Excerpt from Rooftop Solilogquy
Excerpt from “The ‘Midsummer’ Solz’loquy »
(11" Soliloquy)

For this potent soliloquy to flood the imagination, the heroic fldneur
must return again to those gamey streets where the scents of ideas first
arrived in passing, like wisps of steam from métropolitain vents, or
breaths from untouchable clouds. On certain fertile days, [ live the life of
a dozen men as [ wander the quarters of the city. Here, my ancestry is
endless. I parade like a bronze-armored king, a swift-footed prince,
ruling over time in silver-tapped heels. 1 am a ruthless despot with the
black eyes of a hunting hound. Mine are the streets and the feasts in the
doorways. [ stop and [ stoop to taste the flesh and the skin, the silk-straps
and panty-strings of the sweet daughters of the earth, these girls of the
city, you rosy-limbed creatures sprung from heaven-shaped thighs.

Coursing the rue Saint-Guillaume and the rue Perronet, I live the life of
Baudelaire in a moment’s time. Here, no relics of bordels adorn the
streets, nor fallen shawls from wrinkled hags. In the evenings, a pleasant
sun casts itself in broad yellow-grey beams, falling in painted strokes on
mammoth forms. The sun sets and 1 see tenebrous baudelairean forms
trembling in the shadows behind cellar grates. Here there is no end to
my power. | can write an epic on a strand of hair. I can devour a head of
perfumed braids the way a tiger eats a rabbit. Heed my words!, I care not
whether my glory will endure to be retold to generations of coming men
yet unborn. My Fkleos already reaches to heaven when my eyes gaze
upwards. Here I live a hundred centuries in a dozen footsteps’ girth.

As we, who are living, take pleasure in hearing of our occupations
on this, our mortal earth, I will sing now a fragrant song; one which I’ll
call, “The Midsummer Soliloquy’...
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It was a time two days after my love with Daphné was spent on her
voluptuous quilt in her high-born room at the Place Vendéme. The
summer was at its zenith in the wealthy epoch in which I lived. I was
richly dressed in linen, unshaven, of a manly age, handsome of face, a
body chiseled and made strong by summer sport. With purpose I walked
along the lamp-lit arcades and crumbling tchotchke brocantes on the rue
de Rivoli. The day had been hot and heaven’s fierce eye cooked the city
like bread in a stone oven. Now was evening and a dry warmth puffed in
bursts like steam from old machines. [ shuffled past broken-backed
Parisian laborers and weary foreign travelers snapping photographs. ..

Scenes of the city: A man was curing warts in the arcade. He
stood on a box, beating a ladle against his cardboard medical diagram,
dabbing ointments on curious passers-by. A similar inventor was selling
the ‘eyeglasses-to-end-all-eyeglasses.” This merchant leapt from crate to
crate, gasping in exalted joy, singing the virtues of his holy lenses. One
merely had to wear a kilo of coiled springs and transparent plates
strapped to the forehead to see all there was to see in this world. A perch
was set-up where a one-euro monkey was signing postcards for tourists.
An old cocktail lounge near Galignani’s English bookseller had its doors
wide open. It pilfered smoke from the silent clients inside, and tried to
resurrect the Can-Can. All of this reminded me of a similar scene from a
time long ago...

It was the old century.

I had drifted down to a foreign seaport. There, I rented a small
room over a brick marketplace that looked like this very arcade in
summertime, with the hot breaths of air puffing through the brocante
stands and the vents in the bricks. I was of a youngish age, no more than
a boy. I had come from wayfaring and had met a friendly swindler
named Felix. Felix had been working on a fishing boat offshore and was
docked for the summer and the two of us lived upstairs and earned
money selling opium out of our room. The room was cheap and
rundown but comfortable, with two mattresses on the floor, one against
each wall, and a table made of planks in the center of the carpet that was
always covered with pads of sketching paper, wine bottles, pipes, and
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ashtrays. Felix had come ashore at the end of spring with two kilos of
black tar opium that he’d bought from his ship captain. He was turning
a handsome profit. I paid into the share and joyously threw myself into
the work—though joy is a hindrance advisable to be abandoned in such a
business. Cold-handed Felix enjoyed counting profits more than feasting
in revelry, and so was meant for the trade. He and I would come to part
ways that autumn, as men are made for different lives; still that summer
he was a loyal friend and we laughed many a pleasant night away, until
came rushing the gold and bluish beams of dawn.

Summer nights we would work and play the lyre and the
mandolin. We drank sweet rum and sang and made love to eager girls.
A steady stream of young female university students and tourists kept the
business going in the pensions near the harbor. They would stray to
drink coffee and wine in the marketplace in their laughing groups; and
we would catch them by their naive hands and lead them upstairs,
funneling them into our well-worn room the way recalcitrant housecats
are cornered and funneled back inside the house with slow side-steps and
focused eyes. We relished those girls with their wheat-fed breasts, littde
Pollyannas raised in northern towns with their powdered thighs, legs
flavored sugary-vanilla and rubbed with the scents of inexpensive middle-
class perfumes. ...

Other times we met and made love to the low-born castaway girls
of the city—black-stockinged bartendresses and blousy tramps employed
to work in drinking dens, or at the hat-check counters in strip clubs.
There were shyer girls too, also itinerants, those who moved from city to
city looking for a new way of life or a job on the stage. They worked
pushing breakfast trays in the morning cafés, so they’d leave for work
while Felix and I were still sleeping; sometimes they would return the
next evening, sometimes we would never see or hear from them ever
again. So many gitls to tell about on that long-lost summer, adolescent
gypsies with crazy eyes and dark secrets. That was the life around the
marketplace. The air from the harbor nearby was salty and humid.

