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newborn thrown in trash and dies

They say you see your whole life pass in review the i
die. How would they know. If you cliepafter the instant i'IeI;tl:l: ;Zfl‘;r:rg::i
around to tell anybody anything. So much for they and what they say. So
much for the wish to be a movie star for once in your life because I think tI;aY 5
what I_::eople are hoping, what people are pretending when they say you see
gou:i life Ttl;at way at the end. Death doesn’t turn your life into a five-star pro-
[-ul:: on. The end is the end. And what you know at the end goes down the
e :Vlth you. I can speak to you now only because I haven’t reached bottom
f:l:. Ilm on my “:ay,_faster than I want to be traveling and my journey won't
- a:t e((i)nlg, but I'm just l?eginmn' : ing the countdown to zero. Zero’s where I
rted also so I know a little bit about zero. Know what they say isn’t neces-
sarily so. In fact thf: opposite’s true. You begin and right in the eye of that
mstar;t storm yous life plays itself out for you in advance. That's the theater of
g‘c::r tla]t;;:: thﬂ(:re s where you're granted a preview, the coming attractions of
i r)l'_hea g ’tat must happen to you. Your life rolled into a ball so dense, 50
o l.;paetevervc)lr_ ;n \;V(;..lld. drag the universe down to hell if this tiny, tiny lump of
i b r::callt 1551p‘atela.s qn.flckly as it formed. Quicker. The weight of it is
rhm é'h some infinitesimal fraction of when you stumble and crawl
your worst days on earth.
Faste:(gz;\:iig rzfl :\.rhat’f1 coming gone as quickly as it flashes forth. Quicker.
T gfitsﬂ_l ere, so to speak. Any other way and nobody would
ettt Befone ﬂ_l:’ y 013 e.cards t_‘hey’re dealt. No future in it. You begin for-
S Wlfa fet;\O s entm‘ely wiped off the clock face, before the next digit
wards itself ’Wh th €y say is assbackwards, a saying by the way, assback-
betarirs thmg ;ela €r or not you're treated to a summary at the end, you get
get it. Or try to fo mtei.t © you, neatly packaged as you begin. Then you for-
e rget. Live your life as if it hasn’t happened before, as if the
e Ezpunched full of holes, the die cast.
i han i r s ause I won't receive much of a life. A measure of justice
Bibiise , e; aflr all. I receive a compensatory bonus. Since the time between
what will cgme toand curfewbls so cruelly brief, the speeded-up preview o
down just enough tgelli Aiiess sl b b OTEL SIS ot
v me pt_aek. I'\Iot :slow enough for me to steal much, butl
around my neck. contains, its finality, the groaning, fatal weight of i
it ﬂuC:Jch ita tra.de-off. A‘ sta,ndoff. Intensity for duration. I won't get much
P :;:;asﬁzah“g ﬂash isn’t much either, but I get it. Zingo.
wht fhasens unemre remains myshenous. Even if we all put our heads together
TR irilega_nthbtaln,abra.inbtssmarter&mn the sum of each of
LR G lligence as great as the one that guides ants, whales Of
1395' ey’re smarter, they figure things out not one by one, each
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individual locked in the cell of its head, its mortality, but collectively, doing
what the group needs to do to survive, relate to the planet. If we were smarter
even than birds and bees, we’d still have only a clue about what's inside the
first flash of being. I know it happened and that I receive help from it. Scat-
tered help. Sometimes I catch on. Sometimes [ don’t. But stuff from it's being
pumped out always. I know things I have no business knowing. Things I
haven’t been around long enough to learn myself. For instance, many lan-
guages. A vast palette of feelings. The names of unseen things. Nostalgia for a
darkness I've never experienced, a darkness another sense I can’t account for
assures me I will enter again. Large matters. Small ones. Naked as [ am I'm
dressed so to speak for my trip. Down these ten swift flights to oblivion.

Floor Ten. Nothing under the sun, they say, is new. This time they're
right. They never stop talking so percentages guarantee they’ll be correct
sometimes. Especially since they speak out of both sides of their mouths at
once: Birds of a feather flock together. Opposites attract. Like the billion billion
monkeys at typewriters who sooner or later will bang out this story I think is
uniquely mine. Somebody else, a Russian, I believe, with a long, strange-
sounding name, has already written about his life speeding past as he topples
slow-motion from a window high up in a tall apartment building. But it was
in another country. And alas, the Russian’s dead.

