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Baby, This Might Be You. 

(Laughter: The Sixth Incitement) 

This might be an obvious one, or seem like it, but not to me. Because, like every single thing, I was shown it by someone else, it was given to me, in this case by my beloved Dave, aka Tornado, aka Poppa, who one day noted that sometimes when I get laughing—and Dave is the often origin of that laughter, I mean my god I love him, I hope you have a friend like Dave—he said I looked like I was dying. I think he said it like this: “Sometimes when you laugh you look like you’re dying.” 

And then he imitated my dying, I mean my dying with laughter, squinting hard and my mouth wrenched into a grimace and shaking my head no and my hand out into the air and often kind of falling off whatever it is I’m sitting on, a chair or bench or, in Dave’s old house, where I used to sleep over a lot, on the couch, which I called the dream couch for how intense and marvelous my dreams on it were. He would fall off whatever he was sitting on, arm out, crawl on his hands and knees, before collapsing onto his stomach, like a fish, smiling. Which would make me, once again, die with laughter. 

I think I’ve heard, for what it’s worth, laughter is one of the ways we indicate peaceability, like, you know, You can let down your guard let’s have some lemonade, etc. But it is also one of the ways, in my experience anyway, we consider our dying.FN1 We laugh along with our dying. Or, as Dave puts it in a poem, “Laughter is our way of letting the universe know we agree with the passage of time.”FN2 

My Sweet Aunt Butter, who is ninety-four (please tell no one I told you that) and has chronic lung disease, is, well, usually when you are ninety-four you are dying more clearly than when you are, say, twenty-four, or, say, forty-eight, laughed when we talked on the phone recently and told me I needed to get out there to see what it was like, getting old like that, which a lot of our people do. I think she meant living long, yes, but she also meant dying long. Her whole generation of siblings is alive: the baby is ninety, the eldest ninety-eight, though the generations below have not fared quite as well. My father died at fifty-eight, and his babiest brother, at thirty-five. A cousin my age, gone. Others of us youngers, pretty banged up. Aunt Butter coughed, said I ain’t shit, meaning I’m weak, I’m dying, then she laughed, and coughed a little more, then giggled, and said, You have to come see this, Baby. This might be you. 

A couple nights ago Stephanie and I were on the porch with some friends, and a beloved community member’s death came up, and after this and that, there was some joke, and we were falling out of our chairs, laughing. We were a fatherless choir on that porch, all of our dads dead, a couple of them gone in their fifties, a couple of them brutal, elongated, intubated, mechanized hospital deaths, and talking about them, yeah yeah the sad stuff, but we laughed so hard the squirrels ran off. I can’t in good conscience write the stuff we, or maybe I, was saying, you would stop reading, you would think ill of me, though it was at the intersection of death and sex, let’s just say that. We got loud, we cried with laughter, probably a few times all of us looked to be dying. On and on like this. How often our recollections of our friend Don, murdered, includes laughter. My dead grandparents are very funny. When my poppa was dying the last time—he died just a few years before his son, my dad—he told the doctors he was six feet tall, although after the approximately one million surgeries he’d had keeping his body just barely above ground, he was maybe five two. My mother’s father, my grampa, Virgil, ate cherries like a hyena, quoth his youngest, referring to the bloody juice running down his chin and chest. And that quothing youngest, well . . . how often does it occur to you that everygoddamnbody is dying? 

And my old man gets us laughing and laughing from the other side. How loud he snored (you could hear him down the street), how much he loved a new toy (dude was a sucker for a gadget), how he swished his wine in his mouth (a la Saveur magazine), how he would regularly almost choke to death while shouting out a question to Jeopardy with a mouthful of dinner (he was a trivia ringer). Even my mother, whose life got ripped in half when he stepped off, sometimes cackles, sometimes giggles or . . . oh. There is an entire book about my mother laughing, I will call it My Mother’s Laughter. It’s probably from her whom I’m in this way descended, because, like me, there are times she laughs so hard she disassembles. She puts her head into her hand and starts gasping, she’ll try to talk and she might drool a little, tears will run down her face, her voice gets high and wispy, she is in the throes, she is a leaking sack of delight. And though unlike me her hard laughter doesn’t involve striking what is near, sometimes including, very hard, my own body, usually my heart, she does sometimes sort of hug herself. She looks like she’s dying. 

