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Belly 

by Nina Varela 

	

Past the pastel beach houses on white stilts, the dusty family-size cars, the sun-

bleached fences around each square of property, past the tall itchy grasses clinging to the 

dunes, the white crabs crawling in the thousands through hot slumps of sand, past the 

stretch of dry sand pockmarked with footprints, the stretch of dark wet sand littered with 

rotting bulbs of seaweed, past the tide line, and the reaching foam, and the white curls of 

dying waves, past the point at which the ocean pushes out big newborn waves, past the 

seagulls diving recklessly for fish:	

There is a shrimp boat. Her name is Wilhelmina. She was named after a beautiful 

Romanian actress from a 1962 nouveau réalisme film about women who rubbed orange-

halves over their bodies, leaving sticky trails of juice. The movie probably had more plot 

than that, but Otto remembered only the bit with the orange halves, or so he told me. Of 

course, we were both tipping from side to side by then, swaying strangely, our heads light 

with rum. I hated rum, even when I was gone and drunk, so I was stirring in piloncillo 

and raw cinnamon to mask the taste. The combination was absolutely foul. Otto laughed 

at me as I pulled face after puckered, miserable face, and he told me the story of the 

ancient shrimp boat Wilhelmina, his tongue stumbling over the words, his watery eyes all 

big and lit up in that old sea-tanned head. 	

I remember I said, What a godawful way to name a boat, and then I started 

hyperventilating, and Otto said Aw hell honey. Breathe, breathe, don’t do that, just 

breathe. I’m a dumbass for sure, honey, but I didn’t mean to make you go and do that.	
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This was His wake. The wake of His life, the ripples He left behind, which felt 

appropriate. At the funeral, they told me grief comes in waves. They: the wives, the 

mothers, the retirees, the round pink women who were all fifteen years older than me. 

Me: the little chicana; me, the exotic, the brown-skinned spider, my spider-baby latched 

onto my hand, trailing after me through the house with wide dark eyes. 	

Grief comes in waves, said the wives, huddling around me, clinging to each other. 

Here, I remember talons instead of manicured fingernails, oil-slick feathers instead of 

shawls, hooked beaks and beady black eyes and darting tongues. Their heads were soft 

and fleshy, bobbing on their skinny necks. They circled me and descended. I was a dying 

horse in the desert, panting, crawling with flies.	

They told me: it comes in waves, honey. It is mitigated by casseroles. It is 

mitigated by wine and prayer and finding a new hobby. Think of the little one. Think of 

the plants on the windowsill. Think of the cat.	

One of them pressed a plate of deviled eggs and potato salad into my hands. They 

looked away, embarrassed, when I picked up an egg with my fingers and stuffed it into 

my mouth, smearing yellow cream on my upper lip. I ate another egg whole, gulping like 

a snake. I ate the potato salad with my fingers, chunk by chunk, while they told me, 

rustling their black feathers: Get back into the swing of things. Keep busy. Eat the eggs, 

and the potato salad, and the potatoes with onions and cheese on top. Eat the tamales, and 

the green chili stew, and the fried chicken, and the enchiladas, and the Jell-O salad, and 

the collard greens, and the buttermilk pie. Eat the cornbread, the macaroni, the pulled 

pork. Eat the cat. Eat the plants on the windowsill. Eat the little one. She was part of you 

once; she will be part of you again. Eat the cold side of the bed. Eat the half-gone bar of 
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Irish Spring. Eat the Him-smelling car. The puffy Him-smelling coat. The bedroom, the 

bathroom, the kitchen, the front yard where the worst weeds grow, every last place with a 

Him-shaped hole. Eat it all. 	

The vultures told me: This too shall pass. Time heals all wounds, honey, it really 

does. I nodded and ate and threw up later, because I hate eggs, and because my house 

smelled like lilies. 	

Then, once the fridge was full of Tupperware and the last car gone, I put the 

spider-baby to bed and dragged myself across the road to Otto’s trailer. He opened the 

door, took one look at me, and said, “C’mon in, darlin’, let’s get drunk.” So I didn’t 

mention that he was already holding an empty, and he didn’t mention the spider-baby, 

sleeping alone. That was our way, Otto and me. Always had been.	

