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For Maggie Estep (1963–2014), a fearless great talent, an inspiration, a badass—and a testament to the possibility of remaining a true New Yorker long after you’ve left.
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INTRODUCTION

I’d like to begin by making one thing indisputably clear: I love New York City. I am so crazy in love with it, so excited on the occasions when I get to return to it from my home upstate, even just for brief work-related appointments on frigid winter afternoons, that I almost can’t see straight.

I wanted to get that out of the way because there’s been a bit of confusion about my stance on the city. To some degree, I’ve put together this collection of essays by some of my favorite authors about their love for New York City to clear up that confusion.

Here’s the backstory. In 2013, I edited Goodbye to All That: Writers on Loving and Leaving New York, an anthology of essays by twenty-eight women writers, all paying homage to Joan Didion’s iconic 1967 essay about quitting the city at twenty-eight. The book was published that October, which turned out to be an interesting time for it to appear.

To begin with, billionaire mayor Michael Bloomberg’s twelve-year tenure was coming to a close, capping more than a decade in which the quality of life in New York City was on the upswing, as was the cost of living there. The city was cleaner and safer than ever before, making it an even greater draw for those at the higher end of the economic spectrum. Over the course of Bloomberg’s three terms in office, real estate prices soared at record rates. According to a recent report by the New York City comptroller’s office, since 2000, median rents have risen 75 percent while median incomes have decreased by 5 percent. That’s made it unaffordable for many to stay, especially those struggling to make it in creative fields (myself included). Not to mention artist-friendly shops, bars, and restaurants. For the past several years, just about every morning I’ve been greeted by an outraged post or two in my Facebook feed about one haunt or another having to shut its doors, being replaced by a Chase, a Starbucks, a Duane Reade, often on the ground floor of a new, gleaming glass tower. CBGB’s, Life Café, Mars Bar, Milady’s Pub, Roseland Ballroom, Pearl Paint, Bereket . . . the list goes on.

Calling attention to this—and doing so just one day before my book’s pub date—was an op-ed published in the Guardian by iconic New Yorker David Byrne (best known as a member of the rock band Talking Heads but also a painter, photographer, and author) warning that if the city became so unaffordable for artists that most of them left, he’d be joining them. “If the 1% stifles New York’s creative talent,” he wrote, “I’m out of here.” He was echoing fellow musician Patti Smith, who in a 2010 Q&A at Cooper Union told author Jonathan Lethem, “New York has closed itself off to the young and the struggling. . . . New York City has been taken away from you. So my advice is: Find a new city.” She recommended a few, including Detroit and Poughkeepsie.

Shortly after Byrne’s op-ed was published, blogger Andrew Sullivan announced that after a bit more than a year of living in New York, he’d be returning to Washington. “I loved New York City with a passion until I tried to live here,” he wrote in a blog post accompanied by a video of Kermit the Frog singing LCD Soundsystem’s 2007 song “New York I Love You, But You’re Bringing Me Down.” (Sample lyric: “Your mild billionaire mayor’s now convinced he’s a king . . .”)

Byrne’s and Sullivan’s declarations struck a nerve, and so did the book, which became an instant hit. Many identified with either the impetus or the need to leave New York. Some others, though, felt affronted, as if Byrne, Sullivan, and the twenty-eight authors in my book had issued a joint proclamation that the city they loved was over and ordered a mass exodus.

In the case of Goodbye to All That, nothing could have been further from the truth. But there were some people who hadn’t picked up the book, who assumed, because of the title, that it contained twenty-eight anti-city screeds. They didn’t know that it was (with the exception of a few essays) more like a collection of love letters to New York City, including one from me.

They didn’t know that I intended for the book to be about what it means to people to leave the most exciting but also most challenging city in the world—the idea of leaving it, which I believe every New Yorker considers at one difficult moment or another, or when tempting opportunities arise elsewhere. Which is why I included essays by several women who had either returned to New York after leaving for a while—as Didion ultimately did—or who’d decided in the end that it was better not to leave at all. I even included one by an author who’s never lived there—Roxane Gay—who decided that, despite a childhood fascination with the city, she was meant to love it from a distance, as an occasional visitor.

