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her parents' hopes. Unlike most people who spenl their li'v'es search-

ing for meaning, the girl was given a premade one, no assembly re-

quired, In her name was a single simple instruction: Save your

brother's life. If, on the offchance, she ever forgot her purpose, her

name reminded her exactly why she hacl been conceived.

Her father, Dr. Jason Sia, a linguistics plofessor, had conle up with
the idea to call her Hiraya, an ancient Tagalog word commonly

translated as "imagination." Its actual meaning was more complex.

Hirayt was the power of the mind to bring that which did not exist

into being. The professor could not think of a name that suited his

new daughter more. Hiraya was a desperate wish. A dream come

tme. The one chance he and his rn'ifb, Cristina, had to save their el-

dest child's life.

Their son, Jace Sia, was meant to be an only child, but his blood

disorder, thalassemia major, had other plans. He had received over

sevenqF blood transfusions before he turned four, and unless his par-

ents found a genetically rnatched bone marrow donor fr-rr him, he

was going to need more.

Hiraya did not disappoint them. Growing up, she joked that her

name was just a nicer way of saying that she had been born for spare

parts. Her parents did not appreciate her humor, even as they kept

chips, cookies, and soda out of her reach. Her mother packed her

lunch box with apples, v'hole-grain crackers, and low-fat cheese,

along with little notes on pink Post-its reminding her not to trade

any of her snacks for candy. After all, it was prudent to be prepared

in case Jace ever required a piece of her liver. Or anv other part of
herself he happened to need more than she did.

But Hiraya didn't mind: Jace was an excellent cookie thief and

giggled as much as she did when they gobblecl them up in her closer

in the middle of the night. Their clumb {illed laughter fbd the old

lullaby that had taken root inslde her, making it bear new melodies

like fruit. When Hiraya learned how to spell, she gave her songs

words and wrote them down to keep herself from bursting. Some

so11gs smelled like springtime, others, like fresh bread. Her favorite

ones coated her tongue with clover honey. Each song, though dis-

tinct, ferried the same rn ish.

Liye. Breathe. Be.

Jason and Cristina were

spent setting the wish to n
guitar, and filling purple nc

had plenry of time to find a

no doubt that Jace was gol

music was far too slipperr- :

hands. Hiraya would neec

would lead her was the c

Jason and Cristina were :i
aboutJace.

That is, until the night ,

limp hands.

Quentin Chen Philips -t,

The day after his father, Q *,

year-old Quentin Jr. insis:e :

mother, Connie Chen Ph:-

Lying to everyone about

Lying to herself that it ha:
mother from having to sa-.

called her only child dos:
give her.

But he could not do a:i'
Though Q inherited :r.

irises resembled his fathe :
an overcast sky. Q hated::;
and made him looklike a :
Q discovered that gra\ .,..
dark days and most sha::
about his pain, Q made s *-,
truth. His father's suicice :

anyone lie to him ever at:.:
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Smiles were the easiest of deceptions and the prettiest of open

wounds. Quentin Sr. had worn a bright and gummy one every day

of his iife until the morning he didn't. Q's paintings were the clppo-

site, revealing everything his clients tried their best to hicle. Consid-

ering how much they paid him, Q did his best to give them their
money's worth no matter how much or ior-rdly they complained. At
thc end of the day, their portrait's appraised value trumped their
pride. After all, scarcity drives prices up, and there was nothing more
limited than the time Q had left to paint.

Q stood at the doorway of his home studio, surveying the room
with what remained of his sight. His degenerative eye disease had

shrunk his tunnel of vision to the size of a pinhole, but his home

was a place where memory was the only walking stick he required,

He was going tt'r miss this place and the way it smclled ol sharp-

ened pencils, paint, and sunshine. He had bought the apartment be-

cause of its large v'indows and had sold it for the same reason.

Feeling the sun on his skin withour seeing its light turned his blood
cold on the warmest of days, 'I'he studio *,as chillier now that it was

empty,

FIis tools and supplies had already been donated, and his business

manager had picked up all the paintings fcrr his final collection, save

one. Q strode over to the small painting resting on an easel in the

middle of his studio, navigating the paint-splattered. scuffed wooden
floors like someone with perfect vision. Q might have gotten more

when he sold his apartment if he had worked over a drop cloth, but
he was always in too much of a hurry to paint to bother covering his

hardwood floor.
And his sessions with the stile subject of his final collection never

lasted long-this was the biegest challenge when trying to paint a

woman who existed only in his dreams" When he woke up, only
fragments of her remained: The corner of a lip. The tip of a nose.

The shadow in the well of a collarbone.

No matter how hard Q tried to remember her, he could not col-

lect enough details to assemble hel face. The song that wafted
through his dreams, the same melody that had filled his nights since

he was a young boy, however, was untbrgettable. lt kept him com-

pany while he slept and leai

fepeat.

Live. Breathe. Be.

Trying to live by the peai

ficurlt. Painting through hi-.

a seashore one grain of san

was the last sitter he u,oulc

her for as long as she shou'r

Speck by speck, he cap:

ments, with all his focus ar

paintbrush. he couldn't 1et

time was tiring. Still, he p
sight to mourning the loss

kept you breathing" Anger :

Q ran his fingcrtips ove -

ture the woman's left er e :
he could do was trust h:-.

wasn't done, it was good e

ning and he needed to deir-,'

not to include thc painrr:.
fbctly.

