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         A black man in a white hat stood sleeping against a brick wall. Next to him a long ramp. On the other side of the ramp, a white man in a black hat. Snow gathered at their feet.

         At the bottom of the ramp was a parking garage.

         There were people in that subterranean space.

         They talked, smoked, and set up tables. Steam from their coffee rose into the air from the street. It was four-thirty in the morning.

         The black man, now awake, pulled the brim of his hat down to cover the hole where his eye had been.

         Unlocking the chain that extended across the entry to the ramp, he led me into his cave.

         From there, I have yet to return. 4

         
            —

         

         Inside the cave, the man walked me to his table. Retrieving a lawn chair, he lay down and slept.

         Among the objects on his table were slices of carpet, abandoned suits from the laundry down the street, appendages of dolls from the 1950s, a pair of tan shoes with broguing, a woman’s golf bag, a stack of drawings from a high school art class.

         None of these had prices, and all were assembled into a single mound.

         When the man awoke, I asked whether he would retrieve an item – the shoes.

         ‘What will happen if I do that?’ he asked.

         ‘Everything collapses?’

         ‘Would you like that?’

         ‘I suppose not.’

         ‘Then why trouble me?’

         The man had crooked teeth but plush, purple gums that sparkled when he spoke.

         At the next booth sat a small man with sentimental eyes. Against his table were a pair of metal crutches. Five empty frames hung behind him on the wall of the garage.

         ‘This,’ I said, pointing to one of the frames. ‘Do you know where it is from?’

         It was hand-carved and leafed in silver.

         ‘No.’ 5

         ‘Or this one?’ I pointed to another.

         ‘No.’

         Any of them?

         ‘No.’

         I took down a frame.

         ‘Do you like it?’ he asked.

         I paused.

         He smiled.

         A frame or painting or antique table encountered anywhere else, a gallery, museum, or home, comes with an explanatory context: it may be near similar frames, paintings, and furniture with which it shares a style or provenance; it may be accompanied by a text; the owner may have a reputation for collecting things that are important or interesting or, at any rate, are not forgeries.

         But here the objects were naked, and effulgently so.

         
            —

         

         The garage had two floors. On each, twenty-five to thirty booths ran along the brick walls, and twenty booths were set up in the centre. In all, there were one hundred vendors, offering paintings, lithographs and photographs, ceramic vases, silver trays, models of ancient ships from museum gift shops, boxes of cuff links, kimonos, used napkins and table-cloths, dinnerware, picture frames, pliers, gold and silver brooches and necklaces, antique rugs, lamps, chandeliers, 6and furniture from all periods, mug shots, canes, vintage clothes, costume jewellery, Asian scrolls, screens, and jade, sports memorabilia, and African art. And throughout there were stacks of crumbling newspapers and magazines.

         On top of one of the stacks, on my first day there, was a newspaper from the 1950s, announcing that outside a small town in Iowa, not far from where I had grown up, a child had been devoured by a combine. There was a picture of the combine, the driver of the combine, slumped to the ground, and an ambulance. A man from the ambulance had his head turned, looking for the child. But, as the driver knew, no child remained.

         Oil and gasoline pooled on the floors from the cars parked and serviced in the parking garage during the week. When it rained greatly, shards of paint and filth fell onto the booths and sewage backed up through the drains. Fluorescent lights and asbestos hung loosely from the ceiling, and nails protruded from the walls, hammered there by vendors to display their paintings. With no heat, vendors warmed themselves with coffee and layers of coats. Nonetheless, the concrete walls seemed capable of with-standing any assault, and the pipes that lined the walls did well as supports for vintage clothes, tablecloths, stall signs, and anything else that couldn’t fit on the crowded floors.

         Beyond the garage was a constellation of open-air parking lots, which were also rented out to vendors on the weekends. There were three large lots on Sixth Avenue 7between Twenty-Third and Twenty-Seventh Streets. Down Sixth Avenue, between Sixteenth and Seventeenth Streets, was another lot; this was the smallest of the lots and was, typically, the last that a buyer would visit. On Twenty-Fifth Street between Sixth and Broadway, next to a large church (once Episcopalian, now Serbian), was another parking lot used as a flea market on the weekends. Edith Wharton (then Edith Jones) was married in the church.

