l l o w  i n  y o u r  p a t h

t o e s  d ra g g i n g  w h e re  y o u r s  o n c e  d i d

e v e r y  l i n k  b ro ke n  a n d  e v e r y  p a d l o c k  r u s t e d  w i t h  n e g l e c t

m y  c h a i n s  w e re  fo rg e d  b y  y o u r  h a n d

a n d  b e a r  y o u r  s e a l

fo rg o t  h o w  i t  w a s  t o  b e  l i g h t ,  t o  b e  l i f t e d  u p

i n  y o u r  e y e s

I

I

I

	 O h ,  f a t h e r

	             I  a m  c a r r y i n g  i t

				              h e a v y

					                   h e re

‘ h e a v y ’ 
-  l u ke  ra i fo rd 
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ngD e a r  b o d y,  u n d e r-

s t a n d  t h a t  b e fo re
祖 媽     w a s  g re a t - g ra n d - 
 
m o t h e r,  s h e  w a s  o t h e r. 

&  I ’d  t e l l  y o u  t h a t  t h e
o n l y  t h i n g  y o u  h a v e  i s
p o e t r y  b u t  b e fo re
M a n i l a  祖 媽    w a s 

s o  a f ra i d  t h a t  a l l
s h e  h a d  w a s  a  q u e s t i o n  ( G o d ,
a r e  y o u  l i st e n i n g ? )  &  t h e
s i b i l a n c e  o f  w a v e s  i n c e s s a n t
l i ke  a  r u n - o n  s e n t e n c e
l o o k  I  c a n’ t  t e l l  y o u  i f 

s h e  s h ra n k /d i d n’ t  s h r i n k  i n t o
h e r s e l f  l i ke  a  c o m m a  a f t e r
Fu j i a n  ( t h e  b o rd e r  o f  h e r  w o r l d )
f a d e d  f ro m  s i g h t  b u t  I  c a n 

t e l l  y o u  t h a t  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
ro a d  s h e  t ra v e l e d  c o u l d  o n l y
r u n  t h ro u g h        o c e a n s — 

D e a r  b o d y,  I  k n o w  y o u ’ re 

f ra g i l e — a  v e s s e l
m o re  m a l l e a b l e  t h a n  G o d
        m i g h t  h a v e  i n t e n d e d —
b u t  m a y b e  祖 媽    &  祖 公
w a n t e d  t o  b e  g o o d 

fo r  G o d  i n  Q u ezo n  C i t y  b e c a u s e
t h e i r  c o u n t r y  b e l i e v e d
p i e t y  w a s  a  o n e -
w a y  s t re e t .
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- l i z  s h a n k s  ( m i xe d  m e d i a )
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S o m e t h i n g ’s  i n  t h e  ro o m  w i t h  m e .

T h e  s u n’s  l a s t  d re g s

t r i c k l e  d o w n  t h e  w a l l s ,

s e e p i n g  a n d  w e e p i n g .

W h i t e  m u d d i e s  i n t o  g ra y

a s  l i g h t  c u rd l e s  a n d  d r i e s .

S o m e t h i n g ’s  i n  t h e  ro o m  w i t h  m e .

H u n g r y  s t a r s  l u r k  b e y o n d

o n e  g a s p i n g  s t re a k  o f  re d .

C r i s p  a i r  s l i n k s  t h ro u g h

a n  o p e n  w i n d o w  a n d

d e l i v e r s  t e p i d  s h a d o w s .

N o t  c o l d .  N o t  y e t .

I  l o n g e d  fo r  l a z y  g o l d e n  d a y s ,

s u n l i g h t  d r i z z l e d  o n  w a r m  s k i n  –  b u t

s l o w  s o f t n e s s  s t i f l e s .  E s c a p i n g  t o

c a l m  i s  n o t  e s c a p e  b u t  a b a n d o n m e n t ;

w a r m t h  t u r n s  s t a i d  a n d  s t a g n a n t .

S o m e t h i n g ’s  i n  t h e  ro o m  w i t h  m e

b u t  i t  e b b s  j u s t  a s  a u t u m n  w a n e s ,

re c e d i n g  b e y o n d  re a c h .

S o f t n e s s  t u r n s  t o  ro t .

I  m a rc h  t o  m u n d a n e  o b l i v i o n .

-  b e n j a m i n  t u r n e r
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S a i l o r  o n  t h e  s e a
H e a r s  a  w o m a n  s i n g i n g  f re e
Wo n d e r i n g  w h o  t h i s  v o i c e  c o u l d  b e
T h e  s a i l o r  fo l l o w s  t h e  p e r i l o u s  s o u n d
T i l ’  at  l a s t  h e  h a s  fo u n d
T h e  o b j e c t  o f  h i s  d e s i re s  w o u n d

S h e  s i n g s  t o  h i m

“ Te l l  m e  y o u r  s e c re t s ,
Te l l  m e  y o u r  re g re t s
I  w o n’ t  t e l l  y o u  m i n e
Te l l  m e  y o u r s ,  a n d  I ’ l l  ke e p  y o u  a l i v e . ”

S o f t  a s  a  w h i s p e r  s h e  c ro o n s
“ T h at ’s  a  l i e . ”

S a i l o r  o n  t h e  s e a
M u s t  s e c u re  h i s  d e s i ro u s  e y e s  u p o n  s h e
T h e  c e n t e r  o f  h i s  d re a m s
T h e  s a i l o r  w o n d e r s ,  a re  t h e y  fa n t a s y  o r  n i g h t m a re?
T h e  o n l y  way  t o  d i s c o v e r  i s  t o  d a re
Ey e s ,  g o l d e n  l i ke  t h e  ra g i n g  s u n ,  l o c k  i n  h i s  s t a re

S h e  s i n g s  t o  h i m

“ Te l l  m e  y o u r  s e c re t s .
Te l l  m e  y o u r  re g re t s
I  w o n’ t  t e l l  y o u  m i n e
Te l l  m e  y o u r s ,  a n d  I  w o n’ t  l e t  y o u  d i e . ”

S o f t  a s  a  w h i s p e r  s h e  c ro o n s
“ T h at ’s  a  l i e . ”

S a i l o r  o n  t h e  s e a
H e  t h i n ks ,  t h e  wat e r  i s n’ t  s o  d e e p
Wo n d e r i n g  i f  s h e’ l l  a c c e p t  h i s  s c av e n g e d  wat e r  l i l y
T h e  s a i l o r  m o v e s  i n  c l o s e r
T h a n k i n g  h i s  l u c k y  s t a r s  fo r  t h i s  i n c a r n at e  c l o v e r
D e s p e rat e l y  t r y i n g  t o  ke e p  h i s  c o m p o s u re

S h e  s i n g s  t o  h i m

“ Te l l  m e  y o u r  s e c re t s ,
Te l l  m e  y o u r  re g re t s
I  w o n’ t  t e l l  y o u  m i n e
Te l l  m e  y o u r s ,  a n d  l o v e  y o u  w i l l  f i n d . ”

S o f t  a s  a  w h i s p e r  s h e  c ro o n s
“ T h at ’s  a  l i e . ”

the siren’s song

- e r i c a  k u k a n i c h

S a i l o r  o n  t h e  s e a
S av o r i n g  h e r  k i s s  t a s t e s  s a l t y
T h e  m o m e n t ,  o h  s o  d i z z y i n g
T h e  s a i l o r  d o e s n’ t  fe e l  t h e  c o l d
A s  t h e  s i re n  p u l l s  h i m  i n t o  h e r  i ro n - s h a c k l e d  h o l d
F i n a l l y  h e  h e a r s  w h at  s h e  h a d  fo re t o l d

A s  s h e  s i n g s  t o  h i m

“ Te l l  m e  y o u r  s e c re t s ,
Te l l  m e  y o u r  re g re t s
I  w o n’ t  t e l l  y o u  m i n e
Te l l  m e  y o u r s ,  a n d  y o u ’ l l  fe e l  wa r m t h  l i ke  re d  w i n e . ”

S o f t  a s  a  w h i s p e r  s h e  c ro o n s
“ T h at ’s  a  l i e . ”

T h e  s a i l o r  o n  t h e  s e a
I s  n o  l o n g e r  h a rd  o f  h e a r i n g
W h at  wa s  o n c e  w h i s p e r i n g  n o w  s o u n d s  l i ke  s c re a m i n g
B u t  h o w  c a n  t h e  s a i l o r  d a m n  t h e  s i re n?
S h e  t r i e d  a n d  t r i e d  a n d  t r i e d  t o  wa r n  h i m
To  h i m  n o t h i n g  i s  s w e e t e r  t h a n  t h e  s e a s  n e v e r- e n d i n g  s i l e n c e

B u t  fo r  t h e  c h o r u s  s h e  s i n g s  t o  h i m

“ Te l l  m e  y o u r  s e c re t s ,
Te l l  m e  y o u r  re g re t s
I  w o n’ t  t e l l  y o u  m i n e
Te l l  m e  y o u r s ,  a n d  n e v e r  a g a i n  w i l l  y o u  p i n e . ”

S o f t  a s  a  w h i s p e r  s h e  c ro o n s
“ T h at ’s  a  l i e . ”

B e c a u s e  t h e  s i re n  a n d  t h e  s a i l o r  w i l l  n e v e r  b e  a p a r t
S h e  t o o k  a n d  b u r i e d  l i ke  t re a s u re ,  h i s  b a f f l e d  b ro ke n  h e a r t
T h o u g h  h e  w o u l d  n o t  wa n t  i t  a n y  o t h e r  way
H e  s p e n d s  e t e r n i t y  c h a i n e d  t o  h e r  g a ze
U n d e r  t h e  fo r b i d d e n  wav e s
H o p i n g  n o  o t h e r  s a i l o r  w i l l  fo l l o w  h i m  t h i s  fat e f u l  way.
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“
Va l ,  7 6 .  J e n n y,  7 6 , ”  t h e  h o s t e s s  y e l l s . 

“ I s  t h e re  a n y  c h a rg e  fo r  a d d i n g  ex t ra  c h e e s e  t o  t h e 

f a j i t a s ? ”  a  w a i t e r  a s k s  t h e  m a n a g e r  w h i l e  l o o k i n g  d o w n  a t 

h i s  b o o k . 

“ C a n  I  g e t  a  g ra n d e  m a rg a r i t a  o n  t h e  ro c k s  a n d  a  Fu z z y 

N a v e l ?  A l s o,  a  Te q u i l a  S u n r i s e? ”  T h e  v o i c e s  a l l  b l e n d .  T h e 

p h o n e  r i n g s .  O n c e .  Tw i c e .

“ E l  Pa s o  M ex i c a n  G r i l l ,  h o w  c a n  I  h e l p ? ”  a  y o u n g 

w a i t re s s  p i c k s  u p,  h e r  v o i c e  s h a k y.  T h e  b e l l  d i n g s  a n d 

s i z z l i n g  f a j i t a s  a p p e a r  o n  t h e  c o u n t e r.

“ ¿ D ´ n d e  v a n ? ”  a  v o i c e  f ro m  w i t h i n  t h e  c ro w d  a s k s , 

g e t t i n g  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  h e a d  c h e f. 

