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CARRY ME
LIKE WATER

A Novel

B
ENJAMIN
A
LIRE
S
ÁENZ

Patricia, eres la lluvia en mi desierto.
                 I give you this book—every word—for you.

 

 

 

 

We divide time into years. We divide years into seasons. We have different names for every river, a different name for every ocean on the earth. But the river does not know that we have named it “river”—it does not know that it is separate from the waters that call “Come.” Come. The river has flowed a thousand years. It is spring, and the river is spilling with the newness of winter’s melted snow, each season flowing into each season. River, I have been gone a long time. I am returning to your waters. River, I’ve come back. River. I’m afraid. Carry me like water.

Table of Contents

ONE DAY THEY WOKE AND FOUND THEIR LIVES HAD CHANGED

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

THE HERON DIES IN FLIGHT

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

THE END AND THE BEGINNING OF THE WORLD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

CARRY ME LIKE WATER

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Praise for CARRY ME LIKE WATER

Also by Benjamin Alire Sáenz

Copyright

About the Publisher

ONE DAY THEY WOKE
AND FOUND THEIR
LIVES HAD CHANGED

1

W
HEN DIEGO WOKE
from his uneasy sleep he was lost and sad and far away from himself. It was as if he was always fighting to belong to his body, to himself, to the city he lived in. Always he woke wondering where he was, his body hurting. Naked, he felt himself trembling as though he were a tree whose leaves were being torn away by a wind that had no respect for anything that was green and growing, anything weaker than itself. His limbs felt bare and raw—exposed. In the winter, he shook from the cold; in the summer, from the heat. He took one hand and grabbed the other to make it stop shaking. He wanted to yell, scream, clear his lungs of everything that had settled inside him. When he woke, he always had the feeling he had taken into his lungs a million grains of sand—had swallowed all of the desert’s dust in one night, dust that cut into him like tiny pieces of crushed glass. His lungs and throat felt dry as ashes. He was drought itself. He was dust.

Diego wanted to wake and see a morning made of more than gray, colorless shadows that stood motionless and large before a dawn that was dark despite the rising sun. He wanted to wake to a good and perfect sun that would lift all the gray and dirt from the air.
He wanted to wake.
Instead, he remained in his noiseless trap of a body, caught in the endless repetitions that were his life. He always woke before the light entered the room. It was always the same,
always black: black as his coffee, black as his eyes, black as his hair and the dreams he tried to keep himself from remembering. He stared at his hands, his legs, his feet. He stared at himself until he remembered where he was: in this room, this room where he slept but which would never be his. He felt himself to be always on the edge of homelessness. He could not talk. He could not hear. But in the morning that was all he ever thought of doing.
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She is in a church. She thinks, “I do not know this place; I have never been here before.” Her gaze moves from one statue to another, each statue as unfamiliar as the one before. She focuses on the stained glass windows, and notices that the room is lit with a sun that is either setting or rising. She has lost her sense of time, her sense of direction, her sense of place. Looking for something familiar, she finds herself staring at a statue of some kind of virgin whose heart is pierced with a sword. Her blood looks real; her skin looks real, is real. She looks into the face of the suffering virgin that has come to life and recognizes the face. “Mama,” she whispers. “Mama!” She moves toward the woman and reaches out to comfort her, to touch her. But she cannot touch: She finds she has no hands; she has no body. She does not exist. A sense of panic fills her. She is lost. Perhaps, she thinks to herself she is dead. Her panic is real, her love for the woman is real. She sees. She knows that she sees. But where is my body? She begins to weep. She thinks she will weep forever. But then, she hears a man’s voice, deep, masculine, strong and steady. “You are more than your body,” the man says. “Do not weep for your body.” She looks up. The man—blond and strong—as beautiful a man as she has ever seen, smiles at her. She loves him and knows if she could regain her body her heart would bleed like the virgin’s, but she knows, too, that she does not need a body to love him. Still, she wants to touch him. She gazes into his eyes and finds a pain not unlike the virgin’s.
She searches his thoughts for his name, but when she is close to finding it, the man disappears. She begins to weep again. She wants to hug herself, but there is nothing to hug. “I will weep forever, I will, I will, I will…”


Lizzie woke, startled and tired from her dream. “I will, I will,” she kept repeating, I will what? she wondered. She felt sad and disturbed, but she could not remember her dream. She felt a stranger to her body, and somehow it was useless and heavy, a burden. She pressed her fingers against her temples and tried to make herself remember her dream. The harder she tried to remember, the more frustrated she became. She sat up on her bed and stood on the firm floor. “It’s just a damn dream,” she yelled. “What’s a dream?” She wondered why she was yelling.

