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The countries which we long for occupy, at any given moment, a far larger place in our actual life than the country in which we happen to be.
― Marcel Proust, Swann's Way

This book is set in Manhattan in the summer of 1994. The atmosphere and architecture of the city, even the smell of the streets on hot July days, are no longer those described here. The world of this novel existed once. It does not now.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

I.

WAITING







[image: image]


Times Square early on a summer Sunday is like a sleepy small town in its way; stores that aren’t closed are almost deserted, sending music or television noises and the soft, always accented voices of bored clerks out into baking streets and sparse traffic.  But this of course is no small town.  Those few people who are on the sidewalks by noon are likely to be the addicts desperate enough to come out early to score and dealers small–time enough to take their money.  There are the homeless, there are always the homeless.  There are the police.  There are a few kids from the suburbs who don’t know that nothing happens before dark.  Any neatly dressed strangers hurrying through at this hour are almost certainly in town for the day from New Jersey or Long Island, heading from the bus or the PATH  train to brunch and a matinee.

And Fred is here.  About twelve-thirty he leaves his apartment near Ninth Avenue on his usual early Sunday walk. He has money in his pocket and he has his Walkman hooked on his belt, headphones plugged into his ears.  He is here but he is not here, the music feeds his head, the music helps keep his feet just off these sidewalks and his mind wherever he wants it to be.  The music is the score of a life he lives outside the life he lives; the music helps him be someone, somewhere, else.  Inside the music he cannot die.  Or fail, for long.  He makes his own tapes, cannibalizing with obsessive care favorites he’s culled from radio programs likely to play what he wants to hear.  He will buy a tape for one song, spend hours half-listening to a background of prerecorded radio junk and chatter, waiting for the one uncollected treasure that makes it worthwhile.  The right sound—and he has by now hundreds of hours of right sounds—acts like a drug on his mood, lifting him to just where he want to be, cocooned in the music, just above, just beyond, the world.  Today he leaves the apartment with the Stones, “Start Me Up”—“If you start me up I’ll never stop...”  By  the time he reaches Eighth Avenue that’s replaced by the Police,  “...walk the streets for money, you don’t care if it’s wrong or right.”  No order, no sense, only the sound counts, the connection it has to the emotions that keep him just free from reality.

He walks the block, almost empty now, between Forty-third and Forty-second.  The peep shows are open, here and on Forty-third; outside one a dirty-looking blond drag queen, eighteen or so—pink Lycra pedal pushers, a man’s blue dress shirt tied off above the navel—leans against the wall, the slightly scared look of an addict who doesn’t know where her next fix is coming from in her darting, mascaraed eyes.  The Koreans whose corner store sells bags, wallets, sunglasses, caps, batteries—cheap goods, always in enough demand—are opening up but in no hurry.  The one bar along the block to Forty-second is equally quiet; only drinkers damaged enough to be lost to time and the most self-consciously decadent slummers would be out this early. Fred moves on, past a couple of storefronts selling soda, junk food and drug basics—rolling papers, pipes, cigarette lighters—past the stale grease smell of a fried chicken restaurant, past the subway entrance.  He crosses the street to the Port Authority Bus Terminal, where he is most likely to find a trick—that’s what he’s looking for, a boy, preferably new out here, attractive enough, interesting enough, to let him relax and spend the rest of Sunday doing something other than looking for sex.  The Port is also where he’s most likely to run into someone he has had and doesn’t want again but who will ask for another chance, or at least for money.  He dismisses the few early arrivals—no one new, no one interesting, but then no one he has to talk to—and crosses into the newer, uglier of the two buildings that make up the terminal.  The effect is of an aging decrepit mall—noisy escalator, cracked yellowing floors, too many empty spaces among too many businesses with too few customers.  He takes the escalator up to the second floor and walks down a couple of long hallways to the bowling alley in the older building, its small video game arcade empty at this hour except for the uniformed guard playing something quick, watched by one of the terminal’s plainclothes cops.  He takes a second escalator down, past the bank of pay phones where half a dozen Mexican youths sometimes hang out, sometimes making themselves available.  No one there either.

