
THE CRY OF THE LOON 

 

The prison guard led Andrea down the dank, musty-smelling hallway, past the cells holding men of various colors, shapes, and attitudes.  Eyes straight ahead, she could feel, rather than see, the 

hopelessness around her.  Some of these men would develop a closeness to her in the near future, and she couldn't help but wonder what kinds of relationships they would enter into.  Thinking 

about this forced her memory back, back to the time when it all started, back to the reason for it, the reason she was here in this place, doing this job. 

 

It had been a beautiful day.  The intense blue of the sky was almost uninterrupted by clouds of any kind, and those that dared to disturb this perfection were white and puffy and innocent.  

Certainly not the kind of day one would think could possibly hold tragedy of any kind. 

 

Tony, her husband, was driving their 1978 Chevy station wagon.  Jessica, their daughter, slept in the back of the car and Andrea was in the passenger seat.  They were driving through  the 

Shenandoah Valley on their way to a much-needed vacation at the Jersey shore, and since they were able to take the time to enjoy the scenery they stopped at a turnout to view the valley below.  

 

 “I’ve always wanted to see this valley,” Tony said as he walked close to the edge of the cliff, quietly gazing out over the landscape, taking in every detail, every tree, every curve in the road 

below.  A foggy haze  began to creep in over the valley as they returned to their car to continue the trip to the beach.  

 

“Okay, it’s decision time,” Tony  said, unfolding the map on the front seat after filling the gas tank.  “Do you want to take the route to the Baltimore Inner Harbor or go straight to the beach?”  

Andrea was relieved to see that the pale blue eyes looked brighter, less tired than they had recently.   

 

“I’m just a passenger,”  Jessica smiled.  “You guys decide.” 

 

“You’re the driver,” Andrea sidestepped the question as easily as Jessica.  “It’s your vacation.  Where would you like to go?”  

 

“OK.  Let’s head for the beach  We can always see the Inner Harbor another time.” And as casually as that it was decided.  How were they to know how crucial this decision would be.  Jessica 

resumed her nap in the back seat and Tony drove on.  Andrea picked up the book she had been reading.  The two lane highway was crowded with cars, some traveling at speeds for too fast for 

the size of the road.  The car behind them passed them, just barely squeezing into the lane to miss the car going the opposite direction.  Andrea heard Tony gasp, then swear under his breath.  

“That guy’s crazy.  He’s going way too fast.”  

 

Andrea, having only caught the tail end of the maneuver, gave her stock answer.  “He’s taking his wife to the hospital to have her baby,” and Tony  smiled, then relaxed, continuing the drive at 

his usual safe speed. 

  

Tony drove, Jessica slept, Andrea read. Her eyes grew heavy, the sunny day causing sleep to intrude on the pages of the silly romantic novel.    

 

The grill of the Lincoln Continental flashed treacherously in the sunlight as it crossed the median.  Andrea looked up just as Tony swerved to the right as fast as he could, not able to avoid the 

inevitable head-on collision.  The Chevy was crushed under the weight of the larger car.  Chaos followed; sirens screaming, cars stopping, people barking orders, “Get those jaws of life over 

here.  The one in the passenger seat is still alive!  Looks like she’s the only one who may make it.”  The click of gurneys unfolding, victims being loaded onto them.  The squeal of a siren 

pierced the air, boring into Andrea’s brain, boring into her very being, as she was rushed to the hospital.  She was in a coma in that hospital for the next two weeks.  

 

 Her dreams came and went, vivid dreams of Tony, of Jessica, interspersed with visions of a the Lincoln Continental’s grill headed toward them, and always the sound of that siren  

underscoring each of them.  Most of the dreams had the same theme;  Tony, seeing the car headed towards them, swerved to the right, pulling away just fast enough to avoid a head-on collision, 

but not fast enough to avoid hitting the tree on that side of the road.  The station wagon flipped over twice before coming to rest.  By the time the emergency crews arrived Andrea had regained 

consciousness.  She could hear the chaos of the scene, men yelling orders, people screaming.  Her own voice?  She saw Jessica being loaded onto a stretcher, and Tony being carried, to an 

ambulance.   Where were they taking him?  Where were they taking Jessica?  She had to get to them.  Someone led her to a waiting ambulance.  “We need to get you to a hospital.  You’re lucky 

to be alive.”   

“No!  Follow that ambulance.  I’m going where they’re going,” she heard her voice saying.  She couldn’t see the face of the policeman she was yelling at.  All she could see was the chaos 

around her as she lay on the gurney. The sirens wailed louder in her ears at the end of each dream. 

 

The memory of that day came in short spasmodic gasps that Andrea could only let in a little at a time.  She was still young, in her early forties, not prepared for the life that she was about to 

enter.  Husband left blind, daughter paralyzed.  Her life had recalculated.  Priorities once so important, the right school for her daughter, the status of her husband in his job, would they have to 

move if he had to relocate.  All this pushed out to make room for the new ones.  Would her daughter live? What were the chances she would walk again?  How would Andrea be able to cope 

with a blind husband? 

