It's an Intimate Thing to Watch a Bird Die
by Leah New

It is an intimate thing to watch a bird die, to see a creature capable of such heights be resigned

to the earth.

Laverie on the corner of West Houston and Sullivan stacks their washers like a morgue. Gray
chambers in neat rows, three by six across. Listless faces: waiting, folding, washing, 7 am to 7

pm - except on Sundays. I know I must go; everything is piling up.

I buy the same detergent my mom used to get from Whole Foods. It is a ridiculously priced
homage to her scent. The bottle advertises an organic pomegranate and pink grapefruit fragrance.

Yet to me, it smells like that one summer in Amherst.

It was the summer my mom and I spent on our balcony. She would air out all the linen and I
would air out each and every one of my stuffed animals. A careful breeze visited us like an
attentive waiter making his rounds. We would lay our backs against the cool deck and stare up at
the clouds until shadows covered us entirely. Days were decidedly special if we spotted a
red-tailed hawk circling up above. They signaled “visionary power,” she said. “They fly up so
high everything below just falls into place.” As the breeze turned colder, she produced two
pomegranate candies from her pocket. They were a deep reddish purple, the color of the setting
sun. It was our ritual that August. I made sure to unwrap mine carefully, savoring each layer. Yet,

every time I got close to making mine last until infinity, it would be time to go inside for dinner.

My mom gave me special tasks like picking and washing parsley leaves. I made sure to care for
each leaf. I wanted to bestow my attention equally upon each of my disciples. After all, I was our
resident parsley picker, and I took my job seriously. One time, I counted 237 whole parsley
leaves. It was a feat worthy of celebration. I commemorated it by writing the number down on
special paper. Instead of having to sound out each letter of the word ‘parsley,” I drew a leaf in
place of where the word belonged. I know this because I recently came across the piece of paper
while going through my mom’s boxes. I seldom open them. This way, her scent will be preserved
longer, for detergent only replicates fragments. In retrospect, the parsley leaf drawing looked like
a jagged, four-leafed clover, and the paper was only cardstock. But my mom had saved it all

those years.
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The washers at Laverie whir. Their contents spin to what seems like an endless degree. No matter
who you are or what you do, a full cycle takes 40 minutes. There is no rushing them. I sort my
garments into two piles, the darker one significantly larger. It’s New York after all. The hum of a
dryer blends into the whir: washer 5’s occupant has reached a full 40-minute cycle. He has done
his time. My vision tilts to the yellow analogue timestamp on mine: 37 more minutes. Darkness

swirls around in my washer’s window.

The first time I met darkness was in Amherst. My mom and I had just moved into a two story
house. Now, there was no guarantee that she and I would always be in the same room, let alone,
floor. When I was all alone, the corners of the house turned to shadow, and the shadows morphed
into dark things. That is what we began calling them. They stirred in the corners, like musicians
settling down behind a curtain before a performance begins, for I was their sole audience
member. Their curtains would inch open to reveal a melody of distorted silence. Sometimes
when [ would see them, I would run to find my mom. Other times, I would scream out for her.
But once, I was so frightened she would not hear me, that I figured it would be better not to say
anything at all. Instead, I stood immobile and silent, while an unknown conductor orchestrated

my elegy of fear.

One night, the dark things no longer resigned themselves to the corners. I felt them everywhere.
The corners of the room swallowed the house up entirely in shadow. My mom and I packed up
all our pillows and blankets and went outside. We slept in the car that night, reclining the seats
back to bury underneath the blankets. “We’re safe out here. Our guardian angels are protecting
us,” she said. I closed my eyes and the sun exchanged places with the stars. We never slept in the
car after that night, yet I knew that if I felt the same terror, she would not hesitate to do it all

again.

On Thursdays we drove into the city where my father lived. On one of those mornings, my mom
woke up extra early to cook her specialty breakfast. I was sitting in our living room with its large
bay windows and flat cushions lining the floor. Precious beads with specks of reflective metal
were woven into the threads of the cushions. They glimmered in the light. Peeking into the living
room, the smell of baked bread made itself known from the kitchen. My mom and I would split

apart the piping hot bread to watch the steam erupt. Then, we would spread homemade parsley
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pesto on each side. But before it was time to take the bread out of the oven, something outside
caught my eye. As it got closer, I realized it was a small bird. It was alone like me. I wondered
whether its mother was also away making breakfast. Before it could reach me, however, its body

hit the window between us and the bird fell to the ground.

