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E M M A  C O P L E Y  E I S E N B E R G

4 4  T r u e  T h i n g s  a b o u t  B e i n g  G o n e

i i .
At the E t h i op i a n  r es t aurant  on Bal t i more  Avenue,  I can sit at 
the bar  and not  be bo t he r ed .  O n  Sunda y  a f t e rnoons ,  I watch the 
owner  and  his wife a nd  two chi l dren  in the  c o rne r  b o o t h ,  ea t i ng 
the spongy  Hat injera  bread wi th t hei r  hands .  I s t and at the  electr ic 
jukebox and  watch  the t rol leys sl ide by ou t s i de  a nd  pick songs t hat  
r emi nd  me o f  home.  I wai t  as long as it takes for t hem to c ome  on.
I can wai t  for t hem all night .

2 .

1 live now in West  Phi l ade lphi a ,  where  t he  houses  are j am me d  up 
agains t  each o t he r  so close they share walls and  the porches  sit in a 
l ine you can look down .  At h o m e  in Viney,  everyone  1 knew grew 
up on Viney M o u n t a i n  and  everyone  was whi te .  Here ,  there  are 
ma ny  black people  who  grew up  here,  and  a few whi t e  people  who  
d i d n ’t.

3 .

Whe r e  I live now,  I p r e t end  I 'm a vegetar i an.  T h e  craigsl ist  ad said: 
vegetarian roomm ate w a n ted  f o r  co m m u n a l  house. I buy  mea t  a n y 
way, in S t yrofoam rectangles,  and  hide  it in t he  back of t he  freezer 
be h i nd  the f rozen broccol i .

4 .

A y oung  black m a n  lives in the  u n d e r g r o u n d  a p a r t m e n t  be low the 
Vi c tor i an  house  where  I r ent  a r oom f rom the vegetar i ans .  We are 
supposed  to share our  porch  wi th h i m,  bu t  mos t ly  he sits on his 
concre te  steps.  W h e n  he sits on his s teps  a nd  I sit on the porch  and  
the wi nd  blows just  r ight ,  I can smel l  his weed a nd  hear  h im t a l k 
ing on the phone .  He  is a P h D  s t u d e n t  and  his f ather  is dying.

5 .

“Bon j ou r  a nd  we l c ome  to C h e z  L i nc o l n ! ” says Fred,  my boss.  I
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work at a coffee kiosk in an u n d e rg r o u n d  t ra in s ta t ion ,  serving 
people  rush ing  to and from c o m m u te r  t ra ins  and rich people  who 
work in the glass office bu i ld ing  tha t  sits on top o f  the s ta t ion.

"Yes, hel lo ,” says Five Shot  Americano ,  a man  in a sleek 
dark  suit .  “ I will have a venti  Americano  wi th  five sho ts .”

“Excellent,  certainly,  com ing  r ight  up, sir,” says Fred in 
c us tom er  voice. “But  u n f o r tuna te ly  here at Chez  Lincoln we have 
only pequehos,  medio ,  and grandes.  W h a t  size is r ight  for you?” 

Five shot  Americano  is a lready ta lking  on his b lue too th  
headset  and looks at Fred, annoyed.  Fred rushes to the cup d i spens 
er, pu 11s ou t  one cup o f  each size, rushes back to the coun ter ,  and 
holds  them  up. Five shot  Americano  poin ts  to the largest one  and 
Fred rushes of f  to make it.

“Five shot  A m e r ic ano ,” says Fred to Lea so she can r ing the 
guy up just in case she hasn’t heard the conversa t ion that  went  on 
r ight next  to her.

“ Did  you see Hal laday just  posit ively dem olish  the Padres?” 
Fred is saying to Five Shot  Americano  as I come back ou t  with 
milk. “Fourteen s t r ikeouts ,  I mean wow!” bu t  Five Shot  Americano  
is a lready walk ing away.

“O K  guys, we really need to th ink  a bou t  eff iciency,” says 
Fred. “For example,  pu t  a cup unde r  the coffee spou t  and then 
hand  it o f f  to som eone  else to pu t  the lid on i t .”

All m o rn in g  we run a ro u n d  and try to manage  the line that  
never seems to get any short e r  no m at te r  how m uch  we haul ass. 
Men who  are small or  fat like to order  the dark roast coffee that  
Fred has named  “ Black G o l d ” because it sounds  manly. G u a rd in g  
the espresso mach ine  all m orn ing ,  Fred repeats the Hal laday s tory 
to every cus tom er  that  is forced to listen to him while wai t ing  for 
their  dr ink.

At 10:00, Iced Di r ty  Chai  comes and  flirts with Lea on the 
register. Later  in the m orn ing ,  M e d iu m  M ocha  comes by, a fat man
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in hi s  ea r l y  f i f t i es  w h o  a l so  ge t s  a s c o n e  a n d  s i t s  o n  t h e  s i de .  1 ge t  
his s c o n e  a n d  p u t  it o n  a p l a t e  a n d  give  h i m  e x t r a  b u t t e r .  H e ’s n o t  
in a hu r r y .  H e ’s a c o m p o s e r  w i t h  hi s  o w n  k e y b o a r d .  H e  says  he' s 
b e e n  w r i t i n g  s o n g s  a b o u t  g i v i n g  it o n e  m o r e  t ry.  H e  asks  m e  i f  I 
p l ay  a n y  i n s t r u m e n t s ,  a n d  I tel l  h i m  I u s e d  to.

6 .

1 use  t h e  p u b l i c  t r a i n  s t a t i o n  b a t h r o o m ,  a n d  w h e n  I c o m e  o u t  o f  
t h e  stal l  t h e r e ’s a h o m e l e s s  w o m a n  in a l o n g  o v e r c o a t  l i n i n g  u p  
all h e r  s h o e s  a l o n g  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  s i n k s .  In Vi n e y ,  W e s t  V i r g i n i a ,  
t h e r e  wa s  a m a n  n a m e d  J i m m y  w h o  sa t  o u t s i d e  M c C a u l ’s gas  s t a 
t i on  e v e r y  d a y  a n d  t o l d  C a t h o l i c  j okes .