Floor Nine. In this building they shoot craps. One of many forms of gam-
bling proliferating here. Very little new wealth enters this cluster of buildings
that are like high-rise covered wagons circled against the urban night, so
what’s here is cycled and recycled by games of chance, by murder and other
violent forms of exchange. Kids do it. Adults. Birds and bees. The law here is
the same one ruling the jungle, they say. They say thisis a jungle of the urban
asphalt concrete variety. Since I've never been to Africa or the Amazon I can’t
agree or disagree. But you know what I think about what they say.

Seven come eleven. Snake eyes. Boxcars. Fever in the funkhouse search-
ing for a five. Talk to me, baby_ Talk. Talk. Please. Please. Please.

They cry and sing and curse and pray all night long over these games.
On one knee they chant magic formulas to summon Juck. They forget luck is
rigged. Some of the men carry a game called Three Card Monte downtoufn.
They cheat tourists who are stupid enough to trust in luck. Showmen with
quick hands shuffling cards to a blur, fast feet carrying them away from busy
intersections when cops come to break up their scam or hit on them for a cut.
Flimflam artists, con men who daily use luck as bait and hook, down on their

knees in a circle of other men who also should know better, trying to sweet-
talk luck into their beds. Luck is the card you wish for, the card somebody else
is what separates you from what

holds. You learn luck by its absence. Luck
you want. Luck is always turning its back and you lose.

Like other potions and powders they sell and consun:ne here luc’k creates
depmdency. In their rooms people sit and wait for a hit. A yea_rm{rg unto
death for more, more, more till the little Jife they’ve been allotted dies in a bas-
keton abandoned it.

' Ti?;lgrm ‘;‘-‘P Fuc‘:shes'::vt:neym stories in this building. The address is 2950
West 23rd Street. My mother is nineteen years old. The trash chute down
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which I was dropped is forty-five feet from the door of the apartment my
mother was visiting. I was born and will die Monday, August 12, 1991. The
small door in the yellow cinder block wall is maroon. I won’t know till the last
second why my mother pushes it open. In 1990 nine discarded babies were
discovered in New York City’s garbage. As of August this year seven have
been found. 911 is the number to call if you find a baby in the trash. Ernesto
Mendez, forty-four, a Housing Authority caretaker, will notice my head,
shoulders, and curly hair in a black plastic bag he slashes open near the square
entrance of the trash compactor on the ground floor of this brown-brick public
housing project called the Gerald J. Carey Gardens. Gardens are green places
where seeds are planted, tended, nurtured. The headline above my story
reads “Newborn Is Thrown in Trash and Dies.” The headline will remind
some readers of a similar story with a happy ending that appeared in March.
A baby rescued and surviving after she was dropped down a trash chute by
her twelve-year-old mother. The reporter, a Mr. George James who recorded
many of the above facts, introduced my unhappy story in the Metro Section of
the New York Times on Wednesday, August 14, with this paragraph: “A young
Brooklyn woman gave birth on Monday afternoon in a stairwell in a Coney
Island housing project and then dropped the infant down a trash chute intoa
compactor ten stories below, the police said yesterday.” And that’s about it
What's fit to print. My tale in a nutshell followed by a relation of facts
obtained by interview and reading official documents. Trouble is I could not
be reached for comment. No one’s fault. Certainly no negligence on the
reporter’s part. He gave me sufficient notoriety. Many readers must have
shaken their heads in dismay or sighed or blurted Jesus Christ, did you see
this, handing the Metro Section across the breakfast table or passing it to
somebody at work. As grateful as I am to have my story made public you
should be able to understand why I feel cheated, why the newspaper account
is not enough, why I want my voice to be part of the record. The awful silence
is not truly broken until we speak for ourselves. One chance to speak was
snatched away. Then I didn’t cry out as I plunged through the darkness. I
didn’t know any better. Too busy thinking to myself, This is how it is, this is how
it is, how it is . . . accustoming myself to what it seemed life brings, what lifeis.
Spinning, tumbling, a breathless rush, terror, exhilaration, and wonder, won-
dering is this it, am I doing it right. I didn’t know any better. The floors, the
other lives packed into this building were going on their merry way as | flew
past them in the darkness of my tunnel. No one waved. No one warned me.
Said hello or good-bye. And of course I was too busy flailing, trying to catch
my breath, trying to stop shivering in the sudden, icy air, welcoming almost
the thick, pungent draft rushing up at me as if another pair of thighs were
opening below to replace the ones from which I'd been ripped.

In the quiet dark of my passage I did not cry out. Now I will not be still.

A Floor of Questions. Why.

