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In estimating the progress of his mind during these
two years, as well as in future periods of his life,
we must not regard his own hasty confession of
idleness; for we see, when he explains himself, that

he was acquiring various stores ...

James Boswell, The Life of Dr. Johnson






SoHo






Sourceless guilt, native to each of Barth’s summer afternoons, finally
forced him out of his large, cool apartment. In the elevator, he avoided
looking at the others: a pale young woman with a dreamy smile and
rheumy eyes; a mesomorph in a purple track suit, exhaling noisily
through the nose as he stared down at the front page of the Times that
he carried like a sack of stones in his huge arms. They’ve probably been
up for hours, thought Barth.

In the lobby he received a sly nod from Tommy, the shortest and
sleaziest of his building’s doormen. He did nothing with the nod. It was
disgustingly hot on the street, a high summer Sunday in 1993, about
three o’clock. What about a health walk? No. He saw an empty cab,
hailed it, and told the driver corner of West Broadway and Houston. On
the way he clapped on headphones and listened to Dre on his Walkman.
Bus stop full of fly bitches and skeezers. Barth was no wigger, but he
supposed he enjoyed this classy Dre more than most wiggers enjoyed it.

There were no other customers at Amici Mei, the bar that Barth had
decided would be the place for day drinks. The hot bartender was chew-
ing on the end of a slim red straw while flipping through a magazine,
the cover of which displayed a naked, hairless, racially ambiguous an-
drogyne, squatting and holding up to its pursed lips an armless, naked,
hairless, gyna-less Barbie. Barth quietly ordered a Stoli martini, up,
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very dry, with olives. It cost him seven dollars, nine with the tip. She
swept up his money and spoke no word of thanks.

He sipped his martini and felt the sweat across the back of his linen
shirt begin to dry in the powerful air-conditioning of Amici Mei. He
was beginning to feel well. The bar was in shadows at the back of
the restaurant, where the heat and the light of the day couldn’t reach.
He took out an almost new pack of Marlboros and packed it loudly in
his palm. He packed it longer than was necessary, enjoying the sharp
thwacks in the quietude of Amici Mei.

Barth was halfway through his martini when the bartender realized
that there was too heavy a silence throughout Amici Mei. Maybe Barth’s
presence made her uncomfortable. Maybe she resented Barth. Or
maybe, Barth ventured to himself with a sudden gut-tightening spasm
of quickly dying anger, no thoughts at all romped in a brain that was as
immune to abstraction as it was incapable of civility. She turned, yawn-
ing, to the stereo and ruthlessly initiated a session of Brazilian samba
music. Barth would have liked it to be quieter in Amici Mei, but you
cannot ask the bartender to turn down the Brazilian music, even if she’s
heard these songs fifteen times in the last four hours. Neglect was okay,
but not enmity.

Two girls walked into the bar. They had horselike faces glazed by
parlor tans, and the sound of their heels across the wooden floors of
Amici Mei would have been horselike too, Barth supposed, had the mu-
sic not been so fucking loud. They wore tight halter tops, one white, the
other baby blue, and suede bootlets, the kind favored by elves and sluts.
Here are tits, here is my ass, oh my gawd. They ordered seabreezes.
They sat several stools down from Barth. He watched their exposed
tanned bellies crease into funfat, the navels plugged with zircons, as
they took their positions.

“Or should I get a madras?” blue said suddenly when the hot bar-
tender set down her drink.

“What’s a madras?” asked white.

‘A madras,” Barth called from the middle distance, shocked at him-
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self but not unpleased with himself, “is vodka with OJ and cranberry.”

“What are you drinking?” asked white after a moment. White was
the more facially appealing of the two.

“I'm drinking a Stoli martini,” Barth politely replied. His own drink,
the day’s first daydrink, was nearly done. Gingerly, Barth requested
another. Moodily, the bartender began to mix it. He felt a ... stir-
ring, which coincided quite nicely with the bartender’s inexpert but
aurally satisfying shaking of the second martini. White’s tits were su-
perb. She was quiddified by her tits, and the logical conclusion of this
quiddity—the action most readily suggested by the essence—was tit-
fucking. Barth sighed as he shot the shit with himself.

“Stoli,” Barth said after a moment to white, “is one of the best vod-
kas.”

“I like Stolis, too,” white said cheerfully as blue turned away, sulking,
shunned.

“Yep, I love Stoli,” said Barth, then immediately regretted having
used the correct form of the abbreviation. Hadn’t he rather too quickly
“shown her up”? Should he, having discerned in his interlocutor not so
much a coarser register, but rather an unstudied and fresher inclination
toward those marvelous and truer idioms—should he have hung fire, or
at the very least spoken her word (“Stolis,” the marvelous plural form)
in a sort of tribute to its owner? For had it not indeed become hers
upon the very utterance and therefore altogether finer for being a thing
possessed and so readily produced, here, at the first instant? Thus far
Barth could claim naught for himself. She had generously offered a
gold doubloon, whereas his purse, as she could not have helped but
conceive it, was deucedly empty.