“ W h i c h  o n e s ? ’ t h e  h o m e l e s s  w o m a n  asks  me ,  a n d  I s t a n d  
t h e r e  for  a l o n g  t i m e ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  s h o e s .

7.
A w o m a n  w i t h  k i n d  eyes  a n d  a c r e w  c u t  c o m e s  a n d  o r d e r s  a l a r ge  
Black G o l d  a n d  I feel l i ke s o m e o n e  has  j a c k e d  t h e  l i g h t s  u p .  S h e  
we a r s  a b l u e  b l a z e r  a n d  a s k i n n y  t ie  a n d  has  n i c e  s h o e s .  S h e  ca r r i e s  
a m e s s e n g e r  b a g  w i t h  a s e a t b e l t  f o r  a b u c k l e .  S h e  wa i t s  p a t i e n t l y  in 
l i ne  b e t w e e n  t w o  m e n  w e a r i n g  s u i t s  t h e  s a m e  c o l o r  o f  b l u e  as her s .

8 .

In t h e  t e n t h  g r a d e ,  I s l e p t  a t  C a r l a  D a n i e l ’s h o u s e  e v e r y  F r i d a y  
n i g h t  u n t i l  h e r  m o t h e r  m a d e  us  s t o p .  T h e r e  wa s  a p l a s t i c  l a m p p o s t  
in t h e  D a n i e l s ’ f r o n t  y a r d  t h a t  s h o n e  t h r o u g h  t h e  b l i n d s  in C a r l a ’s 
r o o m  a n d  m a d e  l i nes  l i ke  p r i s o n  ba r s  o n  t h e  b l a n k e t s  as we  h a c k e d  
a wa y  at  o n e  a n o t h e r .

9.

W h e n  L a r g e  Bl ack  G o l d  c o m e s  b a c k  f o r  a refi l l  a r o u n d  2 : 0 0 ,  s he  
t a l ks  t o  m e  as I ’m p o u r i n g  t h e  s u g a r  f r o m  t h e  b o x  i n t o  t h e  d i s p e n s -
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ers. She wo rks  in the  glass off ice  b u i l d i n g  ab o v e  th e  t ra in  s t a t i o n ,  
for a c o m p a n y  th a t  col lec ts  b o d y  pa r ts  for  t r a n s p l a n t s .  S h e ’s in 
ch a rg e  o f  the  livers.  I ask he r  a b o u t  he r  m e s s e n g e r  bag  w i th  the  
sea tbe l t  for  a buck le ,  an d  she  tells me she  b ikes  to w o rk .

“T h a t  m u s t  be n i ce , ” I say.
“ It is,” she says. “A n d  also h a r r o w i n g .  Bicyclis ts  are  the  

n u m b e r  o n e  l iver g iver s . ”

1 0 .

W i t h  the  m o n e y  f rom my fi rst  m o n t h  at  C h e z  L in c o ln ,  I b u y  a cell 
p h o n e ,  a s q u a t  sq u a r i sh  t h i n g  t h a t  s l ides  fo r w a r d  to  s h o w  a k e y 
board  w i th  t i n y  b u t t o n s  w h e n  you  p u s h  it w i t h  y o u r  t h u m b s .

11.

I sit a r o u n d  w i th  the  v eg e ta r i an s  a n d  d r i n k  t h e i r  h o m e - b r e w e d  
beer.  1 hey are all t h in ,  all r u n n e r s ,  all w o r k i n g  for  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  
w i th  the  w o rd  “c o m m u n i t y ” in t h e m .  Tw o  o f  t h e m  sp ea k  f lu e n t  
Span ish .

“ H o w ’s y o u r  j o b ? ” o n e  o f  t h e m  asks me,  a n d  I can tell she  
pi ties  me,  a n d  the  q u e s t i o n  s t in k s ,  a smel l  l ike s o m e t h i n g  d y ing .

1 2 .

I use my t iny  p h o n e  to call C a r l a  D a n ie l s .  I ge t  a m essage  say ing  
the  n u m b e r  isn t in service .  I dial  th e  n u m b e r  for  m y  h o u s e ,  h o l d  
my b rea th ,  press the  gre en  sen d  b u t t o n .  M y  s i s t e r ’s voice  c o m e s  on ,  
say ing to leave a message  for  he r  or  M o m ,  t h e n  a t o o - l o n g  s i lence ,  
then  the  beep.  I tell t h e m  I m d o i n g  g o o d ,  ask a f te r  t h e m  a n d  the  
new horses M o m  is t r a in in g .  Ask if t h e y  k n o w  a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  
C a r l a  Danie ls .  M a y b e  she  m oved?  I ’d l ike to w r i t e  her,  I say. I spea k  
m > new  addres s  o u t  loud .  Love y o u  guys ,  I say. 7  h en  I h a n g  up.

1 3 .

I gc t a d r i n k  of w a te r  a n d  s t a n d  over  the  s ink .  I feel all s c r a p e d  o u t
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bu t  the tears w o n ’t come.

1 4 .

1 cook  a smal l  bee f  p a t t y  in an i ro n  sk i l l e t  tha t  be longs to one o f  the 
vegetar ians and eat i t  s i t t i n g  in a lawn c ha i r  on the po rch .

T h e  y o u n g  P h D  s tu d e n t  f r o m  the basemen t  a p a r t m e n t  

c l im bs  the stairs w i t h  a h o o k  u n d e r  his arm.
“ O h , ” 1 say, s t a r t l i n g  a l i t t l e .
“ I have jus t  as m u c h  r i g h t  to he here as y o u , ” he says. I hen 

a l i t t l e  sof ter , “ T h a t ’s m y  a p a r t m e n t  d o w n  the re . ”
“ R i g h t , ” I say. “ H e l l o . ” H e  takes a seat in a n o th e r  lawn  cha i r  

a few feet away. H e  looks  to he a l i t t l e  o lde r  than  me, maybe t w e n t y -  
f ive, and wears da rk  jeans and a red hood ie .  H e ’s read ing  a b ig  ho ok  
that  looks b rand  new. H e ’s s t r u g g l i n g  to h o ld  i t  open and s t i l l  sm oke
his cigar. I f in i sh  m y  p a t t y  in a few bi tes and get up to go.