Although the people who assumed I was dissing the city seemed to be very much in the minority, I was troubled by the idea that anyone might have gotten that impression, because I am besotted with New York and always have been.

When I was a college junior in Albany, New York’s state capital, I took an internship writing for the I Love NY campaign because I thought it would offer me the opportunity (and bus fare) to make frequent trips down to the city. I was eager to discover more of the place I’d been completely enthralled with since my early teen years and was ecstatic over the chance to write about it.

To my twenty-year-old mind, the New York that the campaign referred to was “the city,” and I wanted a legitimate reason to spend as much time there as I could instead of being stuck three hours north in depressed “Small-bany” or on homogenous suburban Long Island, where I grew up.

Of course, the I Love NY campaign existed to broaden pea-brained perceptions like mine, and to extend the cool New York brand to attractions elsewhere in the far-flung state. The Adirondack Museum; the high peaks of the Catskills (technically not mountains, I would learn, but rather dissected plateaus); the Colonial saltbox houses of East Hampton; the Revolutionary and Civil War sites in Elmira—those were the kinds of tourism destinations I was assigned to visit and write about, without ever once receiving a free ride down to the city.

The internship did in fact expand my ideas about New York. I came to know a great deal about the state and its various regions and even fell in love with a few of them. But never anywhere near as deeply in love as I was—and remain—with New York City.

I longed to live there someday, and eventually I did, first in the late eighties and then again from the early nineties to the mid-aughts. It wasn’t all wonderful all the time. Far from it. I lived in decrepit mouse-and roach-infested apartments with crumbling walls and noisy neighbors. I had to work long hours just to stay afloat. I had the hardest time finding anyone to date but noncommittal men who seemed to be biding their time until the city delivered on its apparent promise of a supermodel or ballerina girlfriend. In the heat of the summer I felt landlocked. In the dreary winters my mood often mirrored the dark gray slush encrusting the pavement.

But all that was just the price of admission to a city where there were more varieties of everything than anywhere else; where around every corner was a unique view, a new friend, an old friend you hadn’t seen in forever; where anything was possible.

For most of the time I lived there, I was relatively certain that for better or worse, I’d never leave, even in low moments when staying felt like a marriage of convenience, the positives just barely outweighing the negatives. But then the equation shifted, and it began to seem as if, consistently, the city demanded more from me than it offered in return. It was at just that time that my husband and I got booted from the cavernous way-below-market-value East Village loft we lived in. We were priced out of the market for even most studio apartments, and so, with a bitter taste in our mouths after an expensive year in housing court, we moved upstate.

I was cranky and fed up when we left nearly a decade ago. And when I lived there, I had my issues with the city, its many demands and contradictions, as I believe most New Yorkers do. There was a piece of me outwardly copping a jaded “good riddance” pose when I said goodbye to all that. But it was little more than a thinly veiled defense, meant to mask how heartbroken I was about having no real financial choice but to leave.

I continue to have my issues with the city. Like many of the authors in this collection, I lament the rapid succession of favorite haunts shuttering. It’s annoying—and frankly, mortifying—to travel in excitedly on the Trailways from upstate and make plans to meet a friend at old standbys like the Pink Pony and Max Fish on Ludlow Street, only to have the friend say, “Seriously? Both of those places have been closed for two years.”

Of course, that doesn’t stop me from making the trip down again and again. I’m thrilled to go and discover new haunts, and just to be there. When it’s time to return to Port Authority to catch the bus home, I don’t want to go. To quote that LCD Soundsystem song, warts and all, New York City is “still the one pool where I’d happily drown.”

I explained this often when pressed by interviewers after Goodbye to All That was published. Another thing I was asked frequently was why the book included only women writers. Why no men? It’s a long story, but before I even had a chance to tell it, some interviewers suggested that maybe only women write those kinds of essays. “No,” I’d always respond, “that’s hardly the case.” In fact, some of my favorite essays about New York City have been written by men—Luc Sante’s “My Lost City,” Colson Whitehead’s The Colossus of New York, E. B. White’s 1948 classic “Here Is New York.”

