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  Prologue


Every day has its misgivings. 
Man lives by faith, they say, but personally I think man wants to render faith unnecessary. If I slipped off a tightrope I’d for damn sure rather know there’s a safety net down there than not. One that I could clearly see. But lately there seems to be a dearth of nets—maybe there’s some manufacturing problem—because there aren’t a hell of a lot of them around. Sooner or later, I have to return to that thing man lives by.
The Episcopal Seminary stands in Chelsea as a bit of Old England, stern yet spiritual, judgmental yet welcoming, very green in the summer and soft, and I like it best then. I’ve lived across the street from this astonishing edifice for the last three years. In fact, the red bricks of the Seminary wall and the rising chapel, sturdy as the tops of the two plane trees that touch it, are framed dead center by my French windows, thrown open even through the autumn. Quite a view, my friends have told me, describing it most often as “inspiring.” But today … well, I’ve just walked back from the Seminary and, gazing out that window, I feel as distant as the radium blue sky. Let me tell you …
It was hot on the garden path. Several Seminary students passed me, smiling carefully, their footsteps silent, clinging to areas of shade like discreet ghosts. Everywhere flower beds had burst, spilled over onto the concrete walk. The wiry stems of the coneflowers were already bearing yellow daisies and the deep rose flush on the outer petals of the saucer magnolias amazed me. Overhead a blue jay screamed. And white clouds, thick and heavy, blew over the garrets of the neighborhood brownstones. But the sun was the main thing. Maybe because I’ve been through what I would call hell, the sun, as it bore right through my clothes, regenerated me, like a jolt from God.
I sat down on the gray stone bench facing the Chapel of the Good Shepherd. Above its entrance was a bas-relief of Jesus tending the lambs with his crooked staff and on the steps below these words were engraved: Blessed are they that enter in through the gates into the City.
Two full-paned glass doors led into the chapel. Through this glass, reflecting leaf-filled trees, I could just make out the recessed altar, dimly, and even shapes on the stained-glass windows, fitting together like pieces of a mystical puzzle that meant only what you wanted it to. And in that puzzle I saw his face as I always saw it. Frank’s face, calmly regarding the person opposite him—me—and wanting somehow, in an amused and impossible way, to speak. I listened to the leaves, in ample bunches, moving back and forth.
It took me awhile to notice the man on the stone bench adjacent to mine, engrossed in his Wall Street Journal, oblivious to the world at large. His thick hair was dark but had a couple of strands running through it that had already turned white, though he couldn’t have been over forty. He was tall and angular and the casual sports clothes he wore seemed at odds with the air of privilege, even arrogance, he otherwise projected. Somebody else must have picked out those clothes for him. 
It’s been said that by simply watching a man walk into a room and sit down in a chair you know all there is to know about him. There’s some truth to that. Just by observing this man I could see he was full of a tense, repressed energy. Once he looked up at me, hastily, through heavy-rimmed glasses, then returned to his Journal like a driver intently perusing a road map, determined to find the quickest route. To money, I supposed. I could see he was eyeballing stock quotations. Weird, the two of us coming to the Seminary for such different purposes.
Mine was to pray.
Once inside the chapel, I knelt on one of the pews nearest the altar, my jeans sticking to the faded brown leather which had heated up, even through stained glass. I was like a fly in a honey pot—feeling good and sticky—and just where I wanted to be.
This communication with God was always the highpoint of my week … God, take my burdens from me. Give my spirit a jumpstart back into the stratosphere where it belongs instead of under the soles of my shoes. Release me from the terrible mysteries of this world that are unsolvable—like Frank’s death. And protect Frank, whose body I can see now in a circle of light, but whose soul I couldn’t begin to objectify, though I know it is roaming somewhere in the life beyond. Nearer you.
When you lose the person you love most in life, you are changed forever. You stand on a precipice estranged from yourself. Half of you lies dashed on the rocks below while the other half doesn’t even know the cliff has an unexpected drop-off. You have no idea who you have become. The new face in the mirror provides no clues. But I’ll tell you this much. A man who can’t find his splinters always hurts.
My communications always ended the same way, with me hearing sounds, muffled, incredibly far away, birdsong, the splash of water, laughter without care, then abrupt silence.
I left the chapel, moving past the man still sitting there reading his paper. I don’t know why I looked at him but when I did he lifted the paper off his lap to show me his hard fat dick sticking straight up out of his fly.
You know the rush you get when you’re shocked unexpectedly? Everything explodes in a nanosecond. You jerk to a halt, your heart beats fast, your ears feel hot, and your lips part, but before you can speak they close like a crocus—prematurely. All those explosions happened in me then settled like so much dust in the pit of my stomach.
First making sure no one was watching, as if I were somehow responsible for his behavior, I searched his eyes for some explanation. But they were vacant, green and glassy, though prominent behind his lenses, fixed directly on me as he masturbated his big engorged dick. Challenging me. But to do what?
I heard laughter from behind the chapel, probably coming from some of the Seminary students. As their laughter became louder, I realized they must be heading in our direction. So did he—but he made no move to cover himself. When I looked into his eyes again, they had changed. The vacant stare had been replaced by an unmistakable malevolence.
Abruptly I turned away and strode out of the Seminary Garden, hands thrust deep in my pockets, thinking fuck you and trying hard to concentrate on the hundreds of flowers in my way, but unable to find the equilibrium to do it.
So you see, I’m standing here at my window, gazing at the chapel, but seeing it with new eyes, with the dullness of someone who’s been raped. He’d waited. A stalker. When I was at my most vulnerable, lost in prayer, he’d struck.
Of course it wasn’t about sex, everybody was a little savvier about that nowadays. It was about aggression and behind this bold act of exhibitionism was incredible anger, so close behind that it was transparent. This was one troubled motherfucker who needed to punish and to hurt. The question was why should I be so shaken up? It had nothing to do with me. I was probably his mother or his father. I’d just happened to stumble blissfully into the world he was getting back at … Was he still there now, dick stuffed back into his pants, reading innocently, or had he moved to some new hunting ground? Hell, I wanted to forget the whole thing, get it out of my mind and enjoy what promised to be an unusually balmy summer evening. In fact, I lit some candles in anticipation, though evening was far off. A low breeze coming up off the Hudson made the room comfortable and fresh. I kept seeing that bloated dick in my mind. I wished I didn’t but the image was a little too strong.

      [image: ]By dusk, however, it was humid and still, the promise of that mild evening having suddenly dissipated along with the fleeting afternoon breeze. Now all that moved were the gnats buzzing up and down the remnants of the candles, burned nearly to the bottom of their wicks. The sky had turned a dull gray, tinged now and then with thin streaks of yellow. I turned on the air conditioner mounted in the bedroom window. It was strong enough to cool down the whole apartment. 
