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“True magic is the magic of reality, as it is: the earth of earth, the water of water—communicating with the elements so that, in some sense, they become one with you.”

– Chögyam Trungpa, Shambhala: The Sacred Path of the Warrior
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Summer 1976

“What is that?” I ask Father.

“I’ll show you,” he says, his eyes glinting. His close-cropped afro shines in the sunlight, his denim cutoff shorts fraying at the hems.

Glass crunches beneath my feet as he leads me by the hand through the daydream of life, the shards glittering in the sunlight. Newspaper pages tumble past in the heat rising from the sandy pavement, pulled by the breeze. The world explodes into a barrage of revving engines and salsa rhythm as a muscle car storms past Prospect Avenue. A woman scolds a child out of view, my luminous reverie dissolving to reality. 

Father passes me the Coke bottle, but the glass is slippery. I squeeze it tight while sipping, the sweetness tingling as the mystery calls in the distance ahead of us. The excitement of solving the riddle swells in my chest and in my mind as he hurries us along quite suddenly, as if summoned to rush me to it before it vanishes. 

A car skeleton sits in front of a bodega, its wheels long gone, its roof caved in. Scrawls of black marker streak across the doors, the vinyl seats knifed and littered with diamonds of icy green glass as we pass. Tall, dark men lean against the rusting wreckage, drinking from paper bags. Father greets them before hurrying me to the source of the enigma.

“It’s not that far,” he says.

I know little about life beyond our apartment at 617 East Fordham Road, around the corner from Fordham Hospital, where I was born in 1971. Nothing about this landscape seems unusual, the littered pavements and tenements abandoned to ice and wind and rain—the ever-present sting of burning wood and garbage. The loud music and people, our people—the city’s poorest—this is everything I know when I am five.

We pass apartment buildings along the way, their brick and concrete facades blackened by flames. Knifepoints of glass, like fangs bared, forbid entry to broken windows. Others are covered by wooden boards that gang members have tagged in spray paint to warn rivals. The tenements seem to watch over us as lifeless as they appear at first, like temples erected to honor the gods of fire and the afterlife. Like giant skulls set ablaze.

We approach a mountain of brick, bathtubs, and bed frames, the peak crowned with weeds a yard tall, marking life after death. The little trees bend in the breeze that carries the mystery toward me again. What can it be? I wonder as the blood of spirit summons me past debris that reeks of scorched beams and floorboards. The man I’m named after stops to light a cigarette as the riddle teases in the distance yet again. 

I’m too young to understand that squatters live amidst the wreckage during the iciest days of winter, where they warm their hands around oilcan fires. I’ve yet to learn that the devastation I’m witnessing has leveled blocks and neighborhoods within walking distance, that this place of arson and hunger belongs to one of the world’s greatest cities, this charnel ground that will cut Father’s life short—every death begetting a new life.

“We’re almost there,” he says as it gets louder. 

I’m unaware of the violent crime we endure as the nation’s poorest citizens, which earns my birthplace its infamy, an expanse of Lenape territory that’s been compared to “London after the Blitz” and war-torn Beirut; where landlords strip their buildings of whatever they can sell and hire hitmen—residents at times—to set them on fire for insurance payouts once property values tank: A place of deep suffering, but also magic as I’ll soon discover.

“But what is it?” I ask as we get closer.

Father points up at a window, its panes covered by a flag whose white star, blue triangle, and red-and-white stripes pierce the gloom of burned brick and dirty cement. I’ve seen it before, though I can’t remember where. “Puerto Rico, where I was born,” he says as we continue.

Decades will pass before I visit Juana Díaz, his hometown, the birthplace of poet and independence advocate Luis Llorens Torres, before I witness the colonial poverty he flees as a teenager, a deprivation that reminds me of home as warm as the people are. He’ll never take me to the Isle of Enchantment since he refuses to go back, a vow he’ll keep forever. The roots of the sadness that shadows him to his death 32 years later will reveal themselves in time.