         Visitors to certain lots on Sixth Avenue were required to pay a fee to get in, usually a dollar. The lot next to the church required the same. If, however, you wanted to get in before nine o’clock, the fee was $5. Early access meant that the buyer would get a first look at what was being sold by the vendors. Some of the lots opened as early as five or six in the morning. Vendors who arrived at that time traded goods with each other.

         Across the street from the parking lot on Twenty-Fifth Street was a building that housed dozens of antiques dealers, each with their separate stalls and metal security grates. Some were open during the week, others were not. Those vendors who were not open would leave a note with their phone number on the outside of the stall. All vendors, though, were open on the weekends, owing to the crowds drawn to the neighbourhood by the flea market. A similar building was just east of the garage on Twenty-Fifth Street.

         Both buildings, along with those that surrounded them, had once housed businesses connected to the Garment 8District, which ran from the mid-Twenties up to Forty-Second Street and from Fifth to Ninth Avenues. At one time, over 90 per cent of the clothing sold in America was manufactured in the Garment District. That had dropped to 3 per cent.

         In the 1970s and 80s, as the garment industry evaporated, a cataract of underground clubs, prostitutes, artists, transvestites, writers, and junkies flowed into the neighbourhood. At the same time, with the price of real estate rising in the West Village, gays and lesbians moved into Chelsea, which was nearby and more affordable. Gay bars and sex shops filled Seventh and Eighth Avenues. Robert Mapplethorpe and Patti Smith took up residence in the Chelsea Hotel in 1969, and Sid Vicious of the Sex Pistols killed his girlfriend there in 1978. The flea was a meeting place for the various groups filling Chelsea: rare yet inexpensive items could be found to fill their apartments, artists took inspiration from the accidental combinations of objects, and those who were leaving the clubs and bars in the early morning had a place to go before returning home. People dressed in outlandish costume just to attend the flea market. It was a place to display and create oneself, a diorama of drag and exoticism.

         During this period, a man purchased long-term leases on the garage and surrounding parking lots in Chelsea, and on the weekends he rented those out to flea market vendors. From the beginning, when vendors would fall behind on their rents, he would come down to the flea with his 9brother and announce the amounts that the vendors owed. If the vendors objected to this behaviour, they were thrown out. The brother carried a baseball bat.

         Vendors, whether in the garage, open lots, or converted buildings of Chelsea, paid a fee to sell their goods. For those who did not wish to pay a fee, they could set up on the sidewalk on Sixth Avenue between Twenty-Third and Twenty-Fifth Streets.

         This constellation of secondhand markets was known by New Yorkers, and to a host of others who came from beyond the city, as ‘the flea’. Many of those who came to the flea were familiar with similar markets in Paris and London, and many were themselves dealers. Together it may have been one of the largest flea markets in America. It was certainly among the best known, and widely regarded for the treasures to be found there.

         
            —

         

         Born in Nebraska, I viewed most objects as contaminated.

         My father and mother, who had grown up with antiques and had inherited antiques from their families, wanted little to do with them. Those objects, their histories, were linked in my parents’ minds to the events that had carried their brothers to war in Europe, where they were killed, or injured for life. The antique was a cesspool, and flea markets its tributary. In New York, I lived with little but 10my books and journals. They were piled in a corner near a single chair and desk. Nothing hung on the walls, no rugs covered the floors.

         My wife, Sheila Berger, grew up in St Louis. Her family enjoyed spending their weekends at estate and garage sales. On occasional trips to visit them, I would accompany her family to the sales but would remain in the car. One July day in St Louis, the heat was such that I was forced to leave the car and join the others. I sat down next to the woman who had been collecting money from the sale. She told me that the couple who owned the home was elderly and moving to a nursing home in Florida. She had been hired to sit in the house that day and sell off what she could.

