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Godardesque

For Michael Bolner

A Piece of Lint 
They are sitting in the diner on stools, facing the 
mirror in which her face is blurred by steam. His face 
is never seen. There is a piece of white lint — or is it a 
crumb? — on his coat, between his shoulder blades. It 
is always in view, even as she turns to him and says she 
must leave him. Sometimes he is her husband and 
they have a child at home being watched by her 
mother. Sometimes he is just her lover, Paul or Roger. 
Her face is taut with youth and need, though her 
abbreviated black Cleopatra wig fits her head badly, 
not ruining her beauty entirely but giving it a desperate 
quality that will be more pronounced in hotel rooms 
with clients. It is not clear yet that she will be doing 
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that, since all she wants is to be on her own, which is 
why she takes the job in a Sam Goody’s music and 
movie store, where she works part time and is already 
$200 in debt, the sound track constant and sad. No 
one knows to whom she owes this money. No one 
knows who owes her money but is not paying, so that 
finally she leaves this job for something that pays 
better. Whatever happened to her husband or lover is 
not as important as the grooming of her wig and the 
run-down condition of her little apartment with its 
river view. She meets a friend her age, just as pretty, 
nicely dressed, though her make-up is a trifle 
exaggerated, but she’s tidy and clean, not an ordinary 
streetwalker. The friend tells her how easy it is, renting 
her body to a client. Not herself. The music picks up its 
beat. A man’s falsetto brings with it a lyrical longing 
and images of flowers on the embankment. The friend 
leaves her in some neighborhood, but it’s not clear 
where that is, where she is now soliciting — somewhere 
along Eleventh Avenue, talking to the drivers in cars 
waiting for the traffic light to change, perhaps Chelsea, 
on a corner of Eighth Avenue, maybe in the theater 
district, on 46th Street, off Broadway, or further 
uptown, where her whiteness is less and less common. 
She’s now with her first client, a middle-aged man 
indifferently undressing as she stands there smiling 
in a less painful way than one would expect. He tries 
to kiss her on the mouth, but she averts her face again 
and again, so that all he kisses is her hair or the back 
of her neck. Never her lips. His tongue never able to 
bring its urgent speech into her mouth. One assumes 
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she doesn’t do blow jobs. Unless that is seen as so 
impersonal that she does it without any sense of 
invasion or compulsion. But to have a man’s mouth on 
hers, to allow his tongue to contaminate her own, to 
infuse however strangely his nascent speech into her 
being — because the mouth, the throat lead to what is 
innermost — that is the beginning of ideas. That is 
how his ideas smother her own. That is how damnation 
or death enter the soul. That is how even angels 
corrupt. Mouth to mouth. One portal of the pneuma 
to the other. A cock in the mouth is nothing compared 
to that. But this is too vulgar to contemplate and 
probably all she worries about is the sturdiness of the 
condom and the cold sore on her upper lip. Because 
she can do a blow job with a condom in place. Or let 
the man enter her anus as long as she is lubricated 
and he wears a condom. It’s all about the quality of 
latex and how lucky it is that she is not allergic to it. 
Still, none of these issues are as conspicuous as her 
need to be an actress or to send money home if she 
has a child and is not leading an altogether solo life. 
Nothing touches her innocence and her wide-eyed 
smile and coy inclination of the head. What is there to 
fear? Men adore her. Especially the man filming all 
this, whose child she has already lost in a miscarriage, 
which is one reason why she might have had a child at 
the beginning whom she is leaving behind. There are 
so many causes for events that truth is less important 
than what one desires to be the case. And making it so. 