During the next few hours I skimmed through a couple of newspapers, half-heartedly tried to finish a middle chapter of an already predictable mystery, paid some bills online, made a couple of phone calls to members of my bereavement group, mechanically jerked off, separated clothes into piles for an eventual trip to the laundry, and felt generally depressed. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why, but I did wonder about it.
Maybe it was because of the lack of a love life. It had been a long time, a few years since I’d had sex, an encounter that began by someone picking me up on the street opposite Clement Clarke Moore Park. I couldn’t remember his face, name, or what his apartment looked like, but I did remember the length of time I spent with him—a half an hour. This passage of time without sex had occurred in me—a man of only thirty-five with an active sex drive and imagination. But sex was one thing and love another, at least in my mind—and it had been a long time too, four years, since Frank had died, and I hadn’t loved anyone since him. Sex. Love. The lack of both was like two deprivations from two deep and timeless wells.
Those who meant well were always encouraging me to find both, preferably in one package, right? But that didn’t seem an easy task. I couldn’t think of any immediate prospects. I knew a number of darkened public rooms in Chelsea, but they weren’t bars or clubs, they were church basements—the dark, musty spaces, sometimes lit by a single bulb or fluorescent tube, where my fellow journeyers and I met in bereavement, not passion. And that was fine for now. I didn’t want to go to the bars or clubs or cruise internet chat rooms, casual pick-ups weren’t on my mind, and as for a new love, I was too guilt-ridden to consider it, not when the old one wouldn’t die. But friends persisted—they told me I was handsome, desirable, and emotionally available—and I believed them. But if this lack was the cause of my depression, I was too ambivalent to find out for sure. I didn’t want to hunt the unknown.
It was late. I turned off the air conditioner and opened my bedroom window. It had cooled down outside and there was even a breeze that had come up. As I stood at the window, I caught sight of some of my neighbors in the back windows of their brownstones that butted up against our common garden. I have to say, Manhattan isn’t exactly a fertile ground for shrinking violets—it’s much too small and crowded. At one point or another everybody says to hell with it and lets their hair down on the lit stages of their own homes. A voyeur’s paradise. Or is it? After all, the night is a great aider and abettor … a camouflage … my neighbors across the garden, giving into their nighttime dramas with silent theatrical gestures, resemble nothing more than tricksters, con artists and charlatans, insubstantial figures ready to disappear in a puff of smoke as the blinds are drawn. Frustrating anyone who wants to see a piece of their souls. The only real thing in this landscape are the sounds of boisterous, traded laughter, or fights breaking out, blocks away, or the tinny honking of horns, or occasionally the whistle of the Jersey train, as lonely and as full of portent as any midnight train in the rural South.
When I finally fell asleep, Frank came to me and comforted me, just like always. I opened my wings like a butterfly when he did and moved them gently. Then we both flew away.

      [image: ]What had saved me, not surprisingly, was my involvement with others who had suffered, I won’t say a similar loss, I’m too arrogant for that, but a loss nonetheless and usually a deep and perplexing one. We gave each other much needed counsel and became, for each other, reliable leaning posts. Always supporting what seemed nearly insupportable so that the very surreal unlikeliness of living on increased, albeit at a snail’s pace. As time passed in this way, sources of light did return to my life in varying degrees, sometimes faintly, like a night-light barely blinking, sometimes surreptitiously, like a small rectangular white band seeping under a door, and sometimes even spectacularly, like a starburst ending a nightmare that had stalled in unremitting blackness. 
Times shared with members of my bereavement group kind of shocked me into a renewed vigor, dissipating my haze of self-pity. Together we white-knuckled the bar of the roller coaster—our only means of transportation through the process of grieving. Sometimes we even dared let go of that bar, lifted our hands up over our heads, screamed, whooped, cursed, and had lots of collective fun.
It was only when I got back home and shut the door that I understood so much had been taken from me when Frank died, and that I’d much rather have been engaged in all those activities, not with these new friends, but with Frank instead. That’s my definition of love—when you want unquestionably the pleasure of a specific person’s company—and no one else will do.
The superintendent of my building has a sixteen-year-old son who’s a goofball named Tony. Most days after school he and his buddies can be found hanging out in our lobby. They’re a loud, hyper, obnoxious bunch, either making lewd or derogatory comments about the tenants as they come and go or placing random calls on their cell phones and belching or farting when somebody answers.
But when I walked into the lobby this afternoon, Tony was alone, lackadaisically sweeping up the floor with a dog-eared broom, bravado gone, obviously embarrassed to be helping out his dad with this menial task.
As I pressed the elevator button I was surprised when he sidled up and started sweeping right next to me, staring dully at the floor. I’ve usually caught him eyeing me as if I were some very rare thing who ended up on his terra-firma like an exotic pollen.
Imagine my surprise when he said, “Hey.”
I looked at him. He leaned on his broom with a confused expression on his face, brows twisted in a thinker’s frown.
“How’s it going?” I asked.
“You used to have a boyfriend who died, right?”
I was taken aback by his question but found myself nodding yes. But when he glibly asked, “AIDS?” I was about to tell him to mind his own fucking business when the word fell out of me like a key accidentally falls from a lock, “Alcoholism.” I felt like I wanted to stab him in the gut and watch him bleed to death, that’s how raw I was, then when he raised his eyebrows and asked, “But he was young, right?” as if he just didn’t get it, I answered, “On this plane, yes,” got into the elevator and quickly pressed the CLOSE DOOR button.
Frank had died before I even moved here. But word always travels. I guess somebody in the building who knew had shared the information with the super who had shared it with his son. Whatever. It wasn’t really a secret anyway.
Tony is a dumb, insensitive asshole, that’s for sure, but he is also curious. He doesn’t live in the subliminal discomfort that I do. To him, questions have answers.
God, if I only had a life I was happy with. Maybe I am an exotic pollen. In the scheme of things, that would not only be acceptable, but intriguing.

      [image: ]Allison, Reg, and I shunned the planned events for Gay Pride Day, considering it an intemperate celebration of inconsequential fluff. And as for the parade itself, forget it—gone were the days when it was a beacon of protest or activism. It had reinvented itself into a cheap display of gyrating go-go boys bumping and grinding to the whips of commercial sponsors, their path cleared wide and free by grim-faced Dykes on Bikes taking their cues from the Hell’s Angels at Altamont. Or maybe it was just a case of been there, done that, we hadn’t changed with the times, were a few years older, were too critical. The parade wasn’t ours anymore. Anyway, we’d decided to celebrate the day our own way, just the three of us, by having a picnic on one of the Chelsea piers, enjoying the placidness of Hudson River life, taking in the views of the heavily-bunched green trees on the Jersey Palisades, and catching up on the week that was. 
