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The line for bread was the longest. Fresh fruit, vegetables, flowers, cider: all of those could be gotten fairly easily, but all anyone really wanted, it seemed, was a loaf of bread. That line just kept getting longer and the selection of loaves in the plastic display case just kept getting smaller. It was clear that everyone was not going to get one.

This was the morning after the blackout the night before. The stores here on the East Side remained closed because the power was still out, but he was glad to see that the Union Square Farmer’s Market was open for business despite it all. One vendor from upstate was talking of also being without power; the blackout had affected communities outside the city as well. But you didn’t need electricity to load up a truck full of produce and sell your wares to New Yorkers who otherwise had been without much in the way of fresh food for sixteen hours now. In this foodie city, that was a lifetime.

His walk downtown this morning had been an interesting one. People with cellphones whose batteries still had juice were on them telling of the hardships, dramas, and adventures of the night before. Others, their phone batteries irretrievably dead, were waiting on line to get access to one of the few vestigial payphones still standing. The lines for those were much reduced from the day before – the novelty of being in a blackout was growing stale – but means of communication were still a hot commodity as there was not much to “do” otherwise in this unelectrified City of Eight Million People. 

On Irving Place, a man with the look of a coiffured Italian model tried to enter Café Nineteen, that fashionable den where Vogue and GQ people sip their lattes, seeking to be seen while feigning reading of the New York Times. But the man was blocked at the closed and locked door, became confused by it, and then began to panic. His routine relied on the electricity working and now it had been thrown off, with no obvious replacement at hand. He first had a moment of cognitive dissonance – no, this place can’t actually be closed – and then, grasping the awful, fateful truth, he turned around and began asking the few people assembled on the benches outside what they were doing. They could at least commiserate about their shared fate.

The temporary collapse of an electrified market economy had left residents at odds with themselves. Less than a day in and existential angst was taking many folk by the throat. What had happened outside the café had been a typical scene this morning: clutches of New Yorkers stranded on street corners, in parks, and on benches, looking around dully and nervously in confused paralysis. There was a bustle on the streets as people scanned the storefronts to determine which ones were closed and which ones were open. The buses, running fare-free today in lieu of subway service, were packed; but did all these people have anywhere to go? Or were they just moving around out of habit? 

He looked around the farmer’s market once more. He decided against waiting on line for the loaves. They would certainly all be gone by the time he got to the front. Cookies and pies at another vendor were going fast, but he had had his fill of sweet stuff yesterday. That had been his dinner, the main items that the few bodegas open had on offer then. Fresh produce was available at the market, but how much could you do with such things when you didn’t have running water or a working stove?

His nausea began to set in again, more strongly than it had immediately upon waking up. By all rights he should have been asleep at this early morning hour, having stayed up much of the night. But the absence of air conditioning or a working toilet had jolted him out of his tossing and turning, the discomfort making further sleep, or even staying still, impossible. You realized how much depended on electric power only after it was gone. Water could only flow up with its help so if you lived on the second floor or above you were dried up after draining any residual moisture sitting in your pipes and toilet cisterns. 

The sheer quantity of booze he had consumed last night was taking its toll. He had woken up with a pounding headache and churning stomach around 4AM. Lack of electrified comfort only exacerbated the normal turmoil. He did grab some fistfuls of sleep in between tossing and turning but finally gave up after the sun rose and the temperature inside and out began to climb again. That was when he had felt how bad his stomach was.

Such excess had seemed like a good idea at the time. It seemed like a good idea to everybody at the time. As soon as the power had gone off at four in the afternoon, he and his co-workers had groped down the darkened stairwells of their building and flowed out into the streets with the rest of the growing streams of yuppies. At first there was an atmosphere of edgy jitteriness as minds immediately fixated on the possibility that this was the beginning of the final jihad against the West. The memory of Nine-Eleven was still quite recent. But once it became clear that fundamentalist crazies were not the cause, the crowd terror dissipated, and he and the rest of his fellows all were taken over by an apocalyptic party atmosphere. The lights are out and work is unilaterally terminated early by the gods of electricity so let’s get plastered right here on the street. It all made existential sense. Even sober. Alcohol would only make that sense even clearer.

Hooch was all too available. Most of the bars near his office had verandas and large windows open to the street and they all set up illegal tables and chairs outside to catch the roving throngs like flypaper. The little convenience stores had plenty of beer available, as well as drink snacks such as pretzels and potato chips. Proper restaurants and grocery stores and drug stores mostly closed down with the power, but the liquor stores and bars stayed open. The party was on.

He had gravitated toward a gaggle of young white men with loosened ties. They were a striking sight, openly drinking quart bottles of Colt 45, a beverage normally favored by winos and homeless people. It was all hail-fellow-well-met, and maybe he could pick up some girls besides. He decided to grab a bottle of 45 at the corner fruit stand and there he was, making stupid frat jokes with the rest of the guys, just as if he were back at college. Well, college wasn’t really so long ago, was it?

There were almost no cops in sight, and some civilians had taken it on themselves to direct traffic. Traffic direction is harder than it looks, as one suddenly realized when watching these intrepid souls. They definitely impeded flow rather than hastened it. But the message really seemed to be that everything was allowed now, the authorities had all gone as dark as the power company and it was back to the primal. With each slug of 45 that insight seemed ever more solid to him, and he was obviously not the only one thinking that way.

The weather was hot, the August day was long, and the sunlight lingered for hours. The only things that grew were the traffic jams and the crowds on the street. He bought some more liquor, and shared some of it with bystanders – everyone was a fast friend now – and others bought liquor and shared it with him. Slowly the consciousness of the world melted into a soft and warm pile of lovely mush. Drink and the world drinks with you. As for the part about crying alone, well there were too many people out here for that to happen.

As darkness fell, the dreaminess inside of him seemed to meld into the manifest dreaminess that had taken over everyone else. New York City in the total dark is a strange place indeed. One could now see the stars above the buildings. People would point flashlights up the tall buildings and you could see the beam of light clearly and continuously tracking up twenty, thirty, forty stories and more, up into the sky. He was talking to strangers and strangers were talking to him, and they all seemed to be his age, his class, his race, his profession. One might think that the power being out would have been boring, but instead the atmosphere was surreal, even electric, to pardon the pun. What anyone was actually talking about didn’t matter; they were all talking and laughing and partying together. They were all one.

Was it fun? Was he happy? Maybe everyone was now beginning to ask themselves such questions for he and the crowd began to get restless and drove things a little more to the wild side. The mob on Third Avenue grew larger and spilled over into the traffic lanes. Clutches of people were now throwing their own little parties on the balconies above. From one terrace a roaring fire could be seen flaring up from an over-lit gas grill. The fire went out and shortly thereafter five fire trucks pulled up, providing the crowd a few minutes of welcome diversion. But then they were gone, and the crowd and the drinking remained, and the agitation crept back in again.

This time one of the balcony parties began to sense the need for entertaining the throngs below and provided that simplest of diversions: exposure of female breasts. How it had started was not clear to him, but before long three women began taking turns pulling their tops up in that terrifically stupid call-and-response that drunken mobs engage in so well. He had joined in the chants himself, at one point yelling along with everyone else, “This is BOR-ING”, when the girls, after well over an hour, began to tire of the routine, and began to retreat back inside their apartment. The chant, though, had the desired effect as the one with the largest breasts once again flashed her tits to the cheers of the assembled multitudes.

At some point, people with laser pointers had appeared and were flashing first one woman
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