A Floor of Opinions. 1 believe the floor of fact should have been the
ground floor, the foundation, the solid start, the place where all else is firmly
rooted. I believe there should be room on the floor of fact for what I believe, for
this opinion and others I could not venture before arriving here. I believe someé
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facts are unnecessary and that unnecessary borders on untrue. I believe facts
sometimes speak for themselves but never speak for us. They are never any-
one’s voice and voices are what we must learn to listfen to if we wish ever to be
heard. I believe my mother did not hate me. I beheve. somewh_ere I haw}e1j a
father, who if he is reading this and listening cam@ly will recognize mlia as : s
daughter and be ashamed, heartbroken. I must behe‘ve these things. What else
do I have. Who has made my acquaintance or noticed or cared or forgotl:el.-n
me. How could anyone be aware of what hurtles by fastgr than llgciltiiblzc :;
in a dark space beyond the walls of the rooms they live in, beyon l-tm ee :,ij
they lock, shades they draw when they have rooms and the rooms hav
dows and the windows have shades and the people believe they possess
something worth concealing. _

In rr%y opinion my deagth will serve no purpose. The stxeetlampstw:‘ljptig
on. Someone will be run over by an expensive car in a narmw:nsl:lree a.u o
driver will hear a bump but consider it of no con_sequence: ] esﬁ‘r;l i
out the side doors of this gigantic mound, nodc!mg, btfzzmg, g:;ee : E =
kind with hippy-dip vocalizations full of despair and uqr;y an S::ltythem p
embrace the very best that's being sung, played, and sai harou}?ab tha; %
young woman will open a dresser drawer a{\d wondefr “'rbl‘:: Swe);t e
sleeping peaceful on a bed of dishtowels, T-shirts, a man }:ﬁ Saepr int(;
She will feel something slither through the mud of he’r y iy ps spnes
the sluggish river that meanders through her. She hasr.l teaten ::;rt aazr:o,unt -
isn't it. Was it a deadly disease. Or worse, some new life she rnusam:1 e A
She opens and shuts the baby’s drawer, pushes and pulls, OP‘?“?; Saq v

I believe all floors are not equally interesting. 11955;;33501;0?1“}‘: i
than others. Equality would become boring, predictable. F agct S
slight some and rattle on about others, that does not change the T et
floor exists and the life on it is real, whether we pause todn(?tt;ceh(;;e w.hen l
gather speed and weight during my plunge, each floor adds its share.
hit bottom I will bear witness to the truth of each one- e ey

rrEh TR e nologeation already on
on Christmas. You lose your birthday, they say. A celeor

December 25 and nice things happen to everyone on that day anyway, you

give and receive presents, people greet you smiling and wii‘: Jﬁnpe?;e ::;::l
goodwill. The world is decorated. Colonfed bulbvs d;pee:m WhiChgv byees
dows and trees, doorways hung with wild berries wr;rs ey b ATl
35 bappeens et sirpns eveqr‘;:gt:;eiﬂlmust Instead of at lea—5t
four hours and troops served home-co0 , almost. 4rigun
i i falls on Christmas, you lose %
two special days a year, if your birthday :
Simep“(:; POrﬁin's ?;ss thany a day, lesstﬁ\arc\i ?;s:,tu;qsectsueezcea:ﬁ nﬁ];:l;r;irfi
receive, born one morning dead the next, an

. ich today were Christmas. Once
cycle as they do into the time allotted, I wEhAnd 1: some matters we yearn

s : e t
;?i‘;tb; Nil:;ft:x::sometlhi:e szmeine, so we listen, wish what they
em.

; ok
2y is true. The holiday of Christmas seems tobe the best time to be on ea

3 dreams and expectations and
to be a child and awaken with your eyes ot possible — peace, goodwill,

believe for a while at least that all good things are
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love, merriment, the raven-maned rocking horse you want to ride forever. No
conflict of interest for me. I wouldn’t lose a birthday to Christmas. Rather than
this smoggy heat I wish I could see snow. The city, this building snug undera
blanket of fresh snow. No footprints of men running, men on their knees, men
bleeding. No women forced out into halls and streets, away from their chil-
dren. I wish this city, this tower were stranded in a gentle snowstorm and
Christmas happens day after day and the bright fires in every hearth never go
out, and the carols ring true chorus after chorus, and the gifts given and
received precipitate endless joys. The world trapped in Christmas for a day
dancing on forever. I wish I could transform the ten flights of my falling into
those twelve days in the Christmas song. On the first day of Christmas my true
love said to me . . . angels, a partridge in a pear tree, ten maids a milking, five
gold rings, two turtledoves. I wish those would be the sights greeting me
instead of darkness, the icy winter heart of this August afternoon I have been
pitched without a kiss through a maroon door.