Unfnished

A Silent Auctiott o-f the F...'.

AII proceeds to be donott.:. .

Q took the painting r: -

paFcr. He did not ha\'( r::-.:
Framcs were doorw'avs :::
to a dream's end. His par:c:
another piece 'ivhere he ::
:corched moths he i'ric,:- .

rvalls.
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was now a wasted wish. A pile of useless spare parts. She had had

one purpose. And now he \ ras gone.

She clLrng to Jace's hand more tightly than she had held on to
anything before. Mary Beth had been right about the strength of her'

,rrinb^-i'

Tbnight, as she rushed to catch her rrain home, Raya used that
grip to clutch the straps of the overstuffed bag swinging from hcr

shoulder. The blue tote $.as made from oce an trash and shimmered

trike the sea. Raya u/as not too proud to admit that she envied the

bag: The plastic bottles it used to be had been given a second chance

to be new
At tweflty-five. Raya swore her bones creaked as loudly as the

steps to her sixth-floc-rr u,alk-up apartrnent, She didn't have to be a
doctor to know that her diet of candy bars, srrur gummies, and en'

ergy drinks did not do irer any favors, But if living offsimple sugars

and caffeine was w-har ir took to stay awake for the next four years of
rnedical school, c.liabetes, osteoporosis, and renal failure would just
have to sit in the rraiting room and flip through aldmagazines until
she could see them.

A man ran into her bag and scampered away. Raya apologtzed,

when she had meant to swe ar. Saying sorry and smiling were clefault

responses that came with living on autr pilot. They had their uses

but sometimes left her mouth coated in ash. Raya grimaced and

took a quick inventory of her belongings. A dented laptop, a dog-

e ared textbook, a binrler containing her anatomy notes, and a purple
notebook peekcd thror"rgh an a,ssortment of ultra-processed snacks

that had no business being called food.

As far as she could tell. nothing was missing. Her upcycled bag

still strained to carry a downcycled dream, Raya conceded that she

was llever going to be hall' the doctor her brother wor:ld have been,

but holding on to half of a clream was better than letting go of a

dead one,

Raya transferred the tote to her other shoulder even if it didn't
make a difference *-invisible loads were at least twice as healy as any

that you could see. She slipped the bag ofl and then returned it to its
bruised home. Her skin welcomed it back with a silent sigh. Old

pain trained the body to mit

ence between what it had 1ea

Wind blew through the s

dved lavender hair. She slipp

her hair in a messy ponytail
her previous hair color but c1

mental note to replace it. T
same shade twice, she couli
o1d hair ties out, The rainbor

each year, always a few davr

insisted that it was a coincide

changing her appearance \\-a

in the mirror. But today, desp

her reflection. The lavender

n'ho shared her hair color.

Claire was not the corpst

bodies donated to Raya's :
\aming her group's cadar-er

care enough to object. Disse,
just another item on her to-;
dry or organizing her notes l
the hollow of someone else .

It came in handy in class ll'l:e
rhe black body bag contair.::.

Hollow eyes. Ashen ski:
daver was as cold and lifeks
ment. Raya groaned in her :
thanking the corpse before i-
one else seemed to notice rl
couldn't hear them. Nothlnr
thought as she stared dou-n ,

husks for the empty shells ::
Thank you, Claire. The ::,

tongue without ceremon\ :
rveight on her fuet. Its face :;
it was before its christenrni
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Then everything was churning inside Raya all at once.

A breath hissed be[ween Raya's teeth as sharp as the truth that
lodged behind her tonsils like a fish bone. She coughed twice but
couldn't spit it out, and so she forced herself to sw'allow the reality

rvhole: Names weren't spells cast on those given them, they be-

witched those who said them out loud. While Raya's eyes still saw a

dead body, her mind could not stop seeing the woman who had

lived.

Wrinkles recorded the smiles that had reached Claire's eyes, along

with all the frowns that didn't" The deep creases around her mouth
logged a lifetime of laughter while the finer ones documented the

words she spoke. But if Claire had felt any sorrow when she passed,

death had taken great care to erase every trace of it.
Raya pursed her lips, struggling to describe what remained on the

woman's face. She couldn't remember the last time she had seen

anything like it in the mirror, nor even when she dyed her hair the

prettiest of pinks.

Contentment. Comyrosure. Peace, Raya pasted each word over Claire

like a label, only to then peel them off. She needed a u.ord with more

weight. Dying had stripped Claire of many things, but not the grav-

ity that came with knowing that even in death, she was a gift with
meaning and mass, and that not an inch of her was a waste of space.

Raya clasped her hands behind her back, resisting the urge ro
brush a stray strand of purple hair from Claire's temple. Their
choice of hair dye, Raya thought, was the only thing they had in
common. Serenity made its home in a lived life's rnarks" and without
a place to nestle on Raya's face, it roiled offher cheeks and chin like
tears.

Her brown eyes watered. She dried them on her lab coat's sieeve,

blaming the formaldehyde lingering in the laboratory's filtered air.

When fresh tears stung her eyes hours later at the subway station,

Raya convinced herself that it must be on account of the preserva-

tive clinging to her clothes. She wiped them arvay with the back of
her hand before squeezing through the subway car's doors.

Raya made her way through the crowd, her eyes flitting over their
faces. She found a seat and began a timer in her head, counting down

the seconds the passengers \
each one of them was going t
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