“ Ta b l e  2 1 .  Fa j i t a s  Tex a n a s  w i t h  n o  g r i l l e d  o n i o n s , ”  t h e 

h e a d  c h e f  re s p o n d s ,  h i s  v o i c e  l o u d  e n o u g h  t o  c u t  t h ro u g h 

t h e  c h a o s  o f  t h e  s m a l l  k i t c h e n .  T h e  a i r  i s  f i l l e d  w i t h  t h e 

s c e n t  o f  g re a s e  a n d  g r i l l e d  s t e a k ,  c h i c ke n ,  a n d  s h r i m p. 

G ra b b i n g  t h e  f a j i t a s ,  t h e  s e r v e r  r u s h e s  o u t  t o  r u n  i t  t o  t h e 

t a b l e ,  l e a v i n g  e v e r y o n e  b e h i n d  a n d  e n t e r i n g  t h e  ro a r  o f 

t a b l e s  i m p a t i e n t l y  w a i t i n g  t o  g e t  t h e i r  fo o d .

“ B u t ,  h o w  c o m e  y o u  s a t  t h e m  b e fo re  u s ? ! ”  a  c u s t o m e r 

y e l l s  a t  t h e  h o s t e s s . 

 Fr
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“ M a’a m ,  t h e re’s  a  w a i t i n g  l i s t .  A n d  b e s i d e s ,  t h a t 

b o o t h  c a n  o n l y  h o l d  fo u r  p e o p l e .  I  d o n’ t  t h i n k  y o u r 

p a r t y  o f  s e v e n  c a n  f i t  t h e re . ” 

T h e  s e r v e r  o v e r h e a r s  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  ro l l i n g  h i s 

e y e s  a s  h e  t u r n s  t h e  c o r n e r  i n t o  t h e  l a rg e  ro o m .  T h e 

u p ro a r  o f  t h e  c ro w d  c a t c h e s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n .  H e  s t o p s , 

e y e i n g  t h e  t a b l e  b e fo re  h i m  a n d  y e l l s  o u t . 

“ Fa j i t a s  Tex a n a s  w i t h  n o  g r i l l e d  o n i o n s ! ? ”  T h e 

s e r v e r ’s  v o i c e  t r i e s  t o  b re a k  t h ro u g h  t h e  c ro w d 

b e fo re  h i m —  n o  a n s w e r.  “ Fa j i t a s  Tex a n a s  w i t h  n o 

g r i l l e d  o n i o n s ! ? ”  T h i s  t i m e  h e  g e t s  t h e  a t t e n t i o n 

o f  t h e  t a b l e .  T h e y  s t a re  a t  h i m ,  a l l  w i t h  c o n f u s e d 

a n d  c o n c e r n e d  ex p re s s i o n s  o n  t h e i r  f a c e s .  “ Fa j i t a s 

Tex a n a s  w i t h  n o  g r i l l e d  o n i o n s ! ? ”  T h e y  a l l  l o o k 

a ro u n d ,  u n t i l  a n  o l d e r  g e n t l e m a n  ra i s e s  h i s  h a n d .

“ I  t h i n k  I  o rd e re d  t h a t , ”  h e  a n s w e r s  a s  t h e  s e r v e r 

m a ke s  h i s  w a y  t o  t h e  g e n t l e m a n  a n d  p l a c e s  t h e 

f a j i t a s  d o w n  b e fo re  h i m . 

“ Fa j i t a s  Tex a n a s .  C h i c ke n ,  s t e a k ,  s h r i m p,  w i t h  b e l l 

p e p p e r s  a n d  n o  o n i o n ,  r i g h t ? ”  t h e  s e r v e r  a s k s .

“ Ye s ,  y e s ,  t h a t ’s  r i g h t ! ”  t h e  g e n t l e m a n  exc i t e d l y 

re s p o n d s . 

“ E n j o y. ”  T h e  s e r v e r  s t e p s  a w a y  f ro m  t h e  t a b l e 

a n d  i n t o  t h e  n a r ro w  h a l l w a y  t h a t  s l o w l y  b e c o m e s 

p a c ke d  w i t h  p e o p l e .  T h e y  a l l  s t a re  a t  h i m ,  h o p i n g  t o 

b e  s e a t e d .  “ W h a t  w a s  m y  l a s t  t a b l e ,  K h a l i a? ”  K h a l i a , 

t h e  h o s t e s s ,  l o o k s  d o w n  a t  t h e  c h a r t . 

“ 8 4 .  Yo u ’ re  n o t  n ex t ,  t h o u g h . ” 

“ O k a y,  t h a n k s , ”  h e  s a y s ,  e y e i n g  t h e  b u s b o y 

w a l k i n g  t o  t h e  n e w l y  d i r t y  t a b l e . 

“ Yo u  a l r i g h t ?  Yo u  s e e m  o f f. ” 

“ Ye a h …y e a h .  I  j u s t  w a n t  t o  g o  h o m e . ”

H e  b a c k s  a w a y,  l e a v i n g  h e r  b e h i n d  a n d  e n t e r i n g 

t h e  s m a l l  b a c k  ro o m  n e a r  t h e  k i t c h e n  o n c e  a g a i n .
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T h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  b e l l  c o n t i n u e s  t o  e c h o  i n  h i s  e a r s .  T h e 

p h o n e  r i n g s ,  e a c h  c h i m e  b o u n c i n g  i n t o  h i s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s 

a n d  re m i n d i n g  h i m  w h a t  h e  l e f t  b e h i n d .  O n e .  Tw o.  T h re e .

“ Y  c u a n d o  t e  v a s? ” 

“ I n  t w o  w e e k s .  S o m e  g u y  i s  s u p p o s e d  t o  p i c k  m e  u p  a n d 

t a ke  m e  u p  t o  t h e  c i t y. ” 

“ ¿ E st á s  s e g u r o ? ”

“ Ye s , ”  h e  r e s p o n d e d .  T h e  s i m p l e  o n e  w o r d  r e s p o n s e 

c h o ke d  h i m .  H i s  m ot h e r  s a t  a t  t h e  s m a l l  k i t c h e n  t a b l e ,  t h e 

w r i n k l e s  o n  h e r  f a c e  c a r v e d  i n t o  h e r  s k i n .  T h e  w a l l s  o f  t h e 

k i t c h e n  b l e d  r e d ,  a n d  t h e  y e l l ow  l i g h t  b a r e l y  i l l u m i n a t e d  t h e 

r o o m .  T h e  st ov e  h o u s e d  a  s m a l l ,  o l d  ke t t l e  t h a t  st e a m e d 

w i t h  t h e  h e r b  t e a  s h e  w a s  m a k i n g .  S h e  s i g h e d ,  g e t t i n g  u p 

f r o m  t h e  c h a i r  a n d  w a l k i n g  t o  t h e  s m a l l  f r i d g e  t h a t  w a s 

c ov e r e d  f r o m  t o p  t o  b ot t o m  w i t h  p i c t u r e s .  H e  l o o ke d  a t  h e r, 

t r y i n g  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  w h a t  s h e  w a s  d o i n g .

S h e  r e a c h e d  o n t o  t h e  v e r y  t o p  o f  t h e  f r i d g e  a n d  p u l l e d  o u t 

a  s m a l l  b ox .  H e r  f r a i l  b o d y  j u st  b a r e l y  m a d e  h e r  w ay  b a c k 

t o  h i m .  Ta k i n g  o u t  a  s m a l l  e n v e l o p e ,  s h e  h a n d e d  i t  t o  h i m 

a n d  f o r c e f u l l y  t r i e d  t o  s m i l e .

“ W h a t  i s  t h i s? ”  h e  a s ke d ,  o p e n i n g  i t . “ M o m ,  I  c a n’ t . ” 

H e  t r i e d  t o  g i v e  h e r  b a c k  t h e  e n v e l o p e .

“ To m a l o .  Lo  n e c e s i t a s  p a r a  t u  v i a j e . ” 

“ N o .  I  c a n’ t  t a ke  t h i — ” 

S h e  st o p p e d  h i m ,  c ov e r i n g  h e r  h a n d s  ov e r  h i s  a n d 

p u s h i n g  t h e  e n v e l o p e  b a c k  i n t o  h i s  h a n d s .

“ To d o  l o  q u e  h e  t r a b a j a d o ,  e s  p a r a  t i  m i j o .  Tó m a l o  p o r 

f av o r. ” 

“ N o ,  M a m a .  I  c a n’ t  t a ke  i t . ”

“ P o r  f av o r.  E st e  d i n e r o ,  y o  l o  g u a r d é  p a r a  t i .  To d o  e l 

t r a b a j o  q u e  y o  h i c e ,  q u e  h i zo  t u  p a p á …S a b í a  q u e  u n  d í a  m e 

i b a s  a  d e j a r.  Q u e  t e  i b a s  a  i r,  a  e m p e z a r  t u  v i d a . ”

T h e  s o u n d o f  t h e  ke t t l e 

i n t e r r u p t e d h e r,  i t s  s c r e e c h 

e c h o i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  r o o m .  T h e  st e a m  r e a c h e d  t h e  c e i l i n g , 

d a n c i n g  i n  t h e  a i r,  t h e  s c e n t  o f  h e r b s  k i s s i n g  h i s  m o m’s 

s k i n .  A  s m i l e  s l ow l y  a p p e a r e d  o n  h e r  f a c e ,  h e r  w r i n k l e s 

e x p a n d i n g .

“ S e rg i o,  y o u  h a v e  4 3 . ” 

S e rg i o  h e a r s  K h a l i a’s  v o i c e  b re a k  t h ro u g h ,  b r i n g i n g  h i m 

b a c k  i n t o  re a l i t y. 

“A l re a d y ? ”  h e  a s k s .

“ Ye a h ,  O b e d  c l e a re d  o u t  a  l o t  o f  t a b l e s  j u s t  n o w  a n d 

t h a t  o p e n e d  u p  a  l o t  o f  ro o m , ”  s h e  a n s w e r s ,  l e a v i n g  t h e 

ro o m  a n d  g o i n g  b a c k  t o  t h e  f ro n t .  S e rg i o  s t e p s  fo r w a rd , 

m a k i n g  h i s  w a y  t o  t h e  c o m p u t e r  a n d  l o o k i n g  t h ro u g h  a l l 

h i s  t a b l e s’  o rd e r s  t o  m a ke  s u re  t h e y ’ re  a l l  c o r re c t .

“ Ev e r y t h i n g  o k a y ? ”  S e rg i o  h e a r s  h i s  m a n a g e r. 

“ Ye a h ,  y e a h .  J u s t  m a k i n g  s u re  a l l  m y  o rd e r s  a re  o k a y. ” 

“ O k a y.  I f  y o u  n e e d  a n y t h i n g ,  j u s t  g e t  m e ,  o k a y ? ”  H i s 

m a n a g e r  s t e p s  a w a y,  l o o k i n g  o v e r  a t  O w e n .  “ O w e n ,  d i d 

y o u  e v e r  c h a rg e  fo r  t h e  ex t ra  c h e e s e? ”  S e rg i o  s e e s  h i s 

m a n a g e r  w a l k i n g  a w a y  a n d  m a k i n g  h i s  w a y  o v e r  t o  O w e n , 

w h o’s  p o u r i n g  b e e r. 