Which is all she is doing, after all, making her case for 
pleasure and income and clean sinks and how one 
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emerges basically unadulterated. Unpenetrated by an 
alien tongue. Which is why that piece of lint, always in 
the center, always clinging, even now, so many tableaux 
later, somehow transferred to her and aligning itself 
with the threads of her black sweater and surviving 
the random caress of strangers, that lint is now the 
seed of regret that will bring a bleakness to her love-
making in hotel rooms (though nothing could be as 
dismal as the men removing shirt and trousers and 
folding them neatly as if getting ready for a physical), 
that lint the indissoluble crux of how the laws of 
physics surround the emotional with entropy even in 
its smallness and indifference, the very thing she dare 
not brush off as if it were the past. But if the lint is just 
a crumb from breakfast, a crumble of baguette that 
dropped from a plate as she passed by her husband or 
lover and clung to the back of his coat and then 
transferred to her sweater when she leaned against 
him in the street, facing away, back to back, looking in 
the direction opposite to the one he was going while 
waiting for a traffic light (at a place where she will 
later be streetwalking), this food particle, the image of 
sustenance still available in the hunger she is only just 
beginning to feel, the emptiness, the aloneness of the 
body, her beauty a kind of vapor that condenses on 
mirrors from time to time, as in the very first scene  
— then the narrative moves from clothing (though the 
lint might have been from a chenille bedspread or a 
bath towel) to food, from the external to the internal, 
from beauty to visceral dreaming, and it’s time to enter 
the café where her friend’s pimp Raoul or Ralphie or 
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Milo is playing pinball, watching how the ball is 
propelled by the spring he lets loose, and who wouldn’t 
believe this is just her, bouncing from one neon 
bumper to another, only now there’s a list and a price, 
as her fate wobbles and careens through one ding-
ding after another, her freedom existing in the 
moments between, when there is neither sound nor 
flash, and the pimp’s hand hesitates as he leans toward 
her for a kiss, which she allows, unafraid but keeping 
her lips closed. Alas, he is handsome, protective, 
though when she asks if he is happy, he shrugs, goes 
through the client list, checks off her name, sends her 
to the hotel, and as she waits there is no evidence of 
needle tracks on her slender arms, no marks of ruin 
on her still perfect face, no sign of angel dust, smack, 
meth, crack, no demon in the small closet, no 
policeman producing his badge as she begins to 
disrobe, though she never reveals more than her bare 
shoulder and no one sees any sign of a vaginal 
discharge or herpes or syphilis, it being the time 
before AIDS and therefore manageable, so there is no 
reason to believe her clients are run down or diseased 
or tortured by obscene compulsions, unless one 
includes the episode when she goes from room to 
room down the hall to find another girl willing to help 
out, and whatever the girl does when she comes back 
it is off camera — evidence that the client is willing to 
siphon off his more objectionable needs, leaving 
everyone-knows-who still intact in her untongued 
virtue. But why should clients not have their own 
perversions that fill the statistical blanks in a reality 
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ever shifting and propelled by the pimp’s sprung 
handle, if it wouldn’t be heretical to think of God that 
way (promoting vice and pleasure in the same motion 
of His hand), and get someone burned at the stake, 
believing in the first wave of heat, the first blisters on 
the arms and face, that divinity combusts when love 
reaches a certain temperature? This brings the issue 
back to innocence in the midst of necessity (her 
unnamed childhood, her not-illustrated years at 
school), the bruises on her arms a kind of determinism, 
though they resemble the shape of the pimp’s finger 
tips and who wouldn’t believe that he could have been 
dissuaded from such a physical course, until she turns 
her face to the camera and exhibits boredom, a bland 
intelligence, a childish pout, her full lips that would 
be unimaginable in the kissing and perusing of a 
client’s body, not to mention his lips, not to credit the 
entering in his mouth of her own tongue to explore 
the philosophy of aspiring lust. Still, someone follows 
her with his camera, and whether the pimp writing his 
income down in a spiral notebook is a divinity or God 
is the big-eared stranger in another café who 
promulgates the equivalence of words and thought so 
that all she lacks really is the correct vocabulary, one 
can only speculate that the ending in which she is 
shot by other pimps trying to buy her from Raoul or 
Ralphie or Milo (though this appears to be 
unintentional, the real target being Raoul or Ralphie 
or Milo, and when the first bad pimp finds his revolver 
empty and assigns the shooting to his companion 
there seems an element of accidental mercy) points to 
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the essential lack of survivability in a woman who 
refuses to be changed or controlled by experience, 
when all that is is what she’s being told it is. She must 
be destroyed. The piece of lint removed. The crumb 
eaten. 