He goes up another escalator, making his rounds, as two perfect boys just off a bus from somewhere, baseball caps at tough angles, strong tan legs and arms in summer shorts and tank tops, pass him going down the parallel escalator and head for the exit.  They are not part of the life he lives.  He regrets them and forgets them.  They can’t be anything to him.  Upstairs two men Fred has seen around for years, two of the dozens he walks among and competes with for the same favors from the same boys, slowly trace this route they all take regularly, watchful for any likely newcomers.  There are none right now; the only one looking to sell instead of buy is a heavy effeminate young man in a blue warmup suit.  He is too old, too gay, too overweight.  Fred and the others barely need a glimpse to reject him.

Someone Fred took home once is standing outside the building, leaning back with one foot up on the brick wall behind him, smoking a cigarette.  He approaches, embarrassed, ducking his head, not looking Fred in the eye for two seconds at a time, knowing he will be rejected but too needy not to try.  Fred must have known his name once but it’s lost in a jumble of the half-remembered.  Tito?  Luis?  Something Spanish.  Whoever he is he is tall and slender, around twenty, pleasant-looking with long carefully combed curly hair.  Fred had been attracted not so much by his nice enough face as by his build, by the long striding walk, purposeful and masculine, the air of confidence.  Which turned out to be a lie, so far as this, so far as selling sex was concerned.  He was to begin with too thin, flabby, poorly muscled, with too much body hair. And then he hardly managed to perform at all, rubbing pre-come from the tip of Fred’s dick so hard it hurt, squeezing his nipples painfully, mechanically—doing everything too fast, too hard.  Unpleasant sexual details attach more firmly than names.

Now he wants to try again, mumbles a few promises including a hurried, eyes-averted “I do anything with you this time”, that is intriguing; but Fred shakes his head, gives his usual “Just walking around right now” line and pulls out two of the singles he keeps in folded pairs in his pocket for just these occasions.  The young man slinks back wordlessly to lean against the wall and wait some more.

Fred continues his walk, thrown off his hopeful high by this intrusion, uninspired by Boston, “It’s been such a long time”—it has, too, since he’s found anyone out here worth the time he puts in.  He smiles and goes on.  He knows that the music is always effortlessly ironic and tells himself this awareness is one of the things that keeps him from falling beyond hope.

Right now there are no other familiar faces for him to cringe at the sight of, no more “no’s” and excuses and evasions and crumpled dollar bills to pass out:

“What’s up, Fred?” 

“Just walking around right now.”

“You be back later?  I gotta make, you know, not all that much this time.  I wanna get out of here.”  

“Yeah, well, maybe later.”

“What time you be back?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe I won’t.  Don’t know for sure what I’ll do.”

“You could buy me a slice?  And a soda?”

And so on.  Always vain attempts to pin down times and turn brush-offs into promises, always silenced with a couple of dollars.  Fred has a problem with simple “no’s”; feelings might be hurt, hostility awakened.  He can find reasons to feel guilty on his own and he can’t deal with hostility.

He starts back up Eighth, ready to go home to rest for another round later—there’s always later, always hope all out of proportion to what experience has taught will be there and available.  Later there may be someone new.  And maybe the someone new will be younger and fresher than the usual pack of used-looking twenty, twenty-five-year-olds.  When he comes back in an hour not one person he’s seen on this first pass might still be around, although more likely of course most of them will; chances are the men strolling the halls, the effeminate young man waiting upstairs, Fred’s former trick, all will be around for large chunks of the day.  As Fred will be himself, moving or standing among the shifting population of regulars and one-timers, sellers and buyers, the compulsive and the merely curious, all looking for the one real right thing, waiting out the heat to feed their Times Square daydreams well into the night.

Everything changes when Fred reaches Forty-third street.  Sitting on a fire hydrant just west of the avenue, perfect in faded jeans, black T-shirt and a black baseball cap, is a boy Fred has seen before, rarely, for a few seconds at a time—just a tease, a hint of what is possible even on these streets—before he disappeared into whatever world boys like this inhabit.  He is not more than fifteen, very slim, curly dark hair in need of trimming, and—at this distance—skin smooth and clear as a child’s.  Fred has never seen him alone before; the few glimpses he’s had have been late at night, this boy a couple-three years too young for the crowd of thuggish adolescents who gather here from early evening on, all noise and pose and wary watchfulness, but he’d seemed to fit right in, this kid, grinning, smoking, bumping shoulders and slapping hands just like all the others.  Now he looks too young for that, jiggling a pair of dark glasses between thumb and forefinger, then slipping them on so he can use both hands to light a cigarette with a green Bic.  Perfect punk kid.