“Could you make their drinks with Stoli?” Barth asked the hot bar-
tender. “They’re on me.”

But the hot bartender hadn’t quite heard him. “Excuse me?” she
asked, with absolutely no expression. The two girls tittered, and now
three females were looking at him expectantly, curiously.

“I'm sorry,” Barth needlessly apologized. “I wanted to buy the next
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round. And if you could make their drinks with Stoli, that'd be great.
You know, instead of regular vodka.”

Was Barth a loser? He was twenty-four, lanky and pale, a redhead,
with a long face and a long nose to match. A hangdog aspect was
rescued and warmed by his eyes, which were given to blinking slowly
and often in a friendly way, and were large and brightly blue (“the
beautiful eyes of a gay stranger,” a man had once moistly whispered
to him on a Central Park bench). He was independently wealthy and,
since graduating from college twenty-five months ago, had felt neither
the need nor the desire to think about an occupation. When people
asked him what he did (which was a different and far easier question
than, “what do you do all day?”), he would tell them that he was an
investor, which was untrue, because his assets were handled by account
managers at the Kasbeam Trust Company, who submitted the quarterly
statements not only to him, but to his father. Every now and then, he
would think about opening a bar with his friends. A few times, when
very drunk, he had told strangers at bars that he owned a bar. He would
conjure himself bartending, pretty girls ordering the drinks.

Barth received his second daydrink. As he bent to the brimming
glass, he reflected that this was not shaping up to be a mellow session
of daydrinking, as perhaps it should have been given the heat and the
relatively early hour, but rather the beginning of a three-hour liquid
decline. The voices of himself and his friends chorused in his head.
Nothing wrong with a little drinking, guy. How about a couple of drinks,
guy. Doing any drinking, guy? What are you drinking, guy? How many
drinks have you had, guy? Drinks, drinks, drinking drinks. Later, at
about five, he was supposed to meet his friends further downtown, at a
restaurant called Downtown.

The girls got their free drinks. They gave him minor waves and
smiles. White was the more forthright, Barth thought, and it was she
who began an urgent, whispered exchange with blue, at the end of
which the girls stood up, drinks in hand, and moved to the stools next
to Barth. At the bar at Amici Mei they sat in the following order: Barth,
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white, and blue. He smelled their perfumes.

“That’s nice perfume you’ve got on,” he said, a little too loudly,
maybe. “What is it?”

“It’s called Shalom,” white said.

“Mine’s called Lemonz,” blue added in a gloomy lower key.

“Hello, goodbye, and peace,” Barth said. He saw that he had started
to confuse them, and he hastily explained, “That’s what shalom means.
It’s Hebrew for hello, goodbye, and peace.”

The girls received this knowledge without comment.

“Where are you two from?” Barth asked.

“Guess where we’re from,” white replied with a smile and a shoulder
shimmy.

“Hempstead,” blue answered laconically, unwilling to abet her friend’s
coyness.

Despite blue, Barth had become quite happy. He was carefully mon-
itoring the beginnings of a buzz. He was relieved to be happy, because
he had been through a bad spell earlier in the day, when he had awo-
ken at one and remained in his bed for over an hour, staring at the
window. He had watched without seeing the muggy white sky and the
high reaches of buildings, and a fretting pigeon or two, and the only
desire in his life was that the phone wouldn’t ring. He spent that hour-
plus darkly wondering: what are the purposes? Beyond consumption
of books, movies, nicotine, caffeine, alcohol, and restaurant meal, what
were the purposes? Friends? Well, yeah, but still. He didn’t want to
read, just like he didn’t want to run five miles or speak to anyone or
eat a peanut butter sandwich or drink or fuck (not that this was imme-
diately possible) or even smoke; and it was pretty bad if even smoking
wasn’t an option. It was not the typical mood for Barth to be in upon
awakening, but not exactly uncommon.

So he had stared at the window with his head propped up on a
damp pillow, his hands clasped across his lap, his white legs extended
with the knees locked, and the sparse ginger shinhairs glistened in the
white light. The posture of malaise, the set position of the X mood.
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Sometimes he could dispel the X mood with the first banality that came
to mind—Ilike “You've got to get it together, Barth”—repeated aloud
for ten minutes until he could no longer stand the idiocy of his own
voice, and was able to shower and dress. Sometimes, he would say to
himself—in a low voice, not quite aloud—*“You must change your life,”
and this mostly worked.

“So what are you doing with the rest of your Sunday?” Barth asked
the girls.

“We're just hanging out,” white said with a vacant smile. “Who
knows, you know?”

“By the way, I'm Barth.”