“ Stay,” he says. “ Y o u ’re n o t  b o t h e r i n g  anyone .  I si t hack 
d o w n .  1 l is ten to the s ound  o f  a po l i ce  car g e t t i n g  c loser and then 
fa r the r  away. A l o w - r i d i n g  L i n c o l n  t o w n  car goes by, w i t h  a shot  

m uf f ler .

1 5 .

T h e  hoy  f r o m  V i n e y  w h o  t h o u g h t  he ’d m a r r y  me had a Suba ru  w i t h  
a shot  m u f f l e r .  We t r ie d  to f ix  i t  w i t h  paste, b u t  i t  s t i l l  c lanked .

16.

l  arge Black G o l d  is ta l l ,  poss ib ly  six fo o t .  She comes a r o u n d  more 
and more,  b r i n g i n g  a b ig  b lue glass m u g  fo r  me to f i l l .  O n e  day, I
pu l l  a d o u b le  sh i f t ,  and she is w a i t i n g  fo r  me at six.

“ You need h a p p y  hour ,  she says. “ A n d  you  need it  bad. I 

don ' t  argue.
We go to a c ro w d e d  bar  in the fancy business n e ig h b o r h o o d  

a round  the t r a in  s ta t i on .
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“ I ’m g o i n g  to ge t  y o u  s o m e t h i n g  g o o d , ” s h e  says ,  a n d  p u t s  

h e r  h a n d  at  t h e  n a p e  o f  m y  n e c k  j u s t  b e l o w  m y  p o n y t a i l .

1 7 .

W h e n  y o u  go u n d e r g r o u n d ,  w h e n  y o u  m o v e ,  in a s t a n d a r d  c ab  
p i c k u p  t r u c k ,  f r o m  y o u r  h o m e  o n  V i n e y  M o u n t a i n  to  a p l a c e  w h e r e  
n o  o n e  k n o w s  a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  y o u ,  n o t  o n e  p e r s o n ,  n o t  o n e  t h i n g ,  
w h e n  y o u  rea l ly  m a k e  a h o m e  for  y o u r s e l f  t h e r e ,  a l o n e ,  a t  t h e  bar ,  

it c an  be  so g o o d .

1 8 .

At an  I ta l ia n  r e s t a u r a n t  in an  al ley,  La rg e  B la c k  G o l d  a n d  I ea t  
p e n n e  B o l o g n e s e  w i t h  r o s e m a r y  a n d  h e a v y  c r e a m ,  a n d  s l ices  o f  
m o z z a r e l l a  o o z i n g  f resh w a t e r  a n d  sa l t .  L a rg e  B la c k  G o l d  t a k e s  o u t  
b o t t l e  a f t e r  b o t t l e  o f  w i n e  f r o m  h e r  m e s s e n g e r  b a g ,  a n d  t h e  w a i t e r  
o p e n s  t h e m  a n d  p o u r s  t h e m  i n t o  b ig ,  h e a v y  g lasses .  O i l  r u n s  d o w n  
m y  c h i n  a n d  o n t o  m y  n a p k i n ,  a n d  La rg e  B la c k  G o l d  l a u g h s .  1 h e r e  
is t i r a m i s u ,  L i m o n c e l l o  o n  t h e  h o u s e .  I t h a n k  a n d  t h a n k  t h e  w a i t e r  
e ach  t i m e  he  refi l ls  o u r  w a t e r  glasses .

1 9 .

W h e n  we f uc k ,  m y  f i n g e rs  sm e l l  l ike  c o f f e e  a n d  p la c e s  I wi l l  n e v e r  
t rave l:  E t h i o p i a ,  C o s t a  Rica ,  S u m a t r a ,  C h i a p a s .

2 0 .

H e r e ,  in th i s  c i ty  w h e r e  y o u  c a n ’t see t h e  sky,  it g o e s  f r o m  l i g h t  to  
d a r k  a n d  b a c k  a g a i n  in t h e  s t r a n g e s t  way.

2 1 .

Large  Black  G o l d  d r iv es  m e  h o m e ,  a c la ssy  t o u c h .  It  r a i n s  a n d  sh e  
p lays  g o o d  jazz.  M y  k n e e s  a re  p u s h e d  u p  a g a i n s t  t h e  d a s h b o a r d  o f  
he r  o ld  b la c k  B M W .  I he  m u s i c  is ful l  in t h e  c a r  a n d  t h e  w i n d s h i e l d  
w i p e r s  h i t  b a c k  a n d  f o r t h ,  a n d  t h e r e  is t h e  b r a s s y  s o u n d  o f  a c y m -
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bal b e i n g  h i t  l i g h t ly ,  o v e r  a n d  o v e r  a g a i n .

2 2 .

In  f r o n t  o f  m y  h o u s e ,  I c o n s i d e r  h e r  face ,  w h i c h  l o o k s  s t r a i g h t  
a h e a d .  I d e c i d e  t o  tel l  h e r  a b o u t  t h e  m u s i c .  I t el l  h e r  I u s e d  t o  p l a y  
b a n j o ,  t h a t  I s i n g  a l i t t l e .  T h e n  I tel l  h e r  t h a t  I l e f t  m y  b a n j o  o n  
V i n e y  M o u n t a i n ,  f o l l o w i n g  r u le s  I m a d e  u p ,  b u t  n o w  I ’m  s i ck  w i t h 
o u t  it. S h e  l o o k s  a t  m e ,  s m i l e s ,  c h a n g e s  t h e  r a d i o  s t a t i o n ,  a n d  w h e n  
I d o n ' t  say  a n y t h i n g  e l se,  s h e  k i sse s  m e  t h e n  s i t s  b a c k  in h e r  se a t ,  
w a i t i n g .  I p u l l  t h e  d o o r  h a n d l e ,  p u t  a f o o t  o n  t h e  c o o l  b l a c k t o p ,  

w a l k  u p  t h e  s t a i r s  t o  m y  d o o r .  B u t  s h e  d o e s n ’t d r i v e  a w a y  ye t ;  s h e ’s 
m a k i n g  s u r e  I g e t  i n s i d e .  S t a n d i n g  o n  m y  p o r c h ,  w i t h  m y  k e y  in 
t h e  h e a v y  w o o d  d o o r ,  l o o k i n g  a t  h e r  w e t  b l a c k  c a r  in t h e  t r e e - l i n e d  
s t r e e t ,  t h e  s i m p l e  f a c t  c o m e s  to  m e ,  t r u e r  t h a n  t r u e :  t h i s  w o m a n ,  
s h e  is, as m y  s i s t e r  w o u l d  say, g o i n g  to  f u c k  m y  s h i t  up .