Allison lay with her head in Reg’s lap, naming the clouds that blew by for various people in her life, past and present, willing most of them to change shapes, or blow on out to sea, but pressing a few to stand still so she could engage them in a dialogue of unfinished business.
Allison once said that for the last ten years she could put only one occupation at the top of her résumé—survivor. Her mother had walked out on the family when she was eight, effectively disappearing into the web of city life where she had become a bag lady. No one knew what had happened to her until she was found dead in an alley almost seven years to the day she had impulsively left home. Fighting back the pain had been all that Allison’s life had been about. She hadn’t had a chance—yet—to move beyond the passive sphere of grief, and sometimes to me it seemed unlikely she ever would. Yet in a way standing still for her may have been like hurtling forward at a shocking pace for anybody else. Her inaction was a triumph of the spirit.
Reg on the other hand was clawing his way out of despair like a proud mountain lion, caged, but determined to burst through the bars at any cost, so incensed was he by the injustice of his circumstances. His twin brother, Ted, had committed suicide after being accused of performing a pedophilic act on one of his students—a nine-year-old boy who was so emotionally unstable his story was in doubt from the beginning. Considering the lack of any physical evidence connecting Ted to the boy, or any corroborating witnesses, it looked as if he had more than a tinker’s chance in hell to come out right side up. Yet even as things were progressing more and more favorably for him, he opted to pour rat poison down his throat. Reg couldn’t understand why. But as he progressed in his grieving process he realized it didn’t matter. Slowly he began to live for himself again and jolted us all, with the unquestioning stamina of a drill sergeant, out of our pointless bellowings of “Why me?”
“Why not you?” he would sometimes respond sharply.
As for me, I lay somewhere between Reg’s excited rectitude and Allison’s melancholic immobility.
She lay on Reg’s lap, her eyes closed now, her long golden hair spread across his shorts and down his bare legs. Unsurprisingly she had had a string of unsuccessful affairs with men—unsuccessful because her needs were too great to ever be satisfied, but she never seemed to tire of trying to end her curse of romantic doom, while Reg was like a fire and brimstone preacher, letting us all know how imperfect his potential mates were but how he absolutely knew he was going to attract someone of character and constancy. It was just a matter of time. When he pressed me for agreement I had no thoughts on the matter, which usually pissed him off, but didn’t affect his confidence.
It wasn’t exactly like the three of us were in some bucolic Monet painting—six months past the turn of the millennium on the noisy, decrepit Manhattan riverfront—but it was as close to that as we were going to get.
“Have you filled out your application for the Court Assistant exam?” Reg asked casually, assuming the role of big brother. He was in his early fifties, after all, but he seemed so dynamic and full of energy I always just thought of him as my own age. Allison, who was my age, appeared younger, because of her fragility and almost childlike trust.
“No, I have a couple of weeks before the filing deadline.”
“I’m listening to whatever you boys are talking about so be careful what you say,” said Allison, half-asleep, but decidedly alert.
“No need to be talking in front of you,” Reg ran his finger along her brow. “You only talk to clouds.”
“Yes,” she replied poetically, “and they roam the world revealing everybody’s most hidden thoughts and desires to anyone who’ll only look up to decipher them.”
What nonsense, I thought. And how boring in a sense. It seemed the three of us were always talking about what meetings were coming up, what problems we were trying to overcome while lapsing into a kind of elf-speak to provide a gentle backdrop for all the doom and gloom we were shadow dancing with. It isn’t that I didn’t love Reg and Allison—I did—and I respected them—passionately—but sometimes they seemed so intent on setting our paths in such heavy stone—rigid paths that allowed for no chance twists or turns.
“Well, you’d better not forget to mail that application in,” Reg continued. “You’ve been drifting a little lately and as we all know floundering around is not in any of our best interests.”
“You’re right, Reg. I promise to see to it this week.” Frank had left me a good amount of insurance, and I’d been living on this money for the last few years, having abandoned my job as a copywriter at an ad agency because I couldn’t concentrate on my work. The State of New York had dangled an attractive alternative to both copywriting and floundering around—a secure, steady job as a civil servant.
“Don’t put it off,” Reg warned. “Next month we’re going to have an increased meeting schedule and you and I are already committed to speaking to some new groups. Remember?”
“Of course. I’m looking forward to it. As usual.” And I was.
We sat quietly for a while, greedily drinking the sunlight like hungry plants, and as usual the sun on my body filled me with a sense of ease. Meanwhile the gaudy gay parade was no doubt in full throttle, oblivious to the three of us, our bodies entwined on a splintered pier sticking out over a river that was choppy for summer and that smelled of fish and refuse, relieved only occasionally by wafts of wayward fresh sea air.
I fell asleep, for who knows how long, lulled by the insistent swell of the water against the rotting piers. When I opened my eyes the world seemed gray, a collage of barely indistinguishable black and white shadows. I blinked a few times in increasing astonishment. Because not only were the buildings, the river, and the sky washed-out, but so was Reg’s face, a darkening crater, and Allison’s long hair was drained of any luster. 
After what was probably only seconds the color began to seep back into the world.
I have to say, this was a first for me but I put it down to the normal adjustment of opening my eyes into brilliant sunlight after they’d been resting in semi-darkness. Still, almost defensively, I told Allison I admired the color of her golden hair.
“That’s thoughtful of you to say,” she said, unaware of my relief that her hair hadn’t stayed that sickly mouse gray.

      [image: ]As we headed back from the pier towards my building, we passed some of the spillover from the gay parade, high-spirited sexually-charged guys, showing off and raucously shouting at the world, at least for one day. I could sense Reg becoming more and more exasperated with these displays of what I assumed he would have labeled wanton frivolity. When a cute young blond, wobbly on his feet, stopped to pee in a flowerbed, Reg winced. 
Allison laughed but I couldn’t tell what she thought of it all—I wondered if as a straight woman she was somehow inwardly disgusted but putting on a liberal front for her friends or if she recognized the embattled souls as being of her own ilk and was blind to the rest of it. Someday maybe I’ll ask her.
We turned the corner onto my block.
Stumbling down the middle of the street, oblivious to the cars trying to inch their way around him, was a celebrant with stunning good looks stuffed into spangled light gray spandex shorts, which showed everything, front and back. His bare, smooth, milky chiseled chest glistened, and shocks of straight black hair fell fashionably from his handsome face. He was a knockout—God knows. No question about it. To complete the picture, he threw us a real killer smile as he passed by, the effect of which was somewhat marred by the unattractive fact that he was high as a kite, and weaving, as if each step he was taking was an effort.
