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for endangered animals

and the rare people who stay with them

during hurricanes

and for feminists of any gender
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TEN YEARS AGO

Guamuhaya Mountains

central Cuba






ISLAND CHILDHOOD


the children roamed rough trails on green peaks

where wild rivers were born above waterfalls

that plunged down to deep blue pools

filled with reflections

of wishful

legends

each time the boy saw horses

hauling loads that were too heavy

or a team of weary oxen straining

beneath their shared wooden yoke

or a dog beaten for frenzied barking

or sad songbirds caged as curiosities

he released the tormented beings

then led them to a fragrant cacao farm

where they were tended by a girl

who gave the creatures food

and music, songs she invented

to make life seem

serene
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NOW

suburban South Florida






RARE AND ENDANGERED

Vida


When I sing to wounded animals

my voice grows, rises, and flows

like feathery wings with lives

of their own

separate

from

me.

I

am

just a flutter

of lovely words in scented air

drifting toward the steep waterfall

of memories that I almost want to forget

and just as passionately hope to keep.








ALIVE

Vida


After I survived the plague of dengue fever

that seized my parents, Abuelita Rita came

and changed my name from Serena to Vida

in honor of life.

She brought me here to a pink house in Miami

where I learned English, Spanglish, photography,

and the survivor’s art of pretending to believe

that I am strong

and courageous.

Rita could easily retire,

but she chooses to keep working

and traveling as a photojournalist,

thrilled by all the new digital wizardry

that helps her document horrific atrocities

along with inspiring acts of human kindness

in war zones and deforested moonscapes

all over the world.

Her collection of old cameras

with immense telescopic lenses

is mine now

and so is the closet

she converted into a darkroom

where mystifying chemicals

transform ghostly negatives

into breathtaking images

that I can hold

in my hands

flat

tangible

proof

of light’s ability

to make life’s shadows

visible and solid, contained within

the walls, ceilings, and floors

of angular

frames.








SURVIVE

Vida


I research the word’s origin

and learn that it means super alive

from the combined Latin roots

of above

and to live.

Etymology helps me feel superheroic,

at least in my memory of those moments

when the boy Catey and I helped living creatures

rise above the deep pool

of a shimmering

future.








AWAKE

Vida


Daydreams and memories

are equally vivid in daylight.

I remember things that seem true

but could have been imagined

depending on whether

there is a tidy frame

inside my mind

to contain

the lost past

when I was little,

so bold and confident,

in love with el monte,

green trees, a waterfall,

fragile creatures, the scent of cacao,

and the smile of el niño Catey.

Whenever we rescued animals

our minds left the ground, lifting us up

to float like clouds.








ALONE

Vida


While Abuelita Rita travels all over the world

photographing battles, famines, and festivals,

I remain at home, solitary, determined to fill out

applications for summer jobs that might allow me

to feel vibrant

outdoors

in sunlight.

No matter how long I live here

in this sprawling city of pink houses

and exiled islanders, I still feel weightless

whenever my mind rises up to dance

in the tender embrace

of time.

I think of the boy, his dimpled smile

and gentle courage—without him, so many

suffering creatures would have forgotten

that humans

can be merciful.


the children invented

their own silent language

of leaps and pirouettes

a way of dancing

with winged beings

and four-legged ones

who depended on them

for kindness

every animal they rescued

was given a safe place to live

a new home

with strangers

who came from far away

just to help the girl and boy

turn daydreams

into real life

her parents approved

because they had always believed

that their cacao farm was a magical crop

rooted in chocolate’s aroma of generosity








EXODUS

Adán


As a child I was called Catey—

the Taíno way of saying parakeet—

in honor of all the small, caged birds

that Serena and I released when we

were expert creature thieves.

Then our mountain’s climate changed abruptly.

Drought killed cacao trees, floods were followed

by landslides, and because chocolate is a sweet crop

that should never be grown in cruel places,

we had no way to thrive, no more candy to sell

to foreigners in fancy tourist shops.

Mosquitoes swarmed, a Biblical plague

filled with diseases both new and old:

zika, chikungunya, malaria, yellow fever,

and hemorrhagic dengue, a horrifying virus

that makes people bleed from their skin, ears,

even eyes.

Serenita’s parents died swiftly

and she would have been next

but her abuela Rita arrived just in time


to take her away

leaving

my

seven-year-old heart

shattered.

Now that I’m grown

it’s almost impossible for me to believe

that I fell in love

so long ago.








FORTRESS

Vida


Sometimes I’m so fearful

that I can’t allow myself to be

spontaneous.

I crave plans

escape routes

survival strategies

ways to protect

my emotions.

A life of loss

has taught me

caution.

Once, when I had to write a poem

about who I am, in an English class

where everyone else seemed happy,

I chose the title: “Architecture”

then added

a fortress

built

of light.


I think of my future

as a photograph’s

shadow.








FREE FALL

Adán


Béisbol has shown me how to never hesitate.

There’s no point wondering whether my first base run

was fast enough

once I’m already

sliding

toward

home.

So I hit

race

hope.

Coach

calls me

a skydiver.








JOURNEY FROM HOME TO HOME

Adán


My whole family rowed a small boat to Florida

at a time when wet feet from the sea meant that we

were allowed to stay here in the mythical US

and become citizens—still desperately poor

but more or less free to hope for prosperity.