We enter a bodega where pictures of Jesus Christ and the saints stick to Plexiglas as David “Son of Sam” Berkowitz stabs and shoots the innocent while the newly completed World Trade Center dominates the skyline ten miles away. The mystery vanishes as the door slams shut, as salsa blares at top volume. The air is cool. Cold, even. Father sits me next to pineapples before returning with a bottle of Coke and a bag of plantain chips. 

He leads me back into the heat as the enigma echoes from all directions, growing louder as we approach the corner. It pulls me toward it, even though I’ve heard it before, this pulse that charges my consciousness with electricity. This echo of my heartbeat awakens ancient memories, stirrings of ancestral wisdom that drive me toward it.  

In years to come, I’ll seek its wisdom in the cricket chirps of summer grass, in the watery whispers of rivers, and in the birdsong high above—on the vinyl discs that bring worlds to life in imagination. It’ll call to me in the tantara of trumpets, the majesty of jazz and classical AM radio, the electronic insurgency of hip-hop, and the psychedelic magic of dub reggae on the northernmost streets of my city in years yet to come.

This calling will take me to the wildness of the West, where I’ll seek the prophecy of electric distortion and the violence of digital beats in smoky, drug-infested haunts. It will draw me to the low-frequency tremors of dancefloor subwoofers and the drums, prayers, and chants of spiritual devotees hidden away from the traffic-jammed streets of labyrinthine cities I cannot yet imagine. From the streets of the South Bronx, it will lead me through life.

“We’re here,” Father says as we round the corner.

My heart pounds in time with the vibrations that tremble the earth, with this spell from another millennium that’s led me along its invisible riverbed to the source of its headwaters. Like walking through a door in a dream that leads into another, a homecoming so vital.

I don’t know what to call it. Yet, I know what it means: this mystery unveiled in a naked moment, this siren that’s drawn me into its midst from the earliest ages of human spectacle, suffering, and sacredness. The vibrations ripple along my skin in the humidity.

I’m summoned to sound.

***

Boy chases girl. 

She strips after beating him to the beach as the taboo of the forbidden unravels in the inky darkness. He tumbles down a dune in pursuit of “Chrissie” but stumbles after fumbling to undress in the pitch-black night. Father has dragged me to this place, which reeks of oily popcorn and flat soda, like the biggest TV in the world—of sound, color, and movement, big and bright and loud. People scream things that I’m forbidden to say.

What is she doing? I wonder.

I squeeze Father’s hand as Chrissie barrels into the black water, my heart racing when she swims out to sea, when the boy falls asleep on the sand after failing to get naked: his loss, her gain. Chrissie swims toward something that ding-ding-dings in the darkness while awaiting him. Sapphire moonlight shimmers on the water like a warning. A woman behind me screams Get the hell out of there, girl, but Chrissie doesn’t hear her because she isn’t there.

Why do people like this? I think. 

Chrissie appears high above quite suddenly. Peeking through my fingers, I’m plunged far beneath the surface. Moonlight shines down as her hair fans out on the waves like seaweed way up high. My heart pounds as the music plays faster, as something watches her, as the shark from the poster—that’s what it is—rises toward her. I close my eyes behind my fingers when I remember that I can’t swim, the lady behind me shrieking.

Why does she come here? I wonder.

The monster pulls Chrissie under when she tries to get away. She wails when she surfaces, but it drags her off while thrashing her around like a rag doll. The boy on the beach doesn’t hear anything as she fights to free herself—as she cries out for God. Chrissie grabs onto the thing that ding-ding-dings on the water when the shark lets go, but the killer grabs her by the legs and drags her under forever. The boy snores peacefully; her loss, his gain.

Why didn’t God help her? I ask myself.