Floor of Power. El Presidente inhabits this floor. Some say he owns the
whole building. He believes he owns it, collects rent, treats the building and
its occupants with contempt. He is a bold-faced man. Cheeks slotted nose to
chin like a puppet’s. Chicken lips. This floor is entirely white. A floury, cracked
white some say used to gleam. El Presidente is white also. Except for the pink
dome of his forehead. Once, long ago, his flesh was pink head to toe. Then he
painted himself white to match the white floor of power. Paint ran out just
after the brush stroke that permanently sealed his eyes. Since El Presidente is
cheap and mean he refused to order more paint. Since El Presidente is vain
and arrogant he pretended to look at his unfinished self in the mirror and pro-
claimed he liked what he saw, the coat of cakey white, the raw, pink dome
pulsing like a bruise.

El Presidente often performs on TV. We can watch him jog, golf, fish,
travel, lie, preen, mutilate the language. But these activities are not his job; his
job is keeping things in the building as they are, squatting on the floor of
power like a broken generator or broken furnace or broken heart, occupying
the space where one that works should be.

Floor of Regrets. One thing bothers me a lot. I regret not knowing what is
on the floors above the one where I began my fall. I hope it’s better up there.
Real gardens perhaps or even a kind of heaven for the occupants lucky
enough to live above the floors I've seen. Would one of you please mount the
stairs, climb slowly up from floor ten, examine carefully, one soft, warm night,
the topmost floors and sing me a lullaby of what I missed.

Floor of Love. I'm supposed to be sleeping. I could be sleeping. Early
morning and my eyes don’t want to open and legs don’t want to push me out
of bed yet. Two rooms away I can hear Mom in the kitchen. She’s fixing break-
fast. Daddy first, then I will slump into the kitchen Mom has made bright and
smelling good already this morning. Her perkiness, the sizzling bacon, water
boiling, wheat bread popping up like jack-in-the-box from the shiny toaster
the Rice Krispies crackling, fried eggs hissing, the FM’s sophisticated patter
and mincing string trios would wake the dead. And it does. Me and Ei
slide into our places. Hi, Mom. Good morning, Dearheart. The day begins-
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Smells wonderful. T awaken now to his hand under the covers with me, rub-
bing the baby fat of my tummy where he’s sho‘vec.l lf‘ly' nightgown up Past my
panties. He says I shouldn’t wear them. Says it ain’t healthy to s;leeg: 1‘n C«::r
drawers. Says no wonder you get those rashes. HE' rubs‘ and pinches. Little
nips. Then the flat of his big hand under the elastic waistband wedges F::r;ly
underwear down. I raise my hips a little bit to help. No reason not to. The

whole thing be over with sooner. Don’t dono good to try and stop him or slow

i 11 her she’ll
i i Mama knows. He said go on fool and te
B4 s kg st t. She beat me in the kitchen. Then

ing nasty. He was ri :
o e e e bt e s
while she watched. So I kinda hump up, wiggle, and my undefwear i d(:[“:ri
below my knees, his hand’s on its way back up to where I don’t even under
row hairs yet. ’ :
ST ]}::pr;{?aﬁ '?mf smngs for All the Other Floors Missed or Stil}i tf l(‘:jomge?d}'
stepbrother Tommy was playing in the schoolyard and m-eyh?s e People
Bang. Bang. Gang banging and poor Tommy caughta c3p "o 1 /8 100
been in and out the apartment all day. Sorry. Sorry. Everl?f yTwo Ebon3;
Some brought cakes, pies, macaroni casseroles, lunch meat, tiluc.)r. = ety
Cobras laid a joint on Tommy’s older brother th.‘ hafh:) nss through
kitchen chair he’s straddling, head down, nodding, till his Oys}lwflt)he mfst
the door. They know who hit Tommy. They kfmw mm(l)rro;v -?vﬁdark-c}llothes-
do. Today one of those everybOdY'm'me'fmlly.and-men ! mthe men moth-
funeral days, the mothers, sisters, aunts, grandmotl'tersfweep}’r &g ‘the
erfucking everybody from god on down. You can’t 5«3:3i mtand ae i
mourners. My time is different from this time. You can't u;e ers! 5 'yin i,
Or name it. Or share it. Tommy is begmmng D oL hia t;:;vn d}gwn to
where I am falling unseen through your veins and arteriés SO (T
where the heart stops, the square opening o v s [1992]
compactor.