Our house is rented

and crowded, noisy

with my sisters’ voices,

Mami and Abuela’s lively stories,

Papi and Abuelo’s loud arguments

about their efforts to make a living

as landscape gardeners…

but sometimes I miss the colorful cacao pods,

and that scent of raw pulp before the process

of transformation from seeds to chocolate,

and every day I miss Serena and her parents,

the only people who truly knew my secret skill

as a rescuer of animals who needed

their own form of freedom.








SUMMER JOB DREAMS

Adán


Possibilities

shimmer and blink

on my laptop

screen.

In the past, I’ve worked with Papi and Abuelo

as a gardener, or with Coach, teaching baseball

to little kids, but now I crave something new—

camp counselor at a breeding zoo

where children will see how rare species

can be rescued, their descendants

eventually rewilded

to natural habitats.

It’s an intricate way to feel free

in this harsh world

of rigid

cages.








INTERSPECIES POETRY CLUB

Vida


Every day after school

instead of languishing in an empty house

while Rita is in Crimea, Burkina Faso, or Peru

I read out loud

to lonely animals

at a wildlife rescue center

where wings and legs heal

while lost hopes

are found.

Dulce María Loynaz is the owls’ favorite poet.

They love the short verses from Bestiarium

and longer ones from Poemas sin nombre,

like that poem about island creatures,

island rivers, and island stones,

all so light and nimble

that they rise

and fly.

It’s as if la poeta knew me and Catey

when we floated above Cuba’s cage of waves.








READING NAMELESS POEMS OUT LOUD

Vida


Dulce María Loynaz was censored in Cuba,

unable to publish after the revolution

because she wrote about love and flowers

instead of war and power.

After she died

her home became a cultural center

with a huge sculpture in the courtyard

of a headless woman without a mouth

or voice.

Now, while injured owls and eagles listen,

my own voice soars to meet la poeta’s

musical language

in midair.

Poems don’t need names

when the audience is an assortment

of winged creatures who have never learned

any words.








POTION

Vida


When you work with animals

the whole world is made of invisible

particles, floating aromas that wrap

molecules

around you

an elixir

of fur

feathers

breath

digestion…

So I read to wild creatures

knowing my clothes stink from owl pellets

and bat guano, but the smells remind me

that all the animals and I are

alive

alive

alive!

We are

survivors.








RESCUE

Adán


I’m on my way home

from a night game (we won!)

when I see a small dog chained

to the outside of a gate.

Strange.

Why not the inside?

People who are cruel to animals

usually want to keep them cooped up.

I park.

Peer all around.

No flashlight needed.

There’s a bit of a moon.

Security cameras?

I’ll take my chances.

Freeing a captive creature helps me feel

hopeful, just like my younger self, the boy

called Catey, who levitated in mountains

as fragrant as bittersweet chocolate.








NOT A DOG AFTER ALL

Adán


I cut the chain

free the creature

wrap it in a blanket

and run to my truck.

He’s a gray tree fox, the kind that climbs

and makes so many wild, eerie sounds—

catlike yowls, a canine whine, yips, barks,

explosive growls.

But this zorro is silent

except for his lapping tongue

as he soothes the thirst he must have endured

for hours, chained to a gate by a sadistic human

who wanted death

to be slow and painful.

I’ll report the guy for sure.

Cruelty to animals

is a crime.








SANCTUARY

Adán


The lights are on.

A veterinarian is here!

There’s also a girl around my age

with dark chocolate hair that ripples

over her shoulders, and a curvy shape,

and wide green eyes

in a dark honey face

just like Serena’s gaze

when we were little…

but the name tag

on this hot girl’s shirt

says Vida—Life—such an unusual name

but it’s perfect for a person who comforts

wounded creatures.








HOPE, ALWAYS HOPE

Vida


I smell the guy who rescued the fox

right before I look up and see his muscles

and sweet smile—dimples, shaggy black hair,

skin the reddish brown of cinnamon, and there must be

pheromones in sweat, because I feel just as attracted

as if he were shirtless, instead of covered

in a dirty baseball uniform,

mud on his chest and sleeves,

knees, thighs…

If there’s an award for worst flirting skills

I’ll win, because I’ve always been unable

to master chatty bantering, so instead

I just listen to the veterinarian

as she recites injuries, dehydration,

abrasions from the chain, fear, terror, trauma,

and hope, always hope, in this case

a high probability that the fox will survive

and be released into the wild

alive, alive, alive!


each creature they rescued

felt magical to the children

who saw the animals

as guardian angels

instead of the other

way around








LEVITATION

Adán


Once the fox is safe

and settled in a crate

I stay and listen

to the soothing music

of Vida’s rhythmic voice

as she reads to birds

her words

stirring

swirls

of my wistful   memorias.

Whenever my friend Serena sang

to las criaturas that we rescued together

I always felt myself lifted by la música.

Now I feel it again, that ability to transcend

all the clutter that tries to capture my mind

and hold me hostage.

Heart in the air   my imagination

floats.








SECOND ENCOUNTER

Vida


The fox needs care

these owls crave poetry

and all I want is freedom to dream

of a time when the word man

was not yet a synonym

for danger.

It’s Saturday, no school, and halfway

through this quiet morning, Adán returns

with his little sister, Albalucía,
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