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para los caminantes cubanos

y los costarricenses generosos

and for tree planters

and wing dreamers

everywhere
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We plant seeds in the ground

and dreams in the sky.

Alberto Ríos
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Aviary


Winged beings are meant to be free,

not caged.

At the heart of our dilapidated seaside home

in the central courtyard—hidden by walls—

we have a secret museum of living statues

carved from the growing limbs

of richly hued native trees.

Deep reddish-brown mahogany like my skin,

midnight-black ebony like my eyes, and radiant

golden majagua like my sunny name.

This last tree is a wild hibiscus

with yellow flowers that attract

tiny emerald zunzunes

and their minuscule cousins

los zunzuncitos, this island’s endemic

bee hummingbirds, the smallest pajaritos

on Earth, found nowhere else, just Cuba.

¡Ay, Cuba! How we suffer here, surrounded

by imprisoned beauty.








Art Crimes


The problem with our sculpture garden

is that the statues are illegal.

Mami and Papi are dissidents—protesters

who crave

artistic liberty.

Visiting birds come and go freely

by zooming high above the coral stone walls

but we

are in a cage

imposed by Ley 349,

a decree that bans any art

that protests the banning

of art.








Carved Wingbeats


The tocororo is Cuba’s national bird.

Blue, white, and red, like our flag.

He perches and flicks his tail

back and forth

in a dance

of love.

Everyone knows that los tocororos

cannot survive in captivity.

That is why, each time I pose

as the inspiration for his sculpted form

I feel like a symbol

of liberty.

Winged, rooted, and chained,

my tocororo-self tries to fly

but always fails.

Only freedom of expression for artists

will transform these statues.

Only then will my parents cut the carved chains

that keep my winged image from soaring.








Neighbors


Only our closest vecinos know

about the garden of secret art.

They’re a sweet middle-aged couple

named Liana and Amado, who—when

they were my age—became local heroes

by teaching everyone how to farm

during the island’s most tragic time of hunger.

Now they raise an ancient breed of singing dogs

whose chants we hear day and night, releasing

a musical miracle of hope.

The dogs, like el tocororo, are endemic

to this island, and like el tocororo,

their music cannot be caged.

They need to sing freely

along with Liana and Amado’s daughter,

a musical girl who loves to serenade

every winged being, sea creature,

and four-footed land animal she sees.

Her voice always gives me a warm shiver

that makes me think angels might be listening.








Transformation


Liana is the one who told me the legend

of Tocororo and Atabey, our Taíno goddess

of water, moon, and Earth.

When a girl called Tocororo

was captured by invaders

Atabey freed her

by turning her

into a bird.

Now, every time I pose for a chained tocororo statue,

I think of that bird-girl—did she miss her human self

or was she thrilled, drumming the air with new wings?

Liana says large birds like geese and swans

can get stuck in small ponds if they don’t have

enough room to run on the surface of the water,

flapping to build the momentum

for flight.








When You Grow Up in the Home of Artists…


you learn that it is impossible to imagine

life without imagination

so you keep

imagining

the day

when

police

will discover

your parents’

artistic crimes

and you wonder

if posing is as illegal

as sculpting








How It Feels to Be Carved


Tree rings are the fingerprints of time

gathering themselves into the wood

where my sculpted wings

grow.








Rescuing Winged Beings


I can’t protect myself from the art police

so instead I rescue birds—real ones,

not statues—zunzunes y zunzuncitos

tocororos y cartacubas—this last

a brightly hued little creature

that looks like a hummingbird

but nests in mud tunnels

and hunts insects

instead of sipping

delicate nectar.

Every one of the winged orphans I feed

is a member of a unique, endemic species

found nowhere else on Earth,

only on this island

of my ancestors,

people who believed

in transformations.








Rescuing Wingless Beings


Sometimes after school

I sit and watch polimita tree snails

climb

all over

the statues

of my winged

and chained

bird-girl-self.

The tree snails have been painted by nature

with swirls of lemon, orange, guava-pink, coffee-brown,

and creamy white like the insides of coconuts.

Polimitas are so beautiful that tourists

kill them by seizing their shells

as souvenirs.

They’re endangered, so whenever I see one

outside our garden walls, I bring it in to keep it

hidden

safe

secret.