23 .
“C r a i g , ” says  t h e  P h D  s t u d e n t  h o l d i n g  o u t  h i s  h a n d .  I h i s  t i m e  he  
is a l r e a d y  o n  t h e  p o r c h  w h e n  I g e t  t h e r e .

“ K e n d r a , ” I say, t a k i n g  h is  h a n d ,  w h i c h  s m e l l s  l ike  O l d  
S p i c e  a n d  c ig a r s .

“ You a f r i e n d  o f  t h e s e  g i r l s ? ” h e  says ,  g e s t u r i n g  to  m y
h o u s e .

“ N o t  rea l ly , "  I say. H e  n o d s ,  l o o k s  b a c k  a t  h i s  b o o k .
“ I h e y ’re all v e g e t a r i a n s ,  1 say.

“ I h a t ’s r o u g h , ” h e  says.
“ You c o u l d n ' t  d o  i t ? ”
“ I d i d  it fo r  t o o  d a m n  l o n g . ”
“ G u i l t ? ” I ask .  “ R e l i g i o n ? ”

“ S o r t  of .  W e  w e r e  R a s t a s .  R a s t a f a r i a n s ?  W e l l ,  m y  e x - w i f e  
st i l l  is. I h a t ’s h o w  I w a s  r a i s e d ,  b u t  n o t  a n y m o r e .

“ W h a t  a r e  y o u  r e a d i n g ? ” I ask.
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“M a d a m e Bovary. Ever read it?"
“ N o p e .  You’re a s t u d e n t ,  r i g h t ? ”
“Yeah. H o w  d you know?
“ H e a rd  you on the  p h o n e , ” I say.
“Creepy.  At least  y o u ’re h o n e s t ,  he  says. I t s  a l r i g h t ,  I get  

to read a lot a n d  teach an d  ta lk  to p e o p le  a b o u t  ideas .” H e  pauses ,  
puffs on the  c igar a n d  lets o u t  the  s m o k e .  “ I guess  y o u  h ea rd  me 

t a l k ing  a b o u t  my  d ad  t h e n ,  too?
“Yeah.”
H e  nods .  “ H e  has c i r r hos is  of the  liver. D o  y o u  k n o w  w h a t

th a t  is?”
“T h a t ’s p ro b a b ly  the  o n ly  m ed ica l  t e r m  I k n o w , ” I say. 
“S o m e o n e  close to you?
“ E v er y o n e .”
His  cigar  s m o k e  waf ts  over  to my s ide  of th e  p o r c h .  1 h e r e s  

a s o u n d  like a car b ac k f i r in g ,  t h e n  th e  s am e  s o u n d  aga in .
“G u n s h o t s , ” says C ra ig ,  a n d  we l i s ten .  “C o m e  on .  I 11 fix 

you so m e  breakfas t .  S u n ’ll be up  so on .
“ I s h o u ld  get  s o m e  s leep, ” I say.
“ I ’ve got  b a c o n , ” he says.

24.
D o w n  in C r a i g ’s a p a r t m e n t ,  b o o k s  e x p l o d e  f r o m  th e  l a u n d r y  h a m 
per, the  k i t c h en  cab in e t s ,  t he  f l o o r b o a r d s .  H e  t u r n s  o n  th e  o l ive-  
color ed  s tove a n d  hea ts  up  a cas t  i ron p an .

As the  b ac o n  sizzles a n d  the  t o a s t  toas ts ,  C r a i g  tel ls  m e  he 
has a seven -y ea r-o ld  son n a m e d  A rn ie  w h o  lives hal f  t h e  t i m e  w i t h  
his ex-wife in th e i r  o ld  h o u se  in N o r t h  P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  w h e re  e v e ry 
one on the  b lock  is Rasta.

“W h y  did  y o u  m o v e?” I ask.
“ I used to go w i th  my  ex a n d  her  m o m  w h e n  th e y  w e n t  to 

get the i r  d re ad s  t i g h t e n e d , ” says C ra ig .  “ I sat  o u t s i d e  o n  th e  b e n c h
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a n d  read.  I hese o l d  guys  on  t h e  c o r n e r  w o u l d  c o m e  over  a n d  talk 
to me  a b o u t  o u r  p e o p l e ,  a b o u t  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n ,  a b o u t  b o w  e m p t y  
a n d  s c r ewed  u p  t h e  rest  o f  t h e  w o r l d  was.  T h e y  t o l d  me  it was  g o o d  
t h a t  1 l i ked to read.  They t o l d  me  it was  g o o d  I was  s m a r t .  Bu t  t he  
m o r e  I read,  t h e  m o r e  I d i d n ’t agr ee  wi t h  w h a t  p e o p l e  we r e  s ay i ng  
at  t he  m e e t i n g s  a n d  on  t h e  co r n e r s .  I w a n t e d  to go f i nd  o u t  for  
m y s e l f  w h a t  was  so b ad  a b o u t  e v e r y w h e r e  else.

C r a i g  p u t s  t wo  p l a t es  o n  t h e  k i t c h e n  t able .  H e  pul l s  o u t  a 
cha i r  for  m e  a n d  I si t  in it. H e  h a n d s  me  a ye l l ow c l o t h  n a p k i n  a n d  
s p r eads  his o w n  over  hi s  b ig  knees .