I’m too young to recognize the dangers we face as a poor family in Fordham, Bronx, though there are creatures in the ocean that eat us. Grownups seem to enjoy the suspense and bloodshed; my dad, included, who curses with glee whenever the shark attacks. I can’t look away for long, even though it scares me, since it’s my first time at the movies, my first contemplation of the petrifying power—the dread and delight—that fear inspires.

Jaws’ Roy Scheider also starred in The French Connection, a film influenced by the New Wave classic Breathless by Jean-Luc Godard. It was shot in New York while my mother was pregnant with me during the winter of 1970-1971. The suspense-thriller features Gene Hackman charging through our streets in a Pontiac Le Mans while pursuing an elevated train, a rushing sequence that makes me feel like I’m in the car whenever it airs on television. The nail-biting production and hard-boiled dialogue capture the grit and struggle of our lives.

We also watch Scheider in The Seven Ups (1973), a sequel to The French Connection, his first lead. The film follows undercover agents who catch criminals warranting sentences of seven years or more, blurring the line between heroes and villains. Scheider races through Manhattan in a 1973 Pontiac Ventura coupe while pursuing Bill Hickman’s 1973 Pontiac Grand Ville before smashing into a truck in New Jersey. Steel, glass, and rubber slam into walls before speeding off again—so much like life in the Bronx.

These films offer glimpses into the bloodstained streets I’ve emerged from, the post-industrial grit that will draw me to counterculture: spectacles that cast a noirish gloom upon my earliest impressions of this life—adrenaline-charged panic. These fears will harden into paranoias over the years, their poison reaching so deep into consciousness that I’ll be forced to uproot them through spiritual practice; to heal by contemplating their insubstantial nature, their nonexistence, as real as they feel whenever they appear to terrorize body and mind.

As when the woman behind me screams during Jaws.

Father curses as I shrink in my sticky seat as the hunter, police chief, and biologist set out to slay the monster. They argue as the 25-footer outwits them, the odds mounting against them in classic suspense-thriller style. I cover my eyes (and peek) as the shark charges the boat after the biologist fails to kill it in a cage, which sinks to the seabed after the shark crushes it. The fishing boat with the police chief and hunter aboard appears doomed to follow.

What if it kills everybody? I fear.

I plug my ears when the shark hunter slides into its mouth, the crunching of bones evoking the film’s title with a visceral irony that chills my innocence. People scream as Scheider shoves an oxygen tank into the monster’s mouth when it charges him aboard the vessel, which slides beneath the surface. He scales the mast with his rifle while the biologist, whom he assumes has died, crouches on the seabed with limited oxygen after slipping out of the cage.

What if he can’t breathe? I wonder in a panic, hooked. 

Father grips my hand as Scheider fires and misses and fires and misses until the ground rumbles as a thousand chunks of great white fly in as many directions—the blast blinding. Time stands still as moviegoers sigh in ecstasy all around me. Father sticks his fingers in his mouth and whistles loudly. Relief settles over me, a catharsis titillating. 

By exploiting our fear of the unknown, Spielberg resorts to point-of-view camera angles that put us into the killer’s perspective after the mechanical sharks break down during filming. By turning an obstacle into an opportunity, by taking refuge in the fire of being doomed to fail, he creates a classic for the ages by trusting his creative instincts—a critical lesson.  

The high-stakes action tales of the 1970s and the grittiness that defines our lives will teach me to arouse compassion for the suffering of others before I’m aware of my own, such as the mother on the beach who longingly calls for the son who never returns. These films show me that pain and suffering, whether real or dramatized, are what humans know best: thrills in the dubious darkness, the dawning of ego and shadow, life and death.

***

Sacred sound echoes.

Arriving at the mystery that’s called me through the canyons of burned tenements, I turn the corner with Father. Two men, glowing in heavenly white, sit before a shuttered bodega, their Panama hats radiant in the afternoon light. Hands dance across their conga crowns, their beaded necklaces vibrant against dark skin. A third man, his face glistening, plays a pair of bongós squeezed between his knees, the air hurricane-heavy.

