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| just had a disturbing dream.

The dream itself wasn't scary, it was just a glimpse of a scene that played out during a chaotic time many
years ago, and although we're not living in chaos, one is slightly reminded and the brain runs with it. And

then, boom! It shows up in dreams. Boom, being the operative word here.

The Scene: It is fall or winter, the air is cool though not quite frigid, the sun is fighting the clouds for
supremacy but losing the battle. I am standing outside on a side street in the downtown area, talking to
some folks. They are strangers to me, but we're being polite and friendly, as you do. Besides our basic
humanity, we are all in crisis. We have come together to this time and place because our lives are falling

apart at the seams and we sought help. That's where we are, literally in the thick of it.

This was my first time in this situation and was feeling vulnerable, a failure, defeated, confused, angry
and scared. It was not the best of times. But we had no time to contemplate how or why we got to this
point, we were on full-on survival mode because we must overcome. This was the overwhelming mandate
I felt from and to my core, the most important lesson that got passed down from every foremother in my

lineage: things change, you find a way to survive!

We were a few feet from Fulton Street, a busy commercial artery in Brooklyn, with hundreds of folks
busy coming and going to work, shopping, living it up. The sounds of traffic, people, and music from
stores and passing cars and buses are all in the soundtrack of the moment. Classic rock, hip hop, jazz,
reggae, R&B, ska, salsa, plus some really creative forms of cussing... The accents ranged from your more
humble native New Yawker to feisty Brooklynite and Bronx Boogie Down, plus a variety of Caribbean
beats, African tonalities, Indian and Middle Eastern, the occasional Asian, and European tourists thrown

in for fun.

Ours was a fairly mixed group too: all colors, shapes, and ages. But because we had this Giant Monster
hovering over our heads, Disaster, all other manufactured divisions were temporarily halted for the most
part. Disaster, twin sister of Despait, doesn't quite care how you vote, whether you are black or white or
a combination, young or old, straight or gay, illiterate or not. Disaster slams you to the ground until you
transform into the human equivalent of a deflated basketball and hands you over to her sister for her
sheer sadistic pleasure, because your pain and suffering are tasty morsels, but your individual “flavor” is
an artificial sweetener of very little consequence. My guess is we were like M&Ms and the colors were

more aesthetic than significant flavor-wise.

We were having a coffee break and mostly milling around—sharing small talk and red tape war stories.
A young woman, maybe in her early-to-mid-twenties is going from group to group introducing herself.
She is forceful, self-assured, a little obnoxious and a little too exuberant. She is used to being the center
of attention and she will be noticed, dammit! People are stopping their conversations on both sides of

the street and taking notice. She notices their noticing and she gets a little more extravagant, her
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movements become more deliberate and devastating: the shoulders and chest rise higher, her hips sway

more concentrically, she flips her hair for emphasis.

This is no wallflower. It is obvious she has never blended in any way. It would be virtually impossible
anyway because she was imposing! She was tall, at least 58", and she was both solid and rotund. A
substantial woman, both round and curvy in every way, head to toes. Even her weave echoed her curves,
with large, dramatic ringlets that bounced around her head, neck and face with an almost musical flair.
She carried the aroma of cocoa butter mixed with something acridly sweet, like brunt plastic and apple
pie. In fairness to her, my chronic sinusitis, seasonal allergies, and deviated septum distorted my sense of

smell, so in this I may be an unreliable source. I suspect the desired effect was to smell delicious.

Her traveling aroma mixed with the variety of cigars and pipes, cigarettes (regular and menthol), and
blunts (before it was legal) lit up on Lawrence Street, as well as the many cups of coffee with added milk
and flavored creamers and sugars that made each cup just slightly different as you moved through the
crowd. A handful of tea drinkers added floral tones, lemon or honey, and the younger crowd started their
morning with sugary beverages that added a sticky molasses feel to it all. From Fulton Street, hints of a
cheesesteak cart, dollar pizza, gyros, hot dogs, peanuts, pretzels, and the already stale oils from a number
of fried chicken and burger joints down the block... Still, gitlfriend managed to break through all that

sensory overload.

She literally shattered the nucleus of a group by infiltrating it physically, pushing herself into its center,
stopping the conversation and momentum and announcing, “Estrella. It means STAR! In Spanish.” She
enunciated it as if she were starring in a 1930s B-movie. She skipped the jazz hands to frame her face

and punctuate exactly who the STAR was.

Estrella pronounced her name with a kind of lazy E at the top and it came out As-trey-lah—and given
that stars are astral bodies, you'd think it poetic license, but I doubt that was a factor. Her identity relied
on something a little different than the Spanish word, which is generally pronounced Es-TREH-yah or
ES-tray-yah.

This being New York City, there was a good number of Latinos in the vicinity, many of whom gave her
serious side-eye whenever she added the “in Spanish” bit because most of them knew enough to realize
her pronunciation was more than a little off. But not a single one of them was going to correct her, they
were just going to give her a slightly derisive glance and mock her silently—sharing those distinctly
Puerto Rican facial conversational gestures like the raised brow, cocked head, and double pumped

puckered lip that screamed, “Yo, can you believe this ignorant slut?!”