After my mom and I went outside, we discovered it was a baby hawk. Its small feathers had only
just inherited a reddish-brown hue. She gently pressed several of its loose feathers into a
handkerchief for me. While she finished burying it, she told me to go put them inside. I stored

them in the most special place I could think of - a place I have since forgotten.

Afterward, we drove into the city. As I watched the telephone wires pass by, dipping down
rhythmically in between the poles, I thought of the big animal book my mom had. Each page was
filled with drawings of every animal imaginable. And each animal represented a message. Hawks
signify visionary power. Yet that was only when they were flying up above. I wondered why the
book was only concerned with the living, why it said nothing of the dead. I scanned the car for
dark corners. They would have the answers to the questions I did not wish to ask. We arrived in

the city. “It’s only two days,” she said, coaxing me out of the car.

My father did not care for hawks or counting parsley leaves. “All corners have shadows in them,
that’s how it works,” he said. I learned to shut my eyes tightly and pray for the morning. I told
myself, it was only two nights until I would be back in Amherst. It was only two nights until I

would be back with my mom.

They buried her a week later. Sloan Kettering Memorial Hospital had regretfully informed my
father that his ex-wife had passed away in an automobile accident. My weekend bag was packed
for Amherst. My shoes were patiently tied. I had survived two days of darkness and it was time
for her to pick me up. The hospital said that her body had crashed through the windshield, that
there was nothing they could do, that she was dead before the paramedics even arrived. Yet they

insisted she went painlessly. They clearly knew nothing. For she died alone before she could

reach me, just as the baby hawk had. She died on her way to come save me.
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Grief is a bird of prey. It circles out of sight before spiraling down. When they buried my mother,
a red-tailed hawk colored the blank sky. The dark things now produced pampered tissues and
knelt-down condolences. Their faces swarmed over me as they lowered her body into the ground.
I pictured her soft, gentle skin buried beneath dirt and insects. The hawk dipped down to the
maggots: flesh feasting upon flesh. I began to scream so loudly that my father was called in.
Everything went black as my body thrashed against his arms. [ wailed against the world, wishing

it black forever.

‘Are you done?’ A figure swims into my vision.
‘What?’ I blink back tears.

‘I said are you finished with the washer?’ A woman snaps. ‘Oh yeah, sorry, it’s all yours.’

I lug my sodden clothes into the dryer, staring into the light fixture to eradicate the moisture from
my eyes. The woman watches expectantly. | fit twelve quarters into the dryer’s slots before going
to sit on top of the washers as far away from her as possible. Leaning my head against the
window, I gaze out across the street. The buckle on my jeans thwacks against the machine
methodically. The dryer’s whir sounds like a mechanical insect churning its gears, digesting my
garments. I swear the lights flicker each time a sock is lost in its skeleton. Passersby crisscross
my view, dusted by the windowpane. Pigeons that used to coo now peck the miserable ground. A
woman turns the corner. I am almost sure it is Ms. Bartges, my old high school English teacher. I
straighten up as the breeze brushes the grey, blond hair out of her face. It is not her. My figure
wilts back against the wall as I close my eyes. Laveries sterile hum continues; the rest of us will

be here forever, save lucky washer 5.

The last time I saw Ms. Bartges was the day I graduated high school. It was one of those rare
days that New Yorkers nearly smiled at each other. A steady breeze moved parallel to the rows of
buildings, accompanying me uptown. Two women in hospital scrubs were strolling in front of
me. For that moment, we were all dictated by the sun. I turned my gaze downwards to read over
my valedictorian speech once last time. Yet, before I could reach the end, I sensed the two
women stop walking. Looking up, I saw their bodies bent over something on the sidewalk. I
slowed my pace. A small bird, barely feathered, was struggling to move. “It fell out of that nest,”

one of the women said, pointing at a joint in the scaffolding above. I could see the small heads of
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several other baby birds. The two women turned to look at me, and only then did I realize I had

stopped walking.

One of them said that if a human interfered and touched a baby bird, its mother would not allow
it back into her nest. I nodded along. It sounded like something I had heard. Yet, the bird was
injured and frightened. It was not old enough to fly, its wings not yet strong enough to support its
body. We considered calling an animal hospital but figured they would not take the situation
seriously. I kept staring at the poor thing. Its skin was so fragile that I could see its every breath.
Before we knew what was happening, the bird began moving. Three exhales escaped us —

perhaps the bird would be alright.