They gave their names and Barth shook their soft hands, the nails
colored, shaped and glossed like candied almonds. If you buy drinks
for girls, you get to get their names, shake their hands, and speak with
them for awhile. But it was up to Barth to officiate, because these
girls didn’t ask any questions. Barth often found himself asking other
people questions and receiving none in return. Which was fine with
him, because he did not like speaking about himself. But why didn’t
anyone ask anyone else questions??

The course of conversation he pursued with white and blue, while
attempting at all times to concentrate on the former, revealed the fol-
lowing:

(1) Blue had a husky, long-term boyfriend named Gary who still lived
with his parents, in the finished basement of their house. It was
the room where he grew up. He felt safe there, with the waterbed,
the weight bench, and a jaundiced autographed poster of Lenny
Dykstra, Mets centerfielder and working class hero of the miracle
of ’86, tacked to the wall. Several times in the past months, blue
had tried to break it off with Gary, but their trial separations had
revealed only that each was truly indentured to the other.

(2) White did not like Gary. She voiced the charitable notion that blue
could do much better. But Barth detected in white’s pity all the
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secret pleasures of condescension; and it was obvious that one of
the dark cornerstone truths of their friendship was that blue, in
terms of face and tits and sexual currency, was no match for white.
(Not that white was any raving beauty. But still.)

(3) White did not currently have a boyfriend. Barth had put the ques-
tion to her, trying to sound flirtatious. “No,” white answered dra-
matically, “that part of my life is ovah.” Blue nodded violently and
rolled her eyes with equal violence, like a horse in a stall during a
fire. Barth then expected to get, but did not receive, some descrip-
tion about the break-up between white and her boyfriend.

(4) Gary had recently lost his job at Video Bitch, a video store, and
white claimed to be outraged that “this lazy sack of shit” was now
relying upon blue’s patronage for many of his daily needs, a situa-
tion which strained blue’s finances to the point where she could not
afford to buy, for example, a green silk blouse they’d seen earlier
that afternoon at a store in NYC.

“So you’re not gonna get that blouse just because you gotta keep
Gary happy ... with new Nikeys, and ...”

“Gary doesn’t even wear Nikeys,” blue replied.

“That’s not the point,” white said wearily.

The silk blouse, it turned out, cost fifty-five dollars.

Barth grimly recalled the last time he had bought clothes.

He had gone to Barney’s on a humid June day of needly rain. It
had taken him two hours to purchase three summer suits (seersucker,
cream, and milk chocolate), a couple of three-button Armani sport jack-
ets, eight dress shirts, six highly textured “casual” shirts (each of which
cost more than the dress shirts), one brilliant thick scarlet tie that he
thought he might wear with the seersucker but knew that he probably
wouldn’t, three pairs of dark mud-colored shell cordovan shoes, several
weightless Italian slacks, a healthy stock of designer boxer shorts and
socks patterned with nautical designs (twenty-two dollars a pair), and
a special Barney’s umbrella. The salesman, a white, narrow-skulled gay
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with very long, trim sideburns, had thrown in the umbrella for free.
“We like to take care of our best customers,” he had grinningly hissed
at the register, revealing perfect teeth and bad breath. The bill ran to
nine thousand nine hundred fifty dollars. Barth figured that the sum
was roughly equal to five days’ accrual of interest income in his eleven
point three million dollar trust account.

The girls began to speak more about shopping and the egregious
prices charged in Manhattan. “What you’re paying for is their rent,”
blue said, and Barth felt the situation deteriorating. Soon blue might
bully white into leaving. And what Barth was thinking was this: I have
not had sex in over six months. Maybe the martinis were deluding him
but he believed that white’s coquetry could be exploited quickly. She
wore that stud in her navel. Her hair, like the hair of many strippers,
was styled in feathered, platinum bangs. He had thought that she had
sneaked a look or two at him. And that wriggler she’d given him: Guess
where we're from. He was certain that a scarlet heart or thorny rose
was tattooed above one of her ass cheeks. You don’t ask a stranger to
guess where we're from if there’s not at least a chance on some level
that there could be ... cocksucking? Right, am I right? She was fully
capable, at any moment, of lowering her head, turning her eyes up at
him, and saying with gloomy intent: “You wanna get outta heah?”

It wasn’t impossible that blue would leave. How, why? A migraine,
something to do with Gary, a miracle of decorousness, purely origi-
nated. Then, Barth and white could stay at the bar. They could besot
themselves. “I have to tell you a secret,” Barth might eventually whis-
per, and then tug her gently behind him into the dark, capacious, thickly
doored unisex bathroom. Later, flushed and tousled, they could toast
themselves with a last brace of seabreezes and then separately wander
back into their dying afternoons. It wasn’t an excessive treat to ask of
fate.

“What time we gotta be at Marty’s,” blue now asked white.