 

The guard was unlocking the room now, the once cheerless room where she met with her 'students'.  She had somehow managed to get the state to paint the depressing, gray walls.  "Green walls 

offer a calming effect," she had told them.  "I'll be able to work much more easily if the atmosphere is a little less depressing."  They had even added some comfortable chairs, "orange for 

energy," she had suggested, and they had complied. The chairs were the only furnishings in the room.   

 

"They'll be here in a few minutes," the guard told her.  "Is there anything you need?" 

 

Andrea shook her head.  "I'll be fine, thank you," she said, smiling.  She arranged the chairs in a semi-circle, one for each of the men, one for her.  She wanted to make herself part of the group, 

a family atmosphere, she liked to think.  The guards would be posted at the door, a safety precaution which Andrea never felt she needed, but that was one rule she couldn't override.  She placed 

the chairs  so that the men's backs would be facing the door.  Slowly she passed each chair, touching it lightly, trying to give a face to the person who would soon occupy it.   

 

They came.  There were seven of them, each carrying emotional baggage  almost as visible as a real backpack on his shoulders. 

 

'Good morning," Andrea greeted them.   "Please everyone take a seat.  We'll get started right away."  She watched them carefully as they chose where to sit.  One young man, tall and muscular, 

with short cropped hair topping an unusually handsome black face, sat down first, stretching his legs out in front of him, arms crossed, leaning back until he was almost prone.  Studying the 

photos she had been given of each man, Andrea decided Sam was the leader type. Three of the others followed suit, taking chairs near Sam, each knowing the pecking order of how close to get 

to him.  Rodney sat next to him on the left, then Jones and Manny.  Sam motioned for Manny to come sit on his right.  A simple hand motion,  beckoning, finger pointing to the chair next to 

him, and Manny, obviously pleased, jumped up, eager to oblige.  The rest ambled around the remaining chairs, choosing their seats as carefully as if they were attending opening night at the 

opera. 

 

"Carl, why don't you sit here," she volunteered, as Carl, a small, mousy older man, with graying mustache surveyed the options.  Andrea couldn't help but notice how clean and well manicured 

his fingernails were.  He moved the chair slightly away from the rest, averting his gaze as well as his body. 

 

Sergio, the only Hispanic in the bunch, and Adam, eyes darting nervously around the room, were the last to be seated. 

 

"I'd like everyone to introduce himself," Andrea began.  "Just give your name and tell us a little about yourself.  Sam, let's start with you."   

 

"I'm Sam."  The words came without any movement from the rest of the body. 

 

"Well, Sam, it's nice to know you.  I'm Andrea.  I'm a wife and mother, and I'm a psychologist.  What do you do, Sam?" 

 

"I don't do nuthin."   

 

"Well, what did you do before you came here?"   

 



"Same thing everybody else here did.  I stole things for a living."  His three cohorts snickered as his smiling face egged them on.  "What the f... do you think a black man in Harlem can do with 

no education and no family to support him, nobody to give him a job without a school diploma. 

 

“Sam, will you stand up please?"  Slowly the body unfolded, as he reluctantly got to his feet.  "Now walk over here, closer to me."  The short distance took an unseemly amount of time for him 

to cover.  Annoyance showed clearly on the handsome face.  "Now please tell us what you do." 

 

"I tole you, I don't do nuthin, I can't do nuthin,"  he sneered.  "Do you think I'd be rottin' in this dungheap if I could do somethin'?   They kicked me outa school when I was thirteen, some f..ing 

thing about bringing a knife hidden in my jacket.  Just trying to protect myself from all those juvenile delinquents.”  He smiled at his buddies as he drawled out those last words.   “Didn’t ever 

have a chance to learn my multiplication  tables.”  He laughed.  “Or read Moby Dick.  Ain't nobody gonna hire a man like me.  Thass why I'm here.  I had to steal to stay alive."   

 

Andrea could see the rage in his eyes behind the smiling exterior.  Oh the injustice of it all.  Sam was here because he was caught holding up the mini-market on 63rd street.  He didn't get much 

out of the robbery.  Fifteen dollars and five years in jail.  At least now he'd have two meals a day, enough to live on, if you called that living.  He'd probably be back again when the five years 

were up. Back again to get his two meals a day. 

 

"Let me ask you something, Sam.  You just stood up, didn't you?  You just walked over here, without any help, didn't you?  You just looked me in the eye."  The rage in Sam's eyes changed 

slightly to puzzlement.  He looked at his three friends and shrugged.  They looked as puzzled as he was.  "So you see, Sam, you can do something.  You can stand on your own two legs, you can 

walk, you can see."  She paused, letting this fact sink in.  "I have a husband and a daughter, Sam.  My daughter is paralyzed from the chest down.  The only way she can navigate is with a 

wheelchair.  She runs into barriers every day; steps she can't climb, doors too narrow for her to enter, shelves too high for her to reach.   But somehow she manages to get where she wants to go, 

do what she wants to do."   

 

 My husband is blind.  He can't look into my eyes to tell if I'm happy, or sad, or angry.  But somehow he's able to discern those facts without seeing them.  I can guarantee you, Sam, that by the 

end of this course you'll be able to see if I'm happy, or sad, or angry, just by looking at me.  Now go back to your seat,” she said quietly, “and be careful not to step on your friends' toes there." 

 


