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COMA

 


For three days, Margarita Brown did not move.
Machines, beeping and clicking, moved air in and out of her lungs
and provided drops of nutrition to her unused muscles. Just beyond
the reach of her perception, there were human voices, crying.
Eventually her family’s cries diminished to whimpers as their tears
dried on their cheeks. But Margarita was not there. She was far,
far away. All she knew about her present state of existence was
that it was unfamiliar. She found herself in a strange place, but
not a frightening one. She had the calm assurance of a pure heart
in the knowledge that she was not deserving of
punishment.

The most striking thing to her about this
strange new place where she found herself was its silence. While
her parents and siblings and doctors and ambulances and machines
screamed and cried all around her, she heard nothing. She saw
nothing. All that interrupted her isolation was a vague feeling of
attachment and a sensation that there were people near
her.

The darkness was not like any darkness she had
ever seen. It was deep and complete, darker than night, far beyond
the simple absence of light. In this black place Margarita wandered
and wondered, feeling about for a warm hand, a glass of water, a
bed. But she could sense nothing. Then, almost nothing. Even though
she heard and saw nothing, there was a vague sensation at the edge
of her perception: something was there. Faraway, imperceptible
whispers tickled her ears and she was sure that there was a light
somewhere even though she couldn’t see it.

During her stay in the dark place she could
not sleep. Though it seemed to her family and her doctors that she
was in a deep, dark sleep, she could not quiet her awareness of
being wide awake. She tried to sleep even though she wasn’t tired
and found she couldn’t. She tried counting sheep and counting
backwards, she tried to remember and recite as many prayers as she
could, she tried to remember the birthdays of all her family
members, she tried to remember each of the animals in her favorite
place on earth, the Bronx Zoo, and the location of their habitats,
and she tried to imagine a dream world into which she could drift,
but there was no relief from her tireless consciousness.

After two days of bottomless darkness a shadow
appeared or, more accurately, the reverse of a shadow. A vague
light pierced the absolute darkness. Margarita felt the love and
the concern of her family clearly - their fear and anger were just
wisps in the air. She could even sense that their fear and anger
were just weak reflections of their love. The shadows held her hand
and kissed her cheek but if they made any noise she didn’t hear
it.

On the third day, she saw light and opened her
eyes. It hurt so much that she closed them immediately but her
mother Angelina saw it and screamed and jumped to Margarita’s
side.

Angelina yelled her baby’s name over and over,
“MARGARITA. MARGARITA. MARGARITA.”

Margarita reluctantly reopened her eyes and
saw her mother’s lips moving but she didn’t hear her name. She saw,
but did not hear, her father slam into the wall as he burst into
the room at the sound of Angelina’s cries. Margarita opened her
mouth but a large tube stopped her from using it. Pain crashed into
her body from all sides so she ran back into the shadows and fell
into a deep, dark sleep.

In her sleep she dreamt horrible nightmares.
Impossible and painful dreams filled with fire and water, lonely
love and all-consuming hate. The world was transformed in her
dreams to an unfamiliar, hostile place, swarming with danger and
pain. Strange animals threatened her every move. She ran and swam
and flew, trying to escape her dreams but she couldn’t move. She
stood still. She sank. She plummeted from the sky. Wherever she
turned for deliverance she found no hope. Doors led to other doors
and stairs to more stairs, and tangled paths through dense forests
closed behind her, swallowing her. She wanted, now that sleep had
finally overtaken her, only to wake up. She tried over and over to
open her eyes and raise her body from its bed but the weight of the
world held her small body down. She cried silently.

 


After the tubes and wires were pulled out and
the drug levels adjusted, it was one of the most basic human
instincts – hunger - that drew Margarita back out of the shadows.
When she was finally able to open her eyes, even though the light
burned intensely, she kept them open and smiled at her
family.

They gathered around her bed and laughed and
hugged her and said all kinds of wonderful things to her that she
didn’t hear. She looked at her father, Daniel, who was not laughing
or hugging anyone. His hands were in his pockets – she couldn’t
remember ever seeing him like that. They all assumed she was okay
until Angelina asked her if she was. The general commotion stopped
short, except for her brother Ronnell, who missed it and kept
dancing around the bed drumming the sheets with his palms. Daniel
grabbed Ronnell and held his boy on his hip while he watched his
wife lean closer to their wounded daughter. Fatima pulled her
father’s shirt.

“Is Margarita deaf?” she asked.

Daniel didn’t say anything.

 


The doctors insisted that there was no reason
for Margarita to be deaf. There was no physical damage to her ears
or brain. The doctors even became angry at the little girl for
trying to deceive them. But Margarita was completely deaf and she
was also mute. The doctors looked in her ears and saw all the
healthy apparatus for hearing, perfectly preserved in her tender
flesh. They tried everything from CAT scans to clapping their hands
behind her head but they got no reaction from her. They increased
the volume and intensity of their tests to no avail. They were
stumped.

For her part, Margarita didn’t seem to mind
being deaf. She was happy to be back with her family and was warmed
by the hugging and kissing. Her family was not warmed by her
incomplete recovery. They wanted her back all the way. But this was
as far back as she was willing to come.

 


In the first days of Margarita’s recovery,
Angelina refused to accept her daughter’s diminished condition. She
was encouraged by the complete lack of permanent damage to the
girl’s young body. She was certain that the miracles of modern
science would bring Margarita fully back to her family. But drop
after drop of faith evaporated as the doctors shrugged and mumbled,
over-explained unimportant minutia and suggested alternatives to
their expertise that might help the girl. A psychologist was
brought in to ask questions that Margarita never heard.

After two weeks of fruitless tests, Angelina
was informed that her insurance would no longer cover the very
expensive hospital bed on which Margarita rested. She would have to
go home.

Margarita was delighted to be going home and
her sisters and brother were as anxious as she was to resume their
life together. The fact that she could no longer hear or speak was
a minor trifle to Fatima and only an inconvenience to Ronnell who
preferred non-verbal forms of communication. Their sister was home
and that was all that mattered. But for her older sister Marlene
and their parents, who had far more experience with speaking, the
change was more oppressive.

Margarita couldn’t believe how much her home
had changed in her absence. Everything looked the same but nothing
felt right, like she was on the set of a movie about her life. Her
father’s unnatural kindness and her siblings’ delicate distance
troubled her. She looked around for Buster, certain he would not
have changed toward her but she didn’t see him.

Buster, she thought, where are you?

As if in answer to her question the dog came
barreling into the living room astounded at the sight of his little
friend. He imagined a big metal machine had run her down in the
street like his brother. He had given her up for dead. But here she
was, back from the dead, and he’d never been happier to see anyone
in his life.

“Thank God,” he yelled. Or so Margarita
thought. She could have sworn she heard him. It had been so long
since she’d heard a sound that she was certain for a moment that he
had spoken. He ran across the room and jumped on top of her just
like he had when she was in kindergarten and he was a puppy, but
one year made a large difference in their world and the dog knocked
the 6 year old girl to the floor. An uncontrollable panic gripped
Daniel’s heart at the sight of his daughter falling to the ground.
He’d seen this before and it was more than he could bear to watch
it again so he raced across the room as if he could outrun time
itself. In the chaotic yelling and wrestling that followed, Daniel
yanked Buster’s collar and threw the dog across the room to get him
off his daughter. Angelina yelled at Daniel and as Margarita’s
homecoming degenerated into a brawl involving the whole family, she
looked at Buster cowering silently in the corner and concluded that
she must have imagined hearing him speak.

 


In a telephone call, Angelina was presented
with a diagnosis of sudden onset autism. With the diagnosis, the
medical and insurance communities were free to wash their hands of
the entire affair. They were only too happy to move on to other
clients whose diseases and injuries could be more easily cured by
the careful application of their recommended methodology.
Margarita’s case was different - too different to waste the
valuable resources of a health care system that existed to generate
revenue. She was autistic and that was the final word.

For weeks Angelina dragged Margarita from one
form of witch doctor to another but no sound registered with the
girl and none were forthcoming from her lips. A tiny thread, the
breadth of a hair, started to pull from the corner of Angelina’s
finely-tuned mind and so began her slow unraveling. Daniel showed
no sign of apprehension but he avoided contact with the daughter
who had been his secret favorite child, taking any excuse to engage
one of the other children in conversation or play. He avoided his
wife just as studiously.

Despairing of a solution from the medical
profession, Angelina gathered all the eggs of her hope and put them
in the basket that had been hatching her hopes since infancy. She
took Margarita to church – a Roman Catholic Church.

Angelina’s relationship with the Southern
Baptist Church ebbed and flowed with her relationship with her
husband. The vague distrust that had always colored her view of
that church was now souring into a bitter anger. There was a
thought she could never shake from her mind, no matter how hard she
pulled on the unraveling thread. It was that God was punishing her
for turning her back on the one true religion. Daniel now took
three of their children to his church while Angelina took Margarita
back to God himself. She felt certain that her piety and prayers
could bring her daughter back to her. She made an appointment to
meet with the monsignor.

