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Book of Delights, by Ross Gay
Essays for the 8th Principle Open Issues Session
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know how to say may I,” he actually meant, “and
don’t even think about ain’t.” It is not too much
to say, and the older I get the more I understand
it’s really not too much to say, that he was trying
to keep us alive physically and psychically by
inuring us to the many registers of hatred,
overt and subtle, leveled at black people. He was
trying to make our blackness, or the idea of our
blackness, invisible, which he must have known
was not quite possible.

My father could be viciously protective, like
the time he nearly murdered the posse of
teenaged skinheads in our apartment complex
who pinned me to the ground and held a
cigarette up to my face. Or was about to stomp

into oblivion the dog that charged me when
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manner of black people, the idea of black people,
which really meant one’s black or brown child
being perceived as the idea of black people, the
prospect of which, for my father, though I never
heard him say it plainly, must have been a
terror. (Let me pause here to recommend Margo
Jefferson’s brilliant book Negroland.)

Which explains my father ejecting my NWA
100 Miles and Runnin’ tape from the boombox
and dropping it in the trash, a performative
gesture really, meaning something between you
aren’t running from anything and you're going
to be running from my foot up your ass, but one
that imprinted on me as I was keeping it real by
digging through my spoogy tissues to retrieve
Eazy-E and friends. “You will run less if you
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unofficially, inherited the reflex of correcting,
often ironically, this child’s speech.

Me: Dad, can I have a quarter?
Dad: I don’t know, can you?

Me: Idon’t understand.

The lesson, as you know, is may I, a lesson I
never, ever, demonstrate having learned unless
I'm speaking with a British accent.

But what I have learned is the worry one
might have about one’s child, perhaps most
especially one’s black or brown child, speaking
“improper” English, wearing “improper” colors,
having “improper” etiquette, or displaying
“improper” tastes, which, in the case of my dad

and me, really meant behaving in the style or
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1 po NoT want to be the kind of person who feels
superior, or is irritated, or, god forbid, sneers
at a sign that has a typo or a grammatical
error, especially if that sign is not in an English
department. I have a feeling you know what
I mean. I come from a family of educators,
many of them black educators, from whom
my father, not a black educator officially, but
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tangent, for I mostly thought I would talk
about, but will instead end on, this delightful
sign in the room where I'm staying, just to
the side of the mantel, which somehow feels
relevant to the conversation. It reads, like a
haiku:

FIREPLACE
OUT OF ORDER
THANK YOU
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we were delivering the Piggy Back Shopper. But
my favorite, I think, was when he was with
me in Hulmeville municipal court where I was
to defend myself against trespassing charges, a
citation or something, for I had been sledding
in the wrong place and was handcuffed and
put into the back of the squad car. And when
I lied to the judge, telling him I never saw any
trespassing signs along the route to fireman’s
hill, the cop asked Can you read? My father
answered for me, Yes, he can read in a tone that
meant motherfucker.

This essay might as well be called the
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the sounds of it, a lot of people thought made
good TV. As I understand it, they were not
having an easy time, which, yes, is a euphemism
for they were a train wreck, and we do love a
train wreck, especially if all the passengers on
the train are black.

I imagine you have to pitch a show like that.
Iimagine you have to have meetings and secure
producers or directors, get a budget, things like
that. Many decisions and agreements have to
occur, probably many handshakes, some drinks,
plenty of golf, trying to figure out how best to
exploit, to make a mockery of, a black family,
the adults in which have made some of the best
pop music of the last thirty years. I never saw
it, but it’s old hat, the commodification of black
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UNRAVELING BINDWEED FROM the squash and
buckwheat and onions and zinnias, I was
listening to a Still Processing podcast about
Whitney Houston. The hosts were discussing
Whitney’s early career, her royal family (she’s
connected to both Dionne Warwick and Aretha
Franklin), and her relationship with Bobby
Brown, which some channel decided ought to

be a realitv televicion show and which from
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suffering. If Thad a nickel for every white person
who can recite lines from The Wire. I have no
illusions, by which I mean to tell you it is a fact,
that one of the objectives of popular culture,
popular media, is to make blackness appear to
be inextricable from suffering, and suffering
from blackness. Is to conflate blackness and
suffering. Suffering and blackness. Blackness
and suffering. Suffering and blackness.
Blackness and suffering. Suffering and

blackness. Blacknessandsuffering.

Cufferinmdbhlh b nece
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Blackuifesing. Suffférokgless. Bifékriess.

Which is clever as hell if your goal is
obscuring the efforts, the systems, historical
and ongoing, to ruin black people. Clever as hell
if your goal is to make appear natural what is, in
fact, by design.

And the delight? You have been reading a
book of delights written by a black person. A
book of black delight.

Daily as air®




image1.jpeg
an elegant wave, understated, that intimated an
older time of hat-tipping and such. Of hats and
such. An older time of neighborliness, which is
actually the present time, too, evidenced by my
two unfamiliar wavers.

When I was a kid I figured my grampa
knew everyone here in the Verndale region,
which was not unthinkable to me, given as
the apartment complex where my brother and
1 grew up probably housed about three or
four times the number of people who lived in
Verndale, where he’d lived his whole life. And
though I didn’t, I could imagine waving to
most of the people in our apartments, given
as I delivered the Piggy Back Shopper to every

one of them, not to mention the knock-knock
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Topay I was waved at twice, and so delighted, by
people I didn’t know. It was the sort of placid,
warm wave of unfamiliars that I learned from
my grampa, riding the country roads outside of
Verndale, Minnesota, population 559, where to
the driver of every passing truck or car he raised
his first two fingers to the stiff brim of his John
Deere ball cap and cut them through the air like
the gentlest initiation of a curve ball ever. It was
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zoom-zoom. But my grampa’s waving got more
impressive as he kept it up out on the country
roads past Wadena and Staples and New York
Mills and Alexandria. My grampa was like an
ambassador. He waved all the way down to
Saint Cloud and over to Duluth. He waved down
to the cities when we went to see Kirby Puckett
and Kent Hrbek do their thing. But nothing
confirmed my grampa’s fame more than when
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he waved us down to Brainerd to see Paul
Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox. The huge statues,
toward whom he touched the brim of his cap,
bellowed, “Welcome Mathew and Ross Gay from
Langhorne, Pennsylvania” my grampa, Virgil
Seaton, was the mayor of Minnesota!




