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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.
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