Since I first read it in college, White’s meditation has always held resonance for me. It is at once timeless in its observations about the city’s appeal despite all those many demands and contradictions; dated (he laments that the subway fare has risen to ten cents and refers to someone singing on the street as a “cheerful Negro”); and eerily prescient (“A single flight of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can quickly end this island fantasy, burn the towers, crumble the bridges, turn the underground passages into lethal chambers, cremate the millions”).

After mentioning “Here Is New York” in many interviews, I found myself reading and rereading it. And then it occurred to me: I could put together a collection of essays by men and women, inspired by White, that, unambiguously, were more about loving the city than about ditching it.

Here, I’ve wrangled some of my favorite writers into contributing essays about how they became permanently, irreversibly cemented to the place—their experiences of becoming and remaining New Yorkers, feeling as if they belong there, regardless of where they are in the world at any given time.

Just about every aspect of working on this book and its predecessor has been sheer joy for me—reading and editing authors I admire on the topic of a place I adore and long for, not to mention having cause to visit the city more often. (The bonus, as the guy named Wade in Jon-Jon Goulian’s essay might say? It would be difficult for anyone to mistake me for a hater now.)

When an acquaintance learned I was working on a follow-up anthology, he asked, “What are you, some kind of representative of the New York City marketing and tourism board?” And it dawned on me that perhaps I’ve finally, thirty years later, created an extension to my I Love NY campaign internship that’s more to my liking—the city edition.

Sari Botton

Kingston, New York

2014
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NEW YORK, IN THE MIRROR

Rosanne Cash

I knew that New York City was my spiritual home from the age of twelve. I felt territorial from the first moment I glimpsed the city. This place knew who I was without me having to explain myself. I felt as if I’d been struggling to speak a foreign language my whole life and unexpectedly found myself dropped into the country of my native tongue.

When I was fourteen, my dad, who had a lifelong love affair with the city and kept an apartment on Central Park South for years, took me to a bespoke leather goods store in Greenwich Village called the Stitching Horse, near the famous clubs and cafés where the great folk musicians had made their marks in the 1960s. He was very familiar with the Village because of his friendships with so many of those musicians and his immersion in that scene. He had a green suede jacket made for me at the Stitching Horse. I tried it on in front of the long mirror in the store, with the light pouring in the windows from busy Bleecker Street, and everything suddenly clicked. That was my real self there in the mirror, dressed in vivid green hand-stitched suede. I belonged here. It was more than an idea; it was a sharp ache and a calling. It tugged at me for the next twenty-three years, until I pulled my entire life apart to come home.

My trips to the city increased exponentially over those years between fourteen and thirty-seven. I knew I belonged, but I didn’t know how to sink roots. In the eighties, when I lived in Nashville, there was a short-lived and dodgy airline called People’s Express, which flew to LaGuardia for ridiculously cheap fares. I used it like a bus, going back and forth to the city, just to feel my real self walking the streets, going to the clubs and restaurants and museums, wearing the clothes I felt most comfortable in without being whispered about, and thinking. I liked to think about my life in public, with people around me and madness just on the periphery. There was clarity inside when there was chaos outside. I once heard someone say, “We always thought she was kind of strange, but it turns out she’s just a New Yorker.” That was me.

I finally moved to New York in 1991. I had been living in Nashville for nine years, after growing up in California, and after spending enough time in Europe to toy with the idea of becoming a permanent expatriate in my early twenties. In Nashville I became very successful, with a string of number-one hits and a couple of gold records, but I was frustrated and felt I was not writing the songs or making the records I really wanted to make. In 1990, I wrote and produced an album called Interiors, which I thought was the best work of my life, and which my record label utterly rejected. At the same time, my marriage was falling apart. I was despondent. Only one thing made sense. New York.

