24 Chapter 1

Take the F

lan Frazier

lan Frazier (b. 1951) grew up in Ohio and lived for years in Brooklyn. He is a regular
contributor to The New Yorker and The Atlantic Monthly. His recent books include On
the Rez (2000) and Gone to New York: Adventures in the City (2005).

Pre-Reading

Do you recall any vivid moments on the subway? What made those moments
memorable?

Brooklyn, New York, has the undefined, hard-to-remember shape ofastain. 1
Inever know what to tell people when they ask me where in it I live. It sits
at the western tip of Long Island at a diagonal that does not conform neatly
to the points of the compass. People in Brooklyn do not describe where
they live in terms of north or west or south. They refer instead to their
neighborhoods, and to the nearest subway lines. I live on the edge of Park
Slope, a neighborhood by the crest of a low ridge that runs through the
borough. Prospect Park is across the street. Airplanes in the landing pattern
for LaGuardia Airport sometimes fly right over my building; every few
minutes, on certain sunny days, perfectly detailed airplane shadows slide
down my building and up the building opposite in a blink. You can see my
building from the plane—it’s on the left-hand side of Prospect Park, the
longer patch of green you cross after the expanse of Green-Wood Cemetery.
We moved to a co-op apartment in a four-story building a week be-
fore our daughter was born. She is now six. I grew up in the country and
would not have expected ever to live in Brooklyn. My daughter is a city
kid, with less sympathy for certain other parts of the country. When we
visited Montana, she was disappointed by the scarcity of pizza places. I
overheard her explaining—she was three or four then—to a Montana kid
about Brooklyn. She said, “In Brooklyn, there is a lot of broken glass, so
you have to wear shoes. And, there is good pizza.” She is stern in her judg-
ment of pizza. At the very low end of the pizza-ranking scale is some pizza
she once had in New Hampshire, a category now called New Hampshire
pizza. In the middle is some O.K. pizza she once had at the Bronx Z0o,
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~which she calls zoo pizza. At the very top is the pizza at the pizza place
where the big kids go, about two blocks from our house.
Our subway is the F train. It runs under our building and shakes the
floor. The F is generally a reliable train, but one spring as I walked in the
sark I saw emergency vehicles gathered by a concrete-sheathed hole in
the lawn. Firemen lifted a metal lid from the hole and descended into it.
er a while, they reappeared, followed by a few people, then dozens of
people, then a whole lot of people—passengers from the disabled F train,
climbing one at a time out an exit shaft. On the F, I sometimes see large
women in straw hats reading a newspaper called the Caribbean Sunrise,
and Orthodox Jews bent over Talmudic texts in which the footnotes have
footnotes, and groups of teenagers wearing identical red bandannas with
identical red plastic baby pacifiers in the corners of their mouths, and fe-
male couples in porkpie hats, and young men with the silhouettes of the
M attan skyline razored into their short side hair from one temple
round to the other, and Russian-speaking men with thick wrists and big
wristwatches, and a hefty, tall woman with long, straight blond hair who
sums and closes her eyes and absently practices cello fingerings on the
al subway pole. As I watched the F-train passengers emerge among
he grass and trees of Prospect Park, the faces were as varied as usual, but
= expressions of indignant surprise were all about the same.
Just past my stop, Seventh Avenue, Manhattan-bound F trains rise from
inderground to cross the Gowanus Canal. The train sounds different—
shter, quieter—in the open air. From the elevated tracks, you can see
e roofs of many houses stretching back up the hill to Park Slope, and
bumper crop of rooftop graffiti, and neon signs for Eagle Clothes and
tile Floors, and flat expanses of factory roofs where seagulls stand on
e leg around puddles in the sagging spots. There are fuel-storage tanks
wrrounded by earthen barriers, and slag piles, and conveyor belts leading
to the oil-slicked waters of the canal. On certain days, the sludge
he bottom of the canal causes it to bubble. Two men fleeing the police
aped in the canal a while ago; one made it across, the other quickly died.
hen the subway doors open at the Smith-Ninth Street stop, you can see
= bay, and sometimes smell the ocean breeze. This stretch of elevated
he highest point of the New York subway system. To the south you can
> the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, to the north the World Trade towers.
r just a few moments, the Statue of Liberty appears between passing
sldings. Pieces of a neighborhood—laundry on clotheslines, a standup
nming pool, a plaster saint, a satellite dish, a rectangle of lawn—slide
e quickly dealt cards. Then the train descends again; growing over
wall just before the tunnel is a wisteria bush, which blooms pale blue
ery May.