“Who’s Marty?” asked Barth, but he was ignored.

“Yeah, we should get outta heah,” white said to blue, with a lightness



SoHo 9

appalling to Barth. “Stevie said he’d give us a ride.”

“Yeah, we gotta call him when we get to Penn Station. I think he’s
gonna be over at Mikey’s.”

“Or we could call Jenny. She and Tommy got the Mustang fixed, and
they said they were going to the party.”

“The Mustang’s fixed?”

“Yeah, Dougie fixed it for free, can you believe it?”

“Dougie’s a sweetie-pie. I can’t believe he’s working for Georgie, that
prick.”

“Georgie’s a prick. He would've charged them, like, a lot.”

“Where are you going?” asked Barth, feeling a sudden anger and
exhaustion at the names, the car, their lives, and fate, from which no
treat could be wheedled.

“Back to the island,” said white. She exhaled boredom and rendered
acutely in Barth’s mind the horror of having to go back to the place you
started out from on a late Sunday afternoon. He blinked and offered
up a silent prayer of thanks for the inherited riches which had made
Sunday a day he didn’t have to dread because of Monday.

“Don’t you have time for one more drink?” he asked listlessly, tracing
a finger up and down the stem of his glass.

“We pretty much should be getting outta heah,” said blue.

“Yeah,” white sighed, “we should really probably be getting back,
you know?”

All interest and possibility had been drained, so unfairly, from her
voice.

“Okay,” said Barth, swallowing the rest of his martini, looking straight
ahead. “Do whatever the fuck you want to do.”

Both girls put hands to their open mouths. They looked at him,
probably expecting a smile or a laugh but Barth remained serious.

“Oh my gawd!” exclaimed white. She gasped and giggled.

“No,” said Barth. “Seriously. Do whatever the fuck you wanna do.”

Barth attempted to chuckle but it didn’t work. Instead, he made a
noise that sounded like a half-suppressed burp.
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“Wait—" said Barth.

“That is, like, so fucking rude?” blue said slowly. “Come on, let’s
get outta heah.” Then, turning to Barth, she blasted him with what
must have been her most damning judgment: “You are, like, a seriously
weird guy.”

The bartender had overheard the exchange and was herself shaking
her head. All three women were now joined in their distaste of Barth,
a weird guy.

He had no idea why he’d said what he’d said. He could remember
no other moment in his adult life when he had been so deliberately
rude to strangers. Sitting very upright, he watched blue’s and white’s
stately departure from Amici Mei. As they dissolved into the rectangle
of bleary white light that was Amici Mei’s entrance, Barth realized that
he was no longer welcome in this place. The bartender had moved to
the end of the bar and from this distance was watching him over the
edge of her magazine.

A couple of months ago, while in line at a subway token booth, af-
ter enduring a series of petite nudgings from the man behind him—
much worse, somehow, than one real shove—he had turned and qui-
etly said, “Stop pushing me.” The fleshy businessman had scowled but
nevertheless stepped back and said nothing. It had been a significant
incident for Barth: significant because it was so rare for him to say
anything untoward to strangers. He was willing to suffer indignities;
his breaking point was sky high. His extreme shyness, his patient affa-
bility, and his will to privacy were what enabled him to remain silent
when the counter person called “Next!” and someone cut in front of
him. This had infuriated a number of people who knew him, particu-
larly his ex-girlfriend. “Why can’t you ever say something?” she had spit
out through grinding teeth after they’d had to wait three more minutes
to order prime dry-aged boneless shell steaks at the Jefferson Market.
“It’s just not worth it,” Barth said, shrugging. “So what is worth it?”
she had hissed. “I don’t know,” Barth replied, “the Holocaust?” She
had left him standing alone at the crowded counter. It wasn’t the first
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time, nor would it be the last, that, overwhelmed by frustration and the
hard-wired ice fury of the nutty blonde, she had abandoned him in a
public place. But he was not a frightened pushover, as she and others
must have thought; he really did believe that it was only rarely worth
it.

So why had it been worth it, all of a sudden, to take a quick, mean
stand against two girls who’d done him no wrong, owed him nothing,
and were no more than partially sex-promising innocents with whom
he’d conversed desultorily for half an hour on a Sunday afternoon? Yet
he’d never see them again. They would laugh it off as a good little story
tonight, at ... wherever the fuck they were going. Why, then, having
perpetrated an arguably justified or at least excusable strange-and-bad,
did he feel so bad?