“ W h e r e  are yo u  f r o m a n y w a y ? ” he  asks.  I get  r e ady  to say, 
We s t  Vi r g i n i a .  I feel m y  w h o l e  self,  d o w n  to t h e  b o n e ,  s p i n  aga in  
a n d  aga in  a r o u n d  o n e  t h o u g h t  t h a t  is c a u g h t  in t h e  ce n t e r :  t h i s  life 
t h a t  1 have  today,  he r e  in thi s  ci ty,  a l o n e ,  I wi l l  n o t  su r v i ve  it. I 
c a n n o t  e n d u r e  it. N o t  o n e  m o r e  year.  N o t  o n e  m o r e  day.  N o t  o n e  
m o r e  m i n u t e .

M y  ch e ek s  are wet .
C r a i g ’s w a t c h i n g  me .  H e  p u t s  d o w n  his fork.
“ I t ’s g o o d  b a c o n ,  b u t  i t ’s n o t  t h a t  g o o d , ” he  says,  s mi l i n g ,  

a n d  I l augh ,  a n d  p i ck  u p  a p i ece  o f  b a c o n  a n d  s wa l l ow it, a n d  t h e n  
t ake  a n o t h e r  b i t e  a n d  t h e n  a n o t h e r ,  u n t i l  t h e r e ’s n o t h i n g  left  on  t he  
p l a t e  b u t  b l u e  a n d  w h i t e  f l owers .

2 5 .

I red' s  a n e c d o t e  o f  t h e  d ay  is t h e  s t o r y  o f  a l i t t l e  girl  in S o u t h  Afr i ca  
w h o  h ad  t h i r d  d eg r ee  b u r n s  over  e i g h t y  p e r c e n t  o f  he r  body .  T h e  
o d d s  we r e  b a d ,  b u t  h e r  d o c t o r s  used  a k i n d  o f  s p r a y  g u n  to r e - g r o w 
h e r  skin a n d  save h e r  life.

I hese  are a m a z i n g  t i me s  we l ive i n , ” says Fred  to M e d i u m  
M o c h a ,  “w h e n  i t ’s pos s i b l e  to c r ea t e  n e w  sk i n . "

2 6 .
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Large Black G o l d ’s s h o u l d e r  b lades  s c r a p e d  ag a in s t  m y  ch e e k  w h e n  
she t u r n e d  away, briefly,  in sleep.  She gro ws  th e re ,  in m y  t h r o a t .

Large Black G o l d  is on ly  ever free o n  S a t u r d a y  n i g h t s  a n d  S u n d a y  
m o r n in g s ,  an d  1 s p e n d  M o n d a y  t h r o u g h  S a t u r d a y  a f t e r n o o n  h o l d 

ing my b re ath .

2 8 -

I learn to hat e  my cell p h o n e .  Its smal l  scjuarish sc reen b l i n k i n g  
bl ank ly  at me.  W h e n  I ’m at  h o m e ,  I p u t  it in a t in  a n d  p u t  t h e  t in  

u n d e r  my bed.

29>
I s tar t  s p e n d i n g  my a f t e r n o o n s  af ter  w o r k  w i t h  C ra ig .  H e  reads  me 
Wi l l a  C a t h e r  a n d  Susan S o n ta g  a n d  T h o m a s  H a rd y ,  a n d  I a l p h a 
bet ize  his record  co l l ec t i on .  T h e n  he  s m o k e s  w eed  a n d  reads  by 
h im s e l f  on  the  a sp h a l t  s teps ,  b u t  he lets me play  a n y  re co rd  I w a n t  
as m a n y  t imes  as I w a n t  to hea r  it.

3 0 .

We go song  for song,  p l ay ing  each o t h e r  o u r  essent i a ls :  m y  S ta n ley  
Brother s  for his Bob Marley ,  my  Bill M o n r o e  for his J i m m y  Cl i f f ,  
my Del  M c C o u r y  Band  for his Peter  Iosh .

3 1 .

C r a i g ’s ex-wife d ro p s  o f f  his son A rn ie  at  his a p a r t m e n t  o n e  day  
whi le  I am there .  A rn ie  wears  a l o o s e - f i t t i n g  e m b r o i d e r e d  sh i r t  
m ad e  o f  heavy c lo th  over  his b lu e  jeans ,  a n d  carr ies  a b ig  b a c k p a c k .  
I he ex-wife is a s h o r t  w o m a n  w i th  d r e a d l o c k s  d o w n  to  he r  shins .  

“ You ever have locks  as lo n g  as t h a t ? ” I ask C ra ig .
“Jus t  a b o u t , ” he says.
Arn ie  tells me he w a n ts  to be a c i ty  p l a n n e r .  O n  a s lab of
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asp h a l t  t h a t  juts s h a r p ly  up  o u t  o f  the  s idew a lk ,  A r n i e  b u i ld s  a c i ty  
o f  c e m e n t  c h u n k s  h e ’s p i ck ed  up a r o u n d  o u r  b lock .  H e ’s d iv id e d  
the  pieces by size a n d  p u t  all t he  b ig  ones  in o n e  pi le a n d  th e  smal l  
on es  in a n o t h e r .  B et w ee n  t h e m  h e ’s s m e a r e d  b lu e  C re s t  t o o t h p a s t e .  

“ I t ’s a r iver ,’ he says.
“ I see t h a t ,  I say. “W h e r e ’s t h e  b r i d g e ? ”
“ N o  b r i d g e , ” says A rn ie ,  m u n c h i n g  on  a C h e e z - I t .  “T h e y  

have to s tay  on  th e  s ide t h e y ’re o n . ”

3 2 .