Fred has no spontaneity, no grace, no natural small talk to fall back on when it’s time to make an approach.  Thousands of nights, hundreds of boys, but still the presence of someone this instantly, powerfully attractive leaves him awkward, uncertain, tongue-tied, a teenager asking for a first date.  The boys he’s wanted have always been intimidating; the jocks who’d sneered at him in junior high, the regular guys whose talk of football and girls he couldn’t understand, let alone join, the slightly dangerous, swaggeringly attractive high school bad boys whose contempt for him couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spat on him.  He’d sucked seven or eight hundred dicks without perhaps ever feeling he quite comprehended any of the boys attached.  In himself he was still what he had been, the high school nobody, different from those around him in ways that were basic, and never changed.  Different from everyone, not just the boys he courted, or tried to court; even among gay men he felt excluded by his preferences, so divergent from theirs.  When younger he’d felt these differences as shortcomings, as some lack others might easily detect; there really was something fundamental separating him from all those who fit together so well in groups he could not make himself part of, something that left him feeling in some way less (not just different but less) than all those who belonged—which seemed to him to be everyone else.  He could still be made to feel less.  And the difference here, today, is the most important of all: Middle-aged man from teenaged boy different.

That won’t stop him, although now he stands, once again struck dumb at a time when just the right words are called for, on a corner ten feet away from today’s promise of happiness.  He turns off his Walkman (halfway through the Supremes, “Keep fallin’ in and out of love”—more sloppy irony) and looks around.  No one else who’d be interested in sight; later there will be dozens of men up and down this block of Eighth and in front of the Port, any of whom would pause as Fred pauses now, excited and uncertain as he is, finding his world suddenly centered on that cap and that cigarette and a pair of clean white Nikes, pigeon-toed now, tapping back and forth among the cracks in the pavement around the hydrant, small jerky movements matched by rhythmic nodding of the head to some music only he hears as he looks up to blow a smoke ring.  

Absolute cool.  Someone read Fred’s fantasies and brought one to life.  Suspiciously, dangerously perfect.

Fred’s attention is so intense it feels like a physical fact instead of a mental one, so palpable he wonders it isn’t enough to turn the boy’s head, at least to make him aware as he might be aware of the sun’s warmth that someone is there concentrating only on him.  But it doesn’t rate a glance.  The boy stands, cigarette between his lips, long enough to pull up the Levis with a two-handed twist and tug at the waist they don’t need, they’re fairly snug, not the fashionable baggy style he’s probably used to, checks the angle of his cap—perfectly straight, maybe a reaction to all the slants and angles that try too hard—and begins to stroll up Forty-third, elaborately casual.  Fred’s sure he doesn’t know he’s being watched; maybe much of his life is a show done to rhythms in his head for an audience only he knows.

Fred tries to decide whether to follow.  The boy’s walk is smooth and cocky, of course, sway in the shoulders and swing of the long arms absolutely confident, cool as the cigarette, cool as a cap at the perfect no-angle.  He goes halfway up the block, past the deli, the gay peep show, the straight peep show, towards the porn shop next to the drag bar in the lobby of the rooms-by-the-hour hotel, discreetly casting sidelong glances into each doorway, barely turning his head and not seeming to care about anything outside himself.