My first apartment was at 13 Morton Street, on the corner of Morton and Seventh Avenue, a block west from the famous Matt Umanov Guitars on Bleecker Street and a block east from the original Shopsin’s on Bedford Street, the gritty diner run by outrageously foul-mouthed and bad-tempered Kenny Shopsin, who had nine-hundred-plus items on the menu. (My favorite memory: Me: “I’ll have French fries.” Waitress, who was also Kenny’s wife, slamming her pencil into her order pad: “Don’t piss him off.”)

I painted my apartment lavender and paid a year in advance. There was a tiny realtor’s office on the ground floor, and the woman who worked there, Velvet, helped me carry the stroller containing my two-year-old daughter, Carrie, up the stoop and into the building every time she saw me.

The first song I wrote while living on Morton Street was the lyrics to “Seventh Avenue.” I gave them to John Leventhal and he wrote a melancholy melody. That was the beginning of my New York songwriting, my collaboration with John, and the seed that planted a love affair that began the next year. We married in 1995.

There was a deli around the corner on Carmine Street called Jack and Jill, and they delivered a cappuccino and a muffin to me every morning. One of the few times I actually went inside the deli, a junkie bumped up against me and took my wallet. I was shocked but oddly relieved. I’d been living in New York less than a year. I was glad to get that particular initiation over with, as I knew there were more to come. It wasn’t the last time it happened—I had my wallet lifted from my handbag on the M1 bus not that long ago—but it was the initial skin-thickening crime imprimatur that every new city dweller needs.

The next year, I moved to 231 Mercer Street in SoHo, just around the corner from Fanelli’s, a fantastic dark little cave of a family-owned restaurant, one of the oldest in the city. While I was walking on Prince Street one day, a ranting homeless person threw a pebble and hit me in the back of the head. That was the second skin-thickener and it sealed the deal. It was the last time I took anything personally out on the streets. After that, if a construction guy made a lewd comment when I walked by, I stopped and looked him in the eye and said, “Do you have a mother? Do you have a sister?” By the time, years later, that a couple of drunk yahoos in a truck cursed me out, vociferously and profanely, for causing them to wait four seconds while I got out of a taxi, I could look at them calmly and say, almost with compassion, “You two are going straight to hell.”

I had rules for myself about my New Yorker-ness. I had to show the city I respected it and that I cared enough to learn about it.

Washington Square had been a cemetery for yellow fever victims in the early part of the nineteenth century, when Greenwich Village was still a village, separate from the city, and when Minetta Creek, now Minetta Lane, still ran through the area. In the late part of the century, when Henry James was writing Washington Square, carriages careening through the park on muddy days dug up those old coffins. There are still twenty thousand people buried in Washington Square, a fact probably not underscored in the NYU admissions brochure, but one which gives me a little secret thrill when I walk through the park.

I admired Jane Jacobs, urban activist in the early part of the twentieth century, who successfully blocked the proposed Lower Manhattan Expressway, which would have passed directly through Washington Square Park and displaced the twenty thousand poor souls. Unfortunately, she was not able to prevent the extension of Seventh Avenue (which at the time ended at Eleventh Street and Greenwich Avenue) into Varick Street, and the razing of old buildings and churches. The extension came to be known as “the Cut,” because the buildings left standing at the margins of the extension were sheared at odd angles. I used to wander Seventh Avenue near my little Morton Street apartment and pick out the buildings that had been cut and imagine how they once looked.

I went to the map room at the New York Public Library (on land that was once a reservoir that supplied water for the city) and found the earliest maps to include the streets on which I lived. There had been a brothel at the end of my block in Chelsea in the nineteenth century, just four blocks from where Walt Whitman lived while working on the docks, and two blocks from where Clement Clarke Moore, the author of “The Night Before Christmas,” had a mansion and extensive grounds sloping to the Hudson River, which was a few blocks from where Edith Wharton was born, at 14 West Twenty-Third Street.

Knowing these things gave me a growing sense of territoriality, but it took me about a decade in New York to know that living elsewhere was no longer even a tiny option in the farthest corner of the smallest part of my mind. I wasn’t fit to live anywhere else.