         Between the woman and me was a stack of rolled posters from auto shows and movies. One, however, was different: a geometric assemblage of blue lines, which, upon closer look, revealed themselves to be the outlines of long neon bulbs. Decades before, the couple had attended the exhibition of an artist at a local museum, purchased the poster, and asked the artist to sign it. My guess is that the couple – Brilliant was their name – had put the poster in a tube that afternoon and there it stayed until, forty years later, I unrolled it.

         The artist who signed the poster devoted the rest of his life to constructing sculptures from neon lights and for that reason may well have been amused when he inscribed in large letters across the top of the poster: TO MR AND 11MRS BRILLIANT, DAN FLAVIN. I bought the poster, brought it back to New York, and hung it on the wall of my office, where I worked as a young attorney. A day or two later, I received a call. It was from the director of a museum in New York. An artist whom the museum represented had passed away, and the director was looking for an attorney to handle the estate. The director was concerned that the lawyer be familiar with the artist – Dan Flavin.

         After serving in the Air Force, Flavin had returned to New York in the 1950s, where he began his career. In 1961, while a guard at the American Museum of Natural History, Flavin designed works of art that incorporated electric lights. By the mid-1960s, his work contained no elements other than electric tubes. Over the next two decades, the complexity and size of his sculptures grew. In 1992, the light from his work filled the rotunda of the Guggenheim Museum. He is now widely regarded as one of the most important artists of the twentieth century.

         Explaining that a signed poster of one of his earliest exhibitions was on my office wall, I was hired. My next years were spent working with the artist’s estate and on arranging the funding for a museum that would honour him and other minimalists. With the museum completed, I left the law and moved to Italy, where I lived with my wife and newborn daughter. My wife painted and I wrote.

         A year or two later, we returned to New York and moved back into the Chelsea Hotel. The hotel, which 12opened in 1884, originally housed cooperative apartments but was converted to a hotel in 1904. It became a home for writers (Dylan Thomas, Tennessee Williams, Jack Kerouac, William Burroughs), directors and actors (Milos Forman, Stanley Kubrick, Sarah Bernhardt, Dennis Hopper), and musicians (Janis Joplin, Leonard Cohen, Jimi Hendrix).

         Stanley Bard, one of the owners of the hotel, was especially interested in artists, and many of the most famous stayed there. Their paintings hung on the walls of the hotel. Because my wife was a painter and sculptor who had shown at a number of important galleries, she and Stanley Bard got along, so we were admitted. When we first arrived, Herbert Huncke, the Beat poet, was still living in the hotel, and Arthur Miller, who had lived in the hotel, was often in the lobby. Ethan Hawke was our neighbour. Eventually we moved into the former apartment and workshop of Charles James, the fashion designer.

         At the time that my wife and I moved in, I’d become interested in the writings of Emmanuel Levinas, a Lithuanian who studied in Germany under Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger. When the Nazis came to power, Levinas was placed in a labour camp. When released at the end of the war, he learned that most of his family had been executed. The rest of Levinas’s life was spent writing about the universal mystery that surrounds us and is most succinctly found in those with whom we are most intimate – parents and lovers – as ‘the face of the Other’. Neither 13our engagement nor our comprehension of the Other is ever complete – and this struggle, this unsatisfiable preoccupation, leads us to awe and piety. It also shaves away our narcissism as we are confronted by something that is prominently and immutably not us. We begin to see our victims, as if through a clearing mist, whether next to us in bed or on the other side of the world. For this we owe a debt to the unknown, and our new sight gives rise to a sense of reciprocal obligations, hence ethics.

         Using my savings to support myself, I intended to study Levinas and his influence on other philosophers. There was also a plan to write a play about the poet Paul Celan. Born in 1920, in what is now the Ukraine, Celan lost both of his parents in the Holocaust and was himself imprisoned in a forced labour camp. After the war, Celan moved to Paris, supporting himself as a translator as he worked on his poems. Those poems, dense, enigmatic, and written in German, are some of the most important works of the postwar period. Celan killed himself in 1970. To write about Celan, I would have to learn German, which left me sitting in coffee shops and cafés in and around the garage on Twenty-Fourth Street, where in turn I discovered the flea.

