My Dinner Wth Afasia (Chicago Decenber 1996)

| was in Chicago to interview Pierre Boulez at O chestra
Hall. It was nmy third or fourth visit for this purpose and a
certain routine had set in. Mnd you | was not always successf ul
in obtaining nmy interview fromthe nmaestro. So | do not want you
to think I was taking anything routinely, but just enough of a
pattern had devel oped for nme to actually enjoy the experience |
was |iving! Wat an incredible luxury this now seened to ne and
how rare it had becone in ny life.

This was a particularly dark time inny life. 1In fact, so
much of ny time since | canme back from California had been spent
in a great deal of anguish, and yes, why not say it even,

di sconfort. My car (which |l rely on in Onhio to teach) had no
heat. | went fromprison to prison (where | aman instructor),
observing how slightly insane people are who have heat in their
cars. How absolutely focused |ike machi nes, they becone, how
they pay no attention to nature or to the cold. | was slipping
into an imaginal dialogue if not a waking dream As little
[iving rooms on wheels, with overwei ght people, zooned by ne in
perfect confort. Henry Ford's rent slaves said one of ny

voi ces...and suffering humanity even in perfect confort dw ndl es
downwar ds through the ages, fromrock to rock to
uncertainty...said the other, voice. They seened |ike
unconsci ous machi nes, feeling nothing yet always sonehow

di ssatisfied. Unhappy, seeking this diversion or that. They

al ways want sonething, what is it that they want?

| continued at 55, 'the old Rivi' what a fucking
contradiction just went through it all; oblivious at that tine,
with certainty. | felt like a refugee fromthis world of confort
who has been ejected fromthose who have heat, as if it is the
first tinme | have glinpsed reality. | thought to nyself, was
Artaud really on to sonething after all? |Is it possible for an
entire civilization to be insane? O to be insanely confortable.
VWhat does it nean if people do not know it is cold? And if
peopl e no | onger feel the cold does the planet knowits cold? |If

the pl anet does not know it is cold, canit tell if it is hot?
|f the planets thernoneter is not functioning, what does that
mean? | snapped out of it. Let's get down to business.

Here in Chicago, | had no car to worry about and | was
perfectly happy to take the subway everywhere. | had a place to
stay at a friends brothers house in old towm, with no hotel
expenses, ny friend had seen to everything. | was rich and even

though | could hardly pay ny rent back hone; never mnd..
financially, the Alcatraz project | had just worked on was a
di saster for ne, it had conpletely fallen apart. The |ectures at



San Quentin of six weeks ago had still not paid nme. Everything
to do with California was problematic for nme, "they | ose your
paperwork™ a friend confided to ne "so they don't have to pay you
on tinme". The vista of California passed through ny mnd, its
opaque materialism its dryness, just the opposite of Chicago

whi ch seens so wet and full of blood, the last city with human
beings in it, | thought.

| was enmerging froma very rough patch slowy, very slowy.
| had the luxury of travel it's true, and the good fortune to
recei ve unenpl oynent all summer, when | went back to teaching in
the fall | actually lived worse than on unenpl oynent.

Here in Chicago | woul d spend seventy-five dollars, nostly
on neals and small expenses incurred by the interview process
itself: tape cassettes, batteries, xerox copies (and the |like).

For the nost part | ate at MDonal ds, which |I hate, although one
night | treated nyself to a passable neal, chicken dinner at
$6. 49, a considerable out lay for food at that tinme. None of
this food was actually congenial to nme. Wen | cook | eat
Italian food with wine, and that is that. But what did
congeniality or taste have to do wth anything? That is how I
was.

| have given you the fabric to ny little tale, not for any

sentinental reasons, but to show the flavor of the character who
was wal ki ng down Sedgewi ck Street towards Clark that afternoon

| was infinitely at ease for once, continuing ny life inspite of
many difficulties in the mdst of what seened |ike a wonderful
adventure and then she appeared fromaround the corner at first |
heard the clickity clack of her steps, she nust have worn cl ogs.
She caught ny eye, we smled at each other, and for blocks |I had
a wal king partner, her nane was Afasia. She was ny age, her face
was remar kabl e, a good | ooki ng bl ack wonman, her parents canme from
Cuba, and ravaged by circunstances, she stank, we wal ked on.

Afasia was trying to get to the other side of Chicago to see
her nmother. Her house had burned down, her children were in
pri son, her husband was a drunk, she was cold. | said let's have
a cup of coffee. | thought I would ask her sone questions about
her life over coffee. Her life seenmed exactly like the life
stories | collect of wonen in prison where | work. The first
cof fee shop we cane upon | said let's go, and Afasia said "oh,
can't go in there, | stink, no way, not with those people.”

Looking at the coffee shop | realized it was rather upscale,
but for $2.00 you could still get a 'regular' cup of coffee. |
took Afasia by the armand said nonsense, you have every right to
go (and in any case these are not bad people Afasia) besides the



snell will not even be noticed by these people. You see, they
are asleep. |If they do notice it, then it will be very good for
themto wake up for about two mnutes fromall this confort and
actually perceive a little reality. You are real, aren't you

Af asi a?