Tenderness
Not that a girl of eighteen with a modified page-boy 
black wig would know it as more than a shy grin and 
his hand reaching for hers, unless one counts the 
three of them in bed — the girl, Paul, the girl’s friend 
Catherine with the freckled face — and Paul asking 
if he can put his hand there, down there between the 
girl’s legs, while Catherine is asking for a little quiet 
and no movement on the mattress, as Paul is rubbing 
the girl’s clit, and Catherine knows this and is getting 
excited because she’s been seen stroking the girl 
affectionately in the movies with Paul on the other side 
of the girl, that time he leapt up to complain about the 
speed the film was being run at, as if anyone watching 
would or could know the difference, looking at this 
Swedish porn that never showed anything except a 
girl with her head going down over a man’s crotch 
but out of view and then coming up, though it might 
as well have been a doctor’s office and she was just 
picking up an earring that had fallen off her left ear, 
that post still not soldered right. But later, Paul — his 
name must always be Paul for reasons or origins never 
explained — recently back from a tour in Iraq, wants 
to know about birth control, what women are using, 
as the girl goes demure and turns away, though her 
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friend Elisabeth says (Paul is interviewing her in his 
new job as a pollster) the girl takes her temperature 
every night for signs of ovulation, implying perhaps 
the girl is using nothing, though Elisabeth herself 
refers to the things a woman can put inside herself 
like a diaphragm or an IUD that in some women can 
be grown over and become part of the womb and 
impossible to extract. No one mentions condoms, 
they are so obvious. There are the hormone pills. The 
subcutaneous injections. The morning-after pills. Or, 
she says, smiling, a curtain rod. Then we see Paul with 
his friend Charles, also back from Iraq, though part of 
his right foot was blown off by an IED and in spite of 
a prosthetic extension on the foot walks with a slight 
limp. Charles adores the freckles on the girl’s friend 
Catherine’s face and wants to know what she’s like in 
bed, on the other side of the girl, while Paul and the 
girl are having at each other. Paul says stop playing 
with yourself, will you? Just ask her what you want to 
know. If she likes you, though why, I couldn’t guess, 
you’re so sloppy all the time, you need a shave, you 
smell. And he laughs. And Charles laughs. They light 
a joint. In comes the girl fresh from her recording 
studio, where she’s been doing a single as the reborn 
yé-yé girl, a kind of French Brittney Spears, only more 
innocent these days what with Brittney’s bloated 
body and sons puking in the back of her SUV. But 
that seems libelous, so let’s say the girl is just younger 
than Brittney and though technically not a virgin still 
innocent. Just look at that smile. The dimples. The 
guileless eyes. The always sympathetic regard. The 
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anti-war sticker (This endless war) on the bumper of 
her Honda Civic, and how she holds the cap of the 
aerosol paint spray container as Paul sprays his anti-
Bush slogans on the wall of the local church. But no 
one years from now will understand why these young 
people can’t just get a nice job and get married and get 
an apartment and pretend it’s 1955, the leap forward 
to 2005 just a different syntax, a dream of women in 
kerchiefs and burkas a cultural error as the wrong 
needs get into the wrong heads. Whereas men and 
women are the same as always. Which is what Paul 
is trying to figure out, in his interviews, the teenagers 
around him jittery from Red Bull caffeine drinks, not 
PCP, because decency and self-control are, well, not 
so hard to maintain, though hands tremble and eyes 
bulge and semen stains are as common as cola spills. 
Paul interviews “Miss 19” and she can’t name a single 
province in Iraq or the Vice President or the year of 
the French Revolution, which is unfair and irrelevant 
since she can and does tell Paul you can’t get AIDS 
just by hugging a person, and you can’t not believe in 
God just because there’s suffering in the world, like, 
say, Bangladesh. In the meantime, Charles is speaking 
not to his freckled lesbian nymph Catherine but to 
Elisabeth, a coy girl, a likeable girl, who leans against 
a wall outside the cinema and fiddles with the thin 
gold chain around her neck, sliding her fingers back 
and forth on it, as Charles imagines those fingers 
on his cock, though he maintains his demeanor and 
presses forward (as it were) with questions about 
her breasts, recalling how he reached for the sugar 