It was then I noticed he was wearing a pair of distinctive candy apple red shoes that glistened in the sunlight.
“Now that,” said Reg somberly as he put his arm around my shoulder, “is vanity unleashed. And vanity is never ever attractive.”
“I don’t know, Reg. He has a certain joie de vivre. He’s sort of having fun celebrating his beauty.”
“No. Vanity turns in on you. It eats you from inside. There’s no real beauty in him.”
Upstairs I listened to my voicemail while Reg made lemonade and Allison curled up on a couch in the corner and flipped through a magazine. I had messages from several group friends who, like Reg, seemed spooked that it was Gay Pride Day too. I excused myself to return the calls and offer some support, but those earlier callers weren’t at home now. Hopefully they had gone off with friends to a meeting or at least were engaged in activities that worked for them. Or maybe, just maybe, they were sitting right by their phones, not answering, apprehensive.
I had come to realize the phone was a lifeline to sanity. And uniquely for those grieving, it was discomforting not to be able to reach that friendly voice on the other end—it subtly brought back the original trauma of loss, when no one was there. I’d try them again after the fireworks.
Allison, Reg, and I took the elevator up to my roof which has an uninterrupted view of Chelsea. Over the top of the Seminary, we could see figures gathered on the roofs of their brownstones waiting like we were for the fireworks to begin. And because it was dark and you couldn’t see the lower sections of their buildings, they seemed to be almost levitating among the treetops and numerous church spires that added some ceremony to an otherwise undramatic cityscape. 
Allison drew close to me. “Did you hear that thunder?”
That’s right. I remembered now. We were supposed to get some thunderstorms tonight. At first I thought that low rumble had been early fireworks going off, but I knew better when I noticed a streak of lightning far in the western sky.
“Let’s hope it doesn’t affect the show,” Reg muttered.
It didn’t. The storm came later, after the display had ended.
The fireworks were shot from barges on the Hudson. Which meant they were close by. In fact, they exploded overhead, spectacularly. In anticipation of each shimmering burst, Reg and I put our arms around Allison’s shoulders and squeezed tightly. 
It’s odd how you can stand linked to two friends and yet exist in an opposite world, one they couldn’t find if they tried and one they wouldn’t recognize if they did. I wonder what they would have thought if they had read my mind as, for whatever reason, the fireworks became in my imagination huge explosions of cum, thick cascades of sperm, color mad ejaculates that seemed to pour down from the sky out of some mystical horn of plenty. And in response to this bombardment, seemingly aimed directly at me, I yearned to lean my head back, open my mouth and hungrily swallow every drop that showered down. 
My feelings were so intense that I gasped and fell slightly forward. Reg pulled me back in line and steadied me, never taking his eyes off the new golden explosion that dissipated in the night sky like a glowing flower—and when I looked back up in the sky, I happily saw that same glowing flower too, nothing more. Yet when the finale was in full force I had the urge to tell Allison and Reg about my whimsical association—after all it’s not a stretch to place an erupting cock in the company of Roman candles, sparklers, firecrackers, etc.—but I stopped myself … underneath it all I was embarrassed, not by making the association, but by experiencing it in the way I did, so palpably and forcefully. I didn’t feel like communicating that. So I just kept quiet and let the neighborhood around me quiet down as well.

      [image: ]I sat on the floor, phone in hand, but I didn’t return those calls. Reg and Allison had left in polite haste to beat the approaching storm, but I doubt they did, they couldn’t have made it home yet, and already slicing drops of rain were spattering against my French windows, obscuring my view to the outside. And the wind blew branches against the glass, strong rhythmic clicks, that interfered with normal street sounds. Blind and deaf. Too blind to be able to read those phone numbers in my address book and too deaf to hear those outcries. In the middle of dialing a number, I paused, slowly put the phone down next to me on the floor, and gazed at it as if it were something unfamiliar that didn’t really belong there. 
I crossed to the windows, threw them open and breathed in the stormy night air, gusts of rain coming at me fast, jagged lightning illuminating my long hands where large purple veins, rivers of blood, throbbed compulsively, full of life.
Of course we’re drawn to water, we are water, and I’m a Pisces, one of those earth-bound mermen condemned to roam on sand, dirt, and rocks in a bleak search for the kingdom of the waves. I guess then it’s no accident that I love the rain, that I spent the day on a Hudson River pier, and that I was being pulled toward water once again tonight.
I grabbed my raincoat and oversized black umbrella from the copper canister by the door and headed out.
I decided to set off towards the river again, ready to enjoy the spectacle of the water all choppy and rising in white-tipped cascades, and at least get as far as the galleries, whose windows would showcase paintings, lit up against the black night, colors blurring, with art lovers, mere shadowy figures, huddled inside or spilling out onto the sidewalks, waiting with a heightened sense of camaraderie, in doorways, for the rain to let up.
I walked west. But it was almost impossible to see anything up ahead as I had my eyes cast down so I wouldn’t step off the curb into a torrent that would rise up past my ankles. Hearing the constant loud battering of the rain on the top of my umbrella made me tense. I had to hold the umbrella straight out vertically when I turned corners to keep it from being ripped out of my hands. While thunder roared.
I have to admit I had set out with some of the adventuresome spirit and moral superiority of a nineteenth-century romantic. Now I was a drenched unhappy numbskull. What a mistake. What had I been thinking? And how long had I been walking? I had no real sense of how far I had gone.
Yet I knew I had made it to the galleries. But their lights were off, they had sensibly closed, and no art lovers waited, flattened up against the sides of buildings. Except for an occasional car passing by, spewing water up on the curb, it was dead. I lost heart. And I didn’t feel like going all the way to the river anymore. I just wanted to go home. But where was I now?
When a flash of lightning revealed the lay of the land, I found I had turned onto one of the cobblestone side streets of the deserted Meatpacking District. Corrugated roofs of the buildings on opposite sides of the street, sagging precipitously, half in collapse, seemed to be straining to meet each other. The gutters were choked with waste since the drains were clogged, masquerading now as fountains, bubbling up on street corners like new forms of life. Someone, I couldn’t make out who, crawled out of a nearby cardboard box, which was soggy and disintegrating, and loped off around the corner. Once vacated, the box turned into pulp, quickly, its remaining shreds washed into the gutter.
Suddenly a stretch limo rounded the corner and moved up the street towards me, its headlights glowing in the deluge and water beating off its sleek black roof like hot bullets. But instead of passing me, it stopped—unexpectedly—in front of where I stood on the curb. It was eerie. Like a tank grinding to a halt on a war-torn city street. It was almost as if whoever was inside had stopped to watch me, as through a one-way mirror—I say a one-way mirror because there was no way I could see through the tinted windows, and the rain rolling down the dark glass provided a double shield of secrecy.