H e  t a ke s  a  s m a l l  m o m e n t  t o  c o l l e c t  h i m s e l f,  t a k i n g  i n 

t h e  r u s h  o f  t h e  b u s b o y,  t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  c h e f s  y e l l i n g 

a t  o n e  a n o t h e r,  a n d  t h e  f a i n t  m u s i c  t h a t  w h i s p e r s 

t h ro u g h o u t  t h e  re s t a u ra n t .  T h e n ,  h e  c l o s e s  h i s  e y e s  fo r 

a  m o m e n t ,  a n d  s t e p s  o u t .  O n e  s t e p,  t w o,  t h re e ,  a n d  j u s t 

a s  h e  s t e p s  a w a y,  h e  h e a r s  i t .  A m i d s t  t h e  n o i s e  o f  t h e 

re s t a u ra n t ,  t h e  p h o n e’s  r i n g i n g  s t a y s  w i t h  h i m .

“ G o o d  e v e n i n g ,  m y  n a m e  i s  S e rg i o  a n d  I ’ l l  b e  t a k i n g 

c a re  o f  y o u  a l l  t o n i g h t .  W h a t  c a n  I  s t a r t  y o u  o f f  w i t h ? ” 

H e  h a n d s  o u t  t h e  s t ra w s  a n d  t a ke s  o u t  h i s  b o o k , 

d i s t a n c i n g  h i m s e l f  f ro m  t h e  r i n g i n g .  O n e  a f t e r  a n o t h e r,  



“ I  c a n’ t  b e l i e v e  i t ,  e i t h e r, ”  h e  s a i d .  H e  c l o s e d  h i s  e y e s , 

t r y i n g  t o  r e m e m b e r  b a c k  t o  t h a t  d ay. 

“ M e  r e c u e r d a s  m u c h o  a  t u  p a p á . ” 

H e r  v o i c e  b a r e l y  e s c a p e d  a  c o u g h . 

“ I  k n ow.  I  l o o k  j u st  l i ke  h i m . ” 

“ Y  t u  c a r á c t e r.  To d o  i g u a l  c o m o  e l , ”  s h e  s a i d ,  p u s h i n g  h i s 

h a i r  b a c k  a n d  s m i l i n g  a t  h i m .  T h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  st r e e t s  a n d 

b u i l d i n g s  s l ow l y  c a m e  b a c k  t o  l i f e .  E a c h  w i n d ow  t u r n e d  o n 

t h e i r  l i g h t s . 

“ I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  m i s s  t h i s  p l a c e , ”  S e r g i o  s a i d ,  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e 

a p a r t m e n t s  b e f o r e  h i m . 

“ Lo  s é , ”  s h e  r e p l i e d .  T h e y  b ot h  h e a r d  i t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e , 

s a w  a  c a r  i n  t h e  d i st a n c e  p u l l  u p  t o  t h e m .  N o  w o r d s ,  ot h e r 

t h a n  t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  c a r  h o n k i n g .  O n e .  Tw o .  T h r e e .  Fo u r. 

“ D o  y o u  w a n t  s o m e  d re s s i n g  w i t h  t h a t  s a l a d ? ”  S e rg i o

a s k s  t h e  o l d e r  l a d y  b e fo re  h i m .  H i s  m i n d  h a d  d r i f t e d  a w a y 

fo r  j u s t  a  m o m e n t . 

“ W h a t  d o  y o u  re c o m m e n d ? ”  t h e  l a d y  a s k s .  T h e  s m i l e 

o n  h e r  f a c e  ex p o s e d  w r i n k l e s  t h a t  re m i n d e d  S e rg i o  o f  h i s 

m o t h e r. 

“ We  h a v e  a  c h i p o t l e  s a u c e  t h a t  g o e s  w e l l  w i t h  t h a t 

s a l a d . ” 

“ I s  i t  s p i c y ? ”  s h e  a s k s .  H e  t h i n k s  fo r  a  m i n u t e  b e f o re 

re s p o n d i n g .

“ D e p e n d s  o n  y o u r  t a s t e .  D o n’ t  w o r r y,  t h e  d re s s i n g 

c o m e s  o n  t h e  s i d e .  S o,  i f  y o u  w a n t ,  y o u  c a n  j u s t  t a s t e  i t 

t h e n  d e c i d e  i f  y o u  w a n t  t o  p o u r  t h e  d re s s i n g  a l l  o v e r  i t . ” 

“ S o u n d s  g o o d  t o  m e , ”  s h e  s m i l e s  a t  h i m .  H e  w r i t e s  t h e 

o rd e r  d o w n  a n d  s t e p s  a w a y,  l o o k i n g  b a c k  a t  t h e  o l d  l a d y 

a n d  h e r  f a m i l y.  A  t a b l e  o f  s i x :  a  s m a l l  f a m i l y  o f  fo u r  a n d 

t h e i r  g ra n d p a re n t s .  H e  w o n d e r s  w h a t  i t  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n 

t o  e n j o y  a  d i n n e r  l i ke  t h i s .  A  d i n n e r  w i t h  h i s  p a re n t s ,  w i t h 

a  w i fe  a n d  k i d s .  A  m o m e n t  o f  p e a c e .  T h e n  t h e  p h o n e 

r i n g s .  O n e .  Tw o.  T h re e .  Fo u r.  F i v e …

t h e  c u s t o m e r s  o rd e r,  a l l  w a n t i n g  a  v a r i e t y  o f  d r i n k s :  t w o 

s t ra w b e r r y  d a i q u i r i s ,  a  g ra n d e  m a rg a r i t a  o n  t h e  ro c k s , 

t w o  C o ke s ,  a n d  w a t e r.  H e  fo rc e s  a  s m i l e  a n d  t e l l s  t h e m 

h e’ l l  b e  r i g h t  b a c k . 

S e rg i o  r u s h e s  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  d r i n k  s t a t i o n 

a n d  p re p a re s  t h e  d r i n k s .  O n c e  d o n e 

h e  t ra y s  t h e m  u p,  re a d y  t o  l e a v e  t h e 

c o m fo r t  o f  t h e  b a c k  a n d  s t e p  i n t o  t h e 

a b y s s .  T h e  p h o n e  c o n t i n u e s  t o

r i n g .  O n e .  Tw o.  T h re e .  Fo u r. 

“ ¿T i e n e s  t o d o ? ”  H e r  v o i c e 

s n a p p e d  h i m  o u t  o f  h i s  f o g g y  m i n d 

a n d  b a c k  t o  r e a l i t y.  I t ’s  e a r l y  i n  t h e 

m o r n i n g  a n d  h i s  b r e a t h  h a s  j o i n e d 

t h e  f o g  t h a t  c r e p t  a r o u n d  h i m  a n d  h i s 

m ot h e r.  H e  p l a c e d  h i s  l a st  b a g  o n  t o p  o f 

t h e  s u i t c a s e  a n d  p u t  o n  h i s  b a c k p a c k .

“ Ye a h ,  I  t h i n k  s o . ”

S e r g i o  f e l t  h e r  i n c h i n g  c l o s e r  t o  h i m .  E v e r y  p o r e  o f  h i s 

f a c e  o p e n e d  a n d  h e  w a s  w a r m e d  by  h i s  h e a r t ,  w h i c h  b e a t 

f a st e r  a n d  f a st e r  w i t h  e a c h  m i n u t e . 

“ Te  v oy  a  e x t r a ñ a r. ”  S h e  l e t  o u t  a  c o u g h .  T h e  c o u g h  g ot 

w o r s e  u n t i l  i t  f i n a l l y  st o p p e d  a n d  t h e  s i l e n c e  s e t t l e d  b a c k 

i n .  S e r g i o  l o o ke d  f o r w a r d ,  n ot  w a n t i n g  t o  l o o k  a t  h e r.

“ I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  m i s s  y o u ,  t o o , ”  h e  f i n a l l y  r e p l i e d .  H e  f e l t 

a  h e a d  r e st  o n  h i s  s h o u l d e r  a n d  a  h a n d  h o l d i n g  h i s .  H e 

g r i p p e d  i t  t i g h t l y,  h i s  b r e a t h  b e i n g  h e l d  s o u n d l y  by  h i s 

l u n g s .  H e  f e l t  t h e  t e a r s  r u n  d ow n  h i s  f a c e ,  a n d  h i s  l i p s 

t a st e d  t h e i r  s a l t y  a n d  m i s e r a b l e  f l av o r. 

“ ¿ M i j i t o ,  t e  a c u e r d a s  c u a n d o  t e  e n s e ñ é  a  a n d a r  e n 

b i c i c l e t a ?  L l e g ó  t u  p a p á  e s e  d í a  c o n  t u  b i c i ,  y  e st a b a s 

b i e n  f e l i z . ”  S h e  t r i e d  t o  d i st r a c t  h i m  a s  t h e  t w o  st o o d  i n 

p l a c e ,  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e .

“ Ye a h ,  m y  r e d  b i ke .  I  r e m e m b e r.  Yo u  h e l d  o n t o  t h e  b a c k 

o f  m y  s e a t  a n d  t o l d  m e  t o  p e d a l . ”

“ Y  t e  f u i st e  b i e n  r á p i d o , ”  s h e  c o n t i n u e d ,  h e r  v o i c e 

b r e a k i n g .  “ Te  f u i st e ,  y  f u i st e  h a st a  q u e  t e  d e j e .  N o  m e  l o 

p o d í a  i m a g i n a r  h a st a  q u e  t e  d e j e  i r. ” 
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…S i x .  S e v e n .  T h e  p h o n e  r a n g .  T h e  d o o r  s w u n g  o p e n  a n d 

S e r g i o  e n t e r e d  h i s  s m a l l  a p a r t m e n t .  A n  a p a r t m e n t  w i t h  a 

b e d ,  k i t c h e n ,  a n d  a  b a t h r o o m  o n  t h e  c o r n e r.  T h e  b l i n d s  o n 

t h e  w i n d ow  l e a ke d  a  g r e e n  h u e  f r o m  t h e  t r a f f i c l i g h t s  r i g h t 

o u t s i d e .  T h e  l i g h t  t u r n e d  r e d  j u st  a s  t h e  p h o n e  st o p p e d .

H e  s a t  d ow n  o n  h i s  s m a l l  c h a i r,  t a k i n g  o f f  h i s  s h i r t .  H i s 

e y e s  w i n c e d  w i t h  e v e r y  m ov e m e n t .  S e r g i o  g r a b b e d  a  r e d 

h o o d i e  a n d  z i p p e d  i t  u p ,  f e e l i n g  t h e  c o m f o r t  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l 

r e l a x  h i s  m u s c l e s .  H i s  h e a d  l e a n e d  b a c k  a n d  h e  s i g h e d 

a s  h e  l o o ke d  u p  a t  t h e  c e i l i n g ,  h i s  m i n d  e m p t y  a n d  v o i d .  A 

s m a l l  k n o c k  st a r t l e d  h i m .  O n e .  Tw o .  T h r e e .  T h e  s o u n d  o f 

v o i c e s  b o u n c e d  o f f  o f  t h e  w a l l s .  H e  p e e ke d  t h r o u g h  t h e 

b l i n d s  t o  s e e  c h i l d r e n  w a l k i n g  a b o u t ,  w e a r i n g  c o st u m e s . 