By the turn of the twentieth century, many of New York’s sidewalks were constructed in
concrete, replacing the more antiquated bluestone slabs. Beneath the concrete lies the subway.
For the subways to receive proper ventilation, steel grates were installed. The grates consist of
intersecting metal lines, forming a grid one can walk over. That day, however, I avoided the
grates, as the heels of my shoes were small enough that they could slip through the cracks. One

time my dad dropped his keys while walking over a grate. He never saw them again.

We watched as the bird managed its way across the ground. That was when I noticed the grate
inches away. I tried to lunge towards it, but my body moved as if caught in quicksand, and the

bird stepped over into the grate.

For a moment, its body caught in between the steel slots. The next, its wing tore off, and it fell
into the darkness below. The two women glanced at me before walking away, their eyebrows
raised in sympathetic unison. I returned their apologetic look after rehearsing how to make my
guilt appear palpable. I walked solemnly the rest of the way until joining the procession of glossy

smiles filing into the auditorium.

Ms. Bartges had been selected to give the faculty address. Yet, each quote she had prepared from
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Fyodor Dostoevsky, I had already used in my own speech. A
bemused smile passed her face each time she went read one of the quotes, as I had recited them
moments before. I returned her gaze, thinking how glad I was to have been before her in the

graduation program. Everything worthwhile that I know about language, literature, and

© Leah New 2024



It's an Intimate Thing to Watch a Bird Die
by Leah New

subsequently the world, I learned from her. She had known my mom. They went through the
same teacher training program together in Amherst. My mom used to get all dressed up to go to

Ms. Bartges’ annual dinner parties. She invites me now; however, I have missed the last few.

Ms. Bartges had included a parable from Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize address in her speech. The
story went that a group of young adults carrying a bird had approached an elderly, blind woman.
Their question, “Is the bird I am holding living or dead?” After much silence, the wise woman
said that regardless of the bird’s condition, it was in their hands. Its fate was their responsibility.

My face warmed, what did Morrison know of responsibility when it came to death?

Seemingly elusive to me at the time, Morrison’s words were the only distinguishing feature
between the quotes Ms. Bartges and I had selected. When she addressed our graduating class for
what would be the final time, it was the parable that she referenced. “The bird is in your hands,”
Morrison had said. I wiped my palms against the black synthetic robe. I looked around in
disbelief, how could she have known I had been responsible for a baby bird dying? If a bird up
high represented visionary power, I could only imagine what a fledgling who had plummeted
wingless to its death signified. Especially on the day I graduated. I could not help but remember
my mom’s big animal book with all its messages. The phrase ‘visionary power’ once again
returned to my mind. Yet all I saw was the absence of her. Blinking back hot tears, I looked
around for someone I knew I wouldn’t find. Proud parents sitting beside each other filled the
whole auditorium. I caught sight of my dad. My chest seared to see him there instead of her.

How dare he--

“You’re really not meant to sit on the washers.” The same horrible woman jabs my shoulder.
“Excuse me?”

I’1l give her a chance to correct herself.

“You’re not allowed to sit on the washers. You’ll break them.’ She retorts, eyebrows arched. I

look her up and down. I can feel my nostrils flaring.

“Maybe if you lost some wei—" I cut myself off. “Don’t you have something better to do?”
“What did you just say to me?” Her voice is raised. She looks around to garner support.
“I said if you lost some weight you wouldn’t have to worry about breaking a washing machine.”

Her expression falters for a moment. Everyone is staring by now. I continue glaring.

© Leah New 2024



It's an Intimate Thing to Watch a Bird Die
by Leah New

“Is she serious right now, are you guys seeing this?” her eyes darting around the room. “I’m
going to report you if you don’t get off right now.”
“Ok. See if I care.”

I look back out the window. I can hear her pacing exasperatedly before the door jingles and

slams.

I try to focus my attention outside. I see the same miserable pigeons pecking at nothing. There is
no meaning left to assign them. The dryer’s rhythmic whir is now only a sound. There are 32
minutes left on my dryer cycle. I give the pigeons one last chance. Nothing. The woman is now
on the phone, an agitated hold. I swing my legs off the washer, prematurely ending my cycle. I
take my damp clothes out and that is when I see it. My mom’s favorite silk shirt shrunk to half its
size, its texture rough and crinkled. It must have been disguised in my large pile of dark clothes.
All feeling leaves my body. The next thing I know I’m outside, clutching the damp pile clothes

to my chest. The pigeons scatter. The street blurs in and out of darkness.