 


Monsignor O’Neill was so old that the time had
passed when people bothered to put an age on him. He was simply
old. He had brought God to the people of the Bronx since before
Angelina was born. Maybe even before her mother was born. He had
baptized Angelina back when he was a common priest. He had accepted
her marriage to a Baptist with warm accommodation.

“God is God,” he said to them. “It doesn’t
matter what road you take to find him.”

The monsignor had lived through more wars than
he cared to remember and had been a chaplain in both Korea and
Vietnam. He helped many good people to stay on the road to God when
every cell in their body told them to abandon Him. There were
times, when the bullets zipped around him, sinking into and
blasting pieces off of the boys in his care, that he wondered about
God’s blueprint for creation, His love and even His wisdom.
Monsignor closed his eyes and trusted that there was a purpose even
when he couldn’t understand it.

Monsignor watched children grow and have
children of their own while he had never even kissed a girl. There
had been platonic kisses, but he’d not really kissed a girl the way
he had so wanted to. When he was young and filled with lust he
fought against his instincts for the sake of God. He prayed and
begged for the relief that only age had naturally brought, and he
was left with a black stain on his heart for which he could forgive
neither himself nor God. It was only now that old age had calmed
his passionate heart that he was able to fully and clearly lend his
ear, his hands and his battered heart, as weak as they all were
now, to the service of God and humanity.

So Angelina brought Margarita to the office of
Monsignor O’Neill one warm and hopeful spring afternoon, fully
intending to witness a miracle. When they walked into his office,
Monsignor’s face was pulled tight as a fist as he struggled to read
the book that was clutched in his shaking hands. At the sight of
Angelina and the glowing smile of Margarita, he set down his book
and let his face relax and expand and glow. Angelina felt warmth
return to her soul and was at ease for the first time since she
heard her daughter’s skull connect with the concrete.

“Come on in, little ones,” he bid them. To him
they were birds perching on the rungs of his cage. Their hearts
fluttered at the embarrassment of his good nature. They settled –
Angelina in a chair and Margarita, as if incapable of resisting, on
his lap. “Whatever is troubling your heavy heart?” he asked
Angelina as his hand instinctively pet Margarita’s head.

“Oh, Monsignor,” Angelina groaned with an
agony that surprised even herself. “Margarita is not
right.”

Monsignor looked into the eyes of the girl
squirming in his lap. He looked into her soul and saw nothing
amiss.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“She can’t hear, Monsignor, and she can’t
speak. Or she won’t. I don’t know.”

The old man turned Margarita away from the
pencils she had spilled across his desk, to face him. Angelina
shoveled the pencils back into their jar.

“Is that right?” he asked Margarita. She
looked at him and smiled but said nothing. He tapped her shoulder
as she turned away. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Margarita nodded her head happily.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

Margarita shook her head happily.

“Why not?” he asked.

Margarita shrugged and jumped up from his lap.
The monsignor watched Angelina carefully as she tried to stop her
daughter from running around his office.

“Let her run,” he said. He took a deep breath.
“When did this happen?” he asked.

“Almost a month ago, Monsignor. She fell
downstairs and hit her head.” Angelina stopped. She was certain
that if she exhaled she would shout a profanity, right here in
God’s house. She inhaled deeply.

“She was unconscious for three days. Stop it,”
she yelled at Margarita who did not hear her. She grabbed
Margarita’s arm and the girl stopped immediately, shocked by the
severity of her mother’s touch.

“This sounds like a situation for a doctor, my
dear,” the old man said.

“They can’t help me,” Angelina gasped,
fighting back an explosion of grief. “They said there was nothing
wrong with her. They threw us out of the hospital.”

The warm smile had long since faded from the
monsignor’s face even though it remained on Margarita’s. Now his
face tightened and pulled in on itself again making him appear even
older than he was. As with every question he ever faced, the
monsignor asked God for help. He asked for guidance. He closed his
eyes and listened in complete silence for the voice of God.
Angelina held her breath and both of Margarita’s shoulders. She was
sure that the monsignor was about to deliver a miracle in their
midst. He opened his eyes and looked at Margarita.

“Margarita?” he said. The girl nodded
silently. “Take my hand.”

He stretched a stiff and bloated hand, frozen
with arthritis, across his desk and Margarita willingly wrapped its
fingers in hers. He offered his other hand to Angelina who held it
tight. Her other hand clutched Margarita’s.

“Let us pray,” Monsignor intoned. “For
Margarita - I’m sorry – what’s your last name?”

“Brown,” Angelina said.

“Of course. I still hear Sanchez at the end of
your name.” The monsignor and Angelina both smiled weakly at the
memory of a world where Angelina was a girl of Margarita’s age and
there were no problems of which she was aware.

“Let us pray for Margarita Brown.” Monsignor
bowed his head with reverence. He believed that God appreciated
humility, especially when asking a favor. “Show your loyal daughter
the path to recovering the gifts of hearing and speech that you
have bestowed upon her. Let her hear your voice and ours as we ask
you to listen to our prayers. Show your faithful the answer to this
terrible question, O Lord, we beg you, in the name of the father,
the son and the Holy Spirit.”

The three petitioners crossed themselves
obediently.

“Amen,” Angelina said.

The word “amen” formed on Margarita’s lips but
no breath gave it sound. Monsignor fell back into his chair,
breaking the prayer circle. His old bones and muscles ached from
the effort of praying as if he had just run a marathon.

“Can you hear me?” Angelina asked but
Margarita stared at the old man and heard nothing.

“Monsignor,” Angelina moaned in despair, “even
God can’t help her.”

“With God, all things are possible,” the old
man said. Margarita smiled at the thought. “Bring her back tomorrow
and we’ll pray some more.” He looked as if it would take him that
long to get back enough strength to pray again.

“But what will I do until then?” she
asked.

“Relax. The girl seems healthy other than this
problem. Try to do something fun together to get your mind off it.”
An idea struck him from out of the blue and he gave it voice. “Take
her to the zoo,” he said.

Margarita was delighted at the idea and jumped
up with joy. Angelina pushed herself up from her chair and took her
daughter’s hand with a solemn frown.

“Thank you, Monsignor,” she squeaked, on the
verge of tears.

“Take her to the zoo,” Monsignor repeated,
“and come back tomorrow.”

The old man felt the hopelessness of his
parishioner’s despair and added, “God loves you.” Angelina tried
with all her might to believe it while Margarita basked in the
warmth of its obvious truth.

 


 


ZOO

 


Angelina stood on the sidewalk. It was a sunny
day and the light soaked into the crushed stones of the pavement
and bounced into her eyes. She closed her tired eyes and prayed to
God to take her. Anywhere. She never wanted to see Honeywell Avenue
or the Bronx or New York or America or the planet Earth again. She
didn’t want to see this solar system or the Milky Way Galaxy ever
again. The great ball of fire in the sky hid behind a cloud long
enough to offer some shade but when she opened her eyes the sun’s
glare jumped gleefully from the whiteness of the sidewalk into her
sore red eyes.

Margarita pulled her mother’s arm and pointed
to the zoo. That’s where the monsignor had told them to go. It was
a pilgrimage, demanded of the faithful to fulfill God’s will.
Angelina and Margarita held hands and walked across the blistering
sands of Honeywell Avenue to the Asia Gate at the southeast corner
of the Bronx Zoo. They passed through the gate into the Garden of
Eden.

 


Long before there was this zoo, or any other
zoo, humans spent millennia pondering the endless array of animal
life on the planet and sharing their impressions through stories,
songs and drawings and by taking the skin, teeth and horns of dead
animals as clothes, costumes and souvenirs. For as long as they
could remember, and before, humans tried to adopt the fearlessness,
cunning and strength that they saw in other species by wearing
talismans made from their parts. As soon as men figured out how to
reproduce images using plants and rocks, it was the other species
that they painted on the walls of their caves. They were fascinated
in equal measures by the differences and the similarities between
humans and other species. The harder they tried to believe that man
was apart – created by God in His own image to rule the beasts –
the more they were forced to acknowledge their own true animal
nature.

Even before history was recorded, humans kept
collections of captive animals. Fifteen centuries before the birth
of Christ, Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt built the first recorded zoo.
For centuries after that zoos spread across northern Africa,
through India and into China as a popular display of power and
wealth. The Greeks took this institution of entertainment and
transformed into one of education. When the Europeans crossed the
ocean to the Western Hemisphere a new demand was created for the
examination and display of the strange and exotic animals from the
New World. In 1752, an ambitious project called the Imperial
Menagerie was begun in Vienna and when it opened its gates to the
public thirteen years later the first modern zoo was
born.

For centuries explorers brought the legendary
beasts back in their ships to show the folks at home and to build
menageries for displaying them. In the early years of the 20th
century humans irrevocably changed the way they lived on earth and,
consequently, how they interacted with other species. Air travel
brought humans from the northern hemisphere in contact with
African, South American, Australian and Antarctic species in ways
that previously had only been dreamt about. Centuries of bold
explorers taking to the seas to experience life in far-flung
reaches of the globe, and of children reading stories and imagining
themselves embarking on such great journeys, ended with the advent
of global transportation and communication.