T h e  k n o c k  c o n t i n u e d .  H e  m a d e  h i s  w ay  t o  t h e  d o o r,  s e e i n g 

t h e  w a l l s  o f  h i s  a p a r t m e n t  t u r n  g r e e n  o n c e  a g a i n  f r o m  t h e 

t r a f f i c  l i g h t .

H e  p e e r e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  p e e p h o l e .  A  s m a l l  f i g u r e ,  w e a r i n g 

a  c o st u m e ,  st o o d  o n  t h e  ot h e r  s i d e :  i t  w o r e  a  s u i t  a n d  t i e , 

a n d  h a d  t h e  h e a d  o f  a  r a b b i t .  I t  k n o c ke d  a g a i n ,  y e l l i n g , 

“ Tr i c k- t r e a t ! ”

T h e  v o i c e  w a s  m u f f l e d .  S e r g i o  l o o ke d  a r o u n d  a n d 

g r a b b e d  a  b ow l  o f  c a n d y  h e  h a d  p l a c e d  n e a r  a  c o u n t e r 

f r o m  t h e  n i g h t  b e f o r e .  J u st  a s  h e  b e g a n  t o  t u r n  t h e 

d o o r k n o b ,  t h e  p h o n e  r a n g .  H e  o p e n e d  t h e  d o o r,  s e e i n g  t h e 

f i g u r e  r e a c h  f o r  t h e  b ow l .  I t s  w h o l e  b o d y  t u r n e d  r e d  f r o m 

t h e  c h a n g e  o f  t h e  t r a f f i c  l i g h t .  T h e  p h o n e  r a n g .  O n e .  Tw o . 

T h r e e .  Fo u r.  F i v e .  S e r g i o  st a r e d  b a c k  a t  t h e  p h o n e  r i n g i n g . 

“ P i c k  u p , ”  a  l ow  v o i c e  s a i d ,  f o r c i n g  S e r g i o  t o  t u r n  h i s 

a t t e n t i o n  b a c k  t o  t h e  st r a n g e  k i d  a n d  h i s  c o st u m e .  H e  w a s 

g o n e .  O n e .  Tw o .  T h r e e .  Fo u r… 

“ F i v e  m i n u t e s  t i l l ’  c l o s e . ”  S e rg i o  h e a rd  h i s  m a n a g e r 

y e l l  o u t .  T h e  n i g h t  h a d  e n d e d  q u i c k l y,  a s  S e rg i o  a l l o w e d 

h i m s e l f  t o  d o  h i s  j o b  b l i n d l y ;  n o  t h o u g h t s ,  j u s t  t h e  m e m o r y 

o f  t h a t  n i g h t ,  g e t t i n g  t h a t  p h o n e  c a l l .

“ S e rg i o,  c a n  y o u  c o m e  h e re? ”

H e  h e a r s  h i s  m a n a g e r  a s k  h i m .  S e rg i o  w a l k s  u p  t o  h i m , 

w a t c h i n g  t h e  re s t  o f  h i s  c o w o r ke r s  b e g i n  t h e i r  s i d e  w o r k 

fo r  t h e  n i g h t .  “ I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  l e t  y o u  g o  e a r l y  t o n i g h t , ”  h i s 

m a n a g e r  s a y s .  S e rg i o’s  e y e b ro w s  r i s e .  “ I ’ m  s u re  y o u ’ re 

ex h a u s t e d  f ro m  w o r k i n g  s o  m u c h  l a t e l y, ”  h e  s a y s . 

“ H o w ’d  y o u  k n o w ? ”

“ I  c a n  t e l l , ”  h e  s a y s .  “ C a n  I  a s k ,  w h y  a re  y o u  w o r k i n g  s o 

m u c h ? ”  T h e  q u e s t i o n  s i n k s  d e e p  i n t o  S e rg i o’s  c h e s t .  H i s 

h e a r t  s t o p s  fo r  a  m o m e n t .  T h e  p h o n e  r i n g s .  O n e .  Tw o. 

T h re e .  Fo u r.  F i v e .  S i x .  S e v e n . 

“ H ow  m a n y  d ay s? ” 

“Ay  m i j i t o ,  n o  t e n g o  m u c h o  t i e m p o , ”  h e  h e a r d  f r o m  t h e 

ot h e r  s i d e .  T h e  s o u n d  o f  c o u g h i n g  i n t e r r u p t e d .  H i s  t h r o a t 

t i g h t e n e d  a n d  h e  p l a c e d  h i s  h a n d  ov e r  h i s  e y e s . 

“ I  t r i e d ,  m a m a .  I  r e a l l y  d i d .  I  t h o u g h t  c o m i n g  h e r e ,  g e t t i n g 

a  j o b  t o  h e l p … ” 

“ L u n i t a …t e  l l a m é  p a r a  d e c i r t e  q u e  t e  a m o .  P a r a  q u e 

p u d i e r a s  e s c u c h a r  m i  v o z  u n a  v e z  m á s .  Q u e  r e c u e r d e s 

t o d o s  m i s  s a c r i f i c i o s .  To d o  m i  d o l o r.  To d o  e l  a m o r  q u e 

h e  t e n i d o  p a r a  t i  y  t u s  h e r m a n o s .  To d o … ”  S e r g i o  f e l t  t h e 

t e a r s  c o m i n g  d ow n  h i s  f a c e .  H e  l i f t e d  o n e  o f  h i s  h a n d s  a n d 

c ov e r e d  h i s  e y e s ,  s h i e l d i n g  t h e  g l ow  f r o m  t h e  t r a f f i c  l i g h t s 

a n d  i m m e r s i n g  h i m s e l f  i n  d a r k n e s s . 

“ I ’ m  s o r r y… ”  w a s  a l l  S e r g i o  c o u l d  m a ke  o u t .  “ S o l a m e n t e  t e 

q u e r í a  v e r  f e l i z …v e r  s a l u d a b l e .  B u t  I  l e f t  y o u … ” 

“ B e c a u s e  I  n e e d  t o, ”  S e rg i o 

a n s w e r s .  T h e  s h a r p n e s s  i n  h i s 

c h e s t  s t r i ke s  a s  t h e  p h o n e 

f i n a l l y  s t o p s .  “ M y  m o t h e r 

a l w a y s  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  f r u i t  o f 

m y  l a b o r  w i l l  f l o u r i s h  i n t o 

s o m e t h i n g  b i g . ”

“A n d  w h a t  m i g h t  t h a t  b e? ”

A  s i l e n c e  s e t t l e s  i n .

“ Pe a c e . ”
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Smaller Dreams 
& Softer Realities

O
n e  d a y,  s h e  w a n t e d  t o  b e  a  t re e .  H e 

m i s u n d e r s t o o d ,  h e r  E l l i s ,  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  s h e 

t o l d  h i m  t h i s .  A  d o w n  fe a t h e r  f ro m  t h e i r  c h e a p 

d u v e t  f l o a t e d  t h ro u g h  a  s t re a k  o f  l i g h t n i n g  s h i n i n g  f ro m 

u n d e r  t h e  c u r t a i n s .  H e  re a c h e d  h i s  h a n d  o u t  t o  h e r 

t h ro u g h  t h e  d a r k n e s s ,  t h ro u g h  t h e  l i g h t n i n g ,  p a s t  t h e 

fe a t h e r.  T h e y  w e re  s o  y o u n g  t h e n .  I n  t h e  s u m m e r,  a f t e r 

l o n g  d a y s  w o r k i n g  fo r  h i s  f a t h e r  i n  t h e  G e o rg i a  s u n ,  t h i c k 

c l o u d s  w o u l d  c o i l  t h ro u g h  t h e  a i r.  I n  t h e  n i g h t ,  h e’d  re a c h 

o u t  h i s  h a n d  t o  h e r,  a n d  s h u d d e r  w i t h  e a c h  b re a k i n g 

t h u n d e r.  H e’d  b e  f ra g i l e  fo r  o n c e  a s  h e  s e t t l e d  h i s  d a r k 

c u r l s  a g a i n s t  h e r  c h e s t ,  h e r  a r m s  e n c i rc l e d  a ro u n d  h i m . 

D e l i l a h  h e l d  h i m  t h ro u g h  e v e r y  s t o r m ,  c o m m i s e ra t e d  i n 

h i s  fe a r  o f  t h e m ,  a n d  ke p t  q u i e t  h e r  o w n  s e c re t  a f fe c t i o n 

fo r  t h e m .

A n d  s h e  t a l ke d  t o  h i m .  S h e  w h i s p e re d  t h e  s w e e t e s t 

o f  n o t h i n g s  i n  h i s  e a r s  t o  p u l l  h i m  w o r l d s  a w a y  f ro m  t h e 

s t o r m  o u t s i d e .  S h e  i n d u l g e d  h i s  v u l n e ra b i l i t y,  i f  o n l y 

fo r  a n o t h e r  re a s o n  t o  h o l d  h i m  t i g h t l y.  O n e  n i g h t  s h e 

w h i s p e re d  t o  h i m ,  “ W h e n  I  d i e ,  I  w a n t  t o  b e  a  t re e . ”  S h e’d 

n e v e r  t o l d  a n y o n e  e l s e ,  a n d  h a d n’ t  q u i t e  re a l i ze d  h e r 

d e s i re  u n t i l  s h e  s p o ke  i t . 

H e  w a s  g ro w i n g  t i re d  n o w,  p l a c i n g  l a z y  fe a t h e r  k i s s e s 

a l o n g  h e r  c o l l a r b o n e  a s  h e  l i s t e n e d  t o  h e r  s p e a k .  “A 

t re e? ”  H e  a s ke d ,  h i s  v o i c e  m u f f l e d  a g a i n s t  h e r  c h e s t . 

S h e  d ro p p e d  h e r  l i p s  t o  h i s  h e a d ,  g i v i n g  a n  a f f i r m a t i v e 

h u m  i n t o  h i s  c u r l s  fo l l o w e d  b y  a  k i s s .  “ I n  t h i s  e c o n o m y ? ” 

H e  p ro n o u n c e d  w i t h  a  s o f t  l a u g h  fo l l o w i n g ,  h i s  w o rd s 

s l o w i n g  a s  s l e e p  c a l l e d  t o  h i m  i n  e v e r y  b re a t h .  “ Yo u 

m i g h t  a s  w e l l  w i s h  t o  b e  a  k i t c h e n  t a b l e ,  o r  a  p a c k  o f 

n o t e b o o k  p a p e r, ”  h e  s a i d .