I don’t much like secrets, mine or anybody else’s, and I’m not great at keeping my own. My life is pretty much an open book. Not everything is disclosed, but not much is hidden.
Of course, all that was about to change now. At this moment—when the back door of the limo was almost casually thrown open and the veil was lifted, so to speak. The same veil that was about to descend on me, cloaking me from the world I had staked a claim in, and even distorting the passage of time.
But I had no way of knowing it then. I could only gawk at the spectacle in front of me, that had nothing to do with me after all, or not much. They obviously wanted to give me some kind of thrill, only it’s hard to get a thrill when you’re on the outside looking in. Like I was. Though they wanted to fix that. They wanted to include me, deep voices, choking with laughter, enticing me over and I took the bait, stepped right up, and gazed through the smoky haze lit subtly, like an underexposed photograph, by the pastel lights affixed to the ceiling and sides of the limo’s interior.
I could make out the forms of four young men, I’d say in their mid-twenties, with spiked hair, in tuxedos, passing a glass pipe back and forth among themselves, leaning indolently back on the leather seats, facing each other in pairs, ghost night riders whose faces were blurred by thick smoke. And on the floor between them, the naked boy, his upended ass pointed right at me, the neck of a champagne bottle stuck up his hole. Squirming and groaning, he tried to keep himself steady on his hands and knees so he wouldn’t collapse on the carpet of red roses that had been strewn underneath him, thorns and all.
“Drink it, baby, drink it,” coaxed a voice from a face I couldn’t see, as the voice’s hand reached down and maneuvered the champagne bottle a little further inside the boy’s hole. Then the hand pulled back, empty, and beckoned to me, the voice exhorting, “You try it. Come on—give it a shove. He’s loving it.”
It was then I saw the red shoes, twisting violently at the end of his naked body as they dug into the floor, trying to provide leverage to keep him from landing in the middle of the pile of thorns. The scene ... the game ... the bottle as an instrument of rape ... it was cruel enough, the thorns sticking out from the vibrant rose petals, crueler still. And there was a lot of druggy laughter as they passed the pipe around, egging each other on in a dizzy stab at male bonding. Still no faces were visible. Only pale clouds of yellow, baby blue and pink smoke hovered where their faces belonged and drifted down the fronts of their tuxedos to settle like tinted fog over their crotches.
Of course it was him. From this afternoon. I could picture him not marching but wobbling down my street. I guess it was only the natural progression of things that now I was staring at his pink anus lips as they sucked as accommodatingly as possible on the champagne bottle’s rim.
One of the voices shouted impatiently at me, “What’s wrong with you, asshole? This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. Fuck him!”
I just stood there, wondering what to do, umbrella hanging over my head, soaked through and through. Suddenly I felt it. That powerful sexual surge that tingles from the top of the head to the soles of the feet in one lost moment that ignores any reason or resolve. I leaned forward. My fingers closed around the bottle until I had a good grip. Surprised, I felt him push back on it, encouraging me. His legs splayed as far apart as they could and he stopped struggling. I hesitated.
Saved by the bell. Remember those school days when the teacher called on you and you didn’t have the answer and you started to break into a sweat—and then the bell rang. Well, a taxi was pulling up behind the limo and now the driver started honking his horn, working instant wonders, like the bell, and set him free, the naked boy who didn’t have the answer either.
They threw him out. They’d had enough. He didn’t end up sprawled on the street though. Four pairs of hands lifted him out, gingerly, and set him on his feet, on those shoes, after they’d ordered him to “Pop it out!” and he had, fairly easily, pushing down on his sphincter muscles, until one of their hands was holding the bottle upright, the foam gushing out, a glass cock that had no plans to stop its orgasm, while the boy’s pink ass lips quivered back into place, and they figured he was OK enough to get rid of.
As I helped him onto the curb, the limo’s door banged shut and as it moved on, the taxi close up against it, someone rolled down the window and sent the bottle flying in our direction where it smashed against the grate of a butcher’s shop, shards barely missing us, while a dissipated voice cursed, “Hey, bitch! You greedy whore, you drank all our champagne!”
Then we were alone, huddled up against the butcher’s shop, side by side in the continuing storm, sheltered by an awning whose four corners spewed water at our feet like a waterfall after a flood. He leaned back against the wet bricks, naked except for the red shoes. His eyes were shut, arms folded across his chest. He was shivering. Lightning electrified the air around him. He started gasping for deep breaths, then he slowly turned his head towards me, his handsome porcelain face framed by his longish shiny black windblown hair. He was trying to speak, his lips were trying to form words, but nothing came out. His mouth hung open in limbo. His eyes were full of fear.
“What?” I asked. “What is it?”
“That man!”
It was one of the most desperate cries I’d ever heard, what I would characterize as a cry from the heart, and one that was to haunt me for a long time.
He closed his eyes again and leaned back against the wall. 
“That man!” he had cried. Which man? I hadn’t seen their faces, only forms in shadowed spaces, pastel lights as comforting as those around an aging actor’s mirrored dressing table, and spiked hair and silky pleated tuxedo pants, fog concealing crotches, rain and voices, but did they know him well, was one of them his lover, “That man!”?
Funny. I hadn’t been shocked by the debauchery in the back of the limo, after all that was a staple not only of pornography but of reality in all the sophisticated capitals of the world where the privileged and jaded had hours to spare for such excesses, but I was chilled by the intensity of his guttural cry and the bleak look in his eyes of a soul near ruin.
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If life is a mystery, the most mysterious part of it is ourselves, in particular the enigma of why we move against our own well-being, sabotage reason, or sanity if you prefer, to travel to a dark place, far from our hearts. I have a clue, though, based on my own experience. It begins with a sense of deprivation, which, made manifest, becomes all-consuming, a big gluey ball of rot you can always see somehow out of the corner of your eye. 
I went through a period in my life, I guess when I was about ten, when I was dirt poor. My dad had lost his job and couldn’t find a new one, not for at least a year. My brother was ten years older than me and had left town to start his own life. Whatever that life was didn’t include sending any money back home. As the cliché goes, we made do, Mom, Dad and I, sitting quietly and gloomily in our clapboard Victorian on Kansas City’s south side, just watching the four walls gradually darken with grime, or the furniture, in a domino effect, kind of collapse. And I was hungry then. Our goal was to keep the house, at any cost, even if it meant no food.