Father chants along as they close their eyes in ecstasy, as the impacts of flesh against drums ripple along my skin. He pulls me toward the crowd of spectators surrounding them, the people from the street who clap and chant along with the lead conguero.

What are they saying? I wonder.

The leader’s voice rises in hypnotic harmony, an urgent calling. The smell of burning buildings wafts past, a celebration of precious human birth—a call to the spirits—as sweat streams down the drummers’ faces. A man leads a woman toward them for a dance, as we tighten the circle around them. Fires burn in the distance, in our hearts, as the tribe gathers amidst the ruins. Father shows me how to clap and sing along. 

***

Doors reach the sky.

Once we enter, she dips her fingers into a stone water basin and touches her forehead. “Father,” my grandmother says in Spanish, her voice echoing in the cavernous grandeur. Why has she brought me to this place, which smells like ammonia and burning candles? To this building so different than anywhere I’ve been—so big and quiet.

My mother’s mother taps her heart and says, “Son”. 

She finishes by anointing each shoulder while invoking the “Holy” and “Ghost” with her eyes closed—her words reverberating in a stone and glass castle soaring heavenward. It’s like the lair of some storybook giant, the biggest room I’ve ever stood in. Grandmother tells me to repeat after her while moving my hand to make the stations of the cross:

En el nombre del Padre… 

Del Hijo… 

Y del Espíritu Santo. 

Amén.

She leads me down the aisle past pillars soaring heavenward, each dedicated to a devoted apostle, as I’ll learn. Long rows of wooden benches run from the back, where we entered, to the front, where portraits of robed men surround the statue of a saddened, hooded woman standing behind an altar decorated with black, white, and gold ritual objects.

This isn’t so scary, I think.

Upon the vaulted ceiling, Our Lady of Mount Carmel cradles her infant amidst a chorus of angels in a blue sky accented with gilded clouds. The saints and cherubs evoke the images Mother keeps with the little statues I’m not allowed to play with, the pictures of scenes recalling the movies we watch about holy men who part the seas and other miracles.

Souls suffer in fiery purgatory at the base of the fresco, in a spiritual realm transported from the Old World to the New in the 19th and 20th centuries—a sacred site where my parents have exchanged their vows, as I’ll discover. Amazing, I think.

Entranced, I gaze upon the stained-glass images of the flight to Egypt and the Resurrection as Grandmother guides me onward. A kaleidoscope of red, blue, and yellow hues illuminates the pews and aisles. The ethereal colors, as bright as the candies she keeps in a glass bowl, are impossible to grasp with my little fingers.

She takes me to a statue on the wall, to a man nailed to wooden beams, his torso flayed open with wounds that shine darkly. Blood trickles down his face from a crown of thorns that pierces his flesh. His gaze meets mine when I look up; his eyes are weighed down by a burden I cannot understand. Why would anyone do that to him? I think.

Grandmother draws me closer when I retreat. “That is Jesus Christ,” she says in Spanish, “who sacrificed his life for your sins.” 

What’s a sin? I wonder.

It can’t be good, whatever it is. I’m afraid to ask questions, too fearful to walk away as Grandmother reveres the gory, suffering vision. As if I’ve done something wrong. While I don’t know what sins are, I’m aware of the sourness in my belly, the urge to run spreading through my little body as my heartbeat races—like the terror I felt while watching Jaws.

I feel tinier beneath the vaults and columns, lost amidst the shimmering crosses and rainbow glass; within the Romanesque sanctuary that welcomed the faithful when it opened in 1906, a beacon for the Italian immigrants who built our tunnels, subways, and office towers. Grandmother grasps my hand as we exit onto East 187th Street in the Bronx’s Little Italy, down the street from where we live. Relief, at last.