Fred decides.  For a show of his own, in case anyone is watching who might think he’s after this boy he’s after, he looks at his watch as though he’s waited long enough for whoever, whatever, and turns and walks casually up the same block.  Overtake him.  Slow down so they’re walking side by side.  Connect.  The easy part is catching up, but as the boy approaches the hotel a young man Fred has seen before comes out, girl in tow, and greets the boy like a long-lost friend, the usual complicated handshakes, rough macho bump of the shoulders, smiles and words Fred can’t quite hear.  There is a quick introduction and the boy nods silently, knowingly, at the girl.  Fred goes into the deli as if that was his plan all along and buys an overpriced small bottle of orange juice; his throat is suddenly dry.  The young man is one of the regulars on these few blocks—early twenties, light-skinned black with short dreadlocks usually as today sprouting from an opening in the red bandana tied around his head.  It is early so the hair still stands, tight springs; by late evening it will have lost its body, will be drooping like wilted flowers around his skull.  Fred has always found this young man attractive but his mouth tends naturally to an angry line and one night very late he fought with a fat black whore in a doorway up this same block, slapping and cursing her while other regulars egged him on or muttered in embarrassment.  That mouth, that fight would be enough to keep Fred away even if this had been someone younger, a boy instead of a youth, and more obviously available.

Fred stands outside the deli and drinks his juice in four swallows, twenty-five cents each.  The young man and the girl push past him in a way that’s standard for these streets, too close for politeness, forcing Fred, unacknowledged by the slightest glance, to step back to keep from being jostled.  He sees now the girl isn’t one, but is another of the drag queens whose territory this is too.  She’s very good, her look almost sweet, almost innocent, and more convincing than most—smooth olive skin, her own hair instead of a wig, no goiter to speak of, a natural girlishness with only the slightest makeup.

The boy meanwhile has followed his friends back Fred’s way; looking without pause or expression in the door of the deli and without a glance at Fred he goes back to his hydrant as the other two disappear around the corner.  Now, Fred thinks.  He saunters back, casually throwing his empty bottle into an orange mesh metal trash container ten feet from the boy’s perch—the glassy clonk produces no reaction, no chance to catch his eye that way—and proceeding on to the light pole a yard or so past the hydrant.  He dithers some more, conversations spinning whole in his head, before stepping forward to within eighteen inches from the boy’s back and saying, “So, what’s up?”  His usual opening, sparkling as he gets with strange boys—strangers, period—spoken now in a voice that in spite of the juice sounds to his own ears scratchy and barely audible.  Nerves.  When there is no reaction he adds, “Just hanging out?”

There is no humiliation quite like it, being totally ignored when trying to start a conversation, but he’s spoken to the back of this beautiful head, to a black baseball cap, curly brown hair a little too long above a long smooth neck, and not gotten a twitch in return, not even a sense of some stiffening into awareness, an alert refusal to be seen reacting.  Fred looks around, no one seems to have noticed, he tries to nonchalant it, look unconcerned, as though his words were someone else’s, nothing to do with him.  After a few seconds, as the boy lights up a second cigarette, still not looking his way, Fred retreats to the corner, a safe distance, feeling like a fool.  Is there still the chance, briefly, briefly, of a delayed reaction, a turning of the head, a smile?  Fred can see it, feel it like a memory of sunshine, but of course there is nothing.  He lives a few seconds in what could have been—the look, the smile, first words fumbling as his own: The connection, with all that will follow from it, made and understood—but the reality, that slim, black-shirted back he is looking at, is too strong for fantasy and he tries to think instead what he can do next.

As he stands, feeling helpless, a muscular black man of thirty or so, one Fred doesn’t remember seeing here before (but he has no reason to pay any attention to thirty-year-olds, so who knows?) turns the corner from Eighth and is greeted by the boy like another old friend.  The first words Fred hears from his dream boy are, “Wha’s up?”—Fred smiles again, the irony, the endless small ironies.  There are more complicated handshakes and swagger as the man claims he’s been around the Deuce all night and the boy says, “Oh, yeah, right.”  Fred takes the opportunity to slip away, still embarrassed by being ignored and feeling his embarrassment, like his desire, so palpable others must be aware of it.  He crosses Forty-third and heads up only so far as it takes to be out of sight, then stops and thinks what to do.  In that part of his mind where a life more satisfying than this one is possible it’s done, the boy has responded to his first clumsy words (they’ll laugh about that later), and even now they’re talking, joking, on the way to Fred’s apartment where they’ll find how right they are for each other: The boy who probably needs a father, a teacher, a wise older man who knows life beyond the street (as don’t they all, it’s the handiest, noblest of the stories Fred tells himself and occasionally almost true), a man who’s willing to spend money, of course (there is always the willingness to spend money, that’s the source of Fred’s appeal to these boys and he never forgets it no matter what he wants to believe) and who really doesn’t ask all that much in return.  Not much at all.