In the school cafeteria I would eye the leftover slices of bread after lunch and become obsessed with how to grab them, with no one seeing, and hide them in my coat pockets. Once the lady who served food from behind the counter caught my gaze, which was riveted on the remaining slices and she understood. Quickly she grabbed them up, mumbling something about how she had to refrigerate them for tomorrow, in case the morning delivery was late, so that I wouldn’t get something for nothing. I watched her pat her hairnet in place as she softly shut the refrigerator door. Later in the afternoon I joined in the hearty laughter and jokes of my classmates as they devoured their favorite snacks. I stared—especially at the bags of potato chips, carelessly opened and left unfinished, which they took their time munching—but I had trained my eyes to affect a distant look while pretending to be taking in something neutral like the floor. And, oh God, the sound of that quick fizz as a Coke bottle top was being snapped opened. All I could concentrate on were these so-called treats, apparent things of naught, that others had at their beck and call. If I had come clean and asked to share some, forget it, I would have been seen with different eyes as someone very low and undesirable to have around. So I went hungry and kept quiet about it.
Now when my dad did land a job it didn’t take long for me to snap out of my fixation about food. In fact, as soon as I saw it spread out there on the dining room table, it went out of my mind. Completely. I didn’t give it a second thought. The difference was in the way I felt … not just content, but deliriously happy.
When Frank died I felt deprived in the same way. But that kind of deprivation is more subtle, sometimes you’re aware of it, sometimes you aren’t, though unconsciously you must be wanting to get rid of it all the time. I think that’s why one day I put on the red shoes. When something takes too long to heal, it’s time for a different bandage. Only I couldn’t have spelled it out this way, not last summer, and as July deepened, its white skies holding exquisite heat, all I knew was that I was tired of carrying my mopey ass around town, giving and getting assembly-line sympathy, and for what, when what I needed most was some excitement, some fun, a massive injection of life’s nectar. And it was surely out there. I’d seen signs of it.
As I sat on the stone bench in the early morning light outside the Chapel of the Good Shepherd I knew I couldn’t exist in that gray light anymore, the gray light I had opened my eyes to on the Hudson River pier on Gay Pride Day—the gray light that had frightened me. No more.
Through the chapel door I saw the muted colors of the stained glass, muted because the light was still pale, but the colors were beginning to blend, beginning to form designs and patterns, and I had the sense that there was ornamentation in life, pleasant sensations, pins and needles that made the heart soar rather than sink in the mud. My anesthesia was wearing off.
I glanced at the empty stone bench adjacent to mine. A ray or two of morning light glimmered on the concrete; once a green leaf blew across it, and once a wren with a stick in its mouth settled on its edge for a moment or two. I stared at the bench for a long time.
I knew by the time I got to the 42nd Street Pier that I wasn’t going. Allison, Reg and other group friends were waiting in line and had saved a place for me. I got out of the taxi just as everybody was starting to board the boat we had chartered to circle lazily around Manhattan. Reg noticed me and waved desperately. I decided to ask the taxi driver to wait and took only a few tentative steps forward.
“I’m not coming!” I called out.
“Why not?” Reg yelled back, exasperated. 
Defensively I held onto the taxi door. “Because,” I lied, “I have to get my application in for that Court Assistant job. I didn’t realize this is my last day to apply.”
“But this is a tradition!” Reg shouted.
That was true. It was our bereavement group’s annual summer boat ride. But I didn’t care.
“I haven’t even filled it out yet,” I responded. “It has to be postmarked today.”
Reg started to move onto the boat backwards, still facing me. It was comical in a way, I expected him to somehow fall into the water, like in a movie gag. “I’ll help you fill it out when we get back.”
Allison had the sense to stand still and let the others move around her. “I made Thai chicken salad just for you.” Her voice was so small and distant that I think that’s what she said, though I wouldn’t put my money on it. 
“I’ve got to get it in the mail by this afternoon. It can’t wait. Sorry. Enjoy!” And I hopped back in the taxi telling the driver, “Slipstream. Washington and West Twelfth.” As the taxi pulled out of the lot, I didn’t look back. Maybe I was afraid I’d turn to salt. More likely I wanted to look towards the future that literally laid in front of the taxi’s windshield—the West Side Highway as we headed south—a road that was moving me along some passageway to freedom.
“Open sesame!” I cried aloud in joy.
“What’s that?” the driver mumbled.
“Did I say something?” I laughed and he grunted, unamused.
Slipstream is a fashion studio in the West Village that does double duty selling clothing. It’s usually full of models and photographers doing shoots until all hours, but this morning it was pretty dead, which was fine by me, as I only wanted to check out the clothes. It was Allison who had told me that their shop stocked the latest Eurotrash items, sexy, expensive stuff. Because I had a thin, tapered body, nicely proportioned, I knew I could wear these clothes to my advantage, with flair, even though I was only used to pulling on jeans and K-Mart sweatshirts. 
The shop was empty except for a taciturn boy behind the counter who looked all of fifteen and jaded, like he’d been through one life, and please, don’t bother him, unless you could offer him a leg up on a second one. He did manage to tell me in a lifeless voice to try on whatever made my socks go up and down, though he never looked at me when he spoke, only down at the glass counter he presided over. Me, I was in quite a different state of consciousness, weirdly energized, though we both were occupied in the same way, looking at ourselves for over an hour, me in the full-length mirror they had set up in the middle of the store as its centerpiece—an arresting and outrageous one framed by gold gilt that curved in and out histrionically at the top and bottom, like one you’d see in a funhouse—and him into that dull glass counter top. 
In the end I felt I’d emptied the store, like some fashion vulture, but of course I hadn’t made a dent. Everything fit in three boxes. As the boy detagged the items and folded them neatly, he would linger over each one, letting some air escape from his mouth in a bemused way, his way of laughing. Sometimes he’d incline his head ever so slightly, perplexed, as if he’d never seen such an article of clothing before or that it just wasn’t right for me and he wondered what the hell I was buying it for. 
But I was excited by my booty and afterwards spent a lot of time in front of the more commonplace mirror in my bedroom trying on several items I’d bought, in different combinations. I left my French windows thrown open onto the common garden I shared with neighbors across the way. If any of them looked in my window, that was OK because they couldn’t really see anything in the afternoon except my dusty shadow moving and posing in the mote-filled rays of sunlight. It was ninety degrees. I felt sensual and half-stupid from the heat.
Pieces of clothing moved over my naked body—two plain shirts, one indigo blue, the other a deep, deep brick red, a pair of unstructured black pants, slim-fitted, with no cuffs or loop for a belt, so that from the front and back I looked like a gigolo, a black unpleated jacket slung over my shoulder, giving me a modern, minimalist look. I put on some leather slip-on shoes with big soles and a leather buckle on the side. I decided to forego any socks. This was the outfit I wore when I went out later—with the indigo rather than the deep, deep brick red shirt. I did try on a pair of black Levis made of stretch-tight microfibers in case they were a better choice, but I decided to go with the straight black pants with no embellishments. The Levis could wait till next time.