         
            —

         

         Staring into the garage that first morning, I recalled my good fortune in that garage in St Louis, which was why, 14when the man unlocked the chain to the garage, I entered. In the months that followed, I devoted myself to exploring the breadth of the flea, its open lots, warehouses, and side-walk vendors. Their offerings appeared limitless. And the more time I spent in the flea, as sellers educated me on the nature of their merchandise and their intimate relationships to those objects, the more those offerings seemed to expand.

         My wife and I were once in Damascus and asked an antiques dealer where he found the best rugs. His response: ‘The Chelsea flea market’. He explained that affluent Americans of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries would tour the Middle and Far East, bringing back rugs, lamps, doors, textiles, pages from illuminated manuscripts, and hand-painted miniatures as souvenirs. The children and grandchildren of these people had neither the taste for nor the understanding of these objects to retain them, so the objects ended up in the flea. The Syrian came to America four or five times a year just to buy at the flea.

         The flea was an ideal place of business for vendors as well as buyers: vendors could set up at the last minute, could stay for a weekend or a year of weekends, and no background checks or credit references were required; no taxes were paid, barter was accepted, and vendors could be as irrational in pricing as they liked. Vendors also had licence to be as ingratiating or as insulting to customers as they wished, and many of those customers were capable of spending a great deal on what the vendors were selling. 15

         For most, whether vendor, buyer, visitor, or picker, the flea was a weekend activity. These individuals had their attachments elsewhere, and it was to those that they returned on Monday. The flea was that for me when I first came to the frigid cave and for months thereafter. But over time it became something else – a consumptive engagement with the unknown.

      

   


   
      
         
16
            2

         
Months after my first encounter with the man at the entrance to the garage, I was back at his table in the lower level. He was at the same table at the bottom of the ramp. Well over six feet tall, he stood mute and motionless, staring not at the goods on his table nor the interior of the garage but at the entrance to the garage at the top of the ramp. The light from the street, digested by the gold jewellery around his mammoth chest and his large metal sunglasses, vibrated back from his head and torso in long spears of light.

 

         
         He was Jokkho, the warrior deity of Hindu legend. Jokkho, who guarded the hidden and sacred treasures of the earth. He was capricious and, at times, malevolent. His size, glowing torso, missing eye, dark glasses, and beard of a different colour every weekend led people to avoid him. 17Even those vendors who had been with him in the flea for decades kept a distance.

         ‘Do you happen to know anything about this?’

         I was holding a sandstone sculpture. Six inches tall, it featured a naked woman wearing a hat.

         ‘No,’ said Jokkho. At no point did his gaze turn from the entrance to the ramp.

         ‘Do you think it’s Mayan?’

         ‘Do I look to you like an expert in Mayan sculpture?’

         ‘Do you remember where you got it?’ I tried again.

         ‘No.’

         ‘When you got it?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Anything about it?’

         He was silent.

         After time had passed:

         ‘There’s one thing I can tell you,’ he said.

         ‘What’s that?’

         ‘You’re annoying me.’

         Since the owner of the flea took no money from vendors other than a set rental fee, he was indifferent to how much the vendors sold at their booths. This meant that Jokkho, who appeared to sell little and seemed to have the unlimited wealth of a deity who protected treasures, was welcome to accumulate as many booths as he wished – so long as he paid for them, which he did. 18

         Of the hundred or so booths on any weekend afternoon in the garage, Jokkho controlled a good fraction, and all of them were set up in the same way: in the centre of each booth was a small devil of shredded and damaged items so tightly packed as to be inaccessible. Jokkho also felt the need to rotate these structures between his booths, which he did through the efforts of a crew, which over the years had become expert in the transportation of Jokkho’s goods from one end of the garage to the other. Despite their expertise and hard work, Jokkho felt it necessary to berate them in front of everyone in the flea for the slightest diversion from the instructions that Jokkho had given to them. The men themselves received this in silence, but the other vendors did not think it appropriate. What they also thought unfair was that Jokkho was taking up spaces in the garage that could have been used by older vendors, who would have been better off inside the garage instead of in the heat, rain, and snow of the open lots.