I had left Morton Street and moved to SoHo in 1992, but it became increasingly unpleasant during its transition to a luxury-store theme park, and I moved back to the West Village in 1993, to 241 West Eleventh Street. My kids were enrolled at Saint Luke’s, on Hudson and Grove, and could walk to and from school every day. John taught five-year-old Carrie to ride her bike at the empty Bleecker Playground at Bleecker and Bank Streets on late afternoons in the spring. (By the time we bought a brownstone in Chelsea in 1996, the year after we were married, Bleecker Playground was a buzzing toddler hot spot. By the time our son Jake was born in 1999, the playground was so crowded that you could hardly find a spot of sand in which to park your baby with a shovel. By 2002, mothers were complaining to the community board that rats roamed the playground at night because of the snacks left by the children in the day, and I reluctantly switched playground allegiance closer to home, to the Clement Clarke Moore park on Tenth Ave. and Twenty-Second Street, informally known to all as Seal Park. I had a backup play area in the gardens of the General Theological Seminary on Ninth Avenue. At that point, the Sex and the City bus tours co-opted Bleecker Playground and it became untenable anyway.)

Chelsea had a few stores and galleries when we moved there, but it was still the province of the Chelsea Boys, and a forty-something straight woman was invisible on those streets. I liked that. The two elderly gentlemen who were perhaps the original gay couple of Chelsea lived on my block, and I befriended them. I learned that they had bought their brownstone in the early 1960s for around $25,000. I went to Saint Peter’s Church on West Twenty-First Street to hear one of them play the organ. I gleaned gardening tips and commiserated with them on the death of the decades-old English ivy on the back wall behind our communal gardens, a near-tragic event. I wrote a song about them called “Jim and George.” The couple next door, Phil and Chantal, became our close friends, and Chantal and I started climbing over the back garden wall between our houses in the mornings, wearing our nightgowns, to have tea together. Our husbands eventually built stairs on either side of the wall to make it easier for us to clamber, sleepy and half-dressed.

Then things started to change. Scores of galleries, fancy shops, and upscale restaurants opened. The High Line was created and masses of tourists descended on Chelsea. Multimillion-dollar condos were built overlooking the seminary gardens, and the formerly deserted little playground was locked. A hotel replaced the Desmond Tutu Center on Tenth Avenue. Google moved onto Eighth Avenue, and an ultra-upscale private school was built near the High Line.

I started to become the Disgruntled New Yorker.

We all miss what used to be, and we all feel superior because we remember it, until the third time around. The great Italian food store Balducci’s moved from its original location at Sixth Avenue and Ninth Street into an imposing old bank building at Eighth Avenue and Fourteenth Street. I was thrilled, as the new location was closer to me. I shopped there almost daily. I used to run into Elvis Costello in the cheese section. Then Balducci’s closed and a carpet store moved in. I bought a rug there. Or was the carpet store there before Balducci’s and after the bank? I don’t remember now. In a few years it will be something else, something that will be co-opted by the young people who work at Google up the avenue and live in the expensive new condos, which used to be office buildings and warehouses, and which gave Chelsea the gritty feel that it hasn’t had since 2002. Big Cup coffee shop on Eighth Avenue and Twenty-Second Street, which was ground zero for the Chelsea Boys, and which handed out free ice during the blackout of August 2003, became a Thai restaurant. The fabulous Mexican restaurant Kitchen became a Mexican-food chain.

Dozens of nail salons opened.

The great old Waverly Inn on Bank Street, a funky, century-old restaurant with a greenhouse in the back where John and I had a family breakfast the day after our wedding in 1995, was bought by Graydon Carter and became the trendiest restaurant in the city.

(And sometimes things come back around, full circle. The original, beloved Barneys at Seventh Avenue and Seventeenth Street became the Rubin Museum of Art and a Loehmann’s for seventeen years, but the Loehmann’s part is about to become Barneys again.)

After the third changeover, you become more ecumenical and tolerant. It’s too bad, but it’s the way it is. Something good may replace something good, and we’re not Paris, where you can dine in the same eighteenth-century restaurant and sit at the same table as Robespierre. We’re still learning to value tradition.