I’m not sure this joke of my dad’s could get her there, maybe, but it sure as hell did, and still does, me. Here it is, with a little adornment (duh, it’s a joke). 

Toby is excited for his first day of kindergarten. After breakfast his mother takes him to the bus stop, and when the bus pulls up, Toby squeals and runs in place with glee, and when the big doors open up his mom sets him loose and he climbs the huge steps in, bouncing down the aisle to the open seat. When he gets to his seat, he waves to her from the window. 

But when he gets off the bus at the end of the day, he’s crying. Mom says, Toby, what’s wrong, why are you crying honey? And Toby says, All the kids at school were calling me Bighead. Mom says, Oh honey, they’re just being silly, they don’t mean anything by it. She wipes his tears, his frown turns upside down, and she says, Now go play. Which he does. 

The next day, same thing, Have a good day Toby! Thanks Mom! Up he goes, excited for school again, waving from the window, and a few hours later, out he comes, crying again, this time more emphatic, the whole snotty stutter-breathed thing. Honey, honey, what’s wrong, why are you crying? Toby says, Mommy, Mommy, they keep calling me Bighead. He’s crying big tears now, and kicking his feet in the dirt. Honey, what did I tell you? They don’t mean it. Sweetie, listen to me, they don’t mean it. They’re just kidding around, it’s what kids do. She chucks his chin, They’re probably just jealous of my handsome guy, okay? He settles down, she hugs and kisses him, and pats him on the butt, Now go play. Which he does. 

The third day, same thing, Have a good day Toby. Up he goes, excited for school again, waving from the window, and a few hours later, out he comes, crying again, this time inconsolable, full-body shudders, shoulders and chest quaking, a snotstorm, mouth wrenched in pain. Honey, honey, what’s wrong, why are you crying? Toby says, Mommy, Mommy, they keep calling me Bighead. The tears are enormous, they make little puddles in the dirt where he’s kicking his feet. Honey, what did I tell you? They don’t mean it. It’s just not true. He keeps crying hard, and she says, Oh Honey, come here. 

And this part is acted out: Wipe your eyes (like you’re washing two windshields). Blow your nose (like you’re squeezing a bellows).FN3 

In my seven years on earth, I had never experienced anything funnier. In fact, in my forty-eight years on earth, there is as funny, but nothing funnier. I remember falling on the ground, laughing, as my dad looked down at me from his chair with what I now know is a subtly proud—one of the versions of happiness—face. I was rolling around in pain, I could barely catch my breath it was so funny—oh he really had a big head! If you looked closely you could see with each gasp a tether between us being cinched tighter. And about fifteen years later I was going on a date with someone, I guess she came by my folks’ place to pick me up. She was a kindergarten teacher in training, and when she introduced herself to my dad and told him so, he said, Oh, when my little cousin first went to school . . . My brother, who was sitting on the couch reading the Bucks County Courier Times, crumpled the paper in his lap and rolled off the couch. I was standing in the dining room, and I collapsed to my hands and knees. It had been fifteen years, and though he never got the joke out because we drowned him with laughter, and my date was confused, he killed us. His timing was impeccable. 

There are many things to love about Dave Chappelle’s Block Party, which is, hands down, one of my favorite movies, and I think definitely my favorite concert movie (the Talking Heads one, Stop Making Sense, is very good, too). Most obvious, of course, are the performances. Jill Scott, Erykah Badu, Dead Prez, Mos Def and Talib Kweli, the Roots, a George-Bush-doesn’t-care-about-Black-people-aged Kanye joined by the Central StateFN4 marching band, and a tear-jerking Fugees reunion. Big Daddy Kane even shows up. And they close the film with Cody Chesnutt’s song “Parting Ways” that, well, it’s what we’re talking about right now. But the moment I am thinking about is when Chappelle is in the thrift store, looking with the crew for stuff for the set, and he sits down at an out-of-tune piano and plays a little bit of Monk’s “’Round Midnight.” He then says to the camera, us, “Monk, one of my favorite musicians, because his timing is so ill. Every comedian is a stickler for timing, and Thelonious Monk was off time yet perfectly on time. You should study it.” 

