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Sky Burial​
Sertar, Tibet 

From the voice of the rogyapa — the one who prepares the body to be offered to the vultures. 

 

I.  

I wake before the frost lifts from its stone, the kettle​
hissing—steam climbing the dark like breath.​
The valley’s still asleep under its blue shawl. ​
My blade rests where I left it, its oiled edge catching ​
what little light glints from the prayer wheel. 

They say not to name the dead.​
That a name is a rope tethering them​
too close to the land. So I don’t.​
I call her “offering,” or “weight.”​
In her face, I find echoes of the girl​
from the mountain school I left in childhood ​
who once braided her hair with red string. 

 
I gather her life into a ball of tsampa— 
dense with ghee, the kind she pressed  
into shape with her flour-dusted hands. 
I dip these memories into butter tea, steam 
unfurling like prayer flags in the wind. 
The tea is salty, thick on my tongue. 
Her fingers always shone with oil, barley flecks. 
Outside, a goat coughs by the tether post. 
 
ཞིམ་རྒུའི་ཁ་ཟས་ཟོས་ཀྱང་སྙིང་པོ་ཅི།།​  
What meaning in feeding it delicacies? 
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II.  

The offering arrives wrapped in saffron cloth.​
Her hands still ink-stained from schoolbooks.​
The monks have said their prayers.​
The juniper smolders.​
I begin, the silence thicker than flesh. 

 
 
I gather her life into her sheepskin chuba, still warm  
from the stove, in the dim morning light. 
I knot the braided sash, silver clip still in the pocket. 
She never had time for laces, felt boots thudding  
down the wooden steps. Outside, her cousin whistles 
from the path of galsang flowers near the mǎní wall. 
 
བཟང་རྒུའི་གོས་རྒྱན་སྤྲས་ཀྱང་སྙིང་པོ་ཅི།། 
What meaning in wrapping it in silk? 
  

III.  

The vultures wait, black robes stilled​
by patience, unblinking eyes reflecting​
བཅོམ་ལྡན་འདས་ཤཱཀྱ་ཐུབ་པ, closer to enlightenment than I’ll ever be.​
The work is steady, never cruel.​
Bone. Joint. A song in my head​
I don’t remember learning. Sometimes ​
I speak to them, swearing they can​
hear it: not with words, but with the hush ​
between breaths—the kind you offer​
before someone leaves for good. 
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I gather her life into the compact  
tucked in the sleeve of her chuba, just a dab  
of barley powder pressed to her cheeks.​
She blots her coral lipstick once, on a corner  
of her khata. Purses her lips in the mirror’s oval. Smiles.​
In the washroom, a butter lamp still burns like a shrine. 

མཚར་རྒུའི་མཛེས་བཟོ་བྱས་ཀྱང་སྙིང་པོ་ཅི།།​
What meaning in rouge, in perfume? 

 

IV.  

Vultures carve the sky, fold their wings​
into blades, drop heavy into their work: ​
talons scraping bone. Beaks plunging, tendons​
snapping like seams torn loose. 

The sky ashens with each wingbeat.​
The vultures have eaten.​
The soul, as they say, has flown. 

And I, I walk back through the cairns​
and prayer flags, the same path I will take​
when it’s my turn to offer this body — ​
this house that long ago forgot ​
the feeling of life filling its walls with light.  
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Our House Forgot Our Names 

​ Sai Kung, Hong Kong (Outskirts) 
 
The wind slides through the torn mosquito screen. 

The hallway smells like rust, yesterday’s rain. 

Creaks of the door sound as we step in. A photograph of us  

leans, unseen— its frame unhooked, the glass panels  

stained with limescale from the ocean’s sprays. 

The hallway still smells of rust and rain. 

Yesterday, we came back just to say goodbye. 

We wipe dust and time from each unhooked frame. 

You looked away, so I didn’t cry. 

Today, we just come back to say goodbye. 

I trace the wall, hoping it might remember us. 

I look away, so you don’t cry. 

Our childhood still flickers, faint and blue. 

I trace the wall, as if it might remember 

The photograph we step into, still unseen– 

Ma’s faded sundress, Ba’s ceramic cup holding  

his floating tea leaves. Faint, blue. 

We let it all slide through the torn screen. 
 

 