         In the years that I knew him, I would learn little of Jokkho other than that he was born in New England and that he owned there an antiques shop. Jokkho would spend his days travelling to small towns in New England, where he would purchase furniture, paintings, and oriental carpets.

         When he discovered that his wife was sleeping with a neighbour, Jokkho moved to another town. Again, he set up an antiques shop. Someone in the flea told me that a man came into Jokkho’s shop one morning, pushed a knife 19through Jokkho’s eye, and left with whatever money was in Jokkho’s pants. When Jokkho recovered, he closed his shop, moved to New York, and only sold in flea markets. He felt safer there.

         
            —

         

         Though Jokkho claimed to dislike everyone, he had an affection for my young daughter. I used to bring her to the flea, and our trips became a weekend ritual that lasted for years: the two of us would leave the hotel between five and six in the morning, pass the garbage bags lining Twenty-Third Street, exchange glances with those heading home from the clubs, admire the unclothed female forms displayed in the windows of the mannequin shops on Twenty-Fourth, and then, just before Sixth Avenue, climb into the concrete hole that was the back entrance to the cave.

         By the time my daughter was five, she was tall enough to see what was on top of Jokkho’s tables. She delighted in struggling to dig through what was there to find costume jewellery or an old doll. My daughter would run to Jokkho, who would hug her and say, ‘Does the old broad want candy?’ If she said yes, which she always did, the two of them would go off hand in hand to find it. It might take Jokkho an hour or more to locate what he considered the right candy for her. This caused me no concern; I saw in Jokkho an unblemished sympathy for a little girl who had 20her own trouble fitting in. They always returned, and she was always delighted by their adventure.

         When Jokkho and my daughter were done with their stroll, the three of us would meet in a store on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Twenty-Fourth Street. At the time, New York was attempting to rid itself of strip clubs, pornographic bookstores, and video shops. Unless the bookstore or video shop maintained a certain percentage of material that was not obscene, it would be closed by the police. In order to make certain it met that requirement, the owner of the store on the corner filled over half of his store with an inventory of used children’s books and movies.

         As much time as I spent with Jokkho, he was never knowable. It was impossible to tell whether he was gay or straight; rich or poor; educated or uneducated; whether he was fifty or eighty. Nor was one able to discern how he knew more about antiques than anyone else in the flea; where he lived; or whether he disliked people as much as he claimed.

         It was possible that on Mondays, Jokkho became something else. That he worked in an office, wore a tie, had lunch with others. That he smiled every afternoon at the woman in the subway booth and that he phoned his relatives and expressed his sympathy for those friends who were sick. It was that way with everyone at the flea. Whatever they were during the week, there was a transfiguration when they entered the flea. They became, knowingly, willingly, devoutly, the people of the flea. 21

         As soon as my daughter, Jokkho, and I returned to the garage, she would rush down one of the two aisles toward the north end of the flea. I stayed behind chatting with Jokkho. At no point did I worry that she would leave the garage for the street or encounter someone who was dangerous to her. The vendors all knew her and watched after her.

         Most of the time she would hide in one of their booths, usually under a table. There she would wait for me or my wife to find her. Once we did, she would repeat the game. In the flea, she was at her happiest.

         
            —

         

         One morning, when my daughter was not at Jokkho’s nor in any of the booths where she usually hid, I started searching the garage. A man in his fifties, athletic, with shoulder-length silver-blond hair and a long, faceted face, approached me.

         ‘Are you looking for a young lady? If you are, you shall find her in the Lillys. Not the new Lillys. The old Lillys, which says something about your daughter. Old Lillys are what you want. She knows that. Come next Saturday and I’ll have some in her size.’

         He advanced ahead of me. Arriving at two small racks of used clothing, he stopped. On a table next to the racks were belts, triangular flags used in boat races, books, 22women’s sweaters, bags of crested buttons, and a copy of Story, a literary journal from the 1930s.

