Martín Espada

“Day of the Dead

On Wortman Avenue” 

Halloween in Brooklyn:

wearing the baggy costumes

of monsters, we were not allowed

to fill our bags

outside the sullen brick building

where we lived,

because, the voice said,

real monsters peered

between the slats of benches

in the projects.

One shot the grocer, and the witness,

a woman who worshipped a dry God,

needed rum for the first time.

At 245 Wortman Avenue,

Bedsheet ghosts pounded doors

that opened on a leash of chain,

then banged shut to shield hermits

with white hair and burglarized faces,

stunned at night by the slapped-mouth madrigal

of a woman somewhere in the building.

From doorways suspicious hands

lifted the masks of comic book heroes

to avoid feeding the same hero twice,

index fingers lecturing on gratitude

to children who pissed

into a malicious shower

from 10th-floor terraces

of concrete and chicken wire

on other nights.

Drunk on chocolate,

shoving and bickering,

we sorted the bags by night’s end,

wary of pins and razors,

trashing unwrapped possible poison

in the hallway incinerator,

crematorium of dead cats.

So the Day of the Dead

was celebrated on Wortman Avenue

with the lust of a paranoid

for the enemy,

beating steam pipes with a broom

for silence overhead,

growling threats at the ceiling.

Borofels


—for sonia nieto
In Brooklyn, the mice were crazy

with courage, bony gray pickpockets

snatching crumbs from plates

at the table.  The roaches

panicked in spirals on the floor,

or weaved down walls

for the sanctuary of cracked paint.

No heat, so the oven door drooped open

like an immigrant’s surprise.

Sonia’s mother was mute in English,

mouth chapped and coughing

without words to yell for heat.

But the neighbors spoke of Borofels:

Tell Borofels, and mice shrivel in traps,

roaches kick in poisoned heaps,

steam pipes bang so loud

that windows open in winter.

Sonia and her mother sailed

on a subway train rocking like a ship

desperate for light, then rose

in an untranslated territory

of Brooklyn.  So Sonia translated:

“Where is Borofels?”

No one knew; the girl pinballed

by strangers in a jury, hooded against frost

as mouths puffed quick clouds of denial.

Sonia saw the uniform then,

blue-coated trooper of the U.S. Mail,

and pleaded for Borofels.

His face, drowsing in bewilderment,

awoke with the gust

of what he suddenly understood,

and he pointed down the street:

“You want

the Board of Health.”

They could yell now

like banned poets

back from exile.

TRANSIENT HOTEL SKY

AT THE HOUR OF SLEEP
On the late shift, front desk,

midnight to 8 AM,

we watched the sky through crusted windows,

like water in the drain

of a steel sink.

In the clouded liquid light

human shapes would harden,

an Army jacket staggering

against the bannister at bartime,

coal-skinned man

drifting through the lobby

moaning to himself

about Mississippi,

a known arsonist

squeezing his head

in the microwave oven

with a giggle.

As we studies the white face

of the clock above the desk,

fluorescent hum of 4 AM,

a cowboy bragged

about buying good boots

for 19 cents from a retarded man,

then swaggered out the door 

with a pickaxe

and a treasure map.

The janitor mopped the floor

nostalgic for Vietnam snapshots

confiscated at the airport,

peasant corpses with jaws

lopsided in a song of missing teeth.

Slowly the sky was a comfort,

like the pillow of a patient

sick for decades

and sleeping at last.

At the hour of sleep

a man called Johnson

trotted down the hallway

and leaned out the window,

then again, haunting

the fifth floor

in a staring litany

of gestures, so even

the security guard on rounds

wrote in the logbook for social workers

who never kept a schedule at night.

Johnson leaped 

through the greasy pane of sky

at 5 AM,

refused suicide in flight,

and kicking struggled to stand in the air,

but snapped his ankles on the sidewalk

and burst his head on the curb,

scalp flapped open like the lid

on a bucket of red paint.

The newspaper shocked mouths

that day, but the transient hotel sky

drained pale as usual,

and someone pissed in the ashtray

by the desk, then leered

at the jabbering smokers.