But it’s not just the favorite restaurant you lose. Thankfully, the arrogant sense of ownership also begins to erode. I used to be the person who had to be the fastest walker on the block. Now the fastest walkers are the Millennials with their fancy handbags and their pinpoint glares. Be my guest, dear Millennial, pass me by. It’s a developmental phase. I used to be the person who had to stand halfway into the street so I could be the first one to get across at the nanosecond the light changed, but now I stand on the curb. I know someone who got hit by a bus. I generally give change to homeless people, and reciprocally, a homeless person once offered me a quarter when he saw that I was distractedly trying to use a pay phone with a British fifty-cent piece, after a recent trip to the UK. I took it and thanked him. Brief and important relationships develop in unlikely places, like pay phones, which were themselves important. They were the only phones that worked on 9/11.

I know one of the secrets the rest of the country hasn’t figured out yet: it’s not New Yorkers who are rude, it’s the tourists who’ve seen a movie about rude New Yorkers and think they have to act the same way when they come to New York who are rude. (One of my favorite Nice New Yorker stories: I was in Bergdorf’s shopping with my fellow fence-climbing friend Chantal when I noticed it was 12:55 p.m. and I was due at my shrink on the Upper West Side at 1 p.m. I asked a saleswoman if I might use a large, comfortable dressing room for fifty minutes to make a phone call. Without hesitating, she said, “Of course! Take the key to lock yourself in so no one will bother you.” Her quick response made me wonder if other women had, in fact, called their therapists from a Bergdorf’s dressing room. I confess that I kept trying on clothes during the session.)

I crave the knowledge of the old New Yorkers, the eighty- and ninety-year-olds who have been here their whole lives. I know a few. I know a woman who took the subway to the Pierre to get married during the record-breaking blizzard of 1947, carrying her wedding dress in a bag. There was no other way for her to get to her wedding in twenty-six inches of snow. She said she stared out the window of the train, thinking of Princess Elizabeth’s wedding to Prince Philip just a month before, with the processionals and the crowds and the pomp, and laughed at the contrast. I like to imagine her in the train, holding her dress, on the way to her future, stepping out into a New York I can only dream of.

Even so, I gave birth to a bit of Old New York.

My son Jake is a rare breed: a fifth-generation New Yorker on John’s side. Jake’s great-great-grandparents moved to the Lower East Side from Russia. His great-grandfather, Ramon Xiques, owned a billiard saloon at number 95 Bleecker Street, a few blocks from where I got my green suede jacket, which was a few blocks from where Carrie learned to ride her bike. Great-grandfather Ramon was implicated, and eventually exonerated, in the murder of a Cuban cigar maker in his saloon. The New York Times wrote all about it, on January 2, 1885.

I took Jake to Montana when he was six, thinking he would enjoy the open spaces, the mountains, and rafting on the Yellowstone River. He was very quiet during the trip, and when we returned, as we exited the Holland Tunnel into Manhattan from Newark Airport, he let out a big sigh of relief. “I am so happy to see tall buildings and people I don’t know,” he said. “New York’s the town for me, Mom.” I laughed, but tears of recognition and solidarity came to my eyes.

If I long to time-travel to the New York City of the distant past, to the weddings in the blizzard of ’47, to the Bowery billiard saloons and the homes of the great writers, do the recently arrived young New Yorkers dream of my New York?

I asked one—a twenty-three-year-old who works at my record label.

“Do people your age ever wonder about my New York? Or the New York of the generation before me, and the one before that? It’s different than the one you know.”

“We wonder how you ever found each other without cell phones,” he said.

That’s not what I meant.

Do you know who E. B. White and Jimmy Breslin are? Do you know the old Arts and Letters clubs of New York and who founded them? Do you know who designed Central Park? Do you know where Five Points is? (Not the restaurant. The place.) Do you know who Stuyvesant Town is named after? Have you been to Ratner’s or Katz’s deli on Christmas Day? Did anyone tell you that Tompkins Square Park used to be a war zone and the area around it, Avenues A, B, and C, was called Alphabet City? Did you know that Saint Luke’s on Hudson Street burned to the ground in the eighties and that the hat was passed in the street to collect enough money to rebuild it while the fire was still blazing?