When he was good and plastered, Otto told me: Oh darling, it don’t come in 

waves, at least not always. Naw. In my experience—and you c’n take this with a grain of 

salt, you know that, nothing come outta my mouth right now’s gonna be poetry, but Luz-

honey, in my experience, it comes in uppercuts. In gut punches, like the one that killed 

Houdini. You’re gonna wake up, I tell you right now, you’re gonna wake up and look 

across the bed and think to yourself, well why’s he up already, is he making breakfast? 

Did Tadpole have a nightmare? You’re gonna sit there and wonder for a second where 

he’s at, and then it’s gonna hit you all over again. I promise you that. You’ll walk down 

Main and think, I oughta get him a new shirt, that dummy went and stained his best shirt. 

And it’ll hit you. He don’t need a new shirt. He don’t need a new anything, and he won’t 

never need a new anything ever again. I tell you, honey. It knocks your breath right outta 

you every damn time.	
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I asked how long.	

“Whassat now?”	

Well, when’s it gonna stop?	

Otto took his sweet time answering. He pressed his thumb into the spilled sugar 

on the table, licked it off. One, two, three times. He rubbed his hands on his dirty jeans, 

on the bones of those skinny old-man thighs, shifted around in his chair, gave a big 

rumbling sigh. 	

“I wish I could tell you, Luz-honey,” he said at last. “I really do.”	

He pushed the bottle of rum toward me. I tipped forward, wrapping my fingers 

around the neck of it, breathing the dark spice, the hint of musty orange, the bite of 

alcohol beneath. 	

When I walked back across the road that night, I remember stopping at the edge 

of my little driveway, digging my toes into the gravel and ground-up shells, swaying, the 

night panting heavy and wet on the back of my neck. In my head, in the roiling black sea 

inside my head, I keep going back to that image. Me, the dark and bug-eyed creature, a 

body on an empty stretch of road; me, the barefoot ghost beneath a half-mooned sky, 

rocking like a boat in the thick heat of a North Carolina summer. Me, the taker of 

punches, the new Houdini. In my head, I watch myself gnash my teeth and chew my lips 

raw, numb to the pain of it. I watch myself spit pink blood onto the driveway and stand 

rooted in the darkness, unable to face the inside of the house, the black holes waiting in 

every room, ready to suck me in and never let me go. I stay perched on the edge of the 

driveway, arms pin-wheeling, tilting backward and forward, and for the longest time, I do 

not fall.	
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#	

 There was no mystery. He was working on a shrimp boat and one of the boom 

ropes snapped. The shrimp boat’s name was Wilhelmina. It was about eight in the 

morning. The boom rope snapped and the boom swung down and hit Him in the head. I 

imagine it made a sharp, hollow sound, like a coconut cracked with a hammer. He was 

knocked unconscious upon impact and fell silently, without even a grunt of surprise. His 

brain was already drowning in blood. The blood was inside His skull. On the outside, 

there was only a bump. He was knocked unconscious and never woke up. He drowned 

inside His own head. That's the part I can't stop thinking about. He drowned bone-dry. 	

#	

 My family moved to the Outer Banks in the late eighties, when I wasn’t much 

older than Belly, and I remember I started crying as soon as I saw the lone gas station. 

This is a strange place to live, so strange that sometimes I think it’s not a place at all. It is 

the in-between. Limbo. The dead center of the land-sea gradient. It is the fulcrum 

between two realities: the beach, with its little towns, its winter-vacant rental homes, tiny 

Sno-Cone shops and Dairy Queens and mini golf courses with big plaster volcanoes, gift 

shops with overpriced swimsuits and shell necklaces and novelty aprons printed with 

bikini bods, seafood restaurants with hush puppies and honey-butter and heaps of fried 

shrimp—and the ocean. Where the boats drag their nets across the ocean floor, hauling up 

tons of sand and rotting trash and sometimes fish. 	

Here: the in-between. The no man’s land. Swamps and salt marshes and sucking 

mud. A tumorous crust of barnacles clings to anything that didn’t move fast enough, 

which is most things. Sea lavender and swamp grass, the pungent, sickly-sweet smell of 
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decay, that weird wet musk. Dead things in the weeds. Swarming flies. Sharp oysters 

underfoot. Wild ponies clustered on the shore, bellies bulging, whickering to each other 

beneath a flat white sun. Every kid learns, at some point, not to approach the ponies, and 

for Christmas sakes don’t try to feed them apples from your hand. They will bite. Your 

mother warns you a hundred times, and still you learn this the hard way.	