Barth stared for a moment at the rubble of butts in his ashtray and
the bloated olive in the bottom of his glass. His head jerked, tic-like, as
if shaking off gnats at dusk. He had suddenly remembered a nightmare
from the early morning: He was in an unlit apartment as large as a city,
and he knew that Linda Blair from The Exorcist, in her soiled nightgown,
with her face at its worst, was somewhere inside. As Barth tried to find
people, the dream suddenly provided additional backstory: he was in
love with a girl who was somewhere in the apartment, hanging out
sexually with a group of people in one of the thousands of rooms, but
she was unfindable, she didn’t love him back, and there was no chance
of appeal. At some point, he walked into a kitchen that had a faint
blue, sourceless light and he knew that presently he would see Linda
Blair from The Exorcist seated crossed-legged on the counter. He woke
up when someone said something very frightening in a loud monotone.

He clawed in the crowded pocket of his jeans before coming up with
an unwieldy fistful of credit cards, house keys, old receipts, denuded
matchbooks, and a balled wad of cash. “Could I settle up?” he asked the
bartender. She tonelessly told him the amount he owed, arms crossed
over her boyish chest, leaning against the backbar. She regarded Barth
levelly as he fumbled with his wad. Avoiding the bartender’s evil gray
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eye (catalog work, he decided, but not covers or runways) he left most
of the wad on the bar. He was unsure of exactly how much it amounted
to, but he was certain that he had grossly overtipped her, which struck
him as a cowardly act. He left Amici Mei, then, expecting at any instant
to feel a hail of stones upon his narrow back.



II

The holiday of all the French was Bastille Day, the fourteenth of July.
But nowhere was the Quatorze Juillet more savagely celebrated than in
Manhattan by the expatriate Bistro French. Though the names of the
Bistro French were Phillipe, Marc, Jean-Georges, Jean-Vincent, Lucien,
Jean-Michel, Michel, Jean-Luc, Jean-Lucien, just as they would have
been in France, these names were more French in Manhattan than they
would have been in Lyons or Aix-en-Provence.

Barth was acquainted with one or more of the Bistro French, and
accordingly—a month before, on a similar Sunday afternoon of white-
skied humidity—he went to the French national independence day pe-
tanque fest on MacDougal street.

Petanque, a game of clicking metal balls and sand, is played by the
French in the heat and for hours; the players are immune to fatigue
and boredom; and Barth watched for hours, hoping for something girl-
related to evolve, and found himself gripping a second, a third, a sixth
glass of Pernod as he watched. The hope that something would happen
changed to a hope that it would end, and he could set down the sticky,
warm glass and leave without offending any Bistro French.

“Now they’ve had enough,” you think, “now the petanque must surely
end.” Another game of petanque begins. Jean, a real fucking Bistro
French, the one who casually mentioned that this was happening and

13
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thus, strictly, was the one who invited you, slaps your sweaty neck,
slams a steel ball into your palm, and shoves you into the sandbox. Half-
blinded with sweat, you toss the steel ball poorly, and a Bistro French
unleashes a garlicky roar of mockery right in your face. He doesn’t seem
at all like Charles de Gaulle nor does he seem like Cocteau or Proust.
And even though most Americans aren’t like Lincoln or Eli Whitney,
still, there’s something inexcusable about a Bistro French sharing noth-
ing with the good historical French.

But Jean—the one Bistro French you know here—can do no wrong
in the eyes of a lanky blonde wearing a leather Kangol cap and a bikini
top and ripped baggy jeans riding low off the hips and dipping to the
upper margin of pubes, and a minuscule red vinyl satchel strapped to
her arched back containing, what?: a lipstick, a three-pack of lubed con-
doms, and a paperback, unread, entitled Boy Loves Girl Loves Prozac, all
of which fits inside this satchel no larger than the head of a prematurely
born week-old infant. Jean squints, spits, hefts the petanque ball and
lobs a perfect shot. The crowd, already crazy, goes crazier, and Jean’s
fine piece of ass claps her hands wildly and jumps up and down, all
jiggly and excited. “Fucking amazing, Jean!” she screams, as if he’s just
cured breast cancer.

There are five or six courts ranged on MacDougal Street between
Houston and Prince. The Bistro French and their attendants are having
the time of their lives, bumping and grinding to Serge Gainsbourg, a
singer of throaty banal lyrics, often lewd, now dead, the ultimate thick-
featured, curly-headed, grinning proto-Bistro Frenchman who, had he
been here on MacDougal Street on this glorious 102-degree Quatorze
Juillet, would have been proclaimed emperor of the monde. Genius for
life, you think, genius for life, as you beg off from another go with the
steel ball and stumble away to seek a shady place wherein you might sit
and drink a little cool water. But there is neither shade nor water, and
someone has given you another pastis. You didn’t ask for the pastis, but
it’s yours just the same. There is no one to whom you can turn and say,
“Guy, this is a wasted drink.”
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Bistro French are pissing in the gutters of MacDougal Street, smok-
ing, laughing, braying at the sun, and ogling each other’s organs as
they piss out the pastis. Which is better, Pernod or Ricard? The gut-
ters are choked with French urine, cigarette butts, and petanque sand
clotted by piss. What are the purposes? But there is no allowance for
this thought today, just as there is no allowance for breathing when
you are underwater, unless you are Bistro French and snorkeling off a
beach on St. Bart’s, breathing quite easily, actually, while beside you
swims your hot blonde box who rapturously tells you as you surface
and shake Caribbean water from your massive curly head, “The wa-
ter is, like, so fucking clear and amazing.” But that’s not you on St.
Bart’s, that’s Jean, who travels there at least twice a year and pays for
the trips with undeclared waitering tips, twenty-four fifty for the steak
frites. The reason you’re here, in fact, is because you and your friends
have sat down to that steak frites many, many times and, after a couple
of years of pocketing your enormous tips, the Bistro French have come
to know your face and name.