And so now is the perfect time to say I was wrong, Block Party is actually my second favorite concert movie, because, yup, my favorite is Richard Pryor: Live on the Sunset Strip, which I have watched, maybe, honestly, one hundred times, and which probably informs my literary sensibilities—frankly, my sensibilities, period—as much as anything I’ve ever read. Beloved and Benito Cereno and The Autobiography of My Mother and Hoop Roots and Amiri Baraka, and a whole lot more (like, a whole lot) included. In a way I grew up with Richard Pryor, he has been part of my psyche from the start, even if my dad didn’t sit around listening to the records. Pryor was in those ridiculous movies with Gene Wilder. He was the model for people like Eddie Murphy. He was in the air. I feel like I watched Live on the Sunset Strip in the company of my father, which, even though I almost certainly did not, I did. Much like when Dr. J made the shot, or Hagler fought Leonard, or Philadelphia dropped a bomb on and incinerated eleven Black people, some children, in broad daylight on television and sent Romana Africa, the only adult survivor, to prison, you remember May 13, 1985, another day that happens forever,FN5 my father is there with me. 

And though the Youngstown mafia skit is hilarious, and his imitations of animals are brilliant, spot on, and ridiculous, and the long explanation for why he would not be using the N-word anymore—he of the abundant deployment of the word (and a few other sundries)—is lovely, and moving, and I wonder if he kept it up, I return again and again to this particular performance because I think the last thirteen or so minutes may be the best stretch of performance I have ever witnessed. With me it’s never the only best thing, but this is one of them to me, hands down, which I will try to summarize from memory.FN6 

It’s basically a long story about his famous struggle with addiction to cocaine, which the audience wants to hear. You wanna hear how I burnt up, don’t you? They applaud wildly, and after some goofy evasion about milk and cookies, he gets into it. He talks about using cocaine, getting very addicted to cocaine, his body getting wrecked by his addiction. He draws his face in like a fish to show how skinny he’s gotten. The pipe talks to him, reprimands him for leaving it alone, gets stuck to his hand, becomes, maybe he says this, like an appendage. (Interesting to note, which I have not before now, the pipe’s voice comes from the cabinet of Pryor’s White guy voices.) When it gets real bad, when Rich is so sick even the drug dealers are telling him he has a problem, he needs to slow down, Jim Brown, who’s not afraid of nothing (“fire just bounces off of Jim”) comes to see him, and follows him around, asking him again and again: “What you gonna do?” To which Rich replies, “I don’t know what the fuck I’m gonna do.” 

Eventually, he is smoking freebase again, and there is an explosion, he catches fire, and runs down the street, which, being on fire, means motherfuckers get out of your way, except some old wino who runs along asking for a light. He’s in the hospital, wrapped up in bandages, and he sees on the news that Richard Pryor has died, and he makes a terrified, mummified, no no sound at the television. Someone comes in to get an autograph, wafting the smoke away. Let me get this last autograph, the fan says. A few days later a nurse, I think “from the islands” as we said then, who Pryor commends—they’re special people can work with burn victims; maybe a joke about how he’d be useless that way, I guess we can serve him up with some cole slaw—starts telling him he’s going to wash him, We’re gonna wash you Rich, etc. The nurse says it every day, seems like often every day, enough that it starts to annoy Pryor, who’s like yeah wash me, wash my ass, motherfucker, by which he means I got it, stop bugging me, yeah, you’re gonna wash me. 

Little did he know, because he was not in pain at the moment, he explains, the nurse was preparing him. Pryor gets into the tub as the nurse keeps saying, like a refrain that echoes, incidentally, Jim Brown’s whatcha gonna do, we’re gonna wash you, Rich. Pryor sits down on stage as though he’s sitting into a tub, the nurse keeps telling him, Rich keeps saying I know, are you ready, wash me, and then the sponge goes down his back, the sound of a car skidding or fingernails along a blackboard or a circular saw chewing through hardwood. Pryor does that face—here, of note, it is a kissing cousin to the face he makes when he’s pretending to stick up the mafia guys at the club in Youngstown, he might say it’s a Black face, he might say it usually scares Whitey (these mafia guys, maybe not exactly White given as they crack up and ask him to do it again you fuggin kid)—where he means to communicate incommunicable pain: straight face, blinking, lips quivering. Then he gets up, out of the tub, and turning into a little boy, begs the nurse, no, no, don’t wash me no more, flailing his arms and threatening and if you do and shaking his head no, no, no, don’t wash me no more. He says it, like people from Peoria I guess do, “warsh.” Don’t warsh me no more. He goes into the tub a man and comes out a baby. Birth, baptism, it’s all there. By the time he comes out of it—this is Pryor now, the storyteller, the comedian, the performer—he sort of blinks and chuckles himself free from the past, and although he is really sweating, to me he looks like he’s crying. 