The gates of the Bronx Zoo first opened in
1899. It was another 42 years before the African Plains section
opened. In the intervening years the zoo almost single-handedly
saved the American Bison, a species that had seen its numbers drop
from 50,000,000 to less than 1,000 in the space of a century. In
1899 the zoo accumulated a herd of bison in one of its inaugural
projects and by 1907 the herds procreative ability was so great
that the zoo was shipping bison to Oklahoma, Montana, South Dakota
and Nebraska. The majority of American bison, like a large
percentage of the American human, can trace some part of its
ancestry through New York City.

In 1907, as the bison were being packed on
railroad cars and shipped to the plains, something else happened
that would change zoos forever. Carl Hagenbeck, the son of a German
fishmonger, tried out a new idea he had about displaying animals.
When Carl was four years old a fisherman gave his father some seals
that had been caught in his net and Carl’s dad put them in a tub
for the world to admire. Over the years the elder Hagenbeck
continued collecting exotic animals from the sailors who brought
their fish to his market, and he put together what was then the
world’s largest animal dealership. The younger Hagenbeck loved the
animals and spent all his available time with them, getting to know
them as individuals and as collective species. He learned their
strengths and weaknesses, their abilities to fly and swim, how fast
they could run and how high and far each species could jump. In
1907 he opened his “zoo of the future” – without bars. Rather than
enclosing his animals in cages he surrounded then with moats that
would separate the animals from humans and each other.

When the African Plains section of the Bronx
Zoo opened in 1941 it was built on the dreams of Carl Hagenbeck as
the only predator-prey exhibit in North America. Freed from the
cages that had always confined them in the New World, African
species now roamed the hills and grasslands of the
Bronx.

For more than sixty years the residents of
Honeywell Avenue and the city that nestled it took their children
by the hand and showed them what animals on the other side of the
world looked like in an approximation of their natural habitat.
Before television brought such things into the living room, Daniel
and Angelina’s parents had taken their children to marvel at beasts
with spots, stripes, humps, paws, claws, wings, tails, trunks,
horns and fur unlike any they’d ever seen, and to look into eyes
remarkably like their own.

Animals from Africa now live fifty yards from
animals whose ancestors never traveled below the Arctic Circle.
Jungle animals grudgingly share their territory with desert
animals. Reptiles share their humid environments with amphibians
and birds. Polar bears share an island with grizzly bears,
separated by an unconquerable mountain. Sea lions fight for their
fish against sea gulls that fly freely to Orchard Beach and City
Island at the end of the day. Fifteen thousand non-human animals
pass their lives in a verdant valley in the middle of the Bronx, as
if Noah’s great ark settled there when the waters of the flood
receded. But it wasn’t the ark that brought them.

Their unquenchable thirst for knowledge and
conquest led the humans to capture, study, categorize and display
their fellow species. As humans and their environment grew and
changed, the other species were left on the outside of the human
world. Beings that had always been an important part of human lives
became circus attractions, rugs, and mascots for football teams.
Humans didn’t see the need for them anymore. The non-human portions
of the world are shrinking at such a rate that they will disappear
during Margarita’s lifetime. There will be some nature preserves in
Africa but they will just be large zoos, surrounded by, and
existing only through the grace of, the human world.

In the middle of a world transforming beyond
to power of even the human brain to grasp there remain some, like
Margarita, who never lost their inextricable connection to the
animal kingdom. Things looked different to her. Vision being one of
her remaining senses, and being six years old, she saw things more
clearly than most of her species.

As soon as Angelina and Margarita entered the
zoo a lion roared ferociously and Margarita’s head jerked to the
side as if she heard it. Angelina leaned down and spoke to her
daughter in soothing tones that the girl never heard.

“Did you hear that, Margarita?”

She pulled her daughter’s chin so that their
eyes met. “Are you okay?” Angelina asked the question and Margarita
smiled, trying to nod her head, but she was prevented by her
mother’s grip. Margarita thought that she might have heard a sound
but now all was silence. She listened hard but couldn’t even hear
her own breathing or the beating of her heart. She felt that there
were sounds just beyond her perception and she strained harder to
hear them. Angelina took her hand and led her back into the
ancestral home of the human race, into Africa.

Margarita thought the lion might be dead. It
sat on a rock and didn’t move or make a sound. His eyes seemed to
follow her but no other part of him budged. His mane even refused
to surrender to the breeze. As they passed though the African
village, children filled with soda and ice cream fluttered around
Margarita and Angelina, screeching and laughing, but Margarita
heard nothing. Nothing, except…

“What was that?” Margarita wanted to say, but
couldn’t. She thought for a second that she had heard a sound. It
was difficult to identify since it was different from any sound
she’d heard before, liquid but coherent – a sound at the same time
natural and conscious. From far, far away she thought she heard a
voice trying to talk to her. It was getting louder, and closer,
until it was directly above her.

She looked up and saw feathers flapping in her
face. Angelina waved and screamed at the bird in her daughter’s
face, making sounds that Margarita never heard. After the bird was
chased away the girl saw a shadow cross her face in the reflection
of her mother’s glasses and silence again closed around her ears.
She looked down as the shadow of the tallest animal in the world
crossed her path.

Margarita followed the giraffe’s loping legs
in a hypnotic state. Angelina followed numbly behind her daughter
in the same way that the giraffe’s body seemed pulled along by its
forelegs until she found an open spot on a bench. She pulled her
daughter next to her so that they could both sit and think. The
giraffe stretched his neck into a thicket of leaves 18 feet off the
ground. His long tongue reached out, grabbed a twig and pulled a
cluster of leaves into his mouth. His jaws slid sideways, grinding
the leaves until a subtle gulp sent a soft, slow ripple down his
impossibly long throat.

Three adult giraffes and two children stood in
the field with a stiff pride as if the hairy tufts of horns on top
of their heads were the only things holding up the sky. The
children stayed close to the adults, wary of everything, their eyes
so different from the adults’ that they appeared painted on,
especially compared to the bottomless black depths of the eyes that
watched over them. Margarita noticed that three of the giraffes –
parents and a child - always moved together. The father’s head went
first and dragged the rest of the body, and the rest of the family,
behind it. The long hair on the animals’ tails waved rather than
wagged. Their necks never stopped undulating. The adults, though
not as wary as the children, still kept their distance from the
humans. The smell, thought Margarita, must be awful for them.
Coffee, perfume and the odors secreted by flesh-eating animals must
offend the large, sensitive nostrils of the huge animals so high in
the sky. She could smell it now herself as her remaining senses
gained strength.

“I’m sorry,” she said in her heart.

The largest of the giraffes turned and looked
at Margarita with intense scrutiny. He strode slowly toward
Margarita who stood staring back. She took her mother’s hand as the
giant stood between her and the sun, a glorious
silhouette.

His slinky neck slowly lowered down toward
Margarita, his gaze never breaking from hers. Her brain told her to
be frightened, but her heart told her there was nothing to fear.
Angelina tried to pull her daughter back to her seat but the girl
stood and walked to the fence that separated her from the
giraffes.

The giraffe pulled some undigested leaves from
the stomach closest to his mouth and munched the cud with sideways
chomps. He looked through her eyes into the bottom of her soul and
then came back out. He filled her with warmth.

“Hello, Littleneck,” he said, clear as a
bell.

 


 


GIRAFFE

 


Margarita’s first instinct was to retreat back
into the impenetrable darkness that had recently hidden her. She
closed her eyes and tried to bury herself under luxurious dreams
but they would not come and so she opened her eyes. The giraffe
gazed calmly at her, still chewing his cud.

“Hello, Littleneck,” he said. Her heart was
pounding but it was excitement, not fear, pumping it. She listened
hard to see if her disease had cured itself. It hadn’t. She could
see the trees move with the breeze but couldn’t hear them. She saw
the mouths of other people talking but she heard no voices. She
reached the reasonable conclusion that she must have imagined
it.

“You didn’t imagine it, Littleneck,” the
giraffe said.

Again she closed her eyes and again she could
not escape. After three deep, deliberate breathes she opened her
eyes again.

She looked into the large brown eyes of the
giraffe and said, “Are you talking to me?”

Her mouth hadn’t said the words. Her mind had.
The giraffe raised his head and nibbled some leaves.

“I’m talking to whoever’s listening, I guess,”
he said. He leaned closer and whispered through his whiskers, “Are
you listening?”

Margarita looked around in shock but no one
else took any notice of the talking giraffe. The little girl looked
sadly at the giant African mammal and sighed.

“I’m listening,” she said.

“Good,” he answered. “What do you like to
listen to?”

“I like to listen to almost anything,” she
said. “but I can’t hear anything anymore - I need help.”

“Help,” he yelled. She looked around in
anticipation of shocked reaction to the giraffe’s outburst, but
there was no shock. There was a boy buying popcorn from a man who
wheeled a cart through the zoo and he looked as completely
unperturbed as a little boy can look. The giraffe made no more
noise to him than a butterfly.

“I didn’t mean to shock you,” the giraffe
said. “It’s just that we all need help, right? I could use just a
touch of it myself, though I can’t complain. Sometimes I do like to
complain though.” He tasted the edge of a leaf and decided that he
wouldn’t bite it even though it tasted appetizing. He wasn’t
hungry. “What kinda help you need?” he asked.