I bu y  a b ike  at  a p o rc h  sale a n d  c l a m b e r  a w k w a r d l y  on to p  so Large  
Black G o l d  a n d  I can r ide  t o g e t h e r  a l o n g  the  Schuy lk i l l .  We  go 
over  th e  b r id g e  t h a t  s ep a ra te s  West  P h i l a d e l p h ia  f r om  th e  rest  o f  
the  c i ty  a n d  she  asks me i f I see, in t h e  d i s t a n c e ,  fo u r  smal l  boys  
s t a n d i n g  at  th e  r iver ’s edge.  I say I d o n  t so she' ll  s t o p  p e d d l i n g  a n d  
p u t  her  a rm  a r o u n d  me a n d  p o i n t .

3 3 .

A le t t er  ar r ives  f rom  m y  m o t h e r ,  b u t  w h e n  I o p e n  it, all it says is: 
Curia D aniels left the m o u n ta in , jo in e d  the Peace Corps? C a r l a ’s emai l  
add ress  is w r i t t e n  in s h a r p ie  at  the  b o t t o m  o f  t h e  page.

3 4 .

I emai l  C a r l a  D an ie ls .  I tell he r  I t h i n k  i t ’s t ricky,  th is  b us ines s  o f  
m o v i n g  away f r o m  h o m e .  1 tell he r  I get  c o n f u s e d ,  t h a t  reasons  I 
left b e c o m e  reasons  I co u l d  have s t ayed .  I ask he r  to tell me o n e  
t ru e  t h i n g  a b o u t  w h a t  i t ’s l ike to  be gone.

3 3 .

T h e  space  w h e re  Large Black G o l d  lives in m y  b o d y  has  se t t l ed  
d o w n  a n d  e x p a n d e d .  I t ’s m o v e d  f r o m  m y  t h r o a t  a n d  lives no w  
s o m e w h e r e  ju s t  b e h i n d  m y  s t e r n u m .  T h e r e  are o t h e r  t h in g s  s to red  
there ,  a n d  they ' r e  jo s t l i n g  each ot he r .  C a r l a  D a n ie l s  is in there .
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T h e  b o y  w h o  t h o u g h t  he 'd  m a r r y  m e  is in  t h e r e .  A ls o ,  t h e  m o m e n t  
w h e n  y o u ' r e  s i t t i n g  in a c i r c le  w i t h  f r i e n d s  a b o u t  to  p l a y  m u s i c .

36 .
W h e n  S a t u r d a y  n i g h t  c o m e s ,  I l o o k  fo r  c lu e s  in  L a r g e  B la c k  G o l d ’s 
a p a r t m e n t .  I t ’s c l e a n .  B r i g h t l y  c o l o r e d  w a l l s  w i t h  n o t h i n g  o n  t h e m .  
W e  si t  in h e r  l i v in g  r o o m ,  w a t c h i n g  a n  o l d  W e s t e r n  o n  T V ,  a n d  s h e  
p u t s  h e r  h a n d  in m y  c r o t c h .  S h e  t o u c h e s  e v e r y t h i n g  t h e r e ,  a n d  t h e  
b l o o d  w o n ’t s t o p  H o o d i n g  m y  b o d y .  I p i c t u r e  t h e  c u r l i c u e  f  s h a p e  
o f  t h e  s o u n d  h o le s  o n  a m a n d o l i n .  S h e  f i n d s  w h e r e  o n e  k i n d  o f  s k i n  
s t o p s  a n d  a n o t h e r  k i n d  b e g i n s .  S h e  te l l s  m e  h o w  I g iv e  m y s e l f  away,  
easy as a b o o k .  I b r e a t h e  o u t ,  all  t h a t  w e i g h t .  W i t h  C a r l a  D a n i e l s ,  
w h a t  I r e m e m b e r  is fear.  C o r r e c t i o n :  w h a t  I r e m e m b e r  is a m a s h u p  
of fear  a n d  sex.  H e r e ,  t o d a y ,  I feel s o m e t h i n g ,  w a y  d o w n  in m y  g u t .  

N o t  l ike  sex.  T he  w o r d  I w o u l d  use  is c o m f o r t .

3 7 .
O s a m a  Bin L a d e n  is f o u n d  a n d  k i l l e d .  F r e d  te l l s  c u s t o m e r s  l i n e s  
f r o m  last  n i g h t ' s  L e t t e r m a n ,  t h e  t h e m e  b e i n g  w h a t  B in  L a d e n  m i g h t  
ha ve  sa id  just  b e f o r e  he  d i e d .  F r e d ’s f a v o r i t e  is: T n e e d  a h o u s e  
full  o f  N a v y  S E A L s l ike  I n e e d  a h o l e  in t h e  h e a d . ” H e  te l l s  t h i s  to  
L arge  Black G o l d  as s h e ’s w a i t i n g  fo r  h e r  e s p r e s s o .  S h e  l a u g h s .

3 8 .
La rg e  Black  C o l d  ca l l s  o n  a T u e s d a y  n i g h t ,  l a t e ,  a n d  a sk s  to  c o m e  
over.  I he  v e g e t a r i a n s  a re  a l r e a d y  in t h e i r  b e d s .  I s n e a k  h e r  u p  t h e  
o l d  w o o d e n  s te p s  of  m y  h o u s e ,  t h e  s o u n d  t r a v e l i n g  t h r o u g h  e v e r y  
f l o o r b o a r d .  S h e  ta k e s  h e r  c o n t a c t s  o u t  in t h e  b i g  t i l e d  b a t h r o o m  
a n d  lo o k s  a t  m e ,  b l i n k i n g ,  in h e r  so c k s .

3 9 .
I h e r e  is t h e  w a y  P h i l a d e l p h i a  l o o k s  s o m e t i m e s ,  b i k i n g  h o m e  la te  

a t  n i g h t  ac ro s s  t h e  b r i d g e .  B e lo w  m e ,  o n  1-76 ,  ca r s  r u s h  e a s t  to  t h e
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ci ty  a n d  wes t  to t h e  m o u n t a i n s .  T h e  l i ght s  o f  b i g  of f i ce  b u i l d i n g s  
on  t h e  wate r .  T h e r e  is t h e  wa y  all t h a t  l i ght  feels g o o d  o n  my  e y e 
bal ls a n d  in my  body.  1 can get  to t h i n k i n g :  t h i s  b ig  g o r g e o u s  ci ty,  
thi s  is w h e r e  I l ive now,  t h i s  is w h e r e  I live.