Stormy Shore


Today the wind is ferocious.

A hurricane is approaching.

I’m a wildlife rescuer,

but who will

rescue

me?








A World of Catastrophes


censorship

danger

art police

hurricanes

climate crisis

extinction of species

my imagination

needs a place of refuge

from constant

terror








Bittersweet Sixteen


I should be free

to dream

of a boy

a hug

a kiss

maybe

someday

soon








Midnight


shrieking demon-wind

rearing dragon waves

our  roof      flies      away

my    room   sinks  and    floats

garden walls

gone

only the statues

on deeply rooted trees

remain

visible

our outlawed art

exposed








We Swim


frantically

splash

churn

pray

neighbors

are homeless too

no one

has any place

to seek refuge

our whole town

is part of the rising sea

every man-made structure

ruined

the revenge of nature

for a climate torment

ignored








Hilltop


From here, we have a view of soldiers

arriving to help evacuate storm victims.

When the uniformed men and women

see our sculptures, they shake their heads,

and we know we’ve been identified

as outlaws.

How long will it be

until art police

arrive

to destroy

the sculptures

then arrest

the sculptors

and their model…?








Rescued


Liana and Amado find us.

Their singing dogs hum quietly.

Their daughter sings peacefully.

My shoulders shiver mysteriously

despite the air’s steaming heat.

We follow our neighbors to a cave.

They promise to send us to the city,

where other censored artists

will surely help us

escape.








I’ve Always Known We Might Have to Flee


sooner or later

but still I mourn

this loss

of my real self

the one who lives

in a garden

of rooted

wings








We Ride through Darkness in a Horse-Drawn Cart


I feel like a mermaid

clothes still sopping wet

legs and arms exhausted

from swimming

and hiking

mind unaccustomed

to thoughts of exile

in a distant land.

Which country will accept us?

Hardly any nation in the world

grants visitors’ visas to Cubans

because they’re afraid

we’ll stay.








The Book of Exiled Cousins


My parents recite the unwritten list of names

addresses

phone numbers

countries.

Each primo who left the island

had an urgent reason to flee.

Punishment for belief in God back in the ’60s,

persecution of artists, poets, and singers,

then hunger in the ’90s—

by now we have relatives in Venezuela,

Ecuador, Costa Rica, Spain, Sweden, Miami,

Hialeah, Homestead, Orlando, and Coral Gables.

Will any of them remember us

after so many years in havens

they found when they

were the refugees?








We Choose a Cousin to Trust…


Vivi, my mother’s prima.

She’s a poet, but also a doctor

traded by Cuba to Venezuela

in exchange for petroleum

to keep lights on in our island’s

luxury hotels for foreign tourists.

Obediently, I recite Vivi’s address

at a clinic in a city called Barquisimeto

near la frontera de Colombia—a city known

as la Ciudad de la Música.

Always choose a place you can leave easily,

my parents admonish.

Are Mami and Papi suddenly treating me

like an adult?

There’s also Mireya, una artista in Costa Rica,

but I refuse to memorize more numbers after I hear

my mother warn: just in case we’re ever separated.

No, no, no, I refuse to imagine such a horrifying

possibility.

Sixteen is not old enough

to wander the world

without parents.

I won’t allow it to happen.

Separation

is not

an option.

We’ve chosen a name—

Vivi in Venezuela—

and that’s where we’ll go

and we’ll stay

with her

forever.

No more departures.

No more goodbyes to gardens

of rooted wings.








Disguise


An artist in Havana covers my face

with stage makeup so I won’t look so young.

He gives me a fake passport that claims

I’m an eighteen-year-old Canadian.

I wear a straight blond wig, comfortable shoes,

sporty clothes, and a jade-green backpack

filled with underwear, T-shirts, a phone,

and a bit of cash.

Everyone knows that this is exactly how

the old bearded tyrant’s own daughter escaped

long ago, disguised as a tourist.

El barbudo is dead now, and things

were supposed to improve, but instead

Ley 349 just makes artistic lives worse

and worse.








Las Damas de Blanco


On the way to the airport

we pass a plaza where women

in flowing

white dresses

hold bouquets of graceful

white blossoms

and handwritten signs
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