A few miles out to sea, the barrier islands curve toward the shoreline, a chain of 

pale crescents, sandy little fingernail moons, barren except for short, scrubby trees 

between bald patches of sand. People kayak out and camp for the night, littering the 

beaches with human detritus—scorch marks and rings of campfire stones, scraped-out 

peanut butter jars and empty bottles of JD—but nobody stays.	

Here: the tide rolls each island perpetually backward, a dozen mile-long strips of 

sand migrating toward the mainland. This is a big job even for an ocean. The tide will 

brace its shoulders against these islands for millennia, shifting them a fraction of an inch 

per year, but still it pushes, straining, digging its white-tipped fingers into the beaches, 

slowly exposing their fossilized underbellies to the sun. 	

There are three gas stations now. A mini mall with fake bamboo and a big 

concrete fountain. Even a couple froyo shops and organic food stores for the health nuts 

and the hipsters, which is how you know a town has begun the process of gentrification. 

The shabbier seafood joints and beachfront shacks were torn down in the mid nineties, 

replaced with Martha’s Vineyard bungalows, a Starbucks, a Chipotle. 	

When I was growing up, everything was small, mildewed, faded from decades of 

sun and salt air. Some of the storefronts on the main strip had their windows boarded up 

with wood or newspaper, long as I can remember. It made the street look like a mouth 
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full of broken teeth. I used to imagine tumbleweeds rolling down the sidewalk Yosemite 

Sam style, bumping into streetlights and parked cars.	

#	

They made me write something for the service. A eulogy. My brain tripped over 

the word like an unexpected step at the top of a flight of stairs, a jutting piece of 

sidewalk. Every time I heard it, in those first three days after the accident, I felt a dull 

throb of surprise. 	

But I got out of bed in the morning. I magicked Belly into her clothes. I made 

orange juice appear in her little red cup. I fed us casserole from the endless supply in the 

fridge. I opened the door for people who dropped by to pay their respects. I did not hiss 

or bite or scratch at them; I did not draw blood. I made appropriate noises into the phone 

when people called. 	

I did not write the eulogy. 	

Otto called on the third day. There were a few things of His down at the marina, 

he told me. A photo, a lighter, an extra shirt. Otto sighed like sad old men sigh, a soft 

rumbling, and asked if I was okay to drive. He asked if someone was watching Tadpole.	

“I can handle my kid,” I said, and hung up the phone. 	

When I drove up Otto was waiting outside the fuel dock, squinting in the 

afternoon sun, cradling a shoebox in those brown leather hands. Behind him, the sky was 

cloudless and summer-colored, dripping down the curve of the horizon to reach the 

green-gray sea, the marina, the bobbing white boats. Beach grass rattled beside the sandy 

driveway. White shells crunched beneath my sandals when I stepped out of the car. I felt 

like a hermit crab crawling from its shell, unfolding its pale, naked legs. 	
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I walked up to Otto and reached for the shoebox. He pulled it closer to his chest.	

“You been sleeping?” he asked.	

“Yessir. Give me the box.”	

“Luz. You got people worried.” 	

“People worry,” I said. “That's what people do. Give me the box.”	

His mouth drooped. He took a step back, eyes flicking across my face. “You got 

someone depending on you,” he said. “You can’t just check out. I'm sorry, honey, but 

that ain't an option for you.”	

I said, “Got it. Give me the box.”	

“Luz.”	

“Give me the box.” I shook like beach grass. “Give me the fucking box, you 

asshole. It's mine.” My mouth wanted to scream. My hands wanted to punch him and 

bloody his nose and rip the box away; my feet wanted to kick the side of the fuel dock 

until my toe-bones shattered. “It’s mine. It belongs to me.”	

He handed it over.	

Inside, there was a photo of me and Belly, way back when she was two and had 

hair like mine, before she grew it out and the curls flattened. We’re on the beach. I am 

crouched down beside her, poking at something in the sand. She is buck naked, nut-

brown with a pale little butt, looking out over the ocean. Oddly regal, all two feet of her, 

those wild dark curls twisted in the wind.  	

