Islept n the pack every night after that. It became a sanctuary
for me, a refuge of inwardness against the grinding demands of
the streets. There were eight hundred and forty acres to roam in,
and unlike the massive gridwork of buildirgs and towers that
loomed outside the perimeter, the park offered me the possibility
of solitude, of sepanating myself from the rest of the world. In the
streets, everything is bodies and commotion, and like it or not,
you cannot enter them without adhering to 2 rigid protocol of
behavior. To walk among the crowd means never going faster
than anyone efse, never lagging behind yeur neighboer, never daing
anything to disrupt the flow of human trafic. If you play by the
rules of this game, people will tend to ignore you. There is a
particular glaze that comes over the eyes of New Yorkers when
they walk through the streets, a natural and perhaps necessary
form of indifference to others. It doesn’t matter how you look, for
eample. Qutrageous costumes, bizarre hairdos, T-shists with cb-
scene siogans printed acress them—no ane pays atteation to such
things. On the other hand, the way you act inside your clothes is
of the utmost importance. Odd gestuzes of any kind are auto-

matically taken as a threat. Talking out loud to yourself, scratching
your body, looking someone dizectly in the eye: these deviations
can trigger off hostile and sometimes violent reactions from those
around you. You must not stagger or swoon, you must not dutch
the walls, you must not sing, for all forms of spontanecus or
invehuntary behavior are sure to elicit stares, caustic remarks, and
£Ven an cccasional shove or kick im the shins, [ was not so far
gone that I received any treatment of that sort, but I saw it happen
o others, and 1 knew that 2 day might eventually come when I
wouldn’t be able to control myself anymore. By contrast, Life in
Central Park allowed for a much broader range of variables, No
one thought twice if you stretched out on the grass and went o
sleep in the middle of the day. No one blinked if you sat under a
tree and did ncthing, if you played your darinet, if you howled
at the top of your lungs. Except far the office warkers who lurked
around the fringes of the park at lunch hour, the majority of people
who came in there acted as if they were on holiday. The same
things that would have alarmed them in the streets wers dismissed
as casual amusements. People smiled at each other and held hands,
tent their bodies into unusual shapes, kissed. It was Live and let
live, and as leng as you did not actively interfore with what others
were doing, you were free to do what you liked.
There is no questicn that the park did me a world of good. It
gave me privacy, but more than that, it allowed me to pretend
_that I was not as bad off as I really was. The grass and the trees
were democratic,and aslicafed in the sunshine of a late afternoon,
or dimbed among the rocks in the early evening to lock fora place
to sleep, I felt that I was blending into the environment, that even
‘0 2 practiced eye I could have passed for one of the picnickers or
strollers around me. The streets did not allow for such delusions.
Whenever [ walked out among the crowds, 1 was quickly shamed
into an awareness of myself. [ felt like a speck, a vagabond, a pox
of falure on the skin of mankind. Each day, I became a little dirtier
than 1 had been the day before, a little more ragged and confused,
3 little more different from everyone else. In the park, I did not

have to carry around this burden of self-conscousness. It gave me | T
a threshold, a boundary, a way to distinguish between the inside
and the outside. If the streets forced me to see myself as others
saw me, the park gave me a chance to retum to my inner lifs, to
hold on to myseif purely in terms of what was happening inside
me. It is possible to survive without a roef over your head, | Go
discavered, but you cannot live without establishing an equitib-
rium between the inner and ounter. The park did that for me. It
was not quite a hame, perhaps, but for want of any other shelter,

it came very close.
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