This is in Fred’s mind, somewhere, simmering, as he starts walking again, down the block, right turn, up Forty-fourth, on his way around the block and back to the boy he hopes will be alone again on his hydrant.  New lines are rehearsed, and other reactions—some reaction—to the old one.  As he passes the hotel he slows and realizes—as his heart sinks and his hopes shift, automatically, to some future meeting, same place, different time, but soon, very soon—that the boy is gone.  He walks past the hydrant, around the corner and down the block, then turns and goes back, looking in every doorway, scanning the block ahead and the sidewalk across the street for the look, the walk, that cap just so.  Nothing.  The man the boy was talking to is gone as well and Fred imagines some date arranged for sex but that doesn’t fit the street macho of their meeting.  Still—whyever, wherever—they’re gone.

Fred won’t go home now, not yet, not with this rare beauty maybe on his way back to sit on his hydrant some more and wait for the right words.  Fred knows them now, spins them in his head adding just the right response.  After all these years he is unsurprised to be a bit relieved by this loss, relieved of the burden of having to charm, having to connect, of being convincing, of saying what he can so much more effectively think and pretend.  He can play all the parts in his head with no failure, no rejection, no potential for embarrassment.  He’s always been able to do that.

He stays close for a while, a few blocks’ walk this way or that but always that corner is the center of whatever circle he makes, and every time he approaches hope returns: The boy will be there again, alone again, waiting.  Every time the boy isn’t.  The circles become wider and the hope slimmer and the anticipatory thrill less each time around.  After an hour he is almost back to his routine, cruising the streets and the Port as he would on any warm Sunday when the perfect boy had not appeared, had not been approached, had not ignored him and then disappeared.  Without giving up hope he consoles himself with the knowledge that there are others.  Not perfect, but others.

And there are.  One kid of seventeen, eighteen, who’s been around the Port off and on for a month or so is there again, loitering near one of the pillars on the Forty-second Street side, a little away from the crowd, but near enough to attract attention.  He is very slender and tough-looking, always an attractive combination; there is a hint of contempt in the look he returns to some of those cruising him.  Once he’d stood on this block clearly stoned, returning a silly secret smile to everyone, barely able to keep his eyes open.  But he is handsome in a cold angry way, freckled the way some Puerto Ricans are, russety brown hair, dressed as usual in a cheap warmup suit that shows off his slim hips and nice small hard ass.  He’s attracted the attention of one of the other regulars, a man of sixty or so who wears a jet-black toupee and dyes his eyebrows to match; he is said to own one of the new peep shows that have spread down Eighth south of Forty-second in anticipation of the closing of the old established porn shops on the Deuce and the adjacent blocks.  The old man stands six feet from the kid he’s interested in, tapping a rolled-up magazine against his thigh and looking across the busy street as though he might be thinking about something else.  The kid, who has no patience for the customs here, makes the first move, stepping over to ask for a cigarette, and Fred, who had paused at the corner, thinking about an approach of his own, attracted by the slightly dangerous look and the slim hardness, walks on instead, not too disappointed.  After the boy he saw earlier this one—anyone else likely to be here and available—would feel like settling, almost like giving up.  He doesn’t expect much from Times Square anymore—still hopes, but doesn’t expect.  He’s been through a third of a lifetime of this in one place or another; thousands of looks returned, hundreds of advances accepted.  And there were many more regrets, innumerable wonderful faces and ripe bodies observed, considered, but not achieved.  Perhaps they were impossible because they didn’t belong to that kind of boy; or they were lost from indecision or clumsiness or maybe logistics or timing—another interested gentleman standing a little closer, or already in conversation when Fred arrived on the scene.  Fred’s disappointment was never entirely sexual; something in him believed the possibility that any of these unmet boys—any of those promising backs moving off with someone else, perhaps, any of those untaken opportunities that disappeared while Fred walked around the block, making up his mind—might be the one, the boy he would strike that spark with, the spark that would last as it did in his imagination.  He knows the truth, knows that the boy he imagines would by definition not be here or in any of the other places boys go to sell themselves.  Of course not.  But by now he hasn’t, if he ever had, the patience, the charm, the ability to flirt and flatter needed to succeed with a boy who is not for sale.  