A photo. A lighter. An extra shirt. Nothing else in the shoebox, not even cigarettes 

or Chapstick or something stupid like that. The shirt didn’t even smell like Him. It 

smelled like fish.	
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#	

The night before the funeral, I fry up flounder for dinner, ignoring the piles of 

casseroles in the fridge. I like how raw fish feels in my hands, wet and tender, the 

satisfying weight of it, the mindless repetition of dipping each filet in cornmeal and 

spices, laying it out gently in the pan. The instant snap-sizzle of hot oil. Belly follows me 

around the kitchen with wide eyes, her tiny fingers white-knuckling the counter. The 

kitchen is too small—I keep almost tripping over her. But I like having her so close, with 

her skinny arms and her pokey tummy and her tangled hair. The smell of her, milk and 

soap and saltwater. The sound of her little breaths. 	

Bone of my bones. I want to ask her: Baby, did He scrape you from my rib? 	

We eat fried flounder and steamed broccoli on the front porch steps, balancing the 

plates on our knees. The sky bruises purple, heat receding as the shadows grow. Belly 

eats the fluffy tops off her broccoli, scraping the unwanted stalks onto my plate. I eat 

them with my fingers. She lays her head on my shoulder and sighs, and does not speak. I 

want to curl my hands around her skull and pull her headfirst into my chest. I want to 

hide her between my lungs so I will always know exactly where she is. I want to inhale 

her. 	

#	

When she was two, she said her first complete sentence. It was twilight. The 

gloaming. She asked me what the frogs were singing. 	

#	

I showed up to the hospital in jean shorts and an old Mickey Mouse T-shirt, 

carrying Belly in my arms. She kept sucking on the end of my braid, something she 
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hadn’t done since she was real little. I remember cupping the back of her little head, 

pushing her face into my collarbones so she wouldn't see the gray-flecked linoleum floors 

and the fluorescent lights and the scurrying nurses. As if she would understand the sum of 

those parts. As if she would always remember this strange, massive place in the corners 

of her mind, and would have nightmares, and would point a finger at me years later, 

j’accuse, because I didn't just drop her off with a neighbor, because I dragged her down 

with me through the guts of this churning, sterilized, too-bright behemoth. 	

I found Otto hunched over in the waiting room, pale beneath his silver-white 

stubble. He looked up at me, and I felt an absurd rush of shame: I was in public and I 

wasn't wearing a bra. My hair was damp with sweat. My shirt had a hole in the armpit. 	

Otto said, “Hey there, Tadpole.”	

Belly squirmed around in my arms, watching him with her dark eyes. 	

He said, “Give 'er here, Luz.” I passed her over. His hands spanned her entire 

ribcage. “Hi, Tadpole. Hi, Little Bit. You get bigger each day, don’t you now.”	

“I need to talk to the doctors,” I said. I remember very clearly that I was thinking 

about our shitty health insurance. Paying the hospital bills would be a nightmare, even if I 

took more hours at the Fishbone and He went back to bartending, which would mean 

He’d be gone all evening and come staggering into bed at two a.m., exhausted down to 

the very bones of Him, smelling of sweat and booze. Never mind Belly. Christ. “Right?”	

Otto gave me the saddest look just then. He looked like an ancient bloodhound, all 

wet eyes and drooping mouth. He said, “Well, honey, they been waiting for you.”	

#	
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 I never wrote the eulogy. I think the problem is that I never learned to love 

articulately. How to take a body, the shape of it, the curves and angles, the thud of a 

heart, the rush of breath, the scrape of beard, the radiating heat, and transmute it into a 

neat package of words. How to take years and condense them into a short, appropriate 

speech, to be delivered in front of friends and family and my tiny brown spider-baby, 

who, at the height of summer, would be dressed in itchy black velvet. Who does not yet 

fully understand where He went.	

They called me to the front of the church. I talked about a loving husband-father-

son-brother who could have been anyone, any man. Above me, Jesus curved against the 

cross, his ribs pressing up through his skin like roots in soft dirt. People cried. I saw 

nothing but Belly, scratching at her dress in the front row. I watched her transform into 

the spider-baby, all legs and eyes, her pincers clicking as I spoke. In my head, she was 

still wet from birth. I felt as if she had only just been scraped out of me, severed from me, 

and that is why I felt so suddenly hollow. I reached into my hollow insides and dragged 

out a heap of hollow words and lay them on the floorboards of the church, and then I 

nodded and sat down and tried very hard not to collapse into myself like suns do. 	

I hear it was a lovely service. 	