“ I  w i l l  b e  a  t re e , ”  D e l i l a h  s a i d .  S h e  t ra c e d  s m a l l  s w i r l i n g 

c i rc l e s  a l o n g  t h e  ex p a n s e  o f  h i s  b a c k  w i t h  h e r  f i n g e r t i p s , 

o c c a s i o n a l l y  l o s i n g  r h y t h m  w h e n  h e r  n a i l s  c a u g h t  i n 

h i s  s h i r t .  H i s  g u t t u ra l  s n o r i n g  s o o n  v i b ra t e d  a g a i n s t  h e r 

c h e s t ,  a  p e s k y  h a b i t  s h e’d  y e t  t o  l e a r n  t o  l o v e  i n  t h e i r 

y e a r  o f  m a r r i a g e .  S h e  c o n t i n u e d  t o  w h i s p e r  i n  h i s  e a r s 

u n t i l  s l e e p  fo u n d  h e r  t o o. 

 

T h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  w e r e  s t r u n g  t o g e t h e r 

b y  t h e s e  s l e e p l e s s  n i g h t s ,  u n t i l  t h e  b e d  g re w  c ro w d e d 

w i t h  t w o  s m a l l e r  c re a t u re s  w h o  a l s o  s o u g h t  c o m fo r t  i n 

t h e  n i g h t .  T h e n  t h e i r  n e a r- d re a m  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w e re 

m u l l e d  e v e r  s o  q u i e t l y  s o  a s  n o t  t o  w a ke  t h e  g i r l s .  B u t 

E l l i s  a l w a y s  ke p t  h i s  h a n d  o u t  t o  h e r  w h e n  t h u n d e r  fo u n d 

t h e  s k y.

D e l i l a h  w a ke s  u p  w i t h  h e r  h a n d  o u t s t re t c h e d  a c ro s s 

a n  e m p t y  b e d ,  a n d  t h e  s h r i l l  a n n o y a n c e  o f  h e r  p h o n e 

r i n g i n g  a c ro s s  t h e  ro o m .  S h e  w a l k s  a c ro s s  t h e  c o l d  f l o o r, 

e a c h  s t e p  c ra c k i n g  s o m e  j o i n t  i n  h e r  b o d y  s h e  d i d n’ t 

k n o w  s h e  h a d .  S l o a n e’s  f a c e  l i g h t s  u p  t h e  p h o n e ,  t h e 

p i c t u re  a  g r i n n i n g  g l i m p s e  o f  a  m o m e n t  f ro m  h e r  c o l l e g e 

g ra d u a t i o n .  D e l i l a h  a c c e p t s  t h e  c a l l .

“ M o m ? ”  S l o a n e  a s k s  i m m e d i a t e l y.

-  c o r i n n e  m a r t i n
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“ I ’ m  h e re . ”  S h e  r e s p o n d s  a s  s h e  c ro s s e s  t h e  ro o m  a n d 

p u l l s  t h e  c u r t a i n s  o p e n ,  l e t t i n g  t h e  f a d e d  s u n l i g h t  o f  a 

g l o o m y  d a y  f i l t e r  i n .  S l o a n e  i s  w o r r i e d ,  a s  s h e  u s u a l l y  i s . 

H e r  c h i l d re n’s  j u b i l e e  s h r i e k s  e c h o  i n  t h e  b a c kg ro u n d 

o f  h e r  v o i c e .  S h e  i s  e a g e r  t o  k n o w  i f  h e r  m o t h e r  w i l l 

b e  c o m i n g  t o  t h e  b a b y  s h o w e r  fo r  C h a r l o t t e ,  D e l i l a h’s 

y o u n g e r  d a u g h t e r,  t h a t  e v e n i n g .  H e r  v o i c e  i s  s h a r p  w h e n 

s h e  e m p h a s i ze s  t h a t  i t  i s  C h a r l o t t e’s  f i r st  b a b y  s h o w e r, 

h e r  p a r e n t s  h a v e  t o  b e  t h e re .

D e l i l a h  h u m s  i n  a g re e m e n t  a s  s h e  s m o o t h s  t h e  m e s s 

o f  s a l t  a n d  p e p p e r  f l u f f  h e r  h a i r  h a s  b e c o m e  i n  t h e  m i r ro r 

a b o v e  h e r  d re s s e r.  “ Yo u  k n o w  I ’ l l  b e  t h e re , ”  s h e  s a y s , 

l i c k i n g  h e r  t h u m b  b e fo re  s m o o t h i n g  i t  a c ro s s  a  f l y a w a y. 

T h e n  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  h o v e r s ,  l u l l s  i n  a  s i l e n c e ,  a n d 

D e l i l a h  k n o w s  w i t h o u t  s e e i n g  h e r  t h a t  S l o a n e  i s  h o l d i n g 

h e r  a r m  a g a i n s t  h e r s e l f  i n  n e r v o u s  a n t i c i p a t i o n .

“ H o w  i s  h e? ”  D e l i l a h  c o n c e d e s .

“ H e  m i s s e s  y o u , ”  S l o a n e  a n s w e r s  w i t h o u t  m i s s i n g  a 

b e a t .  “ D o n’ t  y o u  t h i n k  t h i s  i s  a l l  a  b i t  s i l l y,  M o m ? ”  D e l i l a h 

k n o w s  S l o a n e’s  n e r v o u s  h o l d  o n  h e r  a r m  h a s  p ro g re s s e d 

t o  a n  i n c e s s a n t  t a p p i n g  t h r u m  o f  h e r  f i n g e r s  a g a i n s t  a n y 

h a rd  s u r f a c e  s h e  c a n  f i n d .

“ I  m a d e  C h a r l i e  a  o n e s i e  fo r  t h e  b a b y—Yo u  k n o w,  h o w  I 

d i d  fo r  y o u ?  I  fo u n d  h e r  o l d  b a b y  b l a n ke t  a n d  re p u r p o s e d 

i t . ”  D e l i l a h  l e a n s  a g a i n s t  t h e  e d g e  o f  h e r  b e d ,  r u n n i n g  h e r 

h a n d s  o v e r  t h e  s c ra p s  o f  f a b r i c  l e f t  o n  t h e  b e d  f ro m  l a s t 

n i g h t ’s  p ro j e c t .

“ H e’s  b e e n  h e re  fo r  a  m o n t h ,  a n d  y o u  s t i l l  w o n’ t  t e l l  m e 

w h a t — ”

“ D o  y o u  t h i n k  C h a r l i e  w i l l  l i ke  i t ?  I  w a n t  i t  t o  b e — ”

“ Yo u ’ v e  b e e n  m a r r i e d  fo r  t h i r t y- f i v e  y e a r s , ”  S l o a n e 

s a y s .  S h e’s  b e e n  m o re  a n d  m o re  i m p a t i e n t  e v e r y d a y 

w i t h  D e l i l a h ,  a n d  E l l i s  s h e’d  i m a g i n e  t o o.  H e r  c o n t i n u e d 

q u e s t i o n i n g  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  E l l i s  h a d n’ t  o p e n e d  t h e 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  e i t h e r.  H e’d  a l w a y s  b e e n  s t u b b o r n .

O n e  d a y,  f i v e  y e a r s  i n t o  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e ,  D e l i l a h  a n d  E l l i s 

h a d  b o t h  c o m e  h o m e  w i t h  s u r p r i s e s .  S h e’d  l e f t  o n  t h e 

t a b l e  a  s h o e b ox  w ra p p e d  i n  d a i n t y  w ra p p i n g 

p a p e r,  s p r i n k l e d  h e re  a n d  t h e re  w i t h  ro s e s  a n d 

c h r y s a n t h e m u m s .  H e’d  b e e n  e a g e r  t o  t e l l  h e r  s o m e t h i n g 

a s  s o o n  a s  h i s  t o e s  h a d  c ro s s e d  t h e  t h re s h o l d ,  r u n n i n g 

h i s  f i n g e r s  t h ro u g h  h i s  h a i r  u n t i l  i t  w a s  w i l d e r  t h a n 

u s u a l .  T h e y ’d  t o p p l e d  t h e i r  s u r p r i s e s  o u t  o f  t h e i r  l i p s 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y,  f u m b l i n g  t h e m  c l u m s i l y  i n  a  n o n s e n s i c a l 

c h a t t e r  o n  t o p  o f  e a c h  o t h e r.

“ I ’ v e  d e c i d e d … ”

	 “ I  fo u n d  o u t … ”

“ …  t h a t  I ’ m  g o i n g … ”

	 “ …t o d a y  a t  t h e  d o c t o r… ”

“ …t o  b e  a  w r i t e r. ”

	 “ … I ’ m  p re g n a n t . ”

T h e n  s i l e n c e .  T h e n  a n  a rg u m e n t ,  w i t h  re d  h o t  f a c e s 

a n d  c l e n c h e d  f i s t s .  E l l i s  c o u l d n’ t  b e  a  w r i t e r.  N o t  n o w,  n o t 

w h e n  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  h u n g r y  s t o m a c h s  i n  t h e  h o m e  w o u l d 

s o o n  i n c re a s e .  T h e y  h a d  m a d e  p l a n s ;  h e  w a s  g o i n g  t o 

t a ke  o v e r  h i s  f a t h e r ’s  b u s i n e s s .  B u t  E l l i s  d i d n’ t  w a n t  t h a t . 

Wr i t i n g  w a s  h i s  p a s s i o n .  D e l i l a h  h a d  re a d  h i s  w r i t i n g , 

p o u re d  o v e r  i t  a t  t h e  k i t c h e n  t a b l e  w i t h  h i m ,  i f  o n l y  t o 

u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  m a d n e s s  i n  h i s  m i n d .  T h e y ’d  h a d  a  p l a n .

B u t  h e  w a s  s t u b b o r n .  H e  k n e w  w h a t  h e  w a n t e d .  S l o a n e 

s p e n t  t h e

f i r s t  y e a r  o f  h e r  l i fe  i n  c l o t h  d i a p e r s  a s  E l l i s  w o r ke d  a s  a 

h i g h  s c h o o l  E n g l i s h  t e a c h e r.  I t  p a i d  l e s s  t h a n  h i s  f a t h e r ’s 

w o r k  h a d ,  b u t  h e  w a s  a b l e  t o  w r i t e  i n  b e t w e e n  c l a s s e s , 

s o m e t i m e s  d u r i n g  i f  h i s  m i n d  w a s  re s t l e s s .  T h e y  m a d e 

i t  w o r k .  D e l i l a h  s t a r t e d  w o r k i n g  a s  a  s e a m s t re s s  f ro m 

t h e i r  h o u s e ,  m a k i n g  b l o u s e s  a n d  f l o u n c y  d re s s e s  fo r  t h e 

g i r l s  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d .  S h e  n u r t u re d  h i s  d re a m  l i ke 

t h e  b l i n k i n g  o f  a  f i re f l y  c l a s p e d  i n  h e r  h a n d .  T h e y  m a d e  i t 

w o r k .

“ M o m ?  A re  y o u  s t i l l  t h e re? ”  S l o a n e  a s k s ,  h e r  v o i c e 

m u f f l e d .  T h e  p h o n e  h a d  d r i f t e d  f ro m  D e l i l a h’s  h a n d s  o n t o 

t h e  s o f t  c o v e r  o f  t h e  b e d .  S h e  ra i s e d  t h e  p h o n e  b a c k  t o 

h e r  e a r.



“ I ’ m  h e re  a n d …  A n d  I  w i l l  s e e  y o u  t o n i g h t , ”  D e l i l a h 

p re s s e d  a  f i r m  t h u m b  a g a i n s t  t h e  e n d  b u t t o n  a n d 

d ro p p e d  h e r  p h o n e  b a c k  t o  t h e  b e d .