She responded, "you are one strange fuck, do you know t hat?"
| was inpressed because she said this softly. | felt bad
suddenl y, because | had nmade her unconfortable. W turned around
and left. W cane to the intersection of Sedgew ck and Lincol n.
Af asi a, | ooked around, people seened to notice her. | wondered
if I was in danger, pinps seened to peer fromalleys everywhere,
| said "Afasia lets get a sandwich.” | thought of a sinple neal
with her, I was a little lonely, and we could pass the tine.

Not hi ng coul d have been further fromsinple. | never
t hought ordering a sub and coffee could be such an ordeal.
Everytine the counter man tried to nake her a sandw ch, Afasia
stopped him she had to have it a certain way, a steak philly
with cheese. It started with the type of cheese, she wanted
orange anerican cheese, they had only white. That wasn't good
enough, she wanted the bun di pped in sone dreadful |ooking juice,
the counter man replied, "if | dip it in there the sandwich wl|
go bad". She wanted this, she wanted that, it had to be this way
not that. W continued on like this for ten mnutes until
finally I put a stop to it and said, "you wll get a plain steak
philly the way it cones or you will get nothing".

She shut up, and | ooked at nme quizically, wwth a hint of a
smle on her face that calmy spoke of admration towards ne. O
course, this puzzled ne further until | figured it out. Soneone
had gi ven her conplete attention, she was pretending for a nonent
she was intimte with sonmeone, just |like a real relationship with
sonmeone who cared about her, and then ny voice had conpletely
taken charge and i nstead of being upset wwth nme, she was
conpletely calm

We sat down with our neal, she said thank you. She started
to eat and then announced that she stunk. She had to go to the
bat hroom (t here was none). She asked if she could go honme with
me - just to clean up, she was unconfortable. Could |I help her
buy a ticket to see her nother on the other side of Chicago.

told her I had no hone in Chicago, | was just visiting, and | was
broke. | taught in prisons for a living and was so poorly paid
that | could barely nake ends neet, all | could do was buy her

lunch, and offer her sonme conpany. She thanked ne.

The rest of the nmeal passed quietly. Both our m nds were
racing as we glanced at each other. | thought about her picky



eating habits (she rummaged t hrough the sandwich in front of her,

m ne was half gone). | thought to nyself that the powerl ess and
di senfranchi zed often di spl ayed great anxiety when it cane to
food. It was not that she was really picky about her food |ike
rich people for exanple. But that this incredible anxiety over
eating came from being powerless. It was attention she craved,
and then only secondly, food. Finally she said, "I'mnot hungry
at all."

As for what she was thinking about nme she noaned, "Rocco,
what kind of nane is that? Youse ain't in the mafia is you?
Man, | had enough of that shit last night. This An-to-ni-o,"
(she enphasi zed the name slowy) "offered ne $50 bucks to suck
his dick. | told himl don't turn no tricks, ny house burned
down that's all. That don't nean | turn tricks."

Finally, |ooking at ne seriously, she said that "this was
really all newto her. Then softly she whispered as if
conpl etely changi ng the subject, "youse really was nice to ne

because youse was | ooking for a prostitute.” Disappointed |
realized how difficult conmmunication really is, situations
determ ne everything. There was no way out! | turned to her and
said "No, Afasia, | don't go with prostitutes.” | got up and
left, I did not |ook back.

An hour later | was sitting in Orchestra Hall with ny best
dressed cl othes on, which | had kept conceal ed under a shabby
coat. M seat was a press conp that was so expensive | woul d
have never been able to afford it. How incredible, | thought,
how | ucky and fortunate I amto have this seat. Apparently the
m ddl e aged woman next to nme was | ess than happy with her seat.
My |l eg nust have relaxed as it wandered, only a little m nd you,
into the domain of the seat she occupied. The seats in Orchestra
Hall are notoriously small, designed at a tinme when people were
not only physically smaller, but took confort, even anong the
weal thy, less for granted than Americans do now.

| had not noticed that the woman on ny |left was already
somewhat oversized for her seat. | nust have nade her a little
nmore unconfortabl e than she already was, absorbed as | was in the
peculiarity of Scriabin's Pronmetheus. Finally, the woman
snapped, "nove your leg sir, and keep it there." Startled by the
command of a person who was used to speaking to people in such a
tone ny leg remai ned frozen with maybe the exception of a 16th of
an inch either way. Keep it there | did to her obvious
annoyance. Anused, | gave the woman no further thought. |Instead
| thought of little else but of my dinner with Afasia. |If she
had managed to find her way to her nother on the other side of
Chi cago. Had she found shelter for the night.



The next day, and for several days after that | |ooked for
her when | was on Sedgew ck Street, thinking that maybe she was a
regular. The man in the Subway shop had never seen her before
and he said he knew all the faces of all the regulars who nmanaged

t o panhandl e enough noney to buy a cup of coffee. As | |left the
sub shop | thought; "I guess it really was all new to her". As |
wal ked down Sedgewi ck one nore tine, | thought of her remarkable
face. | never saw her again.
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