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Stars over Time Square

Gracie Gage

Suddenly the lights went out. The constant drone of the air conditioner was replaced
with absolute silence. | flipped the light switch on and off, but nothing happened. Then
the lights began to flicker, giving the room a vague glow. This was very bizarre; the
power doesn'’t usually go off in Manhattan.

| heard a knock at the door. | peered through the peephole, and there was my fa-
ther. As | opened the door, Dad began talking although he seemed strangely out of
breath, “The power is out all along the northern east coast. People are saying that some-
thing went wrong at Niagara Falls. A power line must have failed. ”

| was astounded. Power line?

| was getting on the elevator, and the door wouldn't close. | got irritated with it and
finally climbed down to the lobby—all nine stories—to find out what the matter was. That
was just like Dad to get angry at something that didn’t work.

All of a sudden, we heard people
shouting from outside. Dad opened up
the window. “Wow, look out there!”
Intrigued, | opened another window
and looked out. The street was packed
with cars whose drivers didn't know
when or where to go. Policemen filled
the streets trying to mollify the pande-
monium. Right across the road, work-




ers, who had been trapped on the eleventh floor while building, attempted to cling to rail-
ing and climb down to safety. Peoples’ interrogating and raucous shouts filled the hot Au-
gust air.

| realized my father was speaking, “We can't stay up here. With no power, there will
be no emergency services. If the building caught on fire, we'd be trapped. Let’s go and
I'll try to call Mom. ” He grabbed some cash and the cell phone. | followed him in the fa-
tiguing trip down the stairs to the lobby. Why couldn’'t we have gotten a room on the first
floor?

| took a small couch and sat down. The stifling hotel lobby was full of people. Some
were hoping to get a room; others had returned to the hotel because their flights had
been canceled. Many attempted to contact family or friends on cell phones. | relaxed on
the couch, noticing the only light in the room was from the few sunrays that managed to
enter through the windows. Restless, Dad left to wander around Times Square. He could
never sit around without being occupied.

After what seemed like hours, Dad finally returned. | let him sit on the couch while |
tried to cool down on the marble floor. The sun had set, and the room was dark, illumi-
nated only by two small candles that tossed shadows upon the wall.

| lay down on the floor and tried to nap. The surface was very hard, but it was nice
and cool. | drifted off to sleep only to awaken immediately. At first this had been an excit-
ing adventure, but now | just wished the electricity would come back on so we would be
able to go back to our room. ‘I lay there with my eyes closed, unable to sleep, listening
to people nearby as they talked. | must have finally fallen asleep though, for | woke up
and asked Dad what time it was. :

“Eight. The lights are on two blocks down from us. The power should come back on
pretty soon. ” He paused, a look of reverie on his face, “You know, last night | was able
to see the stars over Times Square. | wonder how long it's been since somebody was
able to say that.”

All of a sudden, the chandelier came on. Cheers, clapping and laughter filled the
room. People sighed and stretched, having spent the interminable night sitting on the




floor or couch, just as | had.

Dad and | got on the elevator, and | waited
impatiently as it slowly made the journey to the
ninth floor. Gleefully, | walked into our room ready
for a long nap.

As it turned out, we got to see the Statue of
Liberty, Staten Island, Ground Zero, the Empire
State Building and Phantom of the Opera on
Broadway. Somehow, though, | always felt that
Dad was most impressed when the gaudy man-
made lights of New York City were temporarily extinguished and the quiet splendour of
God's handiwork shone through.
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Thore Stover

Every year at this time, the peasants began their long religious pilgrimage to Geed-
leh, to visit the church there, and to pray for God’s help. They walked or rode in wag-
ons; they crowded the roads leading to the holy town, for Geed-leh was famous in Po-
land as a place where God did miracles. The cool autumn days also brought many beg-
gars to Geed-leh. The peasants gave away more of
their money on such a religious holiday as this. Some of
the beggars were blind, some had no feet or arms.
Some were very old and seemed like lost children loo-
king for their mothers.

There was one among them who was called “the
Mute Singer”. He was given this name because he
could not speak. There was a time when he was able to
sing, while playing his guitar. But he lost his voice.
Now he played the guitar and sang, but no sounds
came from his throat. His lips just moved with the mu-
sic. s

The Mute Singer was a tall, strange-looking man. His face and hands were brown,
like the color of copper. He had white hair and a white beard: he looked like one of the
wise men you read about in the Bible.

Early one morning | saw the Mute Singer washing himself at the river. He smiled and




touched the ground with his hand, meaning that |
should sit down. Then, he pointed his finger
straight up, to tell me that he had a surprise for
me.