He wraps it up with a few more quick ones—I think it’s in there where he says thank god it didn’t burn my dick, his dick knew to protect itself and the balls by peeing; Pryor is not at all above peeing or farting jokes—and then kind of relaxes out of the performance, some physical sign he’s wrapping up, maybe it’s how the bones in his face change, the best performers can rearrange their bones like octopi, or maybe it’s his breathing, or maybe it’s that he pulls out a cigarette and asks the audience for a light. 

When he asks for the match someone from the audience yells something like “Be careful,” or “Don’t do it,” which he











 (Dis)Alienation Machinery 

(Losing Your Phone: The Seventh Incitement) 

Yesterday, leaving my office on campus—which is, incidentally, a pretty campus with a pawpaw grove and persimmon trees and serviceberries everywhere and bunnies galore and squirrels tame enough to eat from your hands and an annual lingering conference of crows in the woods just outside my building that is so loud that, in the dark walking through or riding my bike, I am suddenly in a different country, perhaps a different age, Lord of the Thrones times (though ducking the dookie that thwaps the brick walkway beneath will compel you to keep your head down and hustle back to your own age)—I noticed a chipmunk leap out of the woods, skittering across the limestone courtyard. It approached a six-or-so-foot wall, which, if it happened more slowly, not on chipmunk time, but on, say, human time, or even maybe bunny time, definitely turtle time, I would’ve thought something like, There goes a chipmunk toward a wall. Or maybe even something like, There goes a chipmunk toward an unscalable six-or-so-foot wall, sheer, with nary a pawhold to be found. And this chipmunk, in more or less the time it took me to gasp, ran directly up that sheer limestone wall. Then the critter perched on the ledge, looked around, saw me, maybe winked, then dove into some leaf litter. 

When my old man was dying, his mother, my nana, came out to spend some time with us, by far the most time I’d spent with her in my life. My nana and my dad had an intense and complicated relationship, and my nana is an intense and complicated person, as was my father, though very differently so, so it was an intense and complicated cohabitation, which included, have I mentioned it yet, my dad was dying. Also, my parents’ place, where we all were staying, was a smallish place with thin walls, nowhere to hide, so the “being with” was truly being with. As I recall, usually with the TV on, which helps sometimes in the short term to make things somewhat less intense and complicated. 

One day as I was getting ready to leave the apartment, my nana noticed I had wet hair, and she suggested I not leave the house like that because I’d get a cold. You might not know this about me, but I am inclined—perhaps it’s primarily among elders, perhaps it’s primarily among people telling me what to do, who have been often elders, no wonder the children tend to keep their distance if they can, it’s not necessarily an admirable quality but I guess it’s gotten me through—to say okay, thanks, pretend to do the thing I’m supposed to do, and then to take my hat off once I’m out the door. I can be, I am saying, a pretender (you might be thinking chickenshit); sure thing or youbetcha lubricant to my deceit. Anyhow, my father, sitting reclined in his chair, not feeling well, Judge Judy yelling at someone inside the TV, said, his eyes might have actually been closed, he looked extra tired saying it, almost in defense of his twenty-nine-year-old child, a rebuke of decades of rebuke, It’s not true Ma, a cold’s caused by a virus. 