D e l i l a h  c o n s i d e re d  t h e i r  l i fe  b e y o n d  t h a t  m o m e n t 

f i v e  y e a r s  i n t o  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e ,  i m a g i n i n g  t h e  fo rg o t t e n 

c ro s s ro a d s  t h e y  c o u l d ’ v e  t a ke n .  I t ’s  f u n n y  l o o k i n g  b a c k 

a t  y o u r  l i fe  a n d  re c o g n i z i n g  t h a t  y o u ’ re  i n  t h e  f u t u re  y o u 

o n c e  i m a g i n e d  a n d  a n x i o u s l y  a n t i c i p a t e d .  O r  a t  l e a s t 

s o m e  v e r s i o n  o f  t h a t  f u t u re .  T h a t  y o u n g  c o u p l e  h u d d l e d 

t o g e t h e r  t h ro u g h  a  t h u n d e r s t o r m  h a d  i m a g i n e d  d i f fe re n t 

t h i n g s .  T h e y ’d  i m a g i n e d  a d v e n t u re s  o v e r s e a s ;  t o p l e s s 

s u n b a t h i n g  i n  Fra n c e ,  e a t i n g  c o c o a  b e a n s  i n  S o u t h 

A m e r i c a ,  a n d  p o i n t i n g  s h i v e r i n g  f i n g e r s  u p  i n  a w e  a t  t h e 

N o r t h e r n  L i g h t s .

They’d lived a much softer life than that, building a family, vacationing 

only every few years to Delilah’s distant cousin’s lake house three 

hours west of Cincinnati. Delilah loved her family, loved the heartbeat 

of affection that ran between them no matter what distance. She loved 

the life she’d built with Ellis, no matter how small. But maybe it hadn’t 

been enough.

She’d asked him as much once, bluntly presenting the question 

during their twentieth-anniversary dinner. They’d gone to Le’Crucio’s, 

a vaguely Italian restaurant where they’d once shared their first date 

together. When she’d come home from work that night, he was 

dressed in his best suit, though it fit more tightly than it had in years 

past. He placed an aromatic bouquet of multi-colored peonies in her 

arms and told her to put on her best dress.

“Let’s be young again.” He whispered this in her ears as he kissed her 

neck until her cheeks flushed. She’d shivered the whole night through 

until they sat at the table, and then that persistent question pestered 

her mind. Is this enough for you?

He thought she was talking about his food and told her there was 

plenty. She stopped him then, placed her hand on his where he clasped 

his fork.

“We’re no longer young and shiny beings, and I can’t help but always 

wonder, is this enough for you?” Delilah persisted.

She could see from the furrow of his brow that his response was 

buffering in his head, crafting the most promising string of words to 

answer her question. The waiter refilled their waters in the silence, the 

ice cubes from the carafe plopping unpleasantly in their glasses.

“I have dreams, I always have, but you’re who I choose to seek 

those dreams with. Seeking our dreams together, that is enough for 

me,” Ellis said carefully. They let the conversation die there, but Delilah 

felt in her mind a lingering bitterness she couldn’t quite shake. They’d 

spent so many years seeking his dreams, she’d never considered 

having a dream of her own.

This bitterness followed Delilah as she arrived at Charlie’s new 

home, situated in a dream-like crevice between a mountain side and 

a lake. The house was beautiful, decorated with all the soft, pastel 

decorations that are meant to celebrate a new life. She watched 

Ellis across the backyard as the sun dropped lower and lower in the 

sky until the world was golden. She watched his laughter, his brow 

furrowed in conversation, and his somehow maintained curls stirring 

in the lake winds. She missed the swelling feeling she’d always felt 

while taking him in.

She resented the churning of her stomach that now followed her 

awe for him. A distasteful reminder of the distance sprawling between 

them, the pride she was unable to release to tell him she forgave him.

It had been a month ago. She ran her thumb along the book page 

as she turned it, swift enough to tease the threat of a paper cut. Upon 

reading the last page of Ellis’ book, all color had drained from her face. 

He’d been working on this book for years, spending most nights bent 

over disorganized pages of scribbled writing in his study, yet he’d 

never let her read a page. He’d told her to wait, to wait until it was in 

hardcover. He was confident this would be the one to be published, 

and he’d been right.

Staring now at the last chapter, the words inscribed finally in print, 

years of esentment boiled to the surface.

“Do you like it?” He asked her, expectant.

“Is this true?”

“What? I- It’s fiction, obviously, but what do you think?” He asked, 

immediately flustered by her lack of response.

“The man in your story… he hates his family,” Delilah said, her face 

growing hotter with each second. The story she’d read, it told the 

story of a man who’d never reached his dreams. A man bound by a 

responsibility towards his family. He asked her to keep reading, but 

she’d shoved the book back into his hands, she asked him to leave
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        She refused to even talk about it. Refused his calls from Sloane’s 

home. She’d spent the last month in silence, and now there he was in 

the glow of golden hour..

Delilah set her plastic punch cup down on the table. She walked 

towards the lake, some unnamed emotion rising like steam up her 

chest and out her ears. She kept going until she found herself at 

the base of a tree with an old wooden swing tied to its branches. It 

overlooked the lake in its quiet tranquility. She bent over, placing her 

hands on the tree and gasping for air.

“Want me to push you?” Ellis’ voice spoke from behind her. She stood 

up quickly and ran her hands down the wrinkles on the front of her 

dress.

“Excuse me?” She asked him, pursing her lips sourly.

“On the swing,” he says, the most tentative of smiles on his lips.

She looked between him and the swing, flustered by the absurdity 

of the question. “Me? No. I’m far too old for that,” she says, crossing her 

arms tightly 

“Humor me?” He asks.

Delilah shifts her feet in the damp earth, feeling her blocky heels slip 

into it. Without speaking she sits on the swing, yelping to herself as 

she sinks lower than intended. She wraps her hands tightly around the 

coarse fiber rope holding up the swing. She kicks her heels off, one foot 

at a time.

       Soon she feels his hands splayed sturdily across the expanse of 

her back as he gently pushes her. A giddy slip of laughter escapes 

her mouth, the swing careens towards the lake. The wind brushed 

against her cheeks and she let Ellis continue to push her. It was a brief 

desperate moment of only air, followed by his steady presence pushing 

her forward again.

“I figured it out,” he said.

“What?” She asked, unable to turn to look at him.

“How you’re going to become a tree.”

Delilah suddenly dropped her feet to the ground, clumsily seeking 

footing until the swing had stopped. But she didn’t turn around, she 

stayed there, frozen.

“There’s a service, where you can turn your body into soil. Then, 

they plant a tree in it, you nurse the tree to life, and in a way, you 

become the tree itself,” he says.

Delilah stood and turned to face him, looking at him between the 

swing’s rope as she held her hands onto it. “You remembered,” she 

said

“And I can be a tree too—if that’s what you want,” he says.

Before she could speak, he pulled a familiar green cover from his 

jacket pocket. He outstretched it to her; she felt the smoothness of 

the shiny book cover against the palm of her hand as she accepted 

it. The last page, that’s all he wanted from her. To read the last page. 

She opened it, scanned her eyes along it until the very last line. And 

there, inked out in infinity. Smaller dreams and softer realities can still 

leave us full..

They’d gotten married at a lake much like that one, on a frigid 

November day. When the ceremony ended, they took each other’s 

hands and plunged off the dock into the lake below. They were a 

mess of fabric and blue lips, but Ellis held her face in his hands and 

placed a kiss on her lips to last a lifetime. She remembered then 

what he’d told her—this will be the greatest adventure of my life.
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-  n i c o l e  q u y n h  h u g g i n s

I .

T h a t  n i g h t  w a s  f ro s t  o n  a  w i n d o w  p a n e ,  h a z y  a n d  c h i l l y  a n d  d i s t o r t e d ;

t h e  ra d i o  s p i t  u p  w a r p e d  s t a t i c  w a r n i n g s  f ro m  i t s  s h e l f  a b o v e  t h e  re f r i g e r a t o r.

T h e  b o y s  h a d  u s h e re d  u s  o u t  o f  t h e  f u r n a c e  o f  t h a t  h o u s e

a s  s o o n  a s  t h e  s l e e t  s p l a t t e re d  i n  a  d i r t y  s l u s h  o n  t h e  p o rc h .

T h e  s n o w  fe l l  i n  f a t  c l u m p s  f ro m  t h e  g ra y  o f  t h e  n i g h t ,

a n d  I  w a s  s h i v e r i n g ,

f re c k l e d ,  s k i n - ra i s e d  b u m p s  p e p p e r i n g  m y  s k i n ,

w e a r i n g  n o t h i n g  b u t  a  p l u m  v e l v e t  d re s s

a n d  a  q u i e t  t e r ro r,  w h i c h  I  ke p t  i n  a  s i l v e r  l o c ke t  a ro u n d  m y  n e c k .

I I .

	 T h a t  fe e l i n g  s l o s h e d  i n  m y  s t o m a c h  l i ke  a  h e a v y  t a r,

		  t h e  s k y  s w a l l o w e d  u p  t h e  m o o n  a s  i t  b l i n ke d  i t s  l a s t  l i g h t  o u t  t h ro u g h  t h e  c l o u d s .

			   I  w a s  u n a b l e  t o  r i d  m y s e l f  o f  i t s  c h a l k- g ra y  o m e n .

				    T h e  i c e  s t re t c h e d  o v e r  t h e  a s p h a l t  a n d  c u r l e d  u p  u n d e r  t i re s ,

					     l i c ke d  a t  t h e  b ra ke - p a d  a n d  fe l l  a s l e e p  b e h i n d  t h e  w h e e l .

				    Yo u  s t o o d  l i ke  a  g h o s t  i n  y o u r  n i g h t g o w n ,  h a i r  i n  c u r l e r s ,

			   a n d  b e g g e d  h e r  t o  s t a y,  c o l d  h a n d s  g r i p p e d  l i ke  a  v i c e  o n  h e r  w r i s t ,

		  y o u r  d i s q u i e t  a  s y m p h o n y  o f  c ra s h i n g  c y m b a l s  a n d  g l a s s  s h a t t e r i n g  a g a i n s t  g u a rd ra i l s .

	 S h e  d i d  n o t  l i s t e n ,  s l i p p e d  o f f  i n t o  t h e  b l i z z a rd ,  s n o w f a l l  s l i d i n g  o f f  h e r  s h o u l d e r s  i n  t e a rd ro p s .

I I I .

Fo u r  m i l e s  u p  t h e  ro a d ,  a  g i r l  s t o o d  l i ke  a  b u r n i n g  s a i n t  a t  a n  i n t e r s e c t i o n

o u t l i n e d  i n  w h i t e ,  a  s t re e t  l a m p  f l i c ke r i n g  l i ke  a  s i n g l e  s t a r  a b o v e  h e r.

T h e  s t e r i l e  s h i m m e r i n g  s n o w  g l i s t e n e d  a t o p  e v e r y t h i n g  l i ke  ro w s  a n d  ro w s  o f  w h i t e  t e e t h .