Whatever way she chose to say her name, that was her name. Period. Who are we to question what her

mother intended?! That was her name, its origins were trivial. Her name was her name and to her it was

AS-tray-lah.

Clearly, she wasn't interested in meeting most of these people. She was collecting sycophants because she

fancied herself a Queen Bee.
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It’s an interesting thing to watch, outside of a middle school playground—but just like in middle school,

“interesting” only if none of it touches you.

She finally made her way to our group and announced, “Estrella.”

“I beg your pardon?” I quickly cut her off.

This threw her off because no one had the temerity to interrupt her opening act.

“Estrella,” she said again, but her initial exuberance is slightly diminished, and rather than an
announcement her name sounds more like a question.“It means star in Spanish,” she added, but without

her usual flourish because I have fucked up her entrance and she is slightly annoyed with me.
“Oh,” I replied.“It also means crash, so you can see how I was a little confused.”

“Wait, what? NO. It means star!” No one has ever questioned this, and no one has ever told her that
words can have multiple roles in language and a variety of definitions. I doubt she fully understands that

in English, let alone in Spanish.
“Sure, as a noun, but as a verb, estrella means to smash, shatter, crash,” I casually rattled on.

Then, for emphasis, I gesture with my right hand as Wile E. Coyote running into my left hand, up and
extended like a wall, and crashing into it, with accompanying Looney Tunes sounds, culminating in the
inevitable, “Screeeech, crash, BOOM! Y know, estrella” Thus making for the gnatliest Spelling Bee can-

you-use in-a-sentence moment in these people’s lives.

A few of the older adults chuckled, softly, acutely aware that they were in the presence of a very large
bully whod likely not care for my characterization. But a few of the younger guys guffawed, taking delight
in the cartoon depiction. Super proud they got the reference, I bet.

Estrella, however, was not impressed. She will not dignify the moment with a response, and I am sure
she would have said just that if she were at all familiar with the phrase. She was a woman of action, so

instead, huffed and stomped away.
“Oh no, Boom Boom, don't go away mad!” one of the leather-clad guys called after her.

“Boom Boom,” another delightfully repeated—another enthusiastic“Boom Boom!” completed the three-

peat—and now it has become a Real Thing, like a lesser Beetlejuice.

She whipped her head around and almost lost her balance as she—oh yeah, you saw it coming, didnt
you?— crashed into an unsuspecting bystander. The poor old man, a dude with a cigarette butt hanging
from his lips like a weird appendage attached to his salt and pepper mustache, stumbled back and
bounced off the brick wall of the long empty movie theater up the block (which had been recently painted

an appropriate for the moment blood red). The poor man lost his ciggie in the altercation.
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The three hoodlums cackled riotously, as their new leader exclaimed, “Oh, my god! Boom Boom did a
screeeech, crash, BOOMY!”

And just like that, her day is utterly ruined. Her visions of Mean Girl Domination ... crashed right there.

Mad as hell and probably alittle self-conscious, she marched forward, north on Lawrence Street, towards

the horizon—to a minor cog in an otherwise bustling commercial area.
How humiliating for a star!

Of course, she was just putting distance to the scene of the crime so that her face and presence weren't
associated with the moment. From our perspective, we saw a large woman get smaller as she hauled her

ample ass away from us. Her head was bopping and her arms waving wildly in the air.

Then she turned and realized she was ranting to herself because her hive had dissolved and stayed behind,

in splintered small groups.

Suddenly, they were all huddled in new cliques, very much focused on each other—anything so as to not
look at, acknowledge or even think of their momentary afhiliation with the fallen star. That's how cliques

turn on you. They pretend you no longer exist. The stench of social death is a powerful anti-aphrodisiac.

As is true in all kinds of deaths, she suddenly found herself all alone, the only star in her show. I don't

recall ever seeing her again, so I am certain that, as with most deaths, she never returned.

The rest of us were left to our disastrous little lives, standing on the cold street, commiserating with
strangers who (like us) were in the midst of crisis, in this cursed place seeking help and desperately

hoping for deliverance from our myriad of social ills.

I survived those dark days and bounced back to a more comfortable existence. For a period there I even
thrived. Butlife is not static, it has peaks and valleys and you adjust accordingly, as well as you can manage.
My hope is that most of those folks I met then also managed a better outcome to their situation. We
became close in that crisis huddle, but we did not make strong friendships—shared trauma is not
necessarily a good foundation for lasting relationships. As for Estrella, I don't think this humbled her in
any way. For her, it was likely a momentary setback in an otherwise shitty situation. I expect she has

learned new ways to shine.

Things happen, that’s all... in the final analysis, in this story, I was but a bit player. Nevertheless, I have

to wonder: I stopped a major travesty before it truly began. Where's my humanitarian award?

Jhal s ol Folks!