As part of an emphatic if defensive lecture about being from the old school, a rebuke of my father’s rebuke of her rebukes, my nana explained that people don’t know the old ways, and after offering a few examples she saved her most convincing for last, which was that in the olden days a woman knew to stay in the house for eight days after giving birth because she stank. It could’ve been nine. I’m not sure if this story was directly related to the one where she had been threatened by a young woman in the neighborhood who had been flouncing (Nana’s word) around in public in the prohibited eight or nine days, and caught wind of Nana saying so, and threatened to kick her eighty-two-year-old ass, which she would not have been able to do. When we later asked her what she would’ve done if the woman had come up to her apartment and started something, Nana said, I’d’ve gone over her head with the plaster lamp. I come from bad nanas. On the other side, when some guys were picking on her little brother, my granny, who was a young woman but not that young, broke a Coke bottle and threatened to lace them up. And when I was about ten, she got kicked out of the stands at a Little League game for putting her foot all the way up the ump’s ass when he called me out on a third strike. 

One way or another, it was, as I interpreted it, Leviticanish, about which, I’ve said this before, my father, a reasonable guy, lifted his head to look in our direction and said, exhausted, but sturdily, too, Judy—my mother, his wife—didn’t stink. To which my nana said, Poochie, I’m not talking about your wife, but a woman stank. 

Which is a long preamble to saying I’m not talking about your cellular telephone, but the cellular telephone’s stank. By which I mean, among other things, how many real-life chipmunks scaling sheer limestone walls do we miss when we’re watching videos on our cellular telephones of chipmunks falling off walls? Believe me, I know there is nothing more boring than what I’m doing right now, this Luddite’s lament, I know, unless you agree with me about, in this case, the ubiquitous surveilling, data-gathering narcissism/alienation machines, mystery killers, time keepers, cameras: could we please not look it up, could we please take fewer pictures, could we please just be here together for a sec without documenting that we were, I swear to you life is still life even when you don’t take a picture of it, I don’t care what you ate for breakfast, I’m sure the baby is cute, but not as cute as the goddamn chipmunk right in front of my face. I suspect I am losing some of you, I’m sorry. Let me take instead the parable route. 

On February 12, 2019, I walked into Books Are Magic, a lovely bookstore in Brooklyn. I was there to sign some books, which I had already done earlier in the day at Three Lives and McNally Jackson, because it was the release date of The Book of Delights. After this stop I’d be going to another great bookstore, Greenlight Bookstore, where the book release party was going to happen. But as I was banging the slush from my feet on the doormat at Books Are Magic, I patted my back right pocket (I am a creature of habit and always put certain things in their designated places this way—wallet [left rear], keys [right front], pen and cash [left front], cellular telephone [back right]), felt nothing, and realized I left my phone in the cab. (I prefer cabs to Ubers even when I own a computer-style cellular telephone.) I ran out into the street and saw the cab a block or two away making a right turn and driving out of sight. I went back in the store, told them what happened, signed their (my?) books, then some kind soul inside Books Are Magic got me an Uber to Greenlight using their alienation machine, the use of which I begrudged nary an iota. They were my Shabbas goy. First of many, turns out. Most puritans, for the record, keep a Shabbas goy nearby. Most puritans, I think this is right, are not that interested in joy. The pure and joy, I think this is right, are not bedfellows. They do not keep company. And given my own proclivities toward the puritanical (might not guess, looking at me), I must be vigilant! (But let me be softly so.) 

Also worth noting is that that very morning, in the restaurant of the Jane Hotel where I was staying, I was sitting a couple tables away from a middle-aged-ish woman, who was looking at the menu. And in comes her child, I’m pretty sure he was her child, dancing to whatever dancy tune was playing over the speakers in the restaurant, and she smiled and bobbed her head and also noticed the music, joining him in the dancing, which I did, too, almost automatically, sympathetically is the more accurate word, I also smiled and bobbed or bopped my head along with them and the music I was now aware of and happy about, and they kept bopping as they talked and pointed at the menu and said this and that—they were not speaking English, so I didn’t know what they said, aside from the word “skateboard”—smiling at each other and bobbing and bopping and laughing some, we all were, until first the mother, and then the child, retrieved their cellular telephones from their pockets and fell head over heels into them, now silent, and unsmiling. 

