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I went to New York, but it was closed. 

OK – I’m exaggerating, though not egregiously. If you’ve stayed 
close to home since March, or whenever you began to rigorously heed 
the doom-prophets, you’d be very surprised to see how the “other 
half ” is living. 

Imagine a Cat-4 hurricane has Savannah in its cone of uncertainty. 
Mandatory evacuations ensue. You pack up your car and leave, like 
most of your neighbors. You run into old friends and make new ones 
in Buckhead at the Ritz. You watch the Weather Channel – a lot. The 
semi-famous anchor is broadcasting from River Street, zipped up in 
her hooded rain slicker; she appears to be leaning into an invisible 
wall. “Look, there’s the Westin,” you say to your hotel room, inexpli-
cably proud that an architecturally-average building in your home-
town is framing a TV shot. 

Anyway, while you’re doing that; I’m here. Downtown. My friends 
and I – technically lawbreakers all – walk the sun-dappled, dry 
streets, unmolested by traffic sounds, horse urine smells, or sightseers 
squeezed into too-small shorts. We use words like “post-apocalyptic” 
and pop-culture references like “The Walking Dead” to describe the 
emptiness. But, such characterizations imply dread, and a deserted 
downtown Savannah is a wonderland (especially when the storm turns 
towards elsewhere and the state police maintain the re-entry barriers 
anyway) if you have ample foodstuffs, rudimentary weaponry, and a 
leak-free roof. 

New York, two weeks ago, felt like that. Deserted, mostly, except 
for a small collection of stubborn and irrational insiders, like hur-
ricane-hunkerers, quietly enjoying normalcy’s departure, while inter-
mittently praying for its return. 

I got a haircut. The first one in seven months. The shop is on West 
17th Street, pure coincidence that our last pre-Savannah address was 
West 17th Street, too, as the man who cuts my hair has moved six 
times since we first got together 31 years ago. It’s a big shop. Chairs on 
two levels. A warren of rooms. It was Saturday around noon when I 
entered – prime time for the scissors set. When I was there in March, 
at least 50 people swirled about – patrons, patrons-helpers holding 
folded wheelchairs, stylists, shampoo-people, receptionists (plural), 
unaffiliated (with the official workings of the business) individuals 
visiting the receptionists and/or shampoo-people, distracting them 
just enough to create an aloof affect. The guy who “owned” the place 
circulated gleefully, then. (He doesn’t – technically – own the place; he 
rents the ground and second floor of an old, mid-block brownstone 
and, subsequently, sublets a couple dozen chairs to beauticians of vari-
ous stripes, a conspicuous majority seeming to hail from Japan. In oth-
er words, the guy is on the hook for…like…30 or 40 grand a month. 

Since – on Saturday at noon – the not-so-swirling crowd consisted of 
Eddie, me, my daughter (two cuts for the price of one-and-a-half ), a 
woman talking to a another woman whom might have been her twin 
sister, the only noticeable distinction being the seated one had foil 
clumps littering her wet head, a shampoo-person reading a magazine 
and using a sink as a pillow, and a young woman on a laptop at what-
was-once the welcome desk, the “owner” seems to be screwed. What 
the place lacked in humans, it made up for in plastic: Clear (“Covid-
safe”) curtains and panels hanging at every angle and orientation cre-
ated the illusion of a maze within a museum of modern art. 

The shop is exceptional. Not for the quality of its haircuts; but for 
being open and available to me and the other intrepid soul or two 
who violated the local isolation and/or relocation ethos because we 
were flat-out sick of the rogue curls interfering with our eyes. By my 
count, albeit unscientific, I’d say 80 percent of Manhattan storefronts 
– restaurants and bars and delis and barber shops and purveyors of 
peculiar things that you can’t find anywhere else – are either apologet-
ically dark (“We’ll see you soon?”) or For Lease, call…

Regardless of your philosophical predisposition – whether you wear 
your mask to support your own safety and the safety of your neigh-
bors, or you wear it as an ideological affirmation, or you don’t wear 
it at all – trust me, you’ve got it relatively good here. And, I say “rela-
tively,” because I don’t see how long stock market rallies can withstand 
our largest cities dead but for a bunch of people half my age running, 
rollerblading and sipping prosecco in riverside parks. 

I know (very well) good people, smart people, ambitious people 
who lost their jobs in the early spring to the prospect of illness, and 
have yet to find work. But there are jobs out there. Somebody has to 
put stickers on the floors that pinpoint where you should stand. Some-
one else has to attach plexiglass to counters on which you otherwise 
might momentarily lean. And, maybe someday, yet another person 
(or robot) will have to remove all this stuff and throw it away (pre-
sumably, in landfills, where it will take, roughly, 800 years to, sort of, 
degrade). And, there’s the guy (actually several guys and several gals, at 
minimum) employed by “NYC Covid Test,” according to my iPhone 
screen. They have jobs. One of them – it’s never a repeat voice – calls 
me each day, between 2 and 5 in the afternoon (normally), to remind 
me to self-quarantine in the Empire State for 14 days and avoid all 
conventional human activity and call 311 for free tests and advice. 
Not recordings, but live callers. Not only are the accents, inflections 
and cadences unique to each caller, so are the run-times (some are 
really fast readers) ranging from 1 minute and 20 seconds to almost 2 
minutes flat. Nevermind that I’ve been gone from the city already for 
more than the aforementioned 14 days.    

I worry about the virus. I take my temperature several times each 
day. I bought nice masks. Months ago, I chastised my parents for leav-
ing their home; I don’t anymore. I hope I’m not writing about this the 
same time next year. Or half a year, anyway, when it’s time for another 
haircut. 
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