Now as you sway on the margins of the fields of petanque, you see
a bent old woman moving through the crowd. She wears an overcoat
in spite of the heat, and she is smiling. You see her eyes are bright and
cogent. What is worse, you wonder, the pathos of the afflicted old or
the pathos of the happy old? Both are bad, both break your heart. As
she totters down MacDougal Street, the Bistro French greet her with
love and smiles. One man goes so far as to rub her frail white head.
She waves to the Bistro French, she receives their attentions as her due.
She is not unlike the harmless mother of Mussolini before the crowd,
gentling the savage crowd, beloved of the crowd. “She is so cool,” says
the blonde with the Kangol cap. A ginger-haired shirtless Frenchman
with an Adam’s apple and the popping eyes of the inspired runs to the
old woman with a cloudy glass of pastis. She demurs, but this carroty-
headed Bistro French insists, and she takes the glass. A crowd rings
around her and claps as she drinks. No stranger to a drop, she finishes
it in one gulp. What did she do in '44? Did she hide them in her
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barn or give them up, and later watch as they were led to the trains,
with absolutely no expression. No matter. Her admirers celebrate her
draining of the glass with a French drinking song. And then a soccer
song begins. Then rugby. Jean approaches you grinning and dripping,
his flowery loose shirt soaked. “Good time, eh?” he shouts. An amazing
time.

Later, when the lemon sun settles in the early evening over the World
Trade Centers, the City’s two front teeth that years later were knocked
out, the southern half of MacDougal Street is golden with late light,
the other half in shadows. Throughout this latter section, the activity
has changed. The petanque, with its teams and recorded scores, has
been abandoned. The games are discontinued in media res, the balls lie
unused, and doorways along MacDougal Street are taken up by couples.
The Bistro French, who a few hours ago would have died for another
game of petanque and a rugby anthem, now are closing the deal with
hot girls. The old woman has passed into another life. Jean crouches
on a stoop, nibbling the ear of a mulatto girl. “Gorgeous café au lait,”
Jean murmured to you earlier in the day, eyeing this girl; and when you
asked about the blonde in the Kangol, Jean shrugged as only a Gaul can
shrug. “That girl?” he said. “Oh, she is a cuckoo.”

Boom boxes have been lowered and Serge Gainsbourg is no longer
audible. Serge Gainsbourg, appearing at the head of MacDougal Street
with outstretched arms, would be given short shrift. No one happy to
see him at this late hour on the Quatorze Juillet. Gainsbourg would
start to sing one of his most popular tunes, a famous song, but no one
joins in, and Serge unheeded falls into a silence. Get your own girl,
Serge, he’d be told by dozens of landsmen as he goes from doorway to
doorway with a dying smile. He begins to limp and to creak. Gains-
bourg passes, rebuffed, a figure of loneliness.

A few of the older Frenchmen doggedly play out the final games of
petanque. Many celebrants have left and with reduced numbers and
an older demographic there is a new sense of calm. For the first time
in the day, a breeze rustles the leaves of the small trees planted along
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MacDougal Street. You sit on the curb and watch the old. The sun has
burnt your long nose and the tips of your ears, and this wind feels very
good. You watch the light in the moving leaves, the western breeze
carries a smell of water, and for once the clicking of the petanque balls,
unaccompanied, is a pleasing sound.

One of the older men, scrawny and tattooed, staggers up to you
and begins to relate the story of his days in Djibouti as a member of
the foreign legion. He is wearing a beret with a metal death’s head
insignia. He claims to have killed more than a dozen men. Some with
the knife, some with the rifle, all in the desert. Some were innocent,
some were guilty, all deserved what they got. He watches you closely.
“French foreign legion!” he barks, waiting for you to say something.
You nod, and not knowing what will please him, you say, “That’s great.”
He seems satisfied with this and wanders back across the street. The
Quatorze Juillet is over.