I wrote a brief lamenty screed of an essay about this in which I said something along the lines of “fuck Steve Jobs” or “you fucking asshole Steve Jobs” three or four times, and a few months later had the good sense to read it at the Hoosier Hills Food Bank fundraiser, the event that feeds probably the most people in one shot we have in Bloomington. (Oh: in that essay I also mention the time I not-quite-but-almost mistook Stephanie’s daughter’s placenta, forgotten in the freezer, for some bananas for my smoothie. I really misread this crowd.) There were 700 earnest Hoosiers in attendance, the biggest crowd I’ve ever read to, and to a one, they hated me. When I got off the stage and walked back to my table through what had become a gauntlet of loathing—I mean, if anyone deigned to make eye contact with me, the visage was smooth move, Ex-lax—I got back to my table, where Stephanie was sitting—who, by the way, when I decided for some reason to read the Fuck Steve Jobs essay at the fundraiser for the hungry did not even a little bit dissuade me—and leaned over to say, I think maybe I should’ve read the one about the tomatoes on the airplane. 

The reading at Greenlight was fun, my friend the poet, essayist, composer, and dancer Patrick Rosal and I had a public conversation, followed by a generous Q and A, after which a crew of us got a solid dinner with lots of french fries, and then Pat drove me back to the Jane. The following morning I had a 9 a.m. flight to Pittsburgh, which would be the beginning of a full book tour. When I asked, the person behind the desk kindly printed out directions to LaGuardia for me, where I was flying out of, and where I would need to return my rental car. I first had to explain what MapQuest was, maybe what a map was, there were looks of confusion, and as she was handing me the pages she told me I could use my phone to do this, for which I thanked her. I did a very good job of running down the gas in the rental—I prepaid the gas, so I wasn’t trying to leave these bastards a drop—and about halfway there, maybe passing the Manhattan Avenue exit toward Greenpoint where my friend Brooke used to live, the light went on. Bingo. I was sweating a tad, especially when I hit traffic, because of the gas, and because, I’ve been told this is a thing with me, I wasn’t early. But it worked out, I followed the now-obvious signs to the airport, and kept looking for the signs for the rental returns, which I don’t think I saw. The light was on, I had a flight to catch, and I was circling through the airport—oh yeah, the very-deep-in-construction La Guardia airport—hoping against hope that I was just missing the sign for the rental car return in the airport. You should be laughing at me now. You should be laughing at me and saying I don’t think we’re in Indianapolis, Toto. 

After the third loop I realized uh-oh. I had no idea what I was going to do, so I drove out of the airport and started looking, helplessly, for the Dollar or Budget or Payless rental joint, had to be around here somewhere. You know, Queens isn’t that big, is it? After five or ten minutes circling some numbered streets in Queens, my eyes the biggest they’ve ever been, I noticed the gas light get brighter, it was parched for petrol, and my departure time was approaching, which was, duh, a clue I ought to ask for directions, which I did. I stopped in the middle of the street and asked out the window to a kinda buff, maybe Latino dude unlocking his car, who didn’t know where Dollar or Budget or Payless was, but he knew there were shuttles always posted up about four blocks away, up here, make a right, he pointed, you’ll see it. When I said thanks, he nodded like he hadn’t done anything. It’s like a butch nod with your chin or your forehead or something. 

Sure enough, there was a yellow Hertz shuttle posted up at the corner. I pulled up across the street, parked illegally at the bus stop, trotted over, and asked the guy standing at the shuttle door if he knew where Dollar or Budget or Payless was. He started telling me, but he quickly realized his was an English I wasn’t understanding—he was Polish or Russian I think—and he got his buddy from inside the shuttle, a brown dude with the same uniform as the White dude, who gave me meticulous, albeit a touch complex, directions, which included, and for this he put his hand on my forearm and really looked in my eyes, after the fourth turn be very careful, there’s cops over there. 

Truth is, and maybe this is the result of playing college football, I can only hold three turns’ worth of directions (though the cops bit I never forget), so after I thanked him and ran back to my car and he waved and hopped back into the shuttle I took his very good advice for the three turns and then started looking around for the next person to ask. I pulled into the Enterprise lot, circled through, and pulled up to the kiosk, asking the woman with a Jesus tattoo on her hand, a cross tattooed on her neck, many earrings, and a nose ring—a mid-fifties I’m guessing White-ish woman—if she knew where Dollar or Budget or Payless was. She started laughing, raspy, you’re in the wrong place, baby, then she gave me some more directions, you got that baby? Of course I said yes, I would’ve said yes to anything because she called me baby, but the truth was I was again over capacity, with her it was five or six turns, and I think I turned the wrong way out of the lot, too. The gas light is glaring at me now and I’m about an hour until my flight. 

