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By LIZA MONROY (NYT) 812 words
Published: January 22, 2006

WHEN I first moved to an inconspicuous block where Chelsea meets the meatpacking district, an old-timer reached out to welcome me to the neighborhood -- in his own way. 

''Hello, beautiful,'' he catcalled. ''Are you Persian?'' 

I get this question so often, I wondered whether my family had hidden the truth from me about my adoption from a Tehran orphanage. 

''I'm Italian,'' I answered. 

He leaned out the window of his rickety steel coffee cart. He was around 40, with smooth, tan skin. 

''Can I offer you anything?'' he asked with a wink. 

I hesitated. I'm a Seattle transplant and genetically an ingrained Starbucks snob. The roasted espresso bean smell of the ubiquitous coffee shop brought back childhood memories of plastic drawers full of brown beans in the original Starbucks store. 

My mother used to scoop Colombian blend as I stood behind her, trying to stick my nose into the drawer. These days, I'm a vanilla soy latte addict. I didn't want to forfeit my sweet, overpriced beverage for this man's watered-down offering. Yet when I looked into his kind brown eyes, I couldn't say no. 

''Skim please, two Equals.'' 

He poured it into a waiting cup. 

''How much?'' 

''For you? Free.'' 

The coffee cart is one of those things that make Manhattan feel like a small town. The man at the helm knows your name, how you take your coffee, your morning carbohydrate of choice. This one always asked how I was doing, and soon he knew more about my life than most of my boyfriends. 

He knew the boyfriends, too. The talent agent met a lukewarm reception. The investment banker got a better review; I eventually married him. I enjoyed my coffee guy's overprotective-dad act, but I missed espresso more. One day I crossed the street and entered the Starbucks via the side door so my coffee cart man wouldn't see. But he caught on. 

''You prefer Evil Empire to me?'' he said. 

So as I headed from Starbucks to the subway, I avoided him, walking west down 15th Street, then east on 16th back to Eighth Avenue. It was a nerve-racking way to live. 

''Are you O.K.?'' a colleague asked as I huffed into my cubicle, frazzled. 

''It's this guy.'' 

''Bad date?'' 

''Bad relationship.'' 

After a year of ducking behind Con Ed trucks to avoid this man, I quit my job to freelance. At 10 in the morning on my first day of my new life, I took a break and sneaked by the cart to try a new cafe in the West Village. As I headed home, he saw me -- and the rival cup. 

''Need a bag for your coffee?'' 

I'd had enough. I went over to his window. 

''Where'd you get that?'' He pointed. I changed the subject. 

''What's your name?'' I asked. I'd never found out. 

''Max,'' he said. 

''I'll come by more often,'' I said, wondering why I'd felt guilty for ditching him. 

That night, when I came home at 4 a.m. after dancing in the hot new Chelsea club Marquee, I saw him setting up his cart for the morning ahead. I tried to dodge him; I couldn't let him see me stumbling home so late at night. But I couldn't steer clear of his line of vision. 

''You live alone?'' he asked, seeming concerned. 

''No, I'm married now. To the one you liked.'' 

Max smiled. ''You're up late,'' he said. 

''You're up early.'' I started to walk away. 

''Wait,'' he said. He held up a bagel. My usual, whole wheat. I took it and thanked him. ''See you in a few hours,'' I said. But by the time I got outside the next morning, he had packed up and left for the day. 

Months later, I ran into Max again, this time on a busier corner. He offered me a coffee on the house: skim milk, two Equals, a wink and a smile. As in many past relationships, I liked him more now that he'd moved on without me. 

Photo: With a Starbucks around the corner from a coffee cart in Chelsea, breaking up was hard to do . (Photo by Don Hogan Charles/The New York Times) 
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