We enter a storefront where Italians shout over the clucking of chickens, where sawdust feels soft underfoot—a surprise. A mineral scent lingers, something subtler than the reeking of cows and goats and rabbits. I’m reminded of the creatures at the petting zoo a few blocks away, whose tongues tickle my hand whenever they lick up the pellets we buy from gumball machines, whose eyes I’m afraid to stare into—animals locked in cages that seem too small.

I approach the counter for a better look, but Grandmother yanks me backwards. “Why can’t I feed them?” I ask as we get in line. Children older than me press against the counter while pointing at the cages as if picking the pets they’ll take home. 

A clerk leans against the counter to serve the lady before us, who points to a cage and says, “One.” Nodding, he whistles while extracting a rabbit by its ears, a snowy little critter that tries to kick itself free. For her kids, I think. For being good. The creature struggles to release itself with all its strength, whimpering as if wanting to stay in its cage.

A younger clerk calls on my grandmother, who points to a plump hen and says, “La gorda en frente,” which the Italian understands. The drone of AM sports radio swirls into a commotion with the voices around me as the petting zoo daydream darkens.  

Why is his jacket so dirty? I wonder.

An outcry pierces the confusion. Pulled from my body, I float in timeless space, contemplating the realization from a world away, stunned by the openness and freshness of the moment. Clarity sets in, an alerted presence in the luminous emptiness of awareness I’ll meditate upon one day—a state of being so pure it’ll be easy to overlook. 

I’m returned to the mayhem in an instant. Although I can’t describe it, I know what this means: this primal panic imprinted onto my consciousness, this carnal revelation. A second shriek of agony confirms the suspicion that seizes my attention, the ancestral pain I recognize during this chilling encounter—a teaching in impermanence.

A feather hovers, spiraling downward.

***

I pull the bottom drawer out.

Standing upon it, I gaze through the grillwork doors, where enchantment awaits. The Rosa de Jérico herb sits in its water bowl, which Mother covers in pennies to honor La Caridad del Cobre, Our Lady of Charity, the Patroness of Cuba. Spanish tarot cards mystify me, as do necklaces for the Seven African Powers, Elleguá, Changó, and Obatalá, which she drapes over a photograph of my grandparents, who live upstairs. 

Statuettes flicker to life in the radiance thrown by tall candles in glass jars, one of an old man on crutches, another of a saintly woman I’ve seen before. A man with angel wings slays a demon on a prayer card beside them, holding his sword high, the lamination curling at the corners. A picture of Christ on the cross rests next to it, the soldiers encircling a woman who weeps on her knees, which doesn’t scare me as much as the crucifixion statue at church does.

Dogs lick an old man’s sores in another image, even though I think they’re biting him at the time. I’m at home amidst the African saints in Roman attire, the air, fire, earth, and water elements transporting me to a world of waking dreams—my first contemplations of spirit. When I notice the voice that speaks in my mind, the whispering friend who urges me to ask about the mysterious drumming while walking with Father in the South Bronx—my earliest recognition of intuition—the “other me within” who drives me in search of understanding.

This fusion of African, Catholic, and Indigenous spirits thrives at our local botánica, which smells like earth, herbs, and perfume. Parakeets fly free in a jungle of music, prayers, and gossip as Mother shops for candles, statues, and beads for her bedroom altar, my worries vanishing like the frankincense dancing through the air.

African drumming whispers in the background as the faithful wait in line to seek the counsel of cowrie and coconut shell diviners, tarot card readers. Bouquets of basil, spearmint, and exotic plants hang behind the counters (the origin of the name “botánica”), which seems strange until I discover that they’re used in baths and tonics. 

The botánica recalls the altar that Isabel, Mother’s madrina—my babysitter—keeps on her dresser, the photos, candles, and statues of her spiritism and santería faiths. Isabel claims Taíno ancestry, walks barefoot, and eats with her bare hands, her hair reaching to the backs of her knees, her neck adorned with the rainbow strands she beads by hand.