Two of the boxes I didn’t even get into—I’d save them for a rainy day. 
I’d have to say, when all was said and done, I did look tasty. Well put together. There was my hair, though … blond and full, presumably hair a man would enjoy running his hands through … only it seemed a little long and unruly and out of style. 
“Style?” scoffed my regular barber, an old guy, a Turk, who’d had a shop in the Village for years next to Ray’s Pizza on West 11th Street off 6th Avenue. “It’s about a good clean cut. Something you can live with and the ladies will like.” He was lost in the ’50s, hit songs from those times filling the air, guys with crew cuts and pin-up babes staring down at you from faded cutouts that had been plastered on his wall since Sputnik was circling the globe. No need to change the pictures or the haircuts. Luckily for me. Because he gave me what was really a longish crew cut, only before he could cut much of the front off, I had him spike it and I had just what I wanted. I couldn’t wait to check out the whole nine yards—the hair, the clothes, the affect—in each passing window. Reg and Allison would be getting off that boat now, exactly the same way they had boarded it, shuffling home in the heat, maybe deciding to give me a call. But I wouldn’t be there.
I ate dinner at a cheap Mexican restaurant on West 4th Street. There was an available table in the window and I wanted to put myself on display, the new me, otherwise I would have gone somewhere else, as I don’t even like Mexican food, it’s way too spicy for me. I washed my chicken enchiladas down with six or seven glasses of ice water and kept going to the head to take a piss. Between pisses I watched the sun go down behind the movie house across the street. A guy or two passing by outside did throw a cruisy look my way.
When I left it was dark out and humid and the sidewalks were crowded. You couldn’t help bumping into people as you made your way. I started to feel let down from the day’s adrenalin rush, tired. Something was missing. As I moved further into the night I felt uneasily alone.
In the Village, sex emporiums aren’t as common or even as titillating as they used to be but there are a couple left, including that real evergreen, The Pink Pussycat Boutique. Impulsively, instead of passing it by, I stepped down into it, whistling, hands thrust in my pockets, eyes raised upwards, fastened on the musty, cantaloupe moon that hung down low.
I guess I expected the place to be full of nightcrawlers salivating like a wild pack of sexed-up dogs, but there were only a few customers here and there, a few horny guys, alone, checking out the glass cases of dildos, rubber-sleeved pussies, fleshlights, vibrators, cock rings and pumps. A busty woman and her date were hee-hawing at the frilly maid’s uniform pinned to the wall by two sleek whips, and a long-haired girl of about fifteen was gazing sharply at the displays of scented oils, gels, and lubricants. I would have cut out right away if I hadn’t suddenly noticed the tall, good-looking man I could see watching my every move in the mirror.
He must have stood 6‘2”at least, probably more, had salt-and-pepper hair, a fine aquiline Roman nose and very masculine features. He wore a freshly starched light blue cotton shirt, a pair of khaki shorts, sandals. He was holding a pair of tinted shades in his hands. I felt an intense sexual buzz coming from him right away. And it left me hot as hell and wanting him. 
I needed to keep him turned on, interested. But how? I inched closer to where he was standing and peered casually into a glass case full of sexy underwear. He sidled right up next to me. We didn’t look directly at each other but his fingers, gnarled and thick, began drumming on the glass top directly above a hot pink G-string covered with silver sparkles. Feeling flushed and slutty, I bought that G-string, not looking up at him or the saleswoman, just keeping my eyes on the thin black plastic bag that held my new purchase. Then with an “Oh, sorry,” I brushed against him slightly and left the store.
I knew he would follow me. I’d have bet the crown jewels on it. And sure enough when I reached an alleyway I leaned back against the brick wall, ostensibly to look inside my bag, and his arm was suddenly up against the wall, blocking my view of the street. It was a pretty bold move, letting me know I could forget about anything other than dealing with him.
“I’d like to see you in that G-string.” His voice had a heavy New York accent. From one of the boroughs.
I laughed. “I imagine that could be arranged.”
He let me see a half-smile, a real wolf. Then he fished a pack of cigarettes out of his shorts.
“Want one?” he asked as he lit up.
“No, thanks.”
“Got a nice cunt?” he asked as he took a deep drag and slowly blew it out.
Hey, I could give it right back to the son of a bitch. “It’s tight. Pretty juicy. It’s got a pair of pretty puffy lips on it.” After a beat, he threw me that half-smile again, to show he’d liked what he’d heard. I continued, “How about your cock?”
“It’s more than a mouthful,” he said dismissively, as if I had no right to ask what he was bringing to the table.
After that exchange I thought the best thing to do was to backtrack. “What’s your name?”
“Silvio,” he answered, but didn’t bother to ask mine. I felt like saying something dumb, like, wow, nice Irish name, but I didn’t. Instead, I pulled the G-string out of the bag and started fingering it slowly.
“So when do you want to get together?” He put his fingers on the G-string too and started rubbing the material. It sure was hot pink and sparkled even in the dark. Our fingers touched.
“Maybe next weekend,” I said slowly.
“Saturday night?”
“That could work.”
“You got a place?”
“In Chelsea.”
“Live alone?”
“Yes. And you?”
“Yeah. I live in Bensonhurst. I have a free place too.”
Wasn’t that an artery of deepest Brooklyn? I pictured myself wandering on dark, tree-lined streets in Bensonhurst, dogs barking angrily as I crept by each house, a slip of paper clutched in my sweaty palm, with his address on it … 
“No. Let’s do it at my place.”
Do it. Two simple active words that formed a general umbrella under which something was going to go on. What that was I wasn’t sure, but I had a good bet he did. He was planning to get his rocks off just the way he liked to get them off, forget any suggestions I might throw into the hat. I slid the G-string from his fingers and stuffed it back in the bag. The night was getting more oppressive. I could see he had started to perspire, beads of sweat were forming on his cheeks. 
“You work around here?” I asked, just to have something to say.
“Yep.”
“What do you do?”
“I’m a cop.”
I tensed involuntarily. “Well,” was all I could say. I could see it gave him a kick to watch me coming to terms with it. 
“Retired from the force this year. I’m forty-six. Still do some consulting work for my unit.”
“You look pretty rested—”
“Like I’ve just finished some consulting in West Palm? I have. I like the beach. And my dad lives down there.”
“That’s great,” I said, going into flirt mode. “I thought retired cops sat around in bars, bloated, full of complaints. I never pictured them as vital, young, and as good-looking as you.”