Downstairs in the market, night had fallen. I paced back and
forth in front of the sod crates, where flourished tender poppies in the
summer night air. [ sniffed their scarlet blooms and hefty milking pods.
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It was on a night that we were to sell five grams of the ‘black smoke’ to an
old vagabond who claimed to live on a barge in the harbor. He was a
strange, disheveled figure with a pockmarked face, and we didn’t trust
him to come up to our room where we usually did business, so Felix went
upstairs alone to weigh out the product and package it. We planned to
exchange the money down at the wharf. Now, while I was downstairs
pacing back and forth, waiting for Felix, I noticed some patrolmen had
shown up. They were milling around the brocante stands casting me
suspicious looks every other moment. A cold flush went up the rind of
my back, a sick feeling jabbed my gut. I was more than a little paranoid.
I hadn’t yet visited a jail cell in this part of the country and I wanted to
remain anonymous there. I thought to cancel plans and made a few steps
towards the closed door that led to the narrow stairs that went up to our
room. | needed to signal to Felix, for as soon as he appeared on the
street with the product, that gang of patrolmen would surely fling
themselves upon us. Where was the customer hiding? I peered around
the corner and saw the shady vagabond smoking a rolled cigarette quietly
by a street leading down to the river.

“Where’s your barge?” 1 whispered to him when I reached the
shadows.

He pointed down the road and continued puffing.
“Do you want some tobacco?”
I nodded and took a pinch and began to roll it.

“There are police over there.” The worry in my stomach was
growing worse.

“They’re not looking at us,” said the vagabond, “They’re here for
something else.”

How does he know what they are here for? And what is that zp-
tapple-tap, 1 heard footsteps coming around the corner. It was Felix, he
was shuffling fast. I motioned for the vagabond to follow us and met
pace with Felix. The three of us headed off in direction of the harbor.

There were even more patrolman down by the docks. They
surveyed us carefully as we stepped across the planks, passing the roped
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up boats. A new policeman seemed to appear with every turn. My
paranoia was nOw paramount.

“This way. My barge is over here.”

“No, we’re not going there,” we told the vagabond. “Let’s just sit
on the edge of the docks a minute.”

“Look at the moon!” I said aloud as I sat myself down, letting my
legs dangle over the black waters, “One would say it is swollen. It is like a
green apple, that moon!”

“It is just a moon,” said the shrew-faced vagabond. Who was this
character?, I wondered. Just another dirty bum living on a garbage-boat
in the harbor? A creature like this would be cooperating with the police.
Five grams costs no great sum, but where has he scored the money to buy
it? Look at the way he was dressed! [ scanned over my shoulder. People
could be seen coming down the docks—shades with flapping holsters. 1
thought to nudge Felix and suggest we stop the deal and cut-out, but in
the end we went through with it. I grabbed the old bills from the
vagabond’s grimy hand while we three sat down on the docks with our
legs hanging over. If anyone approaches, I thought, 'm going to leap in
the harbor and swim beneath the boards, straight back to the sand. Felix
handed the vagabond the opium wrapped up in brown paper and the
vagabond slipped his dirty finger in to take a piece to taste it and tucked
the rest of the package into his jacket. He mumbled some parting words
and we nodded as we stood up and walked away, off down the docks past
the patrolmen. I didn’t look to see if they were watching us but listened
to hear for their footsteps, should they start a pursuit. [ was a great
runner on foot, then as now. Aye, no man could outrun me on two legs.
So fast was I in the footrace, that I almost yearned for the chance to prove
my speed against pursuing police; but happy was my stomach that we
were not pursued. | was flushed with relief as we quietly left the docks in
direction of the marketplace. Felix and I had a good stack of cash now,
and we went quickly up to the room to count it and put it away. That
night, we invited two short, dark-haired Swedish gitls, one from
Stockholm, the other from Géteborg, to come up to our room. We had
met them eating in a café the same evening. All of us smoked opium and




drank together; we sang and played the mandolin, and I made love to the
taller of the two. Such a fragrant recollection!

That was all years ago, long before I had traveled to Paris, back in
the days when I swindled fools and drifted around—an airy youth in
canvas traveling trousers; brown ramblin’ boots, they lasted long, made of
African leather. These days, I would stroll in summer linens, stitched by
Europe’s finest tailors—the greatest couturiers of Paris and Milan
fashioned my evening suits. A famous English shoemaker sent me these
shoes: c.i.f. London . . . Aye, these were empirical times!

Yes, now was a more handsome age. The plentiful money
adorning my pockets was crisp from the treasury, not brown and
crumpled as sorry bills gets from passing through the soiled hands of
vagabonding harbor-rats and opium peddlers. Now it was night in Paris
and [ was walking in fine clothes beneath an ivory-laced portico knowing
all luxuries were mine. “Great life!” I cried, “How you lay yourself before
me like an ardent lover!”

As I lined the gates of the palace of the Louvre, I was startled by a
sudden gust of very cool wind that caught up in the overhead trees and
swooshed upon my face. So strange was it, in this month of summer,
that I stopped momentarily thinking about all that might arrive at this
private midsummer feast in the gardens of the Louvre whereto 1 was
headed, and focused on the qualities of the autumnal odors that had
accompanied such a untimely breeze. My eyes watched the way the
leaves in the trees overhead were flapping moistly on dark branches, and
my memory cast back to a time a few cold autumns before...

Oh memory, speak of the beautiful Anne, with whom I spent one
amorous night in blistery autumn. ..

Autumn, that wild season when rural men rack orchard trees with
sticks and weep with the desire to kiss faraway Demeter’s supple breasts,
to set lips to her travel-swollen eyes. They seek goddesses, but I desired
only Anne. The two of us had planned to meet after twilight in the
Jardin du Luxembourg. She had just performed onstage for the first time