Margarita wondered. The very idea that she was
asking a giraffe for help made her want to burst into tears. The
only thing that stopped her was the fact that he was
answering.

“I want to go home to my family,” she
said.

“Back to your family,” he smiled. “That sounds
nice. I don’t know if I can help but I’ll do what I can. Do you
know where they are?”

“Mommy’s right here,” she said pointing at
Angelina. The image burned itself immediately into the folds of
Angelina’s brain – her daughter appearing for all the world to be
talking to a giraffe while pointing at her. The thought entered her
mind that the monsignor might have anticipated or even ordained
such a scene.

“So what’s your problem?” the giraffe
asked.

“I am,” Margarita said. “I can see them but I
can’t hear them and they can’t hear me.”

“Oh, that,” the giraffe said as if he’d been
presented with her condition a thousand times before. “Well, the
cure for that might take something that’s not exactly
acceptable”

“This Littleneck wants me to help her,” he
said merrily to his fellow giraffes. The angry glances on their
faces surprised Margarita.

“You better not, Henry,” one of them
admonished him. Before Margarita had a chance to ask why such
disapproval interrupted their conference he interrupted the
disapproval:

“Come with me,” he said to
Margarita.

“Where?”



He leaned back down towards her and their eyes
locked. “Where I’m going.” Margarita looked into the unfathomable
depths of his eyes and saw nothing there to frighten her. “Just
look in my eyes and come with me.” He smiled warmly and his eyes
spoke to her with a silent sentiment: how can you
refuse?

Margarita instinctively looked at his mouth
when she heard the words but his jaws were chewing and his lips
were shut. She looked in his eyes and he disappeared. She looked at
her mother who was staring where Henry had been as if he was still
there. She looked down at her feet and saw clear through to the
ground. She had disappeared, too. She touched Angelina who smiled
sadly and rubbed her hand across her daughter’s invisible
head.

“Over here,” The giraffe said. Margarita
turned to look and she saw him. He was not in his habitat at the
Bronx Zoo. When she turned back around the zoo itself was gone.
They were in Africa.

“Where are we?” her mind asked.

“Where I’m going,” he told her.

“I don’t understand,” she said. She heard a
sound that she had never heard before but somehow recognized as a
giraffe’s laugh.

“You monkeys and your brains,” He laughed.
“You’ve got to understand everything. It’s when you realize that
you can’t understand, and then you understand.”

She didn’t understand. A small voice, buried
deep in her mind, whispered that she should be frightened. She
didn’t understand that either. She turned slowly in a circle and
looked across the Serengeti Plain.

There were no humans as far as she could see
in every direction, but she was far from alone. Zebras and
wildebeests by the thousands meandered among the grass. The hills
rolling to the north were dotted with shrubs that were harsh enough
to withstand the 110º heat and to go for months without rain. The
harshness made their beauty more obscure than it should have been,
but Margarita noticed it. The heat was so thick it entered her body
through every pore, expanding her skin and slowing her heart. She
breathed low and long. To the west a herd of elephants looked her
way impassively. She felt their eyes slip through her skin with the
heat and their prehensile tongues and trunks probing her heart. The
soft voice advising fear grew louder, almost audible. The elephants
satisfied their curiosity by lumbering over toward Margarita and
her guide.

The tallest of the elephants came forward from
the herd as they approached and walked very close to
Henry.

“What’s with the monkey?” he asked.

“Followed me home,” Henry answered. It was
apparent to Margarita that Henry had met this gigantic grey beast
before and that he would have been happier if he hadn’t.

The tall elephant leaned close to Margarita.
His big yellow eyes looked into hers in a way that made her a
little nauseous. The voice inside grew loud enough for her to hear
the words:

Get out of here.

But the tallest elephant wasn’t ready for her
to leave and he was letting her know it without making a sound. He
just kept looking in her eyes. A man had looked at her like this
once on Fordham Road and she had felt the same incomprehensible but
unavoidable revulsion.

“Let her alone,” Henry said and the tall
elephant shifted his attention toward the thought. Margarita
thought, for all to hear, that Henry, who only minutes earlier had
seemed the tallest animal in the world now looked like the
smallest. His head, stretching so far above her own head, squinted
into the sweltering sun as he faced the tremendous
behemoth.

“You shouldn’t bring monkeys here, you know
better than that,” the elephant said as it plodded around. “This
ain’t their place.”

“Who made you to say whose place it is?” the
giraffe asked.

The elephant was stung. He knew the rules that
had been set down long before he was born and he knew this wasn’t
the place for monkeys. The giraffe on the other hand had either
forgotten the rules or was consciously breaking them.

“It’s not your place neither, Henry,” the
elephant spat with the air of an animal long used to unquestioned
allegiance.

“Don’t tell me my place,” Henry answered.
Margarita felt, though she wasn’t sure how, that Henry had never
stood up to such a large beast before. A heavy silence, heavier
even than the oppressive heat, descended on the herd as they
shuffled into place, contemplating the confrontation. Much dirt and
grass was tossed in the air and it tickled Margarita to realize
that it was not a desire to deflect the brutal heat and unrelenting
insects from the elephants’ sensitive skin that prompted the
display. It was intended to be intimidating. It wasn’t. The
tremendous elephant, Margarita felt in the pit of her soul, was
angrier at Henry than any elephant had ever been. Henry, shrinking
all the time before the Goliath but also hardening in his resolve,
was putting everything, including his very life, behind his defense
of this wayward monkey.

The strange thing to Henry was that he was not
afraid. Margarita knew that he felt something very different – as
different for him as it was to her. He had never felt less scared
or more liberated. Margarita suddenly felt like laughing and even
though she made no sound or movement the members of the herd
abruptly turned toward her with their large elephant eyes to let
her know that her thoughts were inappropriate.

Henry looked at her and smiled. As long as
they could both smile she thought they would be okay – not even the
large elephant could stop them from smiling.

The elephant wagged his gigantic head sadly.
“You think you’re going to put this broken monkey back together?”
he said. “Leave her alone, you’ll probably just make her worse. Our
ways aren’t for them anymore. They made their choice.” The large
yellow eye of the elephant scrutinized the little
monkey.

“She thinks you’re going to show her how to
get back to the way she was. You’re not even thinking of anything
that stupid, are you?” The beast bellowed.

Margarita immediately panicked at the thought
that their plan had been discovered but Henry was
unperturbed.

“Maybe. What of it?”

The elephant boiled with rage. “You can’t help
the monkey – you know that. Monkeys are forbidden.”

“Don’t get your flesh in a fold,” Henry
joked.

The large elephant had seen and heard and felt
enough and he started to grow. From the moment she had set eyes on
him Margarita knew that he was the largest animal she had ever seen
but that didn’t stop him from expanding to ridiculous proportions.
Soon the monstrosity eclipsed Henry, then the sun, then the whole
of the Serengeti. Margarita felt that his intent was not malevolent
but it was stronger than anything Margarita had ever felt from her
mother or her father. It was brutally powerful and angry. It was
not to be trifled with.

The voice inside Margarita stood on a stool
and yelled as loud as it could.

“I want to get out of here,” Margarita said.
And she was.

She was sitting on a bench next to her mother.
They were watching the giraffes penned safely behind a fence in the
Bronx. Henry looked at Margarita but said nothing. His lower jaw
slid from side to side. His tongue slowly pulled some leaves into
his mouth. Margarita noticed for the first time that her mother was
holding her hand.

Angelina wasn’t watching the giraffes, and she
wasn’t looking at her daughter. Her eyes gazed in an unfixed focus
on the gravel path under her feet. Her brain needed the attention
she usually devoted to sight so that she could concentrate on
solving the mystery of her daughter’s condition. If she could not
solve it, then she would have to learn how to accept it.

Angelina couldn’t accept it.

Margarita was afraid to move for fear that she
would be back in Africa. She held her mother’s hand tightly. She
wanted her mommy to take her home.

“You can go home,” Henry said.

“You can go home. You can go home. You can go
home. Go home. Go home. Go home. Go home.” Black feathers settled
into the branches over Margarita’s head.

“Stop it, Keechee.” Henry yelled at the bird.
The bird shook his feathers indignantly but didn’t make another
sound.

“I’m sorry about all that,” Henry said and
Margarita could tell he was. “Ofiri’s very protective of the herd.
He doesn’t like monkeys. I probably shouldn’t have taken you
there,” he said sheepishly. “We won’t bother you again.” He looked
around cautiously and continued softly and slyly. “Not unless you
want me to.” He smiled a little in spite of himself and she joined
him in the conspiratorial grin. “If you want to talk sometime, you
just come back here.” Margarita’s grip on her mother’s bones grew
tighter - Angelina felt nothing except her own heart’s
pain.

Henry wandered away into the shadows. He
didn’t look back.

“Mister Giraffe,” she called after him. He
stopped but didn’t turn around.