Suddenly, he put his hand into the water and
rubbed two of his fingers together, making a
strange sound, exactly like the sound of a croa-
king frog. He did it many times, then he lightly hit
the top of the water, sending little ripples of
waves across the water to the other side.

Suddenly, everything around us seemed to
be moving. | could not believe that it was real.
Thousands of frogs came racing toward us, jumping, and swimming. .. under the water
and on top of the water. | began to shake with excitement.

The frogs crowded around us, | could see their heads and eyes showing above the
top of the water.

The Mute Singer found some snails and cut them into small pieces and began to
feed the frogs. They came closer and closer, and the Mute Singer started to play his gui-
tar. As he did so, the frogs became quiet and listened. And then they, too, started to
sing. Young frogs, old frogs. . . every one of them began to sing. | never heard anything
like it. Not a frog moved: they all just sat and sang.

No one ever saw the Mute Singer at night. Nobody even knew where he slept. But
during the day he could be found at the same place, sitting near the church and playing
his guitar while his lips moved silently with the music.

Everybody liked the Mute Singer—the peasants as much as the beggars. People
threw their pennies into the cups of the beggars sitting on the ground, asking for help.
But not so with the Mute Singer. Into his cup, they dropped their pennies gently. He
used the shell of a turtle as a cup. He got much more money than the others, but this did
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not trouble any of the beggars.

At the end of the day, the beggars crowded around the Mute Singer in front of the
church. He took a clean white handkerchief from the pocket of his old coat, and put it
smoothly on the ground. He made it seem like a religious ceremony. Then he put all his
money on the clean white cloth, he made all the beggars an equal share of the money
but kept nothing for himself.

Sadly, he looked around at the beggars, covered with dirt and disease. The sun
was sinking fast and the peasants had all left the church area. The Mute Singer lowered
his head and started to pray; the beggars were on their knees, joining him in prayer.

Then the Mute Singer began to play his guitar, moving his lips with the music. The
beggars sat still and listened. The music cut deep into their hearts. It cut through their
years of pain and suffering and loss of hope. It made them feel human again. Many of
them cried, and with dried old hands wiped away their tears.

| heard a beggar say the Mute Singer was not a human being, but God dressed as
a beggar. “If that is true,” another answered, “he would not come as a beggar, but as
a priest...” ‘

One day, hundreds of new peasants entered the city. They were welcomed at the
church by its religious leaders who dropped water on their heads and blessed them. Re-
ligious singing and church bells filled the air, as did the cries of the beggars asking for
help.

As the peasants came out of the church, the Mute Singer began to play. The peas-
ants crowded around him and dropped pennies into his cup. Suddenly, his fingers hit
the wrong strings. He threw his arms into the air. His guitar fell to the ground and broke.
One of the beggars caught the Mute Singer as he fell and held his beautiful head on his
knees.

We carried him into my mother's empty barn and put him down gently. | held his
hand and he slept a little, then opened his eyes and smiled weakly. He looked like a lost
child.




The Mute Singer pointed to his chest and made the sign of the cross. A beggar
said, “He wants me to give him the last rites. Can you get me a piece of bread?”

“But you are not a priest,” | said.

“This is something any man would be glad to do for him it is an emergency. But |
am dirty, my clothes are dirty. Hurry, get some bread and a white shirt. ”

| ran out and got some bread. Next to my

ﬁ house was a synagogue, and in the dark | saw the

rabbi’s finest white shirt hanging to be dried. | took

$ the shirt and hurried to the side of the dying Mute
Singer.

The beggar put on the white shirt, and gave
me a candle to hold. Then he got down close to the
Mute Singer and said, “Hear me, my brother!
Open your eyes if you can, so that you may see the
sign of the cross made over you. Here is your Last
Communion, a beggar's Communion of black
bread. ”

The dying man looked at the beggar, smiled weakly and left us forever. . .

That night | had very strange dreams. In one dream, | saw something white moving
slowly toward me. It was like a frog. But when it got very close it changed into the shape
of a man. It was the Mute Singer still holding his guitar. Then two angels floated out of
the dark into my dream: they fell to their knees before the Mute Singer, kissing his hands
while he gently touched their heads. It was like what | had often seen in old religious
paintings.

| slept badly. | felt something heavy, and it was hurting me. | awoke and saw that |
was holding too hard against my chest, the shell of a turtle. It was the turtle shell which
the Mute Singer used as a beggar’s cup for money. He gave it to me while he lay dying.
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