         Approaching one of the two racks, the man separated the dresses and coats. Out popped my daughter.

         ‘Lilly Pulitzer,’ the man began, addressing neither me nor my daughter but the clothes on the rack where my daughter had been hiding, ‘got the name Lilly from her mother, who, as you may know, was an heiress to the Standard Oil fortune. She was at Chapin with Jackie, and it was Jackie who, when Lilly started making clothes, wore one of these …’

         The man inserted his hand into the racks and extracted a dress.

         ‘The classic shift, which, when Jackie was photographed for Life wearing it, put Lilly on the map. I knew the Pulitzers from St Louis, which is where my mother’s family lived, and some of the Pulitzers, I suppose, are worth knowing. That’s only my opinion, you understand.’

         I interrupted to point out that my wife was from St Louis.

         ‘She will definitely know the Pulitzers,’ the man continued, ‘and, no doubt, my family. We should get your wife and my mother together. We’ll do it at the Greenwich Country Club. Mother’s the grande dame there.’

         He pulled a bacon-and-cheese sandwich from a Bottega Veneta shopping bag.

         ‘Johny’s,’ he said, indicating the source of the sandwich. 23

         Johny’s, a diner popular with the vendors, was next to the garage. The diner was not more than ten feet wide and had only fifteen seats, nine of which were at the counter. It was the sort of place people went to before showering in the morning. Consequently, the customers offered an assortment of aromas, including cigarettes and marijuana, gin and beer, and unwashed hair, which mixed with frying bacon, onions, and garlic. Its limited seating, reputation for better-than-average pancakes, and low prices meant that Johny’s was always filled. Johny’s was so close to the flea, vendors didn’t need to leave their booths for long in order to get a coffee to go.

         The man with the silver-blond hair withdrew a flask from his coat and took a drink.

         ‘English,’ he said, referring to the flask. ‘Crystal, with a hammered silver bottom. The hallmark …’

         He flipped the flask over.

         ‘James Dixon. You like that French pastry shop on Twenty-Third.’

         It was true, but how would he know that? And I wondered what the connection was between the flask and the pastry shop.

         ‘The madeleines at Sprüngli are better, but, to be honest with you, I haven’t been there in years.’

         As he headed into a description of the menu at Sprüngli, which, I learned later, was in Zurich, I sorted through his face. Grey eyes, a long nose, skin tightened by the sun and 24agitated by sources unknown to me and possibly him. From none of these, either on their own or together, would one imagine that he was handsome. But he was.

         He removed the rubber band from his ponytail, causing his glowing hair to dash to his shoulders.

         ‘I need a smoke. Take over my booth,’ he said, exiting the booth and garage, pulling a cigarette from his shirt pocket.

         Take over his booth? I had no experience selling clothes or books, and none of what he sold had prices.

         But I was not entirely unprepared for my new assignment. Reverting to what I had been trained by generations of family to do, I removed a book from the table of books, unfolded a chair at the back of the booth, and then, sitting in the chair, the book on my lap, assumed the air of a man who was in the middle of his lunch break and should not be disturbed.

         A black man entered the booth. He was exceptionally well dressed.

         ‘Where’s Paul?’

         I assumed he was asking after the man with whom I was just speaking. I informed him that Paul had left for a cigarette.

         ‘He’s got a tweed for me and an umbrella, hand-carved and assembled in Milan,’ the man said. ‘I’ve been waiting for weeks.’

         I asked if he regularly shopped at Paul’s. 25

         ‘People “shop” at the sort of places which I do not care for. Paul is my consultant, my guide. Before Paul, I looked like every other poseur. When I wear Paul’s clothes, I look like a gentleman.’

         He glanced at my clothes disapprovingly, and then at one of the two racks.

         ‘You see this,’ he said, pointing to the centre of the rack and then pulling out a green leather jacket.

         ‘Arandú. The best shop in Buenos Aires. Near the Alvear Hotel. I assume you know the Alvear.’

         He returned the jacket to its hanger.

         ‘Or this.’

         He turned a tie over and displayed the label. Charvet.