“Why can’t I hear them?” Margarita asked.
Henry made a sound that the girl recognized as a giraffe sigh. He
was reluctant to turn and face her. She knew that he was trying to
hide something from her but it was a few moments before she
realized it was fear. She knew he was afraid of hurting her. The
thoughts came spilling from the gigantic mammal as quickly as he
tried to rein them in. He had made a terrible mistake – a breach of
both etiquette and the rules that kept the humans separated from
the other species. He wasn’t sorry for the danger he may have
placed himself in or even for upsetting the balance of nature. He
was sorry that he was too weak to ignore the lure of the wounded
Littleneck. Reluctantly he turned and looked at her sideways,
trying to shield her from the pain that was shooting from him in
all directions. Unable to control himself, he divulged his
knowledge.

“You can’t hear the humans, right?” he
asked.

“Yes,” she groaned. As terrible and confusing
as it was to hear giraffes and birds talking and to jump back and
forth from the Bronx to Africa, she was pleased to know that in
some manner at least she could hear and speak again. “Why can’t I
hear them?”

“For the same reason they can’t hear me,”
Henry answered. “You’ve been disconnected. The lines aren’t open to
them. If they were, you wouldn’t hear me.”

She asked the question that had gnawed at her
bones since she first heard the giraffe’s voice, a question whose
potential answer terrified her, whatever it would be. “Can you help
me to hear them again?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t.” He turned his head and
contemplated the apartment buildings surrounding his miniscule
habitat. “Can you help them to hear me?”

“No,” she answered, “people can’t understand
giraffes.”

“It’s the same thing, then. I don’t think
we’re missing too much. As long as we can still talk to each other.
Keep each other company.” A friendly smile spread across the
giraffe’s face.

“No offense, Mr. Giraffe -”

“Name’s Henry,” he interrupted.

“No offense, Henry,” she loved both his name
and the permission to use it, “but I really want to be able to hear
them and talk to them again. Why can’t I?”

He thought for a second, but only a second.
Henry knew at least enough not to waste time trying to find answers
for questions that didn’t have answers.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I suppose
there’s a reason though. There’s a reason for everything, isn’t
there? There must be.”

“What reason?”

“I don’t know. I’m just Henry. If you want to
know the reasons for things you ought to ask Ella.”

“Ella?”

“Gotta go,” Henry said when he saw Angelina
stand up.

“Don’t go,” she yelled.

“I’m not going,” he said. “You’re going.”
Margarita felt a tug on her arm and saw her mother pulling her to
her feet. She wanted to tell her mother to let go but no words
could escape the prison of her little body.

“If you come back,” Henry called over her
shoulder, “I’ll tell you about Ella. All about Ella.”

 


 


BRONCK’S

 


Honeywell Avenue begins at East Tremont Avenue
and ends five blocks away at the Bronx Zoo. But it wasn’t always
like that. The land that lies under Honeywell Avenue was once the
property of the Manhattan Indians of the Wappinger Confederacy, not
that they considered the property “theirs” in the that way the
Europeans who took it away from them did. Their principal village,
Nappeckamack, was a few miles north of what is now Honeywell
Avenue.

The first European to set eyes on the Bronx
was Hendrik Hudson. In 1608, he was hired by the Dutch East India
Company to find a navigable passage to India through the North
American continent. The company provided a ship, the “Half Moon”
for the trip as well as a crew of twenty, a mix of Dutch and
English sailors who couldn’t speak each other’s language. He
traveled up and down the east coast from Nova Scotia and Maine down
to Chesapeake Bay and up to Delaware Bay before arriving at a river
called “Grand River” or “The River of the Steep Hills.” The
Manhattan Indians who lived near it called it Muhheakunnuk or
“great waters constantly in motion.” On September 3, 1609, ten
years before the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock, Hudson first
sailed up the river that now carries his name. The Manhattan
Indians canoed out to Hudson’s ship and brought most of the crew
ashore for a visit. Hudson was given tobacco and corn, a delicacy
that he called Turkish wheat. He traded bread and knives and was
enjoying a relatively peaceful introduction to the native people
for a few days before violence struck. Five members of Hudson’s
crew were sounding another nearby river when one of them was
killed, shot through the neck with an arrow. Two crewmen were
seriously wounded.

The next day the dead were buried and the
“Half Moon” remained at anchor for the night, keeping a careful
watch. Then they got the hell out of there. They sailed for another
two weeks, 150 miles up to Albany until the water got too shallow
for them to go any further, forcing them to abandon their search
for a passage that, unbeknownst to them did not exist, to the wide
Pacific Ocean.

When Henry Hudson returned to England after
his trip up the river he was arrested for sailing under another
nation’s flag, an act of treason. The Dutch portion of the crew,
and the ship, sailed home to Holland. The captain was soon released
and he took it upon himself to command another voyage to the New
World in search of the impossible. He wound up sailing all around
the huge bay in Canada that also bears his name until his crew,
sick, frozen and dying, decided it was time for a mutiny. They put
their captain, his son, and a few others on a small boat and gave
them a push. They were never heard from again.

Thirty years after Henry Hudson, Jonas Bronck
sailed from Holland to the land then known as Aquahung and staked
out a claim of 500 acres, including the plot of land that the Brown
family would call home 390 years later. Jonas only owned the land
for four years, less even than Daniel and Angelina, but it would
always be known as Bronck’s after that.

Three blocks east of Honeywell Avenue was the
main path that the Wappinger followed along the Bronx River to the
East River. The early European colonists called it the Lower Road
or the Back Road but its official name was Ye Queens Road. In 1802
its name was changed to West Farms Turnpike. Even though it had
been used for centuries it wasn’t until 1893 that it was paved and
renamed Main Street. It was lined with stores, factories,
warehouses and coal yards. It was also home to the palatial estates
of the Fox, Tiffany, Freeman and Minford families. In 1874 Jonas
Bronk’s former land, by then just called the Bronx, became part of
New York City.

In 1900 there were 200,000 people living on
Bronk’s old land. Over the next 30 years more than a million people
moved to the borough, sextupling the population. In 1924 the
Goodwin Real Estate Trust started to build a row of apartment
houses on Honeywell Avenue between East 179th and East 180th
Streets. The building that would become home to the Brown family
was built in 1925, when Babe Ruth’s star was sucking tremendous
amounts of glory into its gravitational orbit across the Bronx. The
building’s proximity to the zoo, to Fordham Road and to the Grand
Concourse made it a uniquely desirable dwelling place. In 1925 New
York City housing was constructed with a proud attention to detail.
Above the buildings entrance was an intricate stonework trellis and
above that was a series of stone disks, two feet tall, containing
profiles of Greek gods and goddesses. The rooms were tall – 13 feet
from floor to ceiling - the floors were built of hard wood. You
could fit elephants in the closets and lions in the cupboards and
in the winter heat poured out of the radiators with such intensity
that the large and heavy windows were propped open even when snow
was falling.

In 1929, the Paradise Theater was built for
four million dollars on the Grand Concourse near Fordham Road,
about 20 blocks away from Honeywell Avenue. It held 4,000 people
who sat in bewildered rapture under a ceiling painted dark blue as
a representation of the night sky. Small light bulbs represented
the stars and a cloud machine simulated clouds blowing across the
sky. Both inside the theater and out the tapestry of stars and
clouds presided over realities that must have seemed more like
dreams to their owners. And like a dream the glorious life that
made the Concourse so Grand was destined to come to an
end.

The great boom that had filled the Bronx with
people and hope throughout the roaring twenties went bust with the
Great Depression. People who’d moved to this glittering paradise,
who had been able to finally afford their emancipation, even if
came paycheck to paycheck, found that they were only one payday
away from destitution. In 1932 a crowd of over 4,000 people, more
even than a Paradise Theater packed house, took to the streets and
attacked the police who were evicting tenants who had stopped
paying rent. Rent strikes spread across the city with their
attendant street and court battles. A temporary police station was
built outside one of the buildings and the familiar old-world
bitterness of martial law was tasted again on the streets of the
Bronx. Some landlords reduced their rents but it wasn’t until FDR’s
New Deal finally offered some home relief that the sight of a
family’s belongings piled on the curb began to disappear from the
neighborhood.

Parts of the families of Daniel and Angelina
Brown had witnessed the boom and bust of the Bronx. Daniel’s
paternal ancestors lived in South Carolina for a century in
mud-wall and thatched-roof huts modeled on the traditional Congo
styles from Africa. There were no fireplaces in the huts and the
winters were as unbearably cold as the summers were hot. Most of
the family’s lives were spent outdoors, either working in the
fields or around open pits where broken and dirty rice was cooked
along with the occasional bit of meat. The meat they got to eat was
from the least meaty parts of the animal – legs, feet, jaws and
skulls – and was supplemented by hog fat. After the abolitionists
gained a foothold in the public conscience European style wooden
homes began to pop up in clusters for the slaves. The feeling among
slave-owners was that more humane treatment, or at least the
appearance of it, would alleviate some of the discomfort caused by
the consciences of those who would treat human beings as
property.