Did you know that there used to be taxis called Checker cabs that were bigger and more comfortable than the regular yellow taxis, and that we would sometimes let streams of regular taxis go by just to get a Checker? There used to be a club I really loved on Varick Street called Heartbreak and they played Motown every Thursday night and I went and danced by myself, with abandon. You would have loved it. There was a restaurant farther south on Varick Street called Nosmo King. This was when smoking in restaurants was still legal, and it was an early adopter of the antismoking law. It was Nosmo King. I went there a lot.

The meatpacking district wasn’t always the bastion of the chicest stores, restaurants, and nightclubs. It had one club called Hell and one restaurant, Florent. Florent was legendary. It was the coolest place in the world. It didn’t advertise or preen. You had to find it.

Did you know that Jefferson Library on Sixth Avenue used to be a women’s prison, and that the word catcall came from the women who leaned out the windows to call down to the street?

If you love Bergdorf’s, do you also know about Bonwit Teller, which was just down Fifth Avenue, which rivaled Bergdorf’s in chic and is still mourned by those who wandered the aisles, myself included? I know people who scavenge flea markets to find the precious old purple-and-white Bonwit Teller bags and hatboxes.

Have you pored over photos of the old Penn Station and felt tears come to your eyes thinking of its destruction?

Could you ever leave this city if you knew all that, and you realized it was just a fraction of the secrets, and that your lifetime is not long enough to learn them all? The thrill of that shared knowledge, the swell of pride, and the sense of community with those who also know have become part of the rhythm of my bloodstream.

There are those who come to New York to try it on, to burn fast and furious in the workforce, deplete their need for the city and the city’s need for them, and move on. And there are those who (to paraphrase the poet Rumi) have New York in them all along. I am one of those; I see New York in the mirror, and New York looks back at me.

Matt Umanov is in the same location on Bleecker, just around the corner from 13 Morton Street, and he is a friend. I got one of my best guitars from him.

Shopsin’s moved to Essex Street and is apparently a lot cleaner.

The Heartbreak club is long gone, but at a parents’ meeting at Jake’s school recently, a dad came up to me and said he had seen me coming out of Max’s Kansas City, the quintessential musicians’, artists’, and poets’ club, in the early eighties. God, I was proud. You never know who the keepers of your memories are.

I’m married for life and don’t need any more wedding breakfasts at the Waverly Inn. But the newer iteration does make a killer mac and cheese.

I hear they might be bringing Checker cabs back.

I was a Saint Luke’s mom for more than a decade, then became a Saint Luke’s mother of the bride when my daughter Caitlin was married there. I sometimes go to church there at Christmas or Easter, but whether I go or not, I give them money every year, in solidarity with those who stood in the street and passed the hat while it was burning.

Carrie learned to ride her bike, graduated from Saint Luke’s, went back there to teach for a short time while in college at the New School, married a native, like me, and bought an apartment in Park Slope. Someday she will ask a young person, “Do you wonder about my New York?”

I was asked to be an artist in residence at the Rubin Museum of Art and have done fourteen themed musical shows in the old Barneys building. It’s helped me grow as a performer in ways I couldn’t have imagined. I’ve never minded going to shop in the Barneys at the uptown location at all, but it will be nice to have them back in the neighborhood.

I like to walk the High Line in the snow.

I found a Bonwit Teller hatbox.

Alas, the old Penn Station is gone forever but tears come for other things, and taxis are my favorite place to cry. The drivers invariably pass me tissues through the partition without being asked. Sometimes the rides are silent, but sometimes they can be rolling confessional booths (for me or for them), micro political forums, umbrella recycling centers, a free candy store (thanks, Candy Cab!), a visit to a psychic, a honking meditation center, a one-person comedy club, or the venue for one of those brief, beautiful moments that link your past and future together gently and seamlessly.

I stepped into a taxi one day, twenty years a New Yorker, and the driver glanced at me and then sighed. “Rosanne Cash,” he said quietly, as if he had been waiting a couple of decades for me to get into his taxi. “I reviewed your album Interiors for Rolling Stone.” He shook his head. “It should have been the lead review.”