#	

In summer, the air is hot soup. I wade through the house, slogging against the wet 

heat. I think if I leapt off the roof I'd just swim to the ground. I am constantly sweaty, my 

blouses covered with big wet patches, my hair sticking in dark strings to my temples and 

neck. Belly spends hours sprawled on the kitchen floor in her undies, a fan going full 

blast two inches from her face. We fill the freezer with bananas, green grapes, cups of 
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orange juice. I run ice cubes over the back of my neck, my chest. Nothing works. The 

heat curls around my legs, drapes itself across my shoulders. 	

One day, I break. I cross to the kitchen in two strides and scoop Belly right off the 

floor. She doesn't even protest, just goes limp in my arms. Her skin is soft and damp like 

a toad’s. 	

“We're going on an adventure,” I tell her. I carry her out into the parched front 

yard, dump her into the backseat of the ancient, musty car, and drive due east. The sun 

looks like a fat peach. Belly's head lolls. The air feels somehow sharp. Electric, like the 

static charge before lightning. I take us down the main strip, past the Starbucks and the 

Chipotle and the little boutiques with seashell jewelry, past a Bojangles and a froyo place. 

There are mainlanders everywhere, girls with long hair stiffened by salt, sun-pink boys in 

nothing but board shorts. I want to tell them—	

I want to tell them—	

I realize, after almost an hour, that I forgot to put shoes on. The gas pedal is rough 

and hot under my bare foot. The steering wheel burns my palms; the seatbelt sears my 

chest. I am Apollo in a chariot of fire, thundering across the sky. I think I'm breathing too 

hard. I think I'm driving too fast. I breathe heat and salt. 	

We fly by a roadside stand with fresh fruit, boiled peanuts. Mountain honey from 

out west. Belly flattens her little hand against the car window, cranes her neck to search 

for the stand again long after it's disappeared from the rearview. I remember: she likes 

peanuts. She eats them from the shell, cracking them open on the table and picking out 

the bits of meat. 	

I ease off the gas.	
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#	

I want to tell them:	

It doesn’t come in waves. It doesn’t come in gut punches. Here’s what it feels 

like, the simple truth of it. You are numb at first, and then you ache. Like frostbite, the 

pain comes only after you begin to thaw. You did not know it was possible to hurt this 

much. Your heart is not ice, or stone, or machine, or whatever else you might have 

thought. Your heart is red and slippery; your pulse crashes; your breaths are chaotic in 

your chest. You are a disaster. You are raw material. You are warm and messy and 

newborn, stumbling your way through this world, colliding with other bodies in the dark. 

You are confused. You are scared. You are too much, and then sometimes you are not 

enough. Sometimes you feel so hard that your lungs burst and your throat closes and you 

bite your tongue and your ribs crack, thrusting outward, breaking through your flesh, 

your heart swollen and shivering, your guts laid bare for anyone to see. Sometimes you 

are very small, and you curl up in your bed, and you want desperately to be big. 

Sometimes you are big enough to crush a city underfoot.	

You expand. You contract. This happens more often in the beginning, right after 

you are born, after you crawl from the wreckage of your Him-smelling house. You lurch 

between extremes. The world is loud and bright and makes such strange noises. You 

wonder if it will be like this forever. You wonder: how does everyone else bear it?	

That girl on the sidewalk, the girl with the baseball cap and the blue bikini top and 

the Sno-Cone. She is alive. She is living in this world. How does she bear it? 	

#	

I drive, and drive, and drive.	
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I want to keep going. I want to never take my foot off the gas. I want to be Apollo 

and drive until there’s nothing but darkness around me, nothing but the endless black 

night.	

I almost do it.	

But the spider-baby says, “I’m hungry.”	

“Okay,” I say, and I turn the car around.	

*	

The girl on the sidewalk, with the baseball cap and the blue bikini top and the 

Sno-Cone. The small brown girl-child I take with me everywhere. Otto. The wives. They 

all bear it. Somehow they do. And so I try. I wake up each morning and shake the ice 

from my limbs. I crawl out into the hot rush of world. 	

When she was two, Belly said her first complete sentence. It was twilight. The 

gloaming. She asked me what the frogs were singing. I told her, “They're singing love 

songs.” When she was four and knew a little more about everything, she asked who the 

love songs were for. I said, well, who do you think they’re for? She said, “Papa.” I said, 

Okay baby. Okay sweetheart. Okay, little one. But they also sing for you.	

  	