Chapter 1

I have spent days, weeks on the F train. The trip from Seventh Avenue 5
to midtown Manhattan is long enough so that every ride can produce
its own minisociety of riders, its own forty-minute Ship of Fools. Once a
woman an arm’s length from me on a crowded train pulled a knife on a
man who threatened her. I remember the argument and the principals, but
mostly I remember the knife—its flat, curved wood-grain handle inlaid
with brass fittings at each end, its long, tapered blade. Once a man sang
the words of the Lord’s Prayer to a mournful, syncopated tune, and he
fitted the mood of the morning so exactly that when he asked for money
at the end the riders reached for their wallets and purses as if he’d pulled
a gun. Once a big white kid with some friends was teasing a small old
Hispanic lady, and when he got off the train I looked at him through the
window and he slugged it hard next to my face. Once a thin woman and
a fat woman sitting side by side had a long and loud conversation about
someone they intended to slap silly: “Her butt be in the hospital!” Bring out
the ar-tillery!” The terminus of the F in Brooklyn is at Coney Island, not far
from the beach. At an off hour, I boarded the train and found two or three
passengers and, walking around on the floor, a crab. The passengers were
looking at the crab. Its legs clicked on the floor like varnished fingernails.
It moved in this direction, then that, trying to get comfortable. It backed
itself under a seat, against the wall. Then it scooted out just after some new
passengers had sat down there, and they really screamed. Passengers at
the next stop saw it and laughed. When a boy lifted his foot as if to stomp
it, everybody cried, “Noooh!” By the time we reached Jay Street-Borough
Hall, there were maybe a dozen of us in the car, all absorbed in watching
the crab. The car doors opened and a heavyset woman with good posture
entered. She looked at the crab; then, sternly, at all of us. She let a moment
pass. Then she demanded, “Whose is that?” A few stops later, a short man
with a mustache took a manila envelope, bent down, scooped the crab into
it, closed it, and put it in his coat pocket.

The smells in Brooklyn: coffee, fingernail polish, eucalyptus, the breath
from laundry rooms, pot roast, Tater Tots. A woman I know who grew
up here says she moved away because she could not stand the smell of
cooking food in the hallway of her parents’ building. I feel just the oppo-
site. I used to live in a converted factory above an Army-Navy store, and
I like being in a place that smells like people live there. In the mornings, I
sometimes wake to the smell of toast, and I still don’t know exactly whose
toast it is. And I prefer living in a borough of two and a half million inhab-
itants, the most of any borough in the city. I think of all the rural places,
the pine-timbered canyons and within-commuting-distance farmland,
that we are preserving by not living there. I like the immensities of the
borough, the unrolling miles of Eastern Parkway and Ocean Parkway and
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Linden Boulevard, and the dishevelled outlying parks strewn with tree
Iimbs and with shards of glass held together by liquor-bottle labels, and
the tough bridges—the Williamsburg and the Manhattan—and the gentle
Brooklyn Bridge. And I like the way the people talk; some really do have
Brooklyn accents, really do say “dese” and “dose.” A week or two ago, a
group of neighbors stood on a street corner watching a peregrine falcon
on a building cornice contentedly eating a pigeon it had caught, and the
sunlight came through its tail feathers, and a woman said to a man, “Look
at the tail,” “it’s so ah-range,” and the man replied, “Yeah, I soar it.” Like
many Americans, I fear living in a nowhere, in a place that is no-place; in
Brooklyn, that doesn’t trouble me at all.

Everybody, it seems, is here. At Grand Army Plaza, I have seen traf-
fic tieups caused by Haitians and others rallying in support of President
Aristide, and by St. Patrick’s Day parades, and by Jews of the Lubavitcher
sect celebrating the birthday of their Grand Rebbe with a slow procession
of ninety-three motor homes—one for each year of his life. Local taxis
have bumper stickers that say “Allah Is Great”: one of the men who made
the bomb that blew up the World Trade Center used an apartment just a
few blocks from me. When an election is held in Russia, crowds line up
to cast ballots at a Russian polling place in Brighton Beach. A while ago,
[ volunteer-taught reading at a public elementary school across the park.
One of my students, a girl, was part Puerto Rican, part Greek, and part
Welsh. Her looks were a lively combination, set off by sea-green eyes. I
went to a map store in Manhattan and bought maps of Puerto Rico, Greece,
and Wales to read with her, but they didn’t interest her. A teacher at the
school was directing a group of students to set up chairs for a program
in the auditorium, and she said to me, “We have a problem here—each of
these kids speaks a different language.” She asked the kids to tell me where
they were from. One was from Korea, one from Brazil, one from Poland,
one from Guyana, one from Taiwan. In the program that followed, a chorus
of fourth and fifth graders sang “God Bless America,” “You're a Grand Old
Flag,” and “I'm a Yankee-Doodle Dandy.”

Iscussion Questions

- 1. How do people in Brooklyn describe where they are from? Do you yourself

s find this to be true?

-~ 2. What does the comment of Frazier’s daughter, “In Brooklyn, there is a lot of
broken glass,” imply about urban life? Can you think of other features that
also represent the city?

3. Focus on Frazier’s use of topic sentences. How do they work to organize the
essay?