Every moment of my life that has had a glimmer of transcendence has also had a touch of time travel, a ripple in the river that goes backward and forward. Had he been waiting for me? Did he carry the rejection of the record that gave me the courage to come to New York as a banner, as a thing of pride, until I could become the New Yorker who could reclaim and understand all the forces that led me here, without any more residual guilt over the pulling apart of the fabric of my previous lives? My heart swelled. Past and future came together, gleaming in the rearview mirror, powering the headlights. You never know who the keepers of your memories are.

I still have the green suede jacket from the Stitching Horse and it still fits.

That’s me in the mirror. This is my city.
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STAY HUNGRY

Jason Diamond

My first night in New York, after a thirty-hour bus ride from Miami, where I’d been living for nearly a year while trying unsuccessfully to figure out what to do with my life, my new roommates and I went and mixed tequila shots with whiskey drinks at Odessa Café Bar on Avenue A until they asked us to leave. We took the L train home, and my last memory of the evening before passing out on my new mattress was listening to a homeless guy with a high-pitched voice singing an a cappella version of “Stand by Me.” I woke the next morning in my new apartment at the edge of Greenpoint, close to the Kosciuszko Bridge, with the rush you feel when the alcohol hasn’t totally worked its way out of your system, mixed with the excitement of spending my first day in the city I’d dreamed of living in since I was a kid living in the Midwest. Too anxious to stay in bed, but still trying to fight off the hangover that was looming at my temples, I took a walk. I found a little luncheonette on Nassau Avenue that looked as if the interior and prices hadn’t been updated since around 1979. There was one little old Greek lady named Bee doing all the cooking. The place was a little dirty and dingy, with one fan circulating the stale August heat. The plate of eggs and potatoes she offered me, at a cost of three dollars, satisfied me to my still possibly drunk core.

Today, Odessa’s bar is closed, and the little luncheonette that fed me almost daily when I started out in New York, when my savings had dwindled close to zero because I felt the need to see everything and do everything all at once, is closed too. I recently read online that the owners still think they can make the changes necessary to reverse the failing grade they received from the health department in 2008, but everybody knows better: there are no second acts in New York restaurants.

New Yorkers are all collectors, often of things we don’t necessarily want or really need. Like the man I know who stacks old issues of the Times dating back to the 1960s in his cramped Upper West Side apartment. He told me, “You realize just how fast life moves when you live here, so I like to keep my memories nearby.” I wonder if one day the newspapers might topple and crush him, and can only imagine the New York Post’s over-the-top headline: “Crushing News.”

Most of us aren’t so extreme, but we all collect something; it’s part of how you hold on to your sanity in this fast-paced city—by holding on. For some, it’s objects that serve as reminders of a different time, of the people who have moved on to places beyond the pale like Westchester or west toward Los Angeles. For others, nothing tangible is necessary—they collect memories of particular kinds of experiences. I’m one of those. I catalog, mentally, my recollections of the places I’ve enjoyed eating and drinking so I can savor each meal and cocktail all over again. Those memories are my favorite New York treasures.

It’s possible this habit of mine developed as a result of how difficult it is for eateries and watering holes to not go the way of my favorite little luncheonette on Nassau Avenue. In the ten years I’ve lived here, I’ve seen so many great places come and go—like my favorite Lower East Side bars—most of them forced to close because the rents climbed just too damn high.

When I walk past the Lower East Side spot where I used to be able to get a decent burger for a few bucks that’s now a nail salon, or the East Village bar that turned into a pet store offering goods for the “haute pooch,” where I would enjoy a quiet Jameson neat with a bottle of High Life while the bartender played Charles Mingus for the two of us because jazz was what they always played there since they opened in the 1950s, I think about how happy those little details made me. I try to focus on that, and all the other new great places I don’t yet know about that await me, instead of succumbing to grief and the urge to kvetch.
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“This fab hook made me want to leave New York and then move the eff right back.”
—GARY SHTEYNGART
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