S t i l l  s h e  s t o o d ,  s u re  s h e  c o u l d  s u r v i v e  a n y t h i n g ,  t h a t  h u b r i s  a  b l a c k  g a s h  o f  s o o t  a c ro s s  h e r  f a c e .

O u t  o f  t h e  q u i e t  o f  t h e  n i g h t ,  a  v e h i c l e  c a m e  f l y i n g  t o w a r d  h e r  l i ke  a  b l a d e ,

s p u n  o u t  o f  c o n t ro l ,  s l i d  a n d  s l i p p e d  a n d  l a y  s i e g e  t o  t h e  s t re e t  c o r n e r—

a  s a i n t ’s  b o d y  d o v e t a i l e d  w i t h  t h e  s i l v e r  o f  t h e  p a s s e n g e r ’s  s i d e  d o o r.

S t r u c k  d o w n ,  a  s o u l  h e m o r r h a g e d  f ro m  h e r  v e i n s  i n  a n  i n s t a n t .

S h e  w o u l d  b e  fo u n d  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g  u n d e r  t h e  w h i t e  f u n e ra l  p a l l ,

f i n g e r t i p s  p l u m - p u r p l e ,  e y e s  c l o s e d  i n  p e a c e f u l  s l u m b e r.  B u t  t o n i g h t ,

t h e  s n o w  p o u n d e d  t h e  a b a n d o n e d  s t re e t ,  u n re l e n t i n g ,  t h e  w i n d  m o a n e d  i t s  s o r ro w,

a n d  t h e  s k y  s a i d  n o t h i n g  a s  i t  s w a l l o w e d  u p  i t s  s i l v e r  s a c r i f i c e .

frostbitten
 saints



i r i s  l i t  &  a r t  m a g a z i n e

-  v a l e r i e  c h e n a u l t  ( d i g i t a l  p h ot o g r a p h y )

ro
se
s



43

W h e n  I  w a s  y o u n g

m y  f a t h e r  c r u s h e d  u n d e r fo o t

a n  a d o l e s c e n t  m o u s e  i n  t h e  f i e l d

b e h i n d  t h e  b a r n ,  i n  t h e  t a l l  g ra s s .  I  w a s

s u re  t h a t  m a n  d i d  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  n u r t u re  w a s :

t o  h o l d  t h i n g s  re a l  t e n d e r

t o  t e a c h  t h e  k i d s  t o  d r i v e  s t i c k  i n  t h e  o l d  t r u c k

t o  ke e p  t h e  l i g h t  o n  i n  t h e  k i t c h e n  l a t e  i n t o  t h e  n i g h t

t o  p u t  o u t  m i l k  fo r  t h e  s t ra y  c a t  u n d e r  t h e  p o rc h

t o  b e  p ro u d ,  a n d  s t ro n g  a n d  p re s e n t

I  w i s h  h e’d  k n o w n

h e  w a n t e d  t o  b e  a  f a t h e r  b e fo re  h e  w a s  h o l d i n g  a  b a b y  i n 

h i s  a r m s

I  w i s h  h e’d  k n o w n

t o  b e  p ro u d ,  a n d  s t ro n g  a n d  p re s e n t

t o  p u t  o u t  m i l k  fo r  t h e  s t ra y  c a t  u n d e r  t h e  p o rc h

t o  ke e p  t h e  l i g h t  o n  i n  t h e  k i t c h e n  l a t e  i n t o  t h e  n i g h t

t o  t e a c h  t h e  k i d s  t o  d r i v e  s t i c k  i n  t h e  o l d  t r u c k

t o  h o l d  t h i n g s  re a l  t e n d e r.

S u re ,  t h a t  m a n  d i d  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  n u r t u re  w a s .

B e h i n d  t h e  b a r n ,  i n  t h e  t a l l  g ra s s ,  I  w a s

a n  a d o l e s c e n t  m o u s e  i n  t h e  e l d

m y  f a t h e r  c r u s h e d  u n d e r fo o t

w h e n  I  w a s  y o u n g .

raised
wildwild

-  n i c o l e  q u y n h  h u g g i n s
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I  a m  a  c re a t u re  d re a m e d .

h o w  l o n g  a g o,  i  d o  n o t  f u l l y  k n o w,

b u t  i  w a s  a  t h i n g  o f  t h o u g h t  e o n s  b e fo re ,

b e i n g  ro o t e d  i n  t h e  d e p t h s  o f  t h e  e a r t h

a n d  g ro w n  i n t o  a  s o u l .

t h i s  i s  t h e  re c ko n i n g  o f  m y  o r i g i n  s t o r y,

l i ke  t h o s e  b e fo re  m e  i  a m  h a u n t e d ,

c a u g h t  s o m e w h e re  i n  t h i s  s t a t e ,

o f  b e i n g ,  o n l y

h a l f  a l i v e .

t h e  c e a s e l e s s  c a v e r n ,  t h e  v o i d  t h a t  ex i s t s ,

s o m e w h e re  i n s i d e  o f  m y  f l e s h ,

e c h o e s  v i o l e n t l y.  e a c h  s y l l a b l e ,

t a u n t i n g  m e ,  i n c re a s i n g  i n  c l a r i t y.

m a k i n g  w i t h i n  m e  a  s y m p h o n y.

h o w  l o n g  m u s t  i  b e  h e re ,

b o u n d  t o  t h i s  fo r s a ke n  p l a c e ,

w h i c h  l o o k s  l i ke  e v e r y t h i n g ,

i  h a v e  e v e r  c o m e  t o  k n o w,

a n d  n o t h i n g  t h a t  i  w i l l  o n e  d a y  b e .

somethingsomething
more
thanthanhum
an
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M y  m o t h e r  l e f t  m e  l i ke  wat e r
d r i p p i n g  f ro m  a  l e a k y  fa u c e t .
I  g o t  s o  u s e d  t o 	  t h e  s o u n d  	 o f  h e r  g o i n g ,
							       I  b e g a n  t o  i g n o re  i t .
N o w  t h e  s i n k  o v e r f l o w e d ,
f l o o d e d  t h e  k i t c h e n  w i t h  a    p l i n c k ,
					     p l i n c k ,
						      p l i n c k
		  t h at  I  l e f t  	 u n att e n d e d . 		

* H i ,  h o n e y.  I  d o n’ t  k n o w  h o w  I ’ m  s u p p o s e d  t o  g e t  y o u  m o n e y.  I ’ m  at  w o r k .  Lo v e  y o u ,  b y e . *

I  l i e  fa c e - d o w n  i n  t h e  m u c k
t h at  re m a i n s ,  n o s e  p re s s e d  i n t o  ro tt i n g  t i l e  w o o d .  I n h a l i n g .
			   I  l o o k  at  p i c t u re s .
			   I  re a d  h e r  h a n d w r i t i n g .
			   I  l i s t e n  t o  v o i c e m a i l s .
				    I  wat c h  a d s  fo r  T V  s h o w s  t h at  s t o p p e d  a i r i n g  y e a r s  a g o.

* H e y,  J - - - - ,  t h e  p e r s o n  c o m i n g  i n  a f t e r  m e  h a s  a  c h i l d  t h at  j u s t  w e n t  i n t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l .  T h e re’s
a  fa i r  c h a n c e  I  w i l l  b e  h o m e  v e r y  l at e .  I ’ l l  ke e p  y o u  p o s t e d ,  I  l o v e  ya .  B u h - b y e ,  s w e e t i e . *

M y  l a s t  p h o t o  o f  h e r  b e fo re  t h e  d ro u g h t :
s h e’s  w e a r i n g  o n e  s h i r t  o f  a  h a l f- d oze n

t h at  s h e  o w n e d ,  s t a i n e d  w i t h  a l l  k i n d s  o f
m e s s ,  t w o  s i ze s  t o o  b i g  fo r  s t a r v e d ,  s p i l l e d -

o u t  b o d i e s ,  w o r k  p a n t s  b l a c k  k h a k i s  m a d e
k i t e s  t h e  way  t h e y  h u n g  f l at ,  h e r  l e g s  t w i g s

p a c i n g  i n  c i rc l e s  f ro m  w o r k  t o  h o m e  t o  w o r k .

* H e y  h o n ,  I ’ m  s o r r- -  I ’ m  t r y i n g - -  I - -  I  d o n’ t  k n o w  w h at  t o  d o.  I  c a n’ t  g e t  m o n e y  t o  y o u .  I ’ m  at
w o r k . *

W h e n  d i d  s h e  h av e  h e r  f i r s t  s e c re t  s t ro ke?
D i d  s h e  c o m e  h o m e  f ro m  a  s h i f t  o n e  n i g h t ,
						      h a l f  o f  h e r  s m i l e  d r i p p i n g  away ?

leaky  faucet -  j e s s e  c a s e
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both sides

b e a u t y.

c l e a r  w a t e r s  f l o w i n g  p e a c e f u l l y

f re s h w a t e r  f i s h

a n d  c ra w d a d s  t h r i v i n g

c o l l i d i n g  i n t o  ro c k s

w a t e r  d ro p l e t s  b e i n g  t o s s e d  i n t o  t h e  a i r

w h i l e  g l i s t e n i n g

d r i f t w o o d  l a n d s  a s h o re

h e l p i n g  t h e  b e a v e r s  b u i l d  t h e i r  h o m e s

p ro f i t  o v e r  p l a n e t

w e  a re  a  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y

d e s t r u c t i o n .

m u r k y  w a t e r s  w i t h  p o l l u t i o n

m i c ro p l a s t i c s

t h e y  l i e  w i t h  t h e i r  g re e n w a s h i n g

a n d  p l a s t i c  b o t t l e s

l e a v i n g  b e h i n d  h o p e

w i t h  d i r t

p re p a r i n g  fo r  t h e  d ro u g h t

w h i l e  d e s t ro y i n g  t h e  m i n n o w ’s  a i r

w e  h a v e  n o  p l a n e t  b

r u i n i n g  e n v i ro n m e n t a l  s t ra t e g i e s

-  c a m d e n  g i l l e s p i e

of the river



i r i s  l i t  &  a r t  m a g a z i n e

untitled

no. 5 (detail)

- g
ra

c
e

 li
tt

le
 (

o
il 

o
n

 c
a

n
va

s)



50

last summer in
artesia, california
	 I slept two doors down from a dead man’s

room it’s nothing personal someone died

	 I couldn’t walk down the hallway leading

to that bedroom on the left it would be

	 intrusive to take up a dead man’s space

a dead man used to live in that bedroom

	 & left empty/furnished space after him like

a used book with half-erased annotations

	 I wasn’t keen on sweeping the bedroom

floors kasi then I’d have to accept that

	 a man was alive & also died & he had walked

every room of the house I was staying in

	 kasi a house is also a body that people imprint

upon just by walking inside it like a breath

	 & toeing off their shoes on the welcome mat

& the old house & its roof of colonized

	 bones still holds traces of a man that was dying

inside & needs to be purged daily of unholy

	 fluids & debris maybe that’s why Nanay

insisted I clean the floors & use the broom

	 behind the Choco Crunchies-stocked pantry

to sweep away the breaths he left etched into

	 hardwood floors smelling of day-old sunlight

encased in a glass frame smudged by stubby

	 fingerprints no hands can hold him now only his

nothingness Tito how did I become so afraid of

	 opening doors I never thought about opening

until I forgot to shut the black iron gates on my

	 way out unless you mean to tell me the body is a

door that leads anywhere or some bullshit like

	 that kasi really bodies like ours are corpses AP

U.S. History books won’t print last summer

	 I learned you died & I still don’t know how to

miss you or if I should maybe I’m a monster

	 who should’ve swept the breath of your footprints

& emptied it in the basura instead of pretending

	 I was good enough at writing around your dying

& thinking a poem could fix any of my bad habits

	 like forgetting to clean my dishes & not putting

Choco Crunchies back in the freezer before they

	 melt & vacuuming my bedroom floor more than

once every six weeks kasi frankly I neglect the

	 nervous system of my house too much to

 have been any good at being your breath’s caretaker

- s o p h i e  u y
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R o u g h  i s  t h e  w a y  y o u  g o,  i n  l i fe  a n d  d e a t h .