He suddenly leaned in close, right in my face. “I’m gonna fuck you. Hard.” I was speechless. “I’m gonna ride you like a bitch.” He moved back, satisfied, a smug look on his face, as he pulled a card from his wallet and a pen from his shorts. “What’s your number?”
I gave it to him.
“Your name?”
I thought for a second, then, “Tim,” I lied.
“I’ll call you on Friday,” he said. “Then we’ll set something up for Saturday night.”
“Sounds good.”
“We’ll see you then,” he said and was on his way, friendly, confident, and real cool. As I walked home I knew this guy was hot for it, he’d definitely call, even though we had moved away from each other like pieces on a chess board, stiffly, no seductive exits necessary. But would I see him? Would I even want to after a week had passed? To tell the truth, probably not. Even though I’d been hot for it all day and night, time has a way of leveling everything off. But I decided not to draw a line in the sand, just go on about my life as usual, and let next Saturday night be next Saturday night, whatever it was, whatever it brought.

      [image: ]It always amuses me when movie crews invade my neighborhood like gods descending among mere livers of life to indulge in some elevated, almost divine calling. Everyone works hard and fast of course in double time, in contrast to the energyless slobs coming home from a hard day on the job, just wanting to get inside their apartments and put their feet up, but finding their way blocked by officious interns—one hand held rudely out in front of their faces, the other grasping a cell phone with a sweaty palm and the solemnity of Job. 
“An invasion of occupying forces, that’s what they are,” Reg, who obviously agrees with my point of view, once intoned. “I mean, come on. They just take over, man. Lunch tables up, laden with all kinds of food that no one really eats—it’s way uncool—instead they’ll go later arm in arm to some trendy restaurant, but they’ll keep a homeless person away from that table come hell or high water. And vans full of obscene amenities hogging every inch of curb space, doors left open so we can crane our necks to catch a glimpse of the actors being danced attendance on as if they were some kind of modern day Marie Antoinettes. And all the cables and lights strung up everywhere like Christmas in July—think of the high costs of running those generators! As if all this will somehow inspire magic. Their motto: veni, vidi, vici. The fruits of their labors: almost always crap.”
Then we had broken into long laughter, buoyed by our righteous indignation.
Feeling the way I do about it, I was in no mood when, walking up 10th Avenue, after a meeting, I saw the back of the Seminary, the most Gothic-looking section, ablaze with light, the part that is more than occasionally used as some setting for a horror movie, usually a tired retread of the child born of the devil, who grows up there, with green glowing eyes, alone in his room at night, but with a cherubic expression and a cheery hello for everybody during the day. It’s only a matter of time before the little monster begins his reign of terror, right? Well, it was going on eleven o’clock but they were all still at it. Dozens of crew members huddled together in strategic clusters, each in charge of a different task. I crossed to the opposite side of the street so I wouldn’t have to deal with it. But I couldn’t help glancing over at the more than usual commotion going on. Flames, fake of course and looking it, were bellowing out of the top windows of the Seminary and they had some kind of sound effects machine cranked up that was giving off otherworldly moans and groans. A fire truck was waiting patiently up the street, even though there was no fire, but just in case, I presume, something did catch on fire from all the bullshit. As I passed the firemen, I could see they were all having a good time, enjoying a kind of busman’s holiday, lounging back against the engine, arms folded, making jokes about the goings-on. I was less enthusiastic. The Seminary was a place that served as my spiritual retreat, that provided respite from my worries, that hinted at a peace to come. It was being put to a cheap use now, as far as I was concerned. But hell, I didn’t own it. I had to get over the fact that other people would find different uses for it. And let it go. Nonetheless the first thing I wanted to do when I got upstairs was to call Reg and complain.
“You’ll never guess,” I said, as I threw open my French windows and looked down the block.
“What?” Reg asked.
I cradled the phone on my neck and stared at the flames licking into the sky. Now, from further away, and from behind, they did look real, as if a conflagration had actually started in that rear part of the Seminary. And I could hear those pumped-up otherworldly moans as well, and from a distance they seemed to have crystallized in the air and had an authenticity about them. I suddenly didn’t feel like talking about it. I moved away from the window.
“Nothing.”
“Guess what I’m up to?” Reg acted as if my answer was perfectly satisfactory. “I’m online, working on my profile again … and scanning a few other guys’ possibilities … evaluating their stats and their hopes and their dreams—”
“And availability.”
“That too,” he laughed. “But they’re all available of course or they wouldn’t be on it. I mean, this is a civilized way to meet somebody. You find out about them from the get-go. You meet for coffee. You talk. Gone are the days of standing at a crowded bar hoping for a one-night stand. Gay men are evolving. They’re not letting the fucking straight homophobes keep them closeted and on their knees in the back of some bar. We’re ever evolving and progressing. And I’m telling you there are really some interesting profiles here. Full of admirable characteristics as far as I’m concerned. I really think you should be on here too. You know they say there are nearly fifty men on every block in Chelsea who’ve put their profiles on here. There’s a change in the air and it’s for the better.”

      [image: ]That night my dream began with his heavy black boots moving surreptitiously through the Seminary Garden. Very slowly, but with a somehow menacing, unstoppable purpose. The sky was dark but a full moon cast a strong light on the chapel and on some of the ripe white, yellow and red flowers that were bent over the edges of the path, heavy on their stems. His black boots crushed them as he passed and their petals became liquid pools in the moonlight, bright stains on the concrete. 
He wore the black hooded robe of a monk, appropriate enough for stalking the grounds of a Seminary, and his form cast no shadow on the ground. He paused on the path, as if alerted by the sound of someone approaching, and then sought the refuge of darkness, stepping back into the shadows of the chapel wall where the moonlight was as dim as the glow from a nearly spent candle. There he stood waiting, silently. No one else came along to bother either of us—not him, who was obviously there for some dark purpose, nor me, who could do nothing but observe him and, although I was only a few feet away from him, I remained unseen by him, kept invisible by the heavy cloak of my dream. 
Once one of his boots moved into a patch of moonlight and I saw a worm crawl up onto it and unwind itself, stretch out to its full length, luxuriating, twisting itself in circles with an ugly pleasure, and it seemed an eternity until it slithered off back down into the dirt to disappear into its hole.
He had a key. That was the scariest part, since it was the very thing I didn’t want him to have. When he felt the coast was clear, he moved away from the wall and took this key from the pocket of his robe to inspect it, though he remained faceless behind the deep recesses of the folds of his hood. Then he hurriedly passed me, disappearing into the Seminary.
I was following him. No, that’s not quite right. I was ahead of him. That was it. I was going up the stairs, into their rooms to warn them.
“He has a key,” I kept whispering, and in my mind I
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