3

H
ELEN STOOD
in front of the gas stove and watched the pasta as it danced around in the boiling water. The golden drops of olive oil swirled around like fish darting in a pond. She was mesmerized by the common occurrence—the physical fact—as if she was seeing something new and rare, as if she was observing some kind of miracle. She combed her hair out of her face and smelted her hands. Garlic. She sliced a lemon sitting in the fruit bowl, squeezed the juice into her palm, and rubbed it into her hands as if it were lotion. She liked the tingling, slightly burning sensation on her skin. She put her hands over the steam of boiling pasta, and smelled her hands again. Lately, she had taken to smelling herself—but not only herself—everything. It seemed that the world smelled so close, so intimate, so green like a freshly cut lawn or freshly picked cilantro. She breathed in the steam coming from the boiling water and held it in her lungs. She looked down at her large belly, and touched it. She ran her hand over the smooth, well-worn cotton fabric that pressed against her stomach as if she were rubbing a crystal ball, as if that ball were telling her the future would be as good and as warm as the evening sun that was filling her house with light.

She whispered to her baby, only half-aware she was speaking: “Does baby like pasta?” she asked. “Daddy loves it; Mama loves it; does baby love it, too?” She smiled as she rubbed herself. Her
friend Elizabeth had told her she would never have a firm stomach again. “I never had one to begin with.” She laughed softly, then slowly her laughter filled the air until there were more echoes of her voice in the room than there were rays of light. She stood glowing in the kitchen. She felt like one of the haloed madonnas in the paintings she’d seen in her husband’s art books—well-framed, well-kept, protected from all harm. So this is joy, she thought, so this is what it’s like. And though she knew this rush of pure adrenaline would melt as fast as snow on the desert, she felt complete and happy. When the sharp feeling passed, she did not feel sad and disappointed. She felt as if she had just had sex with Eddie, his warmth still inside her. She bit into the pasta. “Perfect,” she said. Just as she walked over to the sink to rinse the strands of thin pasta, she heard her husband walk through the front door. He stood in the doorway to the kitchen and stared at her. He did not say anything, but she saw the look on his face. Neither of them spoke. She looked at him and tilted her head: She became a camera photographing his face, swallowing him into her lens. She was drawn in by his fair skin, dark hazel eyes, the slight wrinkles around his eyes, his thick dark hair he could never tame. She knew everything about his face, every detail, how it was warm and soft when he laughed, how it could look like unbreakable glass when he was distant or sad, almost turning his eyes to blue, or how his mouth stretched to distortion when he was silent and angry. She could read every change of mood. “Te adoro,” she wanted to say, but she could not bring herself to speak to him in that language. She looked up at him from where she was standing. He said nothing. They studied each other for a few moments. “Pasta,” he finally said. “Pasta,” she repeated.
So this is joy.

4

O
N SECOND STREET
, in El Segundo barrio, someone spray-painted the back wall of a convenience store and turned it into a political statement:
LA POLICIA ASESINA A CHICANOS
. Another sign, near Sacred Heart Church, read:
MUERTE A LA MIGRA
. No one ever attempted to erase those pieces of graffiti. They had been there for as long as Diego could remember. He thought of them as landmarks, murals, voices of the people who lived there. The spontaneous letters on the wail were as solid as his hands, full of a brash humor that bordered on violence; loud, bright, but weak like the light of a waning moon. For ail their energy those words on the wall were harmless—they went unread by the people they were aimed at. Written in Spanish, they could not be read by the gringo.

Diego read the signs every day as he walked home from work in the evening. The harsh sun did not seem to dull the fluorescent letters on the walls. He read them, all of them, even the ones with obscure messages he couldn’t understand. Sometimes the signs did not seem to him to be written in Spanish at all, but in a private language to which he had no access. He knew that behind the scrawled hieroglyphics there were worlds that he could not picture in his head. But some of the writings were clean and simple messages proclaiming perfect meanings. He smiled at the ones that promised undying love between people he would never know:
MONICA Y RUBEN
FOREVER
. He wondered about the people who were bold enough to write public messages of love or daring enough to proclaim their political manifestos to a world that did not read, a world that did not acknowledge that the senders of the messages existed, breathed, lived—and hated. He smiled—laughed about these writers—and on his more cynical days he thought them all to be exhibitionists.
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