A family named White, who were the largest
tobacco-growers in South Carolina right up until the Civil War,
owned Daniel’s family for generations. The last Mr. White, the one
that owned Daniel’s great-grandfather, was not a bad man, except
for the irredeemable stain on his soul that came with the idea that
he should be allowed to own the bodies of his fellow human beings.
It was the steadfast resolve of those who believed in the moral
acceptability of slavery, and their sheer numbers including his own
parents and grandparents, that led Mr. White to turn his conscience
into a carnival freak show. He had been an American after all, the
resident of a true and fair country that would never allow such an
abomination to exist, so it could not be an abomination. There were
other good men, including most of the fathers of his country, that
shared the view that if a person, even a small child, were born
with dark enough skin, they were not people at all but merely
things. Like chickens or cows or giraffes. While some slaves
adopted their former master's name upon emancipation it only seemed
right for Mr. White’s slaves to take the name Brown.

 


Daniel’s maternal grandparents came to New
York from Puerto Rico in 1938. The impact of the city on their
lives was immediate and immense. Soon after they arrived in the
United States they went to see “Gone with the Wind” and even though
they didn’t understand much of the dialogue they understood the
story perfectly. They understood the nature of their new home.
They’d never seen, and could barely imagine such a wonderland truly
existed on the planet Earth. They had lived in San Juan and
considered themselves urban people until they saw Manhattan.
Grandpa was a man of the earth who never felt far from it in San
Juan but felt separated from the planet in New York by the streets
and sidewalks that covered it. He often shared with his grandson
the suspicion that not far beneath Central Park there were more
streets and sidewalks. Daniel was often told tales of how joyful
his grandfather had once been but Daniel never truly believed them.
The sour soul that haunted all their lives, the boy reasoned, must
have always been exactly that way. It wasn’t until he was older
himself that Daniel could see how people changed, usually for the
worse. Grandma missed the people she left behind in San Juan but
she never wanted to live anywhere but New York City. She was not
one to look back.

Despite the old man’s disposition Daniel
idolized his grandfather almost as much as his father and it was in
their company that he felt complete – a man. It was a crippling
attack on so many levels of his development when both of these
important men died within a year of each other. Daniel was
twelve.

 


From his earliest recollections Daniel had
always been uniquely comforted by the tradition of manual labor
that had been handed down to him from his father and grandfather.
It was a never-ending source of satisfaction to him when a light
switch was flipped or a faucet handle was turned and the desired
result was achieved because of the work of his hands. He knew his
work was done thoroughly and any mechanical malfunction was taken
as a personal insult. It was his father who instilled this behavior
and so many others in Daniel before he disappeared from the boy’s
life. Daniel turned his first screw at his father’s knee. He held
nails for his father, who did not miss. He replaced drill bits and
sanded wood and sharpened axes and saw blades for his old man,
shedding more blood than any three boys his age. But he always came
back for more.

The first time he used one of his father’s
blades, Daniel sliced right through the nail of his thumb. Before
he even felt any pain he knew he’d done something terrible. He ran
the thumb under cold water and watched the white porcelain turn
pink in the bloody water. The hysteria that rang through the house
– his mother screaming, his father cursing – admonished him for his
carelessness. As the panic subsided the boy was surprised to find
the pain in his hand was much less than he had expected. Even as he
swore, to himself as well as his mother, that safety would now be
his first priority, he experienced for the first time a
fearlessness that would become a permanent part of his
personality.

He enjoyed the pressure of work on his young
muscles and he grew to appreciate the ability to manipulate his
environment through sturdy application of physical force. Fixing
things, he discovered, was in his blood.

The Brown men were mechanics from way back. It
had been the sustaining force of the family since before they came
to America. It was the provider of all their food and shelter. It
formed the framework for all their lives. As the skin on Daniel’s
small hands grew tougher, and his muscles bulged from exertion, he
felt the power of his masculinity. He was glad to be able to
provide a service that elicited the appropriate female
appreciation. It was the same way he reacted to his mother’s
cooking and nurturing and it reinforced perceptions of gender that
were as old as time.

Daniel’s father had used some of the same
tools that had belonged to his own father and had left them for his
son. More than anything else in Daniel’s life they were a
connection to the man was stolen from his heart. Tools that were
little more than bent steel wrapped in tape were often the perfect
tools for daunting tasks. Because, contrary to perceptions, the
tools were more than steel and tape. Those very tools had kept a
dry roof over the Brown family’s heads for more years than any of
them could remember. They kept a light shining on the children’s
books. They drew a warm bath and cooked a hot meal for generations
of weary bodies after a long days work. They were good things in a
world of bad things - to simply hold one in his calloused palm
provided a reassurance that adversity could be overcome.

 


Daniel was the youngest of six children and
his brothers and sisters treated the family baby with the same
good-natured indulgence that his mother did. But it was his mother,
always his mother, who taught him the important things in life,
especially after his father’s death. She taught him how, and why,
to love - how, and why, to accept abuse from no one and why he
should stay in school when his friends and his brothers had decided
to assert their independence by treating the school system with the
same scorn it had generously heaped on them. His father had been
limited in his own education and even though he acted as if he was
glad to have been freed from school, and as much as there was some
truth to it, there was also some embarrassment. He betrayed his
embarrassment by regularly insisting that he’d gone to school for
five and half years, as if that last half-year meant he was not an
ignorant fool. And for all his bluster it was obvious that he was
proud to have his son pursuing education beyond the fifth grade,
even as he warned the boy not to think he was smarter than his
father.

When Daniel’s grandfather died the boy was
petrified. It was the closest that the Angel of Death had come to
him and it shook him to his foundation. When his father died
something altogether different happened. Daniel died with him. The
person who Daniel had been up to that time evaporated on the long,
strange night when he became fatherless. His grandfather’s death,
while horrific to him, was not completely unexpected - he was,
after all, the oldest person in Daniel’s family and Daniel knew the
oldest were supposed to die first. When Daniel’s father collapsed
in their living room the boy thought it was a joke. Daniel’s father
was known to be a bit of a prankster and it wasn’t beyond him to
fake a heart attack for the boy’s entertainment. Even as his mother
and siblings screamed and phoned for an ambulance the boy laughed
in the hysterical belief it was all a farce rather than a tragedy.
His father, who had a pretty good idea of what it was he was facing
told his youngest child one thing before he lost
consciousness:

“Don’t change,” he gasped. It was an entirely
impossible request.

The death of Daniel’s father never completely
penetrated him. He kept waiting for a devastation that never
arrived. Sadness weighed heavily on his heart but it was smothered
by the overwhelming love of his mother and siblings and their
fanatical insistence that it would not do to their baby what it was
obviously doing to the rest of them.

Daniel gently, quietly and simply pulled
closed a door in his heart. He held the knob in his hand and
steadily clicked the key into the tumblers and locked it. He
checked to be sure that it was secure and, when he was satisfied,
placed the key on his tongue and swallowed it.

After his father died, Daniel’s studies
faltered. What was the point? But his mother was determined that if
there was one thing in her life she would live to see, it was her
baby’s high school graduation. She never did.

Two weeks before graduation Daniel was walking
home from the market with his mother when she was killed. A white
car – that was all Daniel could ever remember of it – drove up onto
the sidewalk and ground the poor woman’s body between its bumper
and a brick wall. Right in the middle of a sentence. They were
arguing over the amount of groceries they’d just purchased. It was
a running argument. Daniel always thought they should buy more
items in fewer trips - he was strong enough to carry more and he
liked the exercise. He also preferred not to be seen in public with
his mother too often, though he would never tell her that. His
mother preferred to buy fewer items at a time and she didn’t mind
shopping every day. It gave her an excuse to get out of the house
for one thing. She also preferred to be seen in public with her
strong, handsome son as often as she could, though she would never
tell him that.

“The food is fresher this way,” she started to
explain before the metal monster ran off with her. The monster
didn’t care about the freshness of the groceries or the social
interactions of mothers and sons. The monster didn’t care about
anything.

Daniel watched from between two bags of
groceries as his mother was taken from him. He didn’t even drop the
bags. He knelt and set them down gently as if he could discount the
tragedy and trick the monster into giving back his mother. He never
forgave himself for not dropping the bags.

The car was white and it never stopped. It
never slowed down. The reason Daniel could remember nothing of the
car was that he saw only the driver, who was also white. His face
was red but his race was white. His face was a deep red, almost
purple, with eyes that flashed horror and incomprehension. The
bleary, blurry eyes settled on Daniel for only an instant but it
was an instant that would bind them forever. The man obviously
hadn’t intended to be driving on the sidewalk. He was as surprised
as anyone to find an old lady on the hood of his car.

After Daniel had carefully set down his
mother’s shopping, always mindful of the carton of orange juice
that had been placed precariously on top of one bag, he knelt over
his mother.

She said only one word to him: “Robert.” It
was his father’s name. She said it in such a way as to impart to
him all the empty dreams that had been swallowed out of her life.
Worse than anything he ever heard, even the sound of the car
hitting the wall with his mother between them, was the sound of his
mother’s longing for a corpse.