4 0 .

Car l a  D a n i e l s  wr i t e s  back .  She  tel ls me  t h a t  i t ’s g o o d  to be g o n e ,  
a n d  al so,  agony .  She  tel ls me  it r a ins  m o r e  in C a m e r o o n  t h a n  it 
ever  d i d  in We s t  Vi r g i n i a ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e  sky can  go f r o m s u n n y  to 
p o u r i n g  in t en  s e c o n d s  f lat  in a way  t h a t  r e m i n d s  her .  She  tel ls me  
t h a t  eve ry  day,  in t h e  smal l  vi l l age w h e r e  she  is s t a t i o n e d  wi t h  t he  
Peace C o r p s ,  she  c l i m b s  t h e  M o a b i  t ree  in he r  f r o n t  yard .

Here , she  wr i t e s ,  is one true th in g  abou t being gone: I  clim b  
the tree to the top. I  sit a n d  pray to God. I  pray th a t I  w ill f a l l  ou t o j 
the tree a n d  break som eth ing  or h u r t m y se lf so bad  th a t they w ill  have  
to send me home. Then , I c lim b back down.

4 1 .

“ I d o n ’t a c t u a l l y  l ive h e r e , ’ says Large  Black G o l d ,  ove r  a n i g h t c a p  
in he r  a p a r t m e n t .

“ In t h i s  a p a r t m e n t ?  I say.
“ In P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  she  says.
“ I k n o w , ’’ I say. She  k n o c k s  b ac k  t h e  t wo  f i nger s  of  K n o b  

C r e e k  a n d  goes  to si t  on  t h e  w i n d o w  sill.  “ W h e r e  d o  y o u  live? I 
ask.

“A l i t t l e  bi t  o f  e v e r y w h e r e , ’ she  says.  “ P h o e n i x ,  A l b u q u e r 
que ,  San Fr anc i s c o ,  M a d i s o n .  I go  w h e r e v e r  t h e  l ivers g o . ”

“A n d  I guess  nex t  you ' r e  g o n n a  tell m e  y o u  have  a girl  in 
every  por t ?  A wi fe  a n d  kid?

“ N o t  t h e  k id  p a r t , ” she  says qui e t l y .  W e  let t h a t  o n e  s i nk  
i n t o  t h e  ai r  a whi l e .

“ W h y  d i d  y o u  even  call  t h e n ? ” I say. “W h a t  a m I even  d o -
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ing  he re?”
“ I d o n ’t k n o w , ” she says. “ I guess,  I d i d n t  ex pect  you  to

m a t t e r . ”
“ Because  I w o r k  in a t ra in  s t a t ion?  Because  I m f r o m  a h ick

t o w n :
“ Because  I ’m m a r r i e d ,  she  says. “A n d  w h e n  yo u  re m ar r i e d ,  

no  o n e  else is s u p p o s e d  to m a t t e r , ” a n d  I go a n d  get  m y  coat .
She walks  me to th e  t r a i n  s t a t i o n ,  b u t  on  the  way  we cu t  

d o w n  a c o b b l e s t o n e  al ley w h e re  peo p le  are w a i t i n g  in l ine.  I he a l 
ley’s pul s ing .  I can feel Large Black G o l d  h e s i t a t i n g  as we pass,  an d  
in a few m o re  s t eps  she  s tops  co m ple te ly .

“ I k n o w  th in g s  are f u c k e d , ” she  says, “ b u t  do  y o u  w a n t  to 
d a n c e ? ” I say sure  because  t h e r e ’s m o re  to be said a n d  we h a v e n ’t 
said it yet .  I fo l low he r  d o w n  the  lo n g  v e lv e t - ro p e d  ha l lway  a n d  
t h r o u g h  o n e  set  o f  d o o r s  w h e re  the  m u s i c ’s q u ie t ,  t h e n  a n o t h e r  
w h e re  the  m u s i c ’s loude r ,  t h e n  in to  a h u g e  r o o m  fi lled w i t h  p in k  
l ight .  I take  it in l ike a 3 6 0  d eg ree  w i n d s t o r m  -  the  g ian t  w h i t e  
b u lb  ab ove o u r  hea ds  t h a t  is s h a p e d  l ike a h o t  ai r  b a l l o o n ,  the  b a l 
c o n y  t h a t  w ra ps  all t he  way a r o u n d  the  r o o m ,  the  e l e c t ro n i c  m us ic  
t h a t  seems to c o m e  f rom  the  h o t  ai r b a l l o o n ,  the  p e o p le  every  way 
I t u r n ,  a n d  n o w h e r e  to p u t  my feet.  Large Black G o l d  takes my 
h a n d  a n d  pul ls  me to w a r d  the  bar,  a n d  for the  first  t im e ,  as we pass 
by co u p le s  m a k i n g  o u t  a n d  m en  in s u s p e n d e r s  j o l t i n g  th e i r  knees  
in place ,  I no t i c e  t h a t  she  is s h o r t e r  t h a n  me.  At the  bar,  i t ’s so 
lo u d  we c a n ’t talk,  w h ic h  is per fec t ,  so I ju s t  let her  b u y  m e r o u n d  
af ter  r o u n d  an d  we s tare  o u t  at  the  c row d .  W e sw i tch  to d r i n k i n g  
shot s .  T h e  r o o m  goes  f r o m  m a i n l y  l o o k i n g  p i n k  to m a i n l y  l o o k i n g  
o ran g e .  Z e b r a  spo t s  a n d  s p i n n i n g  s tars are p r o j e c t e d  on the  h o t  air 
b a l l o o n .  T h e  m u s ic  ch a n g es  to s o m e t h i n g  w i th  m o re  o f  a beat .