These are my earliest impressions of learning about spirit through my heritage, when I contemplated good and evil, heaven and hell, and felt connected to a divine universe. These are my first encounters with sacredness, the calm spaciousness of mind I’ll meditate upon decades later, an inner sanctuary to seek during the tempests of my earthly days.

***

I hold my baby sister on the sofa.

Celina and Reutilio sing an ode to Changó as Mother praises the god of fire, thunder, and lightning while sweeping the wooden floors of our sparse, one-bedroom apartment. She turns the volume up on the stereo and sways her hips, singing along as she moves from room to room while Father runs errands on East Fordham Road.

Once she finishes, Mother fetches her Rosa de Jérico bowl to squeeze the “Resurrection herb” for every drop it gives and sets it aside to reuse—the genesis of its nickname. Then, she dumps the water into the mop bucket to clear bad luck away, a ritual that intrigues me.

On other days, she plays Johnny Albino or guitar trios to honor her grandparents while reserving Celia Cruz and Johnny Pacheco for her hipper moods. Her Afro-Cuban records, those with the most colorful covers, fill our apartment with magical drumming and chanting whenever she breads fish fillets and fries them in olive oil during Holy Week.

The stereo system will vanish one day, though a few albums will survive the years: Santería Cubana by Conjunto Obaoso, Homenaje a los Santos by Celia Cruz, and A Santa Bárbara by Celina y Reutilio. Whenever I can, I stare at the covers that will fade with the years, at the dark-skinned drummers, joyous dancers, flowery altars, and Roman saints that spark fantastical visions in the luminous inner realm where my spiritual life begins.

Mother sings her ode to Changó while dashing into the kitchen to check on the rice, the scents of cilantro, onion, and garlic lingering from the sofrito she made in the morning. The record skips when Father slams the door shut. Mother runs into the living room to see what’s wrong. He gets in her face, his hair bristling with sweaty pomade, his fists clenched at his sides. He’s done this before, though I’m not sure why. I hold Dawn closer.

“Why so fucking loud?” he says. 

“You do it, too,” Mother says, matching his aggression. 

“Because I bought it,” he says, darkening. “With my money.” 

The shouting scares me even more than the man who carries the screeching rabbit by its ears, its tiny legs kicking in circles at the vivero. It frightens me more than the chicken that squawks in the clerk’s hands after my grandmother points her out, her feathers floating in midair as she fights to free herself of the man with blood splatters on his white jacket. There’s much to fear in life, such as the man I’m named after. Yet, there’s even more to revere.

***

“You’ll make friends,” Mother says.

Children as little as me wait in line with their parents across the street from the zoo, a rainbow of skin tones. A few chase each other up and down the sidewalk, their laughter sweet and melodious in the sunshine. A Black boy begs his father to take him home, his voice trembling as tears roll down his cheeks in front of us. Sadness swells in my chest.

“Why is he crying?” I ask Mother.

We pass a playground once they let us in. The slides and seesaws sit abandoned behind a tall iron gate. Maybe it’ll be fun, I think, as we enter a hallway lined with drawings of stick figure families, sunny days, and dinosaurs. A little girl wails in an office as we pass, so I squeeze Mother’s hand and ask her what’s wrong as she pulls me along.

We enter a large room at the end of the hallway, where tiny chairs and tables surprise me. Posters display colorful numbers and letters that dance across the walls. Toys line the shelves beside us. A group of easels stands tall in the back, jars of colorful paint and brushes beside them. Maybe they’ll let me play, I think.

A longhaired lady with glasses walks over, a hippy who will teach me to sing “Yellow Submarine” and “Brother John (Are You Sleeping?)” while playing her acoustic guitar in the weeks and months to come. “Go have fun with those blocks so me and your mommy can talk, okay?” she says while kneeling. 

