
“Now that my past is longer than my future, / I feel a
diminishment inside my body. / Like in an overcoat, my arms
are lost in the vastness of its sleeves.” In “Remembrance,”
Frank Varela poignantly writes about the longing for loved
ones—Aunt Consuelo, Doña Simona, Don Benacio—who are
all spirits now. He hears them gossiping in the kitchen,
sipping coffee and eating pastries. Their ghosts are a comfort,
he writes, “So why then do their faces / blur in my memory?”

In this collection of 45 poems, Varela writes about growing
up Boricua in Brooklyn, noting that there are two types of
Puerto Ricans: “those born on the island, / others like me, / the
children of exiles.” Pondering the universal sentiment of
immigrant children, he notes that he was considered a spic
in the United States and a gringo in the land of his parent’s
birth.  “All I wanted was the impossible: / To be the who I am
in a land / unafraid of the me I have become.”

Like his grandfather who cleared ten acres in Cibuco, Puerto
Rico, “to wrench subsistence from red clay,” Varela loves the
land and what it provides. “The land is rich with decay and
past seasons. / On my best days, I can reach into the soil / and
marry my soul with the green world— / tarragon, escarole,
lemon balm, sage.” Expressing love and appreciation for his
Puerto Rican family and culture, Varela’s poems reflect on
the universal joys and pains of everyday life. Diaspora brings
together previously published and new poems in a survey of
Varela’s work from 1988 to the present.

FRANK VARELA is the author of Serpent Underfoot
(March/Abrazo Press, 1993), Bitter Coffee (March/Abrazo
Press, 2001) and Caleb’s Exile (Elf Creative Workshop, 2009).
He lives and works in Las Cruces, New Mexico.
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Manhattan 1958 

I
In Carmelite solitude, my aunt lived in a neighborhood 
of big-finned Plymouths, old-rusted Chevies.  
Every Sunday, Mamá paid a sisterly call on Lady Solitude  
In whose flat, spirits gossiped about the dead.  
It was an autumn day, and a raw bluster 
urged us forward to shelter and darkness.  
The deluge made the streetlights go supernova.  
“Mind your step,” admonished Mamá, 
as we crossed rain-dampened streets, 
but other travelers, impatient with our journey, 
jostled past us and faded into vapors.  
I kept telling myself I was all of six almost a man, 
but one still held in the clutches 
of shadows, disembodied whispers.  
My papá raged, who never came, 
“It isn’t safe.”  

II
A man died execution style in Auntie’s lobby.  
I read the news, pictures and text tucked away 
on page twelve beside an advertisement for hair removal.  
A cop, looking for all-the-world like Errol Flynn, 
hunkered down beside the body, 
grimly staring at the wages of sin.  
A handprint of blood was all that remained 
to spark images of mayhem, 
unspeakable violence told within the meticulous helixes 
of a dead man’s fingertips.  
I could feel Mamá’s pulse beat 
through the leather of her glove:  
“Up, up, upstairs.”  