On the sidewalk now on the Quinze of August, stretching his long,
skinny arms and yawning in an unwitting parody of morning, Barth
looked idly down West Broadway and saw a dozen parked Harleys
gleaming outside the broad dried-blood-red frontage of I Tre Merli, a
restaurant. A motorcycle in SoHo is a bullet in my brain, thought Barth.
Beautiful girls sat on a few of the bikes, bored and silent, though where
else would they want to be? A Mets game? Bistro French were at play
among their Harleys and the women. There were two kinds: blond
Bistro French, deeply-tanned and great-headed, buoyant, running their
horny hands through their thick curls; and dark-haired ones, small,
pale, skinnier on balance, more serious and maybe smarter than the
blonde Bistro French. Now as Barth approached, he thought he recog-
nized some of them from the Quatorze Juillet and wondered what to do.
The question regularly assailed Barth: Do you say hello? He often said
hello to strangers, and sometimes he was ignored by them. When this
happened, it stuck to him, stinging, making him sadder. Why wouldn’t
they say hello, even if they happened not to know Barth? Why not just
say hello even if there was the smallest chance? Why would they risk
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making him feel strange and bad?

Barth gave a half wave and a hopeful smile to a man carrying a
tray full of apricot-colored drinks in martini glasses out to his friends
by the Harleys, a man whom he thought might be Jean. But Barth
was ignored. On purpose? Accidentally? No matter. This dark Bistro
French, oblivious, was focused solely on the wonder of the cocktails he
was trying to carry without spilling a drop, urged on by the catcalls of
his fun-kid acquaintances. Barth, scant yards away, bowed his head and
counted from five to zero. He then ducked into I Tre Merli. Snubbed by
a Bistro French, it was high time for another drink.

After several minutes of pure quietism at the crowded bar at I Tre
Merli, Barth was finally noticed by the bartender. Above the dull sounds
of Brazil, he ordered a white wine. He extended his platinum—a card so
well used that the numbers on the front were gone. The bartender, who
could have been a model, took his card. Barth imagined a West Broadway
a thousand miles long; and at each restaurant, the hot bartender was
hotter than the bartender at the restaurant before, so much so that the
first hot bartender cannot even bear to look at the fourth or fifth hot
bartender, so much hotter is the fifth than the first. Until you came
to the last restaurant on West Broadway—the last restaurant on Earth,
and beyond nothing but mountains, forests of iron trees, etc.

Barth worked on his glass of white wine. He savored the sense that
his buzz had gained true momentum and power. In him the onset of
a good buzz was defined by a surging like the surging of love in his
sternum. This was the point of drinking: thirty minutes of intense hap-
piness. Thirty minutes of joy—never more than an hour—when drinks
bring about their witchery; and how fine if you could pocket your half
hour, tip the dealer, walk away from the table, and wave good-bye to
those others and their unlucky cards. But you do not, of course, because
the triumph itself—the love and the fitness—is predicated on the belief
that it can be maintained forever. You refuse to believe that the house
will break you, and it is this very refusal that has allowed you to come
to the table at all.
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But Barth was getting lucky with his drinks. He was at the beginning
of his thirty minutes. He turned to the man sitting beside him.

“Hey,” Barth said, hoping for brotherhood, “how’s it going?”

The guy waved a hand in dismissal of Barth’s question then began
to speak.

“A guy walks into a bar, and he orders three pints of stout. ‘Three
pints?’ says the bartender, ‘for yourself?” ‘Well,” says the guy, ‘it’s a
tradition I have. I always drink with my father and my brother, but they
moved away, so when I do go out now, I drink for the three of us. It’s a
way of keeping the family in mind.” ‘Well, isn’t that the tradition then,’
says the bartender. So the guy drinks the three pints and leaves. This
goes on for a while. One day, the guy comes back to the bar and says,
‘Gimme two pints of stout.” The bartender sets up the pints and shakes
his head, figuring something bad must have happened. ‘Only two pints
today?’ says the bartender sadly. ‘Was it your father, or God forbid your
dear brother? I'd like to extend my condolences.” ‘Not at all, not at all,’
says the guy. ‘My father and brother are in the best of health. It’s just
that I quit drinking.””

This was an excellent joke, Barth thought. A brotherhood was devel-
oping. This man was in later middle age and there was not too much
to say about him except that he was alone and that a mole was rid-
ing his right eyebrow, a raisin, from which two coarse, gleaming hairs
sprouted like spider’s legs. Barth chewed his lips, fascinated, and let
his eyes linger on the mole and thought how wonderful it'd be for the
man to take matters into his own hands with a razor and slice off this
fleshbead.

Suddenly, the man laughed.

“Quit drinking! That’s a good one; that’s really good.”

His laughter faded, he straightened, and he looked gravely at Barth.

“I see that you're watching my mole.”

Barth, chilled, began to stammer but the man put up a hand.