An interesting paradox with me is that I am directionally gifted, I am a homing pigeon, I can almost always very quickly find my way in any city I’ve been in. Without really trying to, I notice the river or the chapel or the fruit stand or the Ethiopian place or the train tracks or the bridge or the corner of the plaza with the Euskadi flag, and quickly it’s the case that, say we’re trying to get to the Cat Bar in Barcelona—next level veggie burger and fries, though they say “papas”—there’s a good chance, we’re getting close, I can feel it, we’re gonna walk right by it. I can also look at a map, get the feel, and get us there. Not always, but often. And at the same time, I am prodigiously gifted at asking for then not listening to directions. I mean, it is astonishing how good. 

I pulled into another rental place, and this time a mechanic, Black dude with a rag on his shoulder—my dad always cooked with a towel on his shoulder, as does my big brother, as do I—told me, with his hand leaning on the car roof, make a right out of here, then make the first right, right there (pointing to the road just after the exit), follow it along this wall (pointing behind himself at a big sound barrier), you’ll pass Rikers on your right, and it’s going to be on your left. I can’t remember if he told me a street name, but probably he did, this guy. Nothing lyric about this guy’s directions. Anyway, this was, as I recall, three turns—right, right, left. You got it? You good? He tapped the car for encouragement. I loved him for that.FN1 I could do this. I might not run out of gas, and I might not miss my flight. 

This was easy now, home stretch, I made the right, then I made the second right, following the wall, just like my man said, passing Rikers. Isn’t it something that we live in a world where such a direction is possible—you’ll pass Rikers on your right. There’s the basketball court, there’s the community garden, there’s the house with the giant gold statue of Mickey Mouse. And there’s Rikers. If you do not live near Rikers, you might not know that it is more or less in a neighborhood, there’s a huge sign, if I’m remembering it right, and I wonder, I would guess, you’ll pass by Rikers on the right, it just becomes part of the landscape, physical and psychic and spiritual. Maybe, if you’re not disprivileged enough to get locked up there, you will be disprivileged enough to get a job there. I remember coaching in Jersey City in my twenties and one of the senior coaches who worked as a guard at the prison (maybe in Rahway) asking me if I needed a job, he could hook me up, it paid pretty good. I bet generations of people have worked there, like it’s the plant or something. The steel mill or the farm. There before you were born and there after you die, it’s on the right, always has been. I don’t remember a wall the kids could play Suicide on, but basically. I wonder, when it’s always been there, on the right, how many people imagine it empty, gone, a field, a farm, an orchard, a forest, a wetland, which one day, quiet as it’s kept, it will be? Mark my words. Rikers Organic Farm and Orchards. Rikers Old Growth Forest. Except the name Rikers. The birds won’t remember that at all.FN2 

Rikers was on my left, too, because—you won’t believe this—I missed the turn, so now I was backtracking, then I turned around and it was on my right again, and I went all the way to an industrial pocket that seemed a reasonable place for a Budget or Thrifty or Payless to be, but no luck, so I turned back, it’s on my left again, and going slow now and looking hard up every street to my right (he said left, but we’re turned around now; actually we’re turned around turned around turned around turned around now; it’s a Red Hot Chili Peppers song now) as I passed it, a big truck—not a semi, but the one beneath that—pulled right up on my ass and honked. And as I was about to pick up my pace they honked again—in the lexicon of honks it was the hey friend, I’m just trying to get your attention honk, not the wake up, asshole honk or the I will sue you honk—it was beep-beep-beep, in quick, tappy succession. So I looked in the rear view and both of the dudes in the cab were pointing to their right, and sure enough, so small no one would ever in a million years see it, there was the sign for Budget or Thrifty or Payless. I waved thanks, they waved and beeped you’re welcome, beep-beep, I dropped my car, caught the shuttle to the shuttle to the shuttle, and by the skin of my teeth, weirdly making all this eye contact and nodding at people and smiling and noticing anew this world, thanks to the wealth of generosity my need brought forth, though I had to hustle, I caught my flight. 
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