Up ahead, the backs of two men come into focus. Slowed by drink, their figures stagger against
each other. The larger of the two notices me first, nudging his companion. Their eyes greet me
like a car rounding a bend on a back road late at night, blinding you the second before the driver
switches off his high beams. Keeping my head down, I cross the street. I drop a sock but cannot
go back to get it. “It’s not safe to be alone out here, sweetheart.” one shouts after me. The other
snickers. “You need help getting home?” I lengthen my stride. Glancing back, I see them walking
after me on the road that had separated us. There is not a car in sight. The bigger one stumbles
forward and begins unzipping his pants. “You like what you see, don’t you,” he sneers,
brandishing his grip at me. How quickly it is that we turn to prey. I walk as fast as I can without
breaking into a run. You can never let them know your fear. A shirt dislodges and falls to the
ground. I leave it. I establish more distance between us and sneak another glance back. Both men
are lurching forward in the open road into a stream of their urine. Their laughter rattles through

the hollow streets.

I feel an arm snake through mine. I drop the pile of clothes. It is the rude woman from Laverie.
“There you are honey, sorry I’m late,” she says.

I play along. “No worries, mom.”
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The two men hesitate behind us.

“Your father is on his way to meet us,” she continues. They stumble off around the near corner.
I look into her eyes; they are soft unlike before.

“Thank you,” I manage. “And I’m so sorry about—"

“Shhh, there’s no need for that. Look, I’'m just glad I was here. If you were my daughter, I can’t
imagine... ’'m just glad you’re alright.”

She kneels and begins to pick up the clothes I've dropped. I'm crying again but this time it is
different. I go to apologize again for how I acted at the laundromat, but she won’t have it. She

hands my clothes back to me.

“You’re going to need to wash those again,” she says, winking. I manage a laugh. She hugs me
awkwardly, wet clothes in between us.

“I can’t thank you enough,” I say.

She looks at me before walking away. Her eyes are the shape of pomegranate candy wrappers,

rounded in the middle and crinkled around the edges.

Once, when I was younger, my mom and I buried a baby hawk who had flown into our window. I
tucked a few of its feathers, not yet fully colored, into a special place I have since forgotten.
Twice again, it happened. Only that time, its wingless body lay unburied upon lost keys and
things discarded. Today marks the third. However, I am unsure whether it counts, as the bird was

already dead when I found it.

Turning the corner to my street, I catch sight of white feathers, stained red. A bird is lying
disfigured, its feathers torn. Even death itself could not protect it from man’s casual cruelty. I can
smell decay’s putrid aroma beginning to emanate, so I continue walking. “The bird is in your
hands,” I can hear Morrison say. I turn back, looking around for something to pick it up with. I
detangle my mom’s silk shift from my pile of clothes, it has shrunk to a perfect size to swaddle
the bird in. I drop the rest of my clothes in my foyer, sorting through my mom’s boxes until I

find her big book of animals. There, tucked between the pages against the words ‘visionary
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power’ are the feathers of the baby hawk I thought I lost all those years ago. I gather them all up
and dip back out into the night.

The sun has completely escaped the sky. I walk until I feel it is right to stop, gently holding the
bird. I find myself in Central Park. Making my way over to a large tree, I am glad to find the soil
is relatively soft. My hands instinctively begin digging, the dirt under my fingernails is no matter.
I place the bird in the shallow grave, its body wrapped in silk reticent of pink grapefruit and
pomegranates. I tuck the baby hawk’s feathers into a fold of the shirt, before patting soil over
them. Shrouded in darkness, they are safe with her beneath the ground. I sit beside them, leaning
against the tree. I can feel its life against my back. Its roots stretch under me, and its branches
reach above. I am held in its embrace. I close my eyes, letting the darkness wash over me. I
remember that night my mom and I slept in the car. “We are safe out here, our guardian angels
will always protect us,” she had said. I breathe in with intention for what feels like the first time.
I know that tomorrow I will return to Laverie, I will do my time like lucky washer 5, and I will
RSVP to Ms. Bartges’ next dinner party.

Although I keep my eyes closed, I can hear the birds chirping in the trees. And while I cannot see
them, they still possess their visionary power. For each time I think of my mom, I can see the

light in even the darkest corners; I can see the light within.

It is an intimate thing to watch a bird die, to see a creature capable of such heights be resigned to

the earth. Yet the earth will hold them in spirals of darkness. And it is only within the absence of
light, that my four birds have learned to fly.

A parsley leaf peaks out in bloom beside me.
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