“That’s alright. My wife, Coco, is always after me to get it removed.
It’s not like I can’t afford to have it removed, I’'m a multi-millionaire for
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God’s sake. But this mole’s not going anywhere. Coco can just deal with
it. No one can presume to understand the secrets of our marriage.”

Barth solemnly nodded and ordered another chardonnay. He raised
his glass in a mute toast to the man with the mole. He liked to give
toasts, often with very little provocation. The love of the world bred
in Barth by alcohol was reaching a first early peak. The secrets of this
guy’s marriage, he thought, are indeed deep and unknowable. In such
a mode, Barth was generous in his thought, which might extend to a
word like indeed or even the simple actions of the bartender, who was
cleaning out the ashtrays with cocktail napkins and just a moment ear-
lier had filled each compartment of the garnish tray with fresh wedges
of lemons and limes.

A voice behind Barth said, “And what are you two boys up to?” Barth
turned and saw a pair of big old dugs. Coco. She and the man with
the mole were soon exchanging some kind of smile over Barth’s head.
Perhaps they envisioned a threesome, certainly they were depraved.

“This very special lady is my wife, Coco,” said the man with the mole.
Then suddenly keeling toward Barth, he whispered, “I've outlasted all
her boyfriends, and I'll outlast you too, chump.”

“Guess I've got to use the men’s room,” Barth said, feigning a yawn,
wanting out of I Tre Merli.

Coco looked deep into his eyes and said, “In the back. To the left.”

The line for the bathrooms was long. Barth stuck his hands into
the pockets of his jeans and waited stoically to use the unisex single-
occupancy bathroom of I Tre Merli. Many are called, few are chosen.
He was at the front of the line and preparing to enter when he felt a
hand on his back. It was Coco.

“Is it Number One,” she asked in a low voice, “or do you have to
make a poo?”

“Excuse me?” said Barth.

“I shock you?”

Barth shook his head.

“No, ma’am, it’s just that I've got to use the restroom.”
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She smiled and did not remove her hand from Barth’s lower back.
Feeling quite strange and bad, he edged himself into the bathroom and
bolted the door behind him. I Tre Merli’s bathroom was probably the
best thing about I Tre Merli. It was well air-conditioned and perfectly lit,
making Barth appear tawnier than he was. He knew it to be one of the
most flattering bathrooms in SoHo. He watched his face at length. He
observed that his linen shirt draped well. He made many expressions,
some that he thought heroic. Finally, Barth regarded himself with as
blank an expression as he was able to muster. But a rapping on the
door interrupted this enjoyable time in the bathroom of I Tre Merli.
Shit, thought Barth, I hope it’s not that woman. But it was a male voice,
a fey male Germanic voice specifically, that whined, “Okay, so come on
then, it’s so long already.” Barth dried his hands ineffectively with toilet
paper (I Tre Merli was not the sort of place where they restocked the
paper towels) and departed, refusing to look at the strictly gelled, bony,
Germanic head of the man who had ousted him from the bathroom of
I Tre Merli. “Gott im Himmel!” hissed the German, as he went to take
his sheiss.

His barstool had been saved for him. Coco and the man with the
mole were silent. They seemed deactivated, awaiting Barth’s return.
They had bought him another glass of wine. This would be his fourth
drink of the day: two martinis, two white wines. It was twenty after
four. Barth would have left I Tre Merli but now politeness—a minor
virtue, Barth knew, but a virtue nonetheless—dictated that he remain
to drink at least half of this glass. What a little wriggler, thought Barth,
studying the chardonnay before him.

“So what do you do?” asked the man with the mole.

Barth took a slug of the wine and said, “Well, I have a private income.
Right now I'm not really doing that much of anything.”

Coco and the man with the mole looked at him in quiet judgment.

“Actually,” Barth said quickly, “I spend a fair amount of time look-
ing after my investments. I also help some of my friends with their
investments. You know, as a consultant.”
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It was better than saying that he had just finished a six-month stint
on a salmon boat, as he had once lied to an elderly man on the coldest
night of the year in a bar on the Upper East Side he had never been to
before nor visited since. That had been a glorious lie, he recalled, forc-
ing him to invent, on the spot, the size of the catch, the white waters,
and the dangerous nets. The elderly man, a decorated veteran of the
Second World War—or so he said—had believed every word, and what
harm had there been in that? “I wish I was your age sometimes,” he
had said. “Gotta be young to be doing things like that.”

“Do you have any good tips for me?” Coco asked slyly.

“I don’t know. I haven’t been too successful recently.”

“Maybe you just need some inspiration,” said Coco, staring at him.

“What,” said Barth, swiveling to face the man with mole, “do you
do?”

“I tell lots of bad jokes,” replied the man with the mole, and he
laughed hollowly.

“Harry’s like you,” announced Coco, her tone suddenly flat. “A trust
fund brat. Never worked a day in his life.”

“That’s right, Coco, I've ne