When Daniel explained what had happened to the
police who arrived at the scene, he heard one of them say to
another that it was probably drug related. They questioned him
extensively about his own drug use and his knowledge of dealers in
his neighborhood. It was the angle that the New York Post used in a
small story the next day. The man who ran over his mother was never
found. Daniel always assumed he’d lived out his life quietly with
his family and never spoke of the incident to anyone.

 


A hollow shell in the form of Daniel graduated
from high school two weeks later. By that time he was incapable of
shedding more tears and from that day on he had never again been
able to cry.



After his mother’s death Daniel witnessed the
disintegration of his family and after his graduation he watched
impassively as his friends and brothers were slowly undone by
drugs, the criminal justice system, and each other. From his
close-knit group of school friends few had survived intact. The
first to go was Malcolm, a sweet boy with more raw intelligence
than the rest of them put together. The way the boy absorbed and
regurgitated the information fed to him at school was astonishing
to the other children. He was certain to rise above the swamp where
life had placed him. But from the first time he freebased cocaine
the trajectory of his life was sealed. Nothing else would ever
matter to him – not family, friends, school, hoops or hygiene. His
eyeballs rolled back inside his head. It was impossible to make eye
contact with him. There were others who followed him down that dead
end street but none went as quickly or recklessly as Malcolm. His
first experimentation was at the tender age of thirteen and within
a few months he was a hollow, unrecognizable ghost of himself. It
sickened Daniel to think of him.

There were some who had moved away and never
came back. There were some who went away and came back to be some
of the strongest supporters of their old neighborhood. Some stayed
to hold on and strengthen their familiar streets. Some stayed and
sank. Daniel ran away to the magical land of Angelina: to the
Bronx. Like his grandmother, he never looked back.

 


Angelina and Daniel first set foot in the
apartment that would become the center of their universe when
Angelina was pregnant with Ronnell. Daniel struggled as he carried
Marlene up the stairs in her stroller and almost decided against
the move because of it. But Angelina was home the minute she
crossed the threshold. A few months after they’d first laid eyes on
it, during a hailstorm, Daniel and Angelina Brown and their two
children, Marlene and Ronnell, moved from a one-bedroom apartment
in Parkchester to a three-bedroom apartment in one of the Goodwin
buildings, and there put down their roots.

On one unusually warm morning in the spring of
1995, Margarita Brown became the newest in a long line of humans to
stroll on Honeywell Avenue. She fell in love with every inch of it.
She recognized kindred spirits in every cat rummaging through
garbage cans and in every weed poking through the cracks in the
cement.

The Browns moved in during the winter, but it
was in summer that their new home shone. Indelible images were
burned in Angelina’s memory of each child, in their turn, taking
their first steps on the sun-splashed linoleum of the kitchen
floor. During the long summer evenings the family sat on the stairs
in front of their home and watched the sun sink toward the
Concourse and send long shadows stretching toward the Bronx River.
On the Fourth of July, Daniel shot off the fireworks he picked up
on Canal Street and on Labor Day the street was closed down for a
block party.

It was always nice to come home to a party.
There were days in the summer when a block party would materialize
from thin air. It didn’t take much. Someone would have a window
open to let in the breeze and they would turn up the volume on a
particularly inspired beat. Then the guy with the ices would pull
up his cart and draw a small crowd. Before too long, there was
pizza or chicken passing around and beer and soda flowing freely.
Then the boombox speakers were put on the fire escape until a cop
inevitably pulled up and told everyone to keep it down. Later the
speakers were shut down and the younger people went out to explore
the world and each other. Some of the older people would stay to
share coffee and memories that were strong enough to sustain them
through the warm summer night.

Some celebrations, invariably the Labor Day
block party was one of them, ended with an arrest or two, provoked
by a violation of the ordinances designed to curtail exuberance.
After Rudolph Giuliani became mayor of New York City, the Fourth of
July fireworks and the Labor Day block parties were no longer
allowed.

A planter hung in every window of their home
and in them Angelina did her gardening. She grew spices in the
kitchen and all varieties of flowering plants in the bedrooms,
scenting each with a distinctive fragrance. The living room windows
were obscured from view by a forest of potted trees and spidery
bushes. Vines grew up the window gates and onto the fire escape.
Weeds were afraid to show their faces.

Daniel dutifully assembled and arranged the
furniture that Angelina either inherited or purchased for their
growing brood. He put together cribs, dressers, bookcases and bunk
beds as new children were added to their life. On the walls they
hung the African carvings and black and white cityscape photographs
that fired Angelina’s soul, and a menagerie of mirrors. Angelina
could never have enough mirrors. She liked the life she saw
reflected in them. Over each bedroom door she reverently hung small
wooden and metal images of the body of Jesus nailed obscenely to
his crucifix.

The years that followed included a parade of
pregnancies, deliveries and assimilations of new lives into the
house on Honeywell Avenue. Angelina enjoyed being pregnant almost
as much as she enjoyed getting that way, and she enjoyed every
aspect of infancy, including cleaning spit-up and changing diapers.
Daniel painted the nursery, built shelves and sung the babies to
sleep as they lay on his chest. He tossed the tiny ones in the air
and carried the larger ones on his shoulders. Angelina did the
rest. She chose their clothes and toys, bathed them, changed them
and comforted their cries in the middle of the night. She picked up
their discarded toys and clothes and neatly put them away. She read
them bedtime stories and filled them in on the history of their
family that, like all family histories, was glorious and
majestic.

 


Until she was five, Margarita spent her days
at home with Angelina. Just as Ronnell was leaving them to go to
kindergarten Fatima was born and joined their life of sweet
domesticity. They played games all day, never attempting to extend
their horizons, which grew exponentially in spite of themselves. It
was rare for them to venture beyond Honeywell Avenue. There was a
deli two blocks away and the children’s school was at the end of
the block. So Angelina stayed on the Avenue and taught her children
everything she knew about love. Margarita absorbed her mother’s
lessons through her skin, right into her heart.

Eventually Margarita started school and after
that it was just Fatima and her mother. They both missed little
Margarita more than they could have known they would. It was the
first time since before Ronnell was born that Angelina had only one
child at home and she was shocked to find that she missed Margarita
more than she’d missed the other children when they’d gone to
school. Marlene, being the first, was exciting, and unloading the
rambunctious Ronnell for a few hours, as dearly as she loved him,
was a relief. His overabundance of energy could be too much for his
mother, but it was different with Margarita. Angelina felt like
she’d lost her best friend. Worse yet, she felt like she’d betrayed
her young daughter. She was always worried that something bad would
happen to the little girl at school. She was afraid that the love
would be beaten out of Margarita by the socializing machinery of
institutionalized education. It was only when Buster arrived that
Angelina saw that her little girl would be okay, that she was
impervious to society’s corrupting influences.

When Fatima began kindergarten, everything
changed. For the first time since they were married – for the first
time since she had lived with her parents – Angelina was at home
all day, alone.

 


Sometimes Daniel would get a day off during
the week and both he and Angelina looked forward to those special
days together. They would have lunch in a dark grotto on East 187th
Street near Arthur Avenue. They would remark on how good the food
was and how good the wine was and how happy and contented the
waiters were. It was one of the only parts left from the life they
had shared in the brief period between their marriage and Marlene’s
birth. The world was wide and warm after the garlic bread and wine
were served and they were alive in a different way than they’d been
since the kids were born. They shared with each other the dreams
that were suffocating in their day-to-day life. They shared plans
and ambitions and the warmth of each other’s hand. And they talked
about the directions in which they wanted to steer the tremendous
vessel that their married life had become.

One day, Margarita stayed home from school and
went with her parents on one of their special outings to the
grotto. She said nothing, but she listened to every sound, observed
every movement, and inhaled every aroma of a life that had always
been hidden from her brother and sisters.

Her parents, it seemed to her, were not her
parents at all, but simply two lovers, as unique and timeless as
love itself. She pretended to go to the bathroom so she could hide
behind a plant and watch them. They kissed in a way she’d never
seen them kiss before, with their mouths opened. She saw her
father’s hands go beneath the heavy white tablecloth and heard her
mother giggling as she gently, half-heartedly protested her
husband’s activities. Margarita realized, in a way she never had
before, that love was not a simple thing. Far from it. Love was a
mysterious beast with many faces, playful and serious at the same
time. She was frightened to think of some of the faces that she’d
someday have to look into. When Margarita returned to the table her
parents reverted to their normal selves, just a little
sillier.

 


On Fatima’s first day of kindergarten,
Angelina was excited and happy for her youngest who was always
jealous of her school-attending siblings, no matter what Ronnell
told her about the horrors of the institution. So the mood on the
way to school that first day was one of joyous anticipation. It
wasn’t until the door of the school was closing behind her that
Fatima’s face showed panic. It went straight to Angelina’s heart.
The youngest child stared at her mother as if she would never see
her again. And she never would, really. The woman who had
pre-school children at home disappeared behind those doors as
surely as Fatima did.

By the time Angelina got home her mood had
evolved. She had never in her life been alone for so
long.

At first it was wonderful: a dream come true.
Hours could pass without anyone asking her for anything. It felt
like she could stop time – she could clean up the mess while the
rest of her family was unable to add to it. She could sit and eat a
sandwich, in the middle of the day, all alone, while watching
something – anything she wanted – on TV. She could put on music and
dance around, singing as loudly as she cared to.