“ I love th is  s o n g , ” Large Black G o l d  yells in m y  ear. I smi le ,  
b u t  I jus t  lean there .  I d o n ’t owe he r  a n y t h i n g .  She s ta r ts  f l o p p i n g  
he r  ar ms ,  d a n c i n g  on her  o w n .  I s ta r t  d o i n g  w h a t  I t h i n k  is d a n c -
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i ng ,  o r  is a t  l eas t  t h e  k i n d  o f  d a n c i n g  s h e  w a n t s .  W e  d o  t h e  r o b o t .  
S h e  g r a b s  a h o l d  o f  h e r  a n k l e .  W e  l a u g h .

T w o  gi r l s  c o m e  o n  s t a g e ,  o n e  s i n g i n g  i n t o  a r o t a r y  p h o n e ,  
t h e  o t h e r  o n  e l e c t r i c  g u i t a r .  T h e  s i n g e r ’s f ace  is p a l e  a n d  a l i t t l e  fat .  
S p l o t c h e s  o f  p i n k ,  r a s h - l i k e ,  s i t  h i g h  in h e r  c h e e k s .  M y  t e e t h  b i t e  
i n t o  t h e  t h i c k  s h o t  glass .  W e  ge t  c r o w d e d  i n t o  a c o r n e r ,  a g a i n s t  a 

b i g  s p e a k e r .  W e  s t a y  t h e r e ,  in t h e  s t a t i c .  W e  w a n t  t o  h e a r  a n d  n o t  
t o  hea r .  W e  w a n t  t o  d a n c e .

4 2 .

A n d  1 t h i n k :  t h i s  is h o w  I wi l l  c o m e  t o  k n o w  p e o p l e  f r o m  n o w  o n ,  
in c a v e r n o u s  r o o m s  f l o o d e d  w i t h  l i gh t .

4 3 .

The gi r l  is s t i l l  s i n g i n g  i n t o  t h e  r o t a r y  p h o n e .  S h e  k e e p s  p e r f e c t l y  
st i l l  as e v e r y t h i n g  e l se  in t h e  r o o m  m o v e s  a r o u n d  her .  W e  l o o k  for  
a n y  w a y  u p ,  a n d  a m a n  w i t h  a r m s  c o v e r e d  in l i o n s  p u l l s  us  t h e r e ,  
o n t o  a k i n d  o f  p l a t f o r m .  W e  s t o m p  o n  t h e  f l o o r  l i ke  a l as t  d i t c h  
l i ne  d a n c e .  T h e  gi r l  s i n g e r s  f l esh j i gg l es  in t h e  b r i g h t  l i g h t .  L a r g e  
Bl a c k  G o l d  g e t s  d o w n  o n  h e r  k n e e s  in f r o n t  o f  t h e  b a n d .

“ W h a t  a r e  y o u  d o i n g ? '  1 yel l  a t  her ,  l o o k i n g  d o w n  at  t h i s  
w o m a n  w h o  c a n ’t g i ve  m e  a n y  p i e c e  o f  w h a t  it is 1 n e e d .  A n d  t h e n  I 
ge t  o n  m y  k n e e s  t o o .  I t ’s c a l l e d  c l o s i n g  y o u r  eyes .  I t ’s c a l l e d  m u s i c .  
I t ’s c a l l e d  g i v i n g  o f  y o u r  w h o l e  h e a r t .

4 4 .

W h e n  I ge t  h o m e ,  C r a i g  is s m o k i n g  a c i g a r  o n  t h e  p o r c h  a n d  r e 
c l i n i n g  o n  a b l u e  c o r d u r o y  c o u c h  h e ’s d r a g g e d  o u t  h e r e .  I ’m  d r u n k  
so I tel l  h i m  e v e r y t h i n g  a b o u t  L a r g e  Bl a c k  G o l d ,  a n d  h e  is t o o ,  so 
h e  t e l l s  m e  a b o u t  hi s  f a t h e r  w h o  is n o w  n o t  d y i n g ,  b u t  d e a d ,  a n d  
hi s  e x - w i f e  w h o  says  t h a t  h i m  t u r n i n g  h i s  b a c k  o n  t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e  is 
o n e  o f  l i f e ’s f ew u n f o r g i v a b l e  t h i n g s .
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I ask  h i m  i f  he  w a n t s  to  go  to  t h e  E t h i o p i a n  r e s t a u r a n t  a n d  

si t  a t  t h e  bar.
“ I t ’s c lo se d  n o w , ” he  says.  “ T o o  la te .  B u t  t h e r e  is a n o t h e r .

1 a n d  I wil l  go  s o m e t i m e . ’ H e  s t o p s  t a l k i n g ,  p u t s  a h a n d  a c r o s s  his  

m o u t h ,  ru b s  hi s b e a r d .
“ W h a t ? ” I say, y a w n i n g .
“ I t ’s an o ld  R a s ta  t h i n g .  You d o n ’t say  ‘y o u  a n d  m e . ’ ‘ I a n d  

1’ is w h a t  y o u  say w h e n  y o u ’re t a l k i n g  to  o t h e r  p e o p l e  in t h e  c a u s e ,  

o t h e r  exiles.  It m e a n s  w e ’re a l o n e  t o g e t h e r . ’
I d o n ’t ask h i m  i f  I can  d r i v e  h i m  to  t h e  f u n e r a l  a n d  he  

d o e s n ’t ask  m e  i f  he  can  m a k e  m e  b r e a k f a s t ,  b u t  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  

o t h e r  is o f f e r i n g  a n d  a l so  s a y i n g  yes.
C r a i g  l i g h t s  a n o t h e r  c i g a r  a n d  I t a k e  o i l  m y  c o a t .
D o w n  t h e  b l o c k ,  a ca r  b a c k f i r e s  tw i c e ,  t h e n  o n c e  m o r e .
W e  si t  t h e r e  for  a l o n g  t i m e .  W e  s i t  t h e r e  u n t i l  w e  c a n ’t h e a r  

a n y  s o u n d  c o m i n g  f r o m  t h e  s t r e e t  b u t  c i c a d a s .  W e  si t  t h e r e  u n t i l  
i t ’s n o t  p i t c h - b l a c k  n i g h t  a n y m o r e ,  b u t  b l u e - b l a c k  d a w n .  I h e n ,  we  

ge t  up .
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