Ye t  y o u r  t re a s u re  i s  c h e r i s h e d  i n  n a m e  o f  t h e  e f fo r t  y o u  e n d u re d ,

To  m a ke  y o u r s e l f  k n o w n . 

M y  p e n  c a n  f l o w  w i t h  e a s e ,  i n s c r i b i n g  f r i v o l o u s  t h o u g h t s ,

A c ro s s  a  p a g e ,  a  s c ra p  re c e i p t ,  a  w e l l -w e i g h t e d  j o u r n a l ,

O r  e v e n  i n k- b l e d  i n t o  m y  p a l m  i f  d e s p e ra t e  m e a s u re s  s h o u l d  c a l l . 

Yo u  fo u g h t  fo r  y o u r  ex i s t e n c e .

I t  w a s  s u r v i v a l ,  t h e  w a y  y o u  fo rg e d  i n t o  u n fo rg i v i n g  r i g i d i t y.

Le t t i n g  s t o n e - d u s t  p o l l u t e  t h e  w e t n e s s  o f  y o u r  s e e k i n g  e y e s ,

A n d  t h e  i n n e r  c e l l s  o f  y o u r  l u n g s .

S t ra i n i n g  m u s c l e s  f i g h t i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  c o re  o f  t h e  e a r t h  i t s e l f,

To  m a n i fe s t  m e a n i n g  a n d  m e s s a g e s ,

W h e r e  n o n e  h a d  e v e r  b e e n .

Yo u  c a r v e d  t h e  s a c re d  m u n d a n i t i e s  o f  l i fe  b e fo re  i t  w a s  e v e n  a w a re  o f  i t s e l f.

Yo u  s h o w e d  u s  t h e  l o v e  a n d  p a i n  t h a t  l i n e s  a  l i fe ,

i n  c a re f u l  l i n e s  m i s i d e n t i f i e d  n o w  a s  s i m p l e .

Yo u  g a v e  u s  y o u r  w o r l d ,

We  fe e l  t h e  t ex t u re  o f  y o u r  b e i n g  i n  t h e  c o a r s e  g r i p  o f  ro c k ,

G ra s p i n g  a t  o u r  f i n g e r t i p s ,  s h o u t i n g ,

We  w e r e  h e r e . 

Yo u  a re  n a m e d  p re - h i s t o r i c ,  p re - c o g n i z a n c e ,

B e c a u s e  y o u r  h i s t o r y  h a d  n o t  y e t  fo u n d  a  p e n  n o r  a  p a g e .

B u t  I  re f u s e  t o  b e l i e v e  y o u r  e t e r n i t y  w a s  m a d e  i n  i g n o ra n c e . 

O h ,  h o w  c a n  I  c o n s i d e r  m y s e l f  t o  b e  a  p o e t ?

W h e n  y o u  w i p e d  y o u r  s w e a t i n g  b ro w,  a n d  m a d e  p o e t r y  i n  i t s  p u re s t  fo r m ,

a  d e s i re  t o  b e  k n o w n .
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-  c o r i n n e  m a r t i n

T h e  c l o c k  h a s  r u n  o u t ,  h y d ra n g e a s  a n d  ro s e s  a n d  b a b y ’s  b re a t h

A l re a d y  h e l d  i n  y o u r  p a l m s .

A n d  I  a m  a  c o w a rd .

I  k n e w  I  h a d  l o v e d  y o u ,  a f t e r  o u r  f i r s t  h o m e c o m i n g  d a n c e .

We’d  l a i d  o n  y o u r  t ra m p o l i n e ,  o u r  t u l l e  c a re s s i n g  e a c h  o t h e r.

I  d i d n’ t  k n o w  t h e  s t a r s ,  I  k n e w  o n l y  y o u .

Yo u r  f i n g e r t i p s  w ra p p e d  m y  w r i s t  l i ke  a  l i g h t n i n g  s t r i ke ,

A ro u n d  t h e  c o r s a g e  J a re d  f ro m  C h e m i s t r y  h a d  g i v e n  m e .

Yo u  l e d  m e  t o  e v e r y  s t a r,  w h i s p e re d  t h e i r  n a m e s  i n  m y  e a r,

I  k n e w  t h e n  I  w a s  a  g o n e r.

Yo u  a re  t h a t  g a l a x y,  a n d  h e  h a s  n o t  e v e n  a  c l u e .

I  h a v e  m e m o r i ze d  y o u r  h e a r t ,

T h e  c r i n k l e  c u t  c re a s e s  o f  a  s m i l e  a ro u n d  y o u r  e y e s ,

Yo u r  d re a m s  s p i ra l i n g  w i d e r  t h a n  t h e  w o r l d  i t s e l f,

A n d  t h a t  y o u  a l w a y s  b u y  s h o e s  a  s i ze  t o o  s m a l l .

H e  w i l l  k n o w  n o n e  o f  t h e s e  t h i n g s ,

H e  w i l l  n o t  k n o w  t o  g i v e  y o u  a  h o u s e  w i t h  a  t o w e r,

A n d  t o  p a i n t  y o u  m u ra l s  i n  e v e r y  ro o m .

H e  w i l l  n o t  s h u d d e r  e v e r y  t i m e  y o u r  l e g s  b r u s h  u n d e r  c o v e r s ,

H e  w i l l  n o t  fe e l  y o u r  p re s e n c e  l i ke  a  p ra y e r,

H e  w i l l  n o t  s a v o r  y o u r  e v e r y  w o rd  l i ke  a  h a rd  c a n d y  p u c ke r i n g  y o u r  l i p s ,

H e  w i l l  n o t  d o  a n y  o n e  o f  t h e  t h i n g s ,  a n d  h e  w i l l  n o t  l o v e  y o u ,

A s  I  h a v e  d re a m e d  o f  l o v i n g  y o u ,

I n  e v e r y  a c h i n g  m o m e n t ,

O f  o u r  f r i e n d s h i p.

B u t  I  w i l l  s a y  n o n e  o f  t h i s ,  o n  y o u r  s p e c i a l  d a y.

S o  p e r h a p s  I  w i l l  ke e p  i t  s h o r t ,

C o n g ra t u l a t i o n s  t o  t h e  h a p p y  c o u p l e ,

I  h o p e  h e  t re a t s  y o u  a s  y o u  d e s e r v e .

maid of honor speech: 
first draft
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-  c o r i n n e  m a r t i n

S t a r- m a r ke d  s k i e s  s i g h  a b o v e  m e  i n t o  s o m e t h i n g  w h i c h  i s  a l l  s o u l ,

 

T h e y  re a c h  t h e i r  ra y s  t o  m e  a n d  m y  f i n g e r t i p s  a c h e  i n  o p e n  a i r,

 

I  fe e l  i t  t h e n ,  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g .

 

C ro o n i n g  t u n e s  o f  a d o l e s c e n c e  c ra d l e  m y  m i n d  t h ro u g h  h e a d p h o n e s ,

 

I  h i d e  m y  p h o n e  l i g h t  u n d e r  c o v e r s  a n d  w o n d e r  w h a t  i t  i s  t o  b e  k n o w n ,

 

I  fe e l  i t  t h e n ,  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g .

 

S p i ra l i n g  s p r i n t s  w h e re  t h e  w i n d  t r i e s  t o  c a t c h  m e ,  m y  l e g s  p u m p  b e n e a t h ,

 

T h e  w o r l d  h a s  n o  m o re  a i r  l e f t  fo r  m e  t o  b re a t h e ,  I  c ra s h  o n  a  s o f t  p l a c e  t o  l a n d ,

 

I  fe e l  i t  t h e n ,  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g .

I  c a n n o t  g i v e  i t  a n y  m e a n i n g f u l  n a m e ,  t h e  w a y  i n  t h e s e  m o m e n t s  I  f i n d  m y  c h e s t  i s  s w e p t ,

 

w i t h  m e a n i n g ,  w i t h  s o m e t h i n g ,  w i t h  e v e r y t h i n g .

 

I  fe e l  i t  i n  t h e  n i g h t  b e fo re  t h e  f i r s t  d a y  o f  s c h o o l ,  i n  w o r m s  s t ra n d e d  o n  t h e  p a v e m e n t  a f t e r  a 

s t o r m ,  i n  c a t  n o s e s  p re s s e d  a g a i n s t  g l a s s  w a i t i n g  fo r  a d o p t i o n ,  i n  m i d d l e  s c h o o l  b e s t  f r i e n d s 

p i c k i n g  u p  r i g h t  w h e re  w e  l e f t  o f f,  i n  m o v i e  t h e a t e r s  w i t h  t w o  l o n e l y  p a t ro n s  i n  t h e  b a c k  ro w, 

i n  w i n d  w h i p p i n g  m y  h a i r  l i ke  a n  e s c a p e d  l a u g h ,  i n  p r i c k i n g  m y  f i n g e r  w h i l e  b e a  i n g ,  i n  b l o w -

i n g  o u t  m y  b i r t h d a y  c a n d l e s ,  i n  w a t c h i n g  ra i n  d ro p l e t s  ra c e  e a c h  o t h e r  d o w n  a  c a r  w i n d o w,  i n 

s q u e ez i n g  a  b a l l o o n  u n t i l  i t  p o p s ,  i n  s i l e n t  n i g h t  e c h o i n g  a t  c h r i s t m a s  e v e  s e r v i c e ,  i n  p u m p i n g 

g a s  a t  m i d n i g h t ,  i n  h o l d i n g  m y  b re a t h  t o  f l o a t ,  i n  l a u g h i n g  w i t h  m y  s i s t e r s ,  i n  a  p e n n y  h e a d s 

u p,  i n  e m p t y  s h o p p i n g  m a l l s ,  i n  l o s t  p e t  s i g n s ,  i n  b ra i d i n g  h a i r,  i n  s m e a re d  i n k ,  i n  c a l l i n g  d a d , 

i n  d r i v i n g  h o m e ,  i n  h o m e c o m i n g  w e e ke n d ,  i n -

 

E a c h  a n d  e v e r y  m o m e n t  I ’ v e  s h a re d  w i t h  y o u ,

 

I  fe e l  i t  t h e n ,  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g .

that everything
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