I zip off to build a temple, using the blocks as my bricks. A Latina mother pulls her little girl in quite suddenly, the child’s legs dragging along the carpet.

“I don’t want to,” the girl says in Spanish. 

“It’s okay,” her mother says.

“But I don’t speak English.” 

My grandparents, who watch me while my parents work, listen to the radio and watch television in their native language. My mother and father mix them, but they prefer español, which I never mention, as I stack wood higher until the tower collapses in a noisy mess. 

Don’t say anything, a voice inside me says. It isn’t the other me within who inquired about the drumming on the streets with Father, the inner friend who whispers to me whenever I gaze into Mother’s altar. It’s his darker twin, the narrator of fear, who drives me to cover my eyes at Jaws, who petrifies me whenever Father gets mad: The Tormentor, as I’ll name him, a bully that will terrorize me well into midlife, when I’ll learn to silence him.

My first day of kindergarten doubles as my earliest memory of feeling self-conscious about my identity, our language: a dragon that will shadow me through life. My distrust of institutions will have formed by the time I begin elementary school, where I’ll struggle to catch up until the third grade, an early crisis of ego pain. It’ll inform the identities I invent in times to come: the cynical musician, the voyeur photographer, and the solitary writer.

Yet there’s more to life than fear.

One day, a hippy visits us with his zither. He plucks a melody that rises and falls like leaves spiraling in the air on a windy day, vibrations that ripple along my skin and make me aware of my heart, bones, and ears. Just like the day when I stood before the drummers on the street with Father as people sang and danced to the awe-inspiring sound.

“It would be fun to play that zither all day long,” my inner friend whispers as I get in line. Shaking with excitement, I run the plastic pick along the tautly wound strings when my turn arrives. My inner friend guides me through a doorway to crystalline enchantment, to a primordial joy I’ll seek on expeditions of sonic healing in the future.

“Blue,” my inner friend whispers days later. 

I move the brush across the large white sheet to establish a plane of earth. The scent entrances me as the next impulse rises from the seafloor of consciousness, the need to see what will happen next. “Green,” the voice says as a body appears in a few quick strokes, a reptilian tail dragging behind it. A scene comes to life as form fills emptiness, a brontosaurus moving through its world as I imagine it in my mind’s eye.

I forget where I am—who I am—when the other me whispers, “Orange.” Rays of tangerine brighten the composition from above. I plunge the brush into the next color, obeying the voice as it guides me. Excited by the joyous discovery, I add red eyes and a tongue, finishing with purple clouds that darken the sunny skies. And so, I discover “creative presence,” the sacred state in which creativity and contemplation merge into ritual.

These meditations on sound, color, and movement come to life as I gaze at Mother’s altar, where artifacts seize my attention for reasons I can’t explain, thoughts that go beyond me. Enthralled, I give in to the curiosity that awakens—the heartbeat and gurgling entrails that energize this precious human life, this search for meaning that begins with seeking the visual and auditory magic that captures my full, focused attention.

These sacred and creative paths will diverge in the wild woodlands of time, only to merge later in life, their disparities mere illusions. Each contemplation will bring me closer to understanding the nature of my purest being, the focused awareness that my inner self guides me to during encounters with the sublime, transcendent, and mystical—a yearning for knowledge and perceptual pleasures, experience.

***

We await as one.

Iron bars soar skyward as I press against the warm metal gate encircling the building when I’m six. A man appears in the service area with a large bucket, which he digs into with green rubber gloves that reach to his elbows. Father whistles with his fingers in his mouth to signal he’s watching behind me, an airy shriek piercing through the ensuing uproar.

A tree trunk leans against a rocky wall at the back of the enclosure, creating the illusion of a mountainous landscape in some faraway land. Flies glisten silver, green, and blue while feasting on mounds of shit beyond the bars, a hot odor revolting. The scavengers scatter in a hundred directions when a door in the back wall opens. Everyone rushes forward when it appears in a flash—when the man with the
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