         ‘Do you appreciate any of this?’ he asked. ‘Or am I wasting my time? You give the appearance of someone who is witless. Not the right impression for someone selling sophisticated merchandise. Tell Paul to call me when he gets back.’

         As the man left, he was replaced by a stout man wearing cologne, who went straight to the women’s clothes. To discourage any questions from this new customer, I leaned back and pulled the book over my face. It was Robert Lowell’s Life Studies.

         From the other side of the book, I heard footsteps. I needed something to drive back this intruder and his questions. Nothing was on Paul’s tables, nor in the nearby booths.

         And then I saw it. Right in front of me. A weapon 26that had, since antiquity, driven off the strongest and most determined. Poetry. I began to read out loud.

         Just then the footsteps stopped.

         ‘Your cadence stinks.’ It was Paul. He was wet. But he was a chain smoker and that forced him to stand outside despite the rain.

         ‘You need to learn how to read Lowell, and once you do, don’t bother with anything after that. And I don’t just mean anything of Lowell’s. I mean anything of anybody.’

         The stout man, patiently holding a woman’s shirt that he had removed from a box, interrupted.

         ‘Excuse me,’ he said politely, addressing Paul.

         ‘Yes,’ responded Paul, with equal civility.

         ‘Do you know what this is made of?’

         ‘It’s made of get-the-fuck-out-of-here.’

         The man returned the shirt to the box and left the booth.

         ‘It’s Hermès,’ Paul said to me once the man had gone. ‘Vintage. Never been touched. I have not decided whether to sell it.’

         Another man approached the booth. Paul gestured him away.

         ‘I can’t believe these fucking pickers,’ Paul said. ‘They see I’m having a conversation with you, and they interrupt without ever considering what they’re interrupting or whether their questions are significant. They pretend they don’t know what anything is worth, hoping that you’ll screw up and they’ll get it for nothing. They go into my boxes and 27touch my clothes without ever considering whether it is appropriate to handle such a shirt or scarf, whether the shirt or scarf wants to be touched. That’s incredible.’

         The ‘pickers’ to whom Paul referred were those who supported themselves by purchasing objects at the flea and reselling them to antiques dealers outside the flea. Their expertise allowed them to recognise that, say, a single and not particularly attractive vase with an oriental scene and an ‘AR’ on the bottom was, in fact, ordered by Augustus the Strong, king of Poland, for his Japanese Palace at Dresden, with the ‘AR’ standing for Augustus Rex (such vases, priced at $300 at the flea, could be auctioned at Sotheby’s for tens of thousands) or that the abstract purple forms on the sides of a small bowl suggested that it might be thirteenth century Jun ware from China (prices for some of these were in the millions). One picker specialised in ‘trench art’, which is art made by those, such as soldiers, medics, prisoners, and civilians, who were directly influenced by war and construct their art from the materials and debris of war. Incised shell cases and jewellery made by convalescing soldiers, for example.

         Pickers also had a reputation in the flea for being aggressive negotiators. So their presence in a vendor’s booth suggested that the vendor had something the vendor had mispriced and that the negotiations on that item would be difficult. For this reason, they were, as a class, unpopular among the vendors. 28

         My wife arrived.

         ‘Your daughter looks like you,’ Paul said to her. ‘And from what I know of your daughter, you’re a good mother – not like Lowell’s. Lowell’s mother lorded over him. God knows, I have experience with that. One day you’ll meet my daughter. Her mother and I met one night at college, snuck into a chapel, and a few months later, out of nowhere, I get a call from her that she’s having my child. We never married, never lived together. So it’s been difficult.’

         ‘Paul’s family was from St Louis,’ I pointed out to my wife, hoping to turn the conversation.

         But it was too late.

         ‘My mother’s family was from St Louis, not my father’s. Neither were the types to understand what was happening with me. Very proper, with good values, and their friends were the same. My father was an executive. I did that too. For a long time I was the vice president of a big company. When my mother invited me for lunch at the club, I knew the people there.’