One day while attending to her plants she
found a new flower. She was struck by the depth of red on the
petals and how, in the direct light of the giant ball of fire in
the sky it betrayed a thin, yellow gloss. Angelina was excited by
such a supernatural display of beauty and turned to share it with
someone. But there was no one.

It was only a few weeks after Fatima started
school that Angelina spoke to her daughter’s teacher about allowing
the girl to come home for lunch. Angelina stood in front of their
house and the crossing guard stood in front of the school, and they
both watched the five-year old walk back and forth every day at
lunchtime. Angelina counted the hours until the children came home
and she counted the days until the weekend.

 


The children, except Ronnell, enjoyed their
educational experience in kindergarten and the first grade. As the
years passed though, a sense grew in the eldest child that a
profound ignorance formed the foundation of all schooling. Marlene
had long felt trapped by school but as she grew she increasingly
felt that she was also trapped at home, and any time she was in the
company of her family. She hoped something strange would happen to
their family to make them more dysfunctional. The type of family
where everyone loved and supported each other was an embarrassment
to her budding adolescent sensibility.

When it came to school Ronnell watched the
clock with more fervor than his mother. Fatima had no discernable
concept of time and, after only a short time at school, no
discernable preference between home and school.

Margarita loved every minute of school and was
enthralled by the very idea of it. The interest of strangers in her
mental development fascinated her soul and the variety of
experiences her classmates brought to their interactions thrilled
her mind. Each child knew things that no other child knew. The
child that could run the fastest was the slowest reader. The child
who did the best finger paintings was unapproachably shy. But
Margarita approached. She quickly became good friends with the slow
reader and the shy painter. It was very hard for her to not make
friends.

One day, the slow reader got into a fight with
the shy painter. Margarita forced her way between them and told
them that they should stop fighting. Francis, who was deeply
ashamed of his inability to read with the supernatural fluency of
the finger-painting Picasso, was a small boy and perpetually angry.
He showed his displeasure with Margarita’s interruption by punching
her in the face. It was an unprecedented act of violence even by
elementary school standards. All activity ceased in the vicinity of
the aggression – all energy subsumed by violence. Margarita was
shocked to find how little it hurt. She was equally shocked to find
that she wasn’t angry. She turned her face and asked Francis if he
would like to hit the other side.

Francis said she was crazy, but he didn’t hit
her again. He didn’t hit anyone else, either. He became her best
friend that day, as loyal to her as Buster.

 


School was enriching, and church was her
unique opportunity to connect with God, but if there was one place
where Margarita had felt most at home, except for home itself, it
was at the zoo. She could walk it blindfolded and find every
animal. From the street she had sometimes heard sounds that had
struck terror in the hearts of her ancestors, like the roar of a
lion. All animals stopped when they heard the sound. Margarita had
watched it send birds scattering from the trees. She had seen
Buster turn to her for protection.

Daniel considered a family membership to the
zoo a worthy indulgence for his children and most especially for
his little Margarita. Ronnell shared a fascination almost as
fanatical as his sister’s but it was not for the animals alone.
Ronnell was thrilled by the taste of being wild. He dreamed of the
day the animals would charge down Honeywell Avenue, liberated from
their prison. He rode the Skyfari and Bengali Express as often as
his parents would allow. He ate ice cream and pretzels and, when no
one was looking, the pellets dispensed at the children’s zoo. He
ran and jumped and yelled wildly whenever he was at the zoo. It
seemed like the thing to do.

Marlene and Fatima preferred the zoo to
sitting at home but they would always choose Orchard Beach or Rye
Playland over the zoo if they had the opportunity. They could look
at the animals for a while but they didn’t find them terribly
interesting. They would prefer a circus, where the animals
performed for their amusement, to watching animals sitting in a pen
or on a rock. But for Marlene the zoo offered an additional chance
to meet boys, the most fascinating of all exotic animals. Other
species, and even most females of her own species, were starting to
bore her.

Daniel preferred to take no more than two
children to the zoo. With Angelina, the whole family would go, but
after an hour or two there were inevitable fights. Something about
the menagerie inspired arguing, fighting, hitting and crying.
Ronnell wandered away from the family whenever he saw the
opportunity. With two children Daniel could hold a small hand in
each of his large ones and concentrate on the experience. He
remembered holding his own father’s hand in the same spots, looking
at some of the same animals. He remembered the lions pacing their
small concrete cages and the elephant, hippo and rhino sharing the
same white-domed home. It was a place for Daniel to reminisce on
the passions of the past. And Marlene wasn’t the only one who
enjoyed the chance to observe lightly clad members of the opposite
sex in an atmosphere of carnal instincts. A day at the zoo relaxed
Daniel’s mind as much as it excited Margarita’s heart and Ronnell’s
spirit.

Angelina didn’t care much for animals. She
wouldn’t even have a pet if it weren’t for Margarita’s
unconquerable love for Buster. She had nothing against animals but
she found little use for them. They were less interesting to her
than the plants across the Pelham Parkway in the Botanical Garden
and, like the plants, their lives had no great intrinsic value.
What thrilled her at the zoo was the excitement of her children.
She never tired of seeing their enthusiasm and their desire to
understand how their own little dreams fit into the enormous,
uncontrollable world.

Margarita found at the zoo the same calm that
pervaded her soul in the comfort of her home. The manic rhythm of
the city broke and the beating of her heart slowed to its primeval
pace. It was here, where the disparate creatures from all the
planet’s continents and climates found common ground that she felt
the answer to her most solemn prayer, and the most solemn prayer of
her species, might be found. World Peace.

 


 


SAFETY

 


The night after Margarita’s adventure at the
zoo she played the scene over and over again in her mind. She
didn’t sleep, or feel the need. She watched the silent world roll
by her window. She searched the moon carefully for answers that
didn’t seem to exist on earth.

By the time the crown of the great ball of
fire had risen over the Bronx River Parkway, Margarita had consoled
herself with the conviction that no animal had ever spoken with
her, except in her dreams. The thought calmed her troubled soul so
much that she believed she might be able to hear and speak
again.

“Mommy,” she tried to say but she heard no
sound. “Daddy?”

“Margarita,” an excited voice yelled down the
hall. She heard frantic steps racing down the hall towards her
room.

“Good morning, kid,” Buster barked, bursting
into her room. Margarita jumped out of her bed at the sound of his
voice, goose bumps bursting out all over her skin. She shook her
head and looked back at her bed to see if she was still in there,
dreaming. She wasn’t. The dog, like the giraffe, was speaking
clearly to her. It couldn’t be, of course, but it was. She fell
back onto her bed and closed her eyes, hoping to slip back into a
deep sleep that would submerge reality in a dream.

“Hey, kid, let’s go, get up. Didja get a good
night’s sleep? You ready to play?” he asked as he sniffed and
licked her face, her armpit and her crotch.

“You hungry?” he asked raising his head. “I’m
hungry. Let’s get something to eat.” Buster ran out of the room,
his tail wagging feverishly behind him.

Margarita went to the bed where Marlene slept
and tapped her sister’s shoulder.

“Go away,” Marlene moaned. Margarita didn’t
hear a sound from her sister so she persisted. “Cut it out,”
Marlene yelled, rolling over angrily. When Marlene saw it was
Margarita her anger evaporated.

“Oh, it’s you.” Margarita saw her sister’s
lips form the words and her memory filled in the sound of Marlene’s
tired voice. “Can you hear me?” Marlene asked. Margarita shook her
head. Marlene rolled over and went back to sleep. Margarita curled
up next to her sister and prayed to hear the sound of Marlene’s
heart beating through her back, but she couldn’t. She heard the
insane chattering of birds out on the street yelling about the sun
and the warmth it was bringing to the day.

Margarita got up from her sister’s bed and
walked to the dark corner where her dresser stood. It had been
years since her mother had dressed her but she desperately wished
for it again now. She wanted her mother to make her breakfast, cut
it up and feed it to her. She wanted her shoes tied for her. Ever
since the coma Margarita’s recollections of her past had been
strangely uncertain, hovering somewhere between dream and reality,
but suddenly her mind was flooded with a vivid memory. She
remembered with pleasure that when she first began to speak nobody
but Marlene could understand her. The fact that the sounds she made
were unintelligible to everyone else made them all the more
pleasing to her tongue and to her ears.

After dressing, Margarita walked in silence
down the narrow, wooden floor in the hall past the bathroom,
remembering how her father used to bathe her with a large yellow
sponge and dry her off with a towel large enough for her to get
lost in. Now it would seem like a small towel to her but it was not
so long ago - not so long ago at all - that she could disappear
into the gentle cotton folds. As tiny fragments of her battered
memory returned she remembered the song that Daniel used to sing as
he brushed her teeth:

 


First you open your mouth really
wide

Then you brush and brush and brush
inside

Then you brush over here and you brush over
here

And you say, “Oh dear, oh dear, oh
dear,”

Then you spit, spit, spit in the
sink

And you say, “That’s good – I
think”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/5157
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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