         Stains of sweat showed where hands had knotted the ties that were on the tables, the stitching on the handle of a Goyard bag had unravelled, silks and nylons were indistinguishable. Sadness had entered the booth, and Paul, who could size up and clothe any customer, make them feel rare, did not know what to do with this customer. 29

         
            —

         

         Of the twenty articles of clothing that Paul displayed on Saturdays, all were otherwise hard to find or had an exceptional story attached to them. A double-breasted topcoat worn by Jamsetjee Jejeebhoy, the Bombay businessman who made his fortune in the early nineteenth century. A scarf with a pattern of turtles was owned by a woman who wore clothing only decorated with turtles, had jewellery with turtles, and had turtles on her stationery. ‘I knew the woman from Sand Isle,’ Paul explained, referring to the sun-and-white-sand summer retreat on the coast of Florida. ‘We summered there. Very old families summer there.’ An unopened box of French-cut men’s underwear from a long-closed store in Chicago.

         Paul continued to mine for me the details of his summers on Sand Isle, but he would later confess that his current fantasies had nothing to do with returning there or restoring his privileged life or even leaving the flea. What he wished for was to bring together, if only for an afternoon, all the men he had clothed, and together he and they would sit, share stories, and read poetry. It would be an ‘Assembly of Elegant Men’, he said.

         A woman who had been examining two sweaters, one blue, the other peach, interrupted to ask Paul the price of the peach sweater.

         ‘They are both cashmere,’ Paul responded, ‘but take the blue one. It’s better cashmere – grade A. The peach is C and 30will start to get pilling and you’ll come back crying to me. And peach isn’t you. It may not be anyone’s, but it certainly isn’t you. If you want something special, look at the vicuna on the other rack. There’s no cashmere that soft. I have a vicuna topcoat – made in the forties, before they banned it. In the winter, I never take it off.’

         The woman walked the blue sweater over to Paul. When she handed it to him, he gave her the price:

         ‘Thirty dollars.’

         ‘Could you give me a better price?’

         ‘Sure. Fifty.’

         ‘That’s a better price?’

         ‘For me.’

         ‘I meant a lower price.’

         Paul reflected.

         ‘How about this,’ he began. She waited. ‘Get the fuck out of here.’

         
            —

         

         It was like that every week with Paul. Never the same clothes, always a story about his family, a poem from Lowell, society names not dropped but hurled, and from anyone who bought a hunt coat with ‘OC’ buttons Paul extracted a promise that they would never wear the coat in Middleburg, Virginia, so as to avoid the appearance that they are members of the Orange County Hunt. If members of the Orange 31County Hunt knew he was selling riding coats with the ‘OC’ buttons, Paul would have to hunt elsewhere, and there was nowhere else that one would want to hunt.

         I did not know whether Paul’s family truly summered in Sand Isle or on Jones Beach, whether his grandmother really was a grande dame at the Greenwich Country Club or at a donut shop on Northern Boulevard. Or whether he had in fact grown up with the Kennedys, which he claimed the day it was reported that one of them was arrested for murder. Were these inventions and inflations or honest descriptions of Paul’s past? I did not know.

         One of the things said by visitors to the flea market was that the vendors made up stories about themselves because they were poor and uneducated, because they were the sort of people who were born ashamed, and because they sat in a garage for sixteen hours a day every weekend – a garage filthy with splintered paint and the oil and litter from the cars that were there during the week. So the vendors were said to make up stories to feel better about themselves and engender respect from the people who came to their booths.

         A vendor once told me the story of a long knit scarf that had been worn decades before in a movie by a famous actress. The vendor was an articulate woman who specialised in vintage clothing. She explained that the scarf, in no other way distinguished, was likely purchased at a thrift store by the costume designer for the movie. There were several people at the flea interested in the scarf, and the 32vendor sold it to a man who collected movie memorabilia. The buyer was thinking of creating a small museum for his collection. The vendor liked the idea of the scarf having a final, safe home.




OEBPS/images/9781911547778_cover_epub.jpg
RSty rbf"’ogéessidn?

and eollecting






OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
Tlen

A story of obsession
and collecting

Noack Rips

DAUNT BOOKS