So he walks along the route he’s taken all afternoon, returning to that corner more to fuel the stories he’s built around it than from any real hope, but at Forty-third he looks down the block and there he is again, his boy, standing—feet firmly apart, cigarette in hand, dark glasses and cool firmly in place—twenty feet from the hydrant Fred might otherwise have approached for weeks with ever-dimming hope and some vestigial twinge of excitement.  He’s talking to two other young men and as he strolls towards them Fred realizes, with more than a twinge, that he knows one of them.  His name is Jeff.  He is always available to Fred—or anyone else.  He will introduce this boy.  Simple as that.

Street etiquette doesn’t allow a trick to approach a boy with his friends on the street; Fred would never overstep that boundary.  He passes the small group—the third is a bearded biker type, blond, tattooed, twenty-five, of no interest—without taking his eyes off Jeff.  Jeff’s gaze slides to him briefly, sufficiently; any eye contact is enough.  Fred walks twenty feet further up the block, crosses over, and strolls back down to wait at the corner, across Forty-third from the first sighting.  In perfect confidence.

The idea—to Fred a fact, accomplished as soon as he’s thought of it—of having Jeff make the introduction—not pimping, exactly, only helping—makes him giddy with relief.  All the strain he’d feel is gone—having to say hello to a stranger on his own is a strain, the approach, introducing himself, making small talk; he can't just wave money at them, though that would be simpler, maybe more honest.  This is a gift.  He looks at his boy again where he still stands with the others, his back to Fred.  It’s difficult to tell what he might look like under that black T-shirt worn loose over the pale blue Levis.  Fred has memories of others of course to provide clues.  But the whole point is this is someone new, something different—a quality of skin all his own, shoulders, nipples, navel, toes, pubic hair, underarm smell of sweat or deodorant, dick circumcised or not, balls small or large, ass flat or rounded—everything new, and what Fred does see is fresh and sexy as it could only be with someone this young, just ripening. Fred will need as much freshness of mind to make the stories, Fred’s stories, work, become fact.  That’s where the troubles always come.  At the least all his memories will be improved upon, given new bits and pieces to conjure with.  He concentrates on the clothes, since that is what is he has now.  The jeans are not the usual too-new stiff denim but worn to a boy-baby blue; Fred can almost feel their softness as he begins to fit this boy into the stories he has ready for every boy he longs to meet.

After a moment Jeff detaches himself from the other two and strolls down the block and across to where Fred stands.  Fred’s boy and the biker drift over to talk to a slim, feral black hustler, always around, in a dirty white T-shirt and tight blue nylon shorts.  Jeff is an olive-skinned Puerto Rican with very curly black hair that always seems to need cutting.  He has on a cheap-looking shiny green polyester warmup suit (the previous summer he had said to Fred, “Green’s my color for the season”; apparently the season isn’t over) that probably passes some street fashion test.  Jeff is soft-spoken and with Fred never pushy or demanding but he’s on the street now and shows it; maybe for the benefit of anyone else who might be watching he comes towards Fred with a rolling, limping gait so exaggerated he might have one wooden leg.  He is chewing on a toothpick and smiles sideways, looking at the pavement, as he follows Fred down the block and around the corner onto Eighth where his friends are less likely to see them shaking hands.

“S’up?”  Jeff’s speech has a clogged, phlegmy quality, always congested.

“Where you been, Jeffrey?  It’s been a while.”  Fred knows where he’s been.

“Jail.  Two months on Rikers.”  He might be embarrassed or he might be bragging.  “The juvie part, right?”  He snorts and coughs once, an eternal habit.

“For?”

Jeff shrugs as though it’s obvious.  “Drugs, what else?”  He looks at Fred and smiles his shy sideways smile again.  “Fuckin’ DT, looked my age, all strung out and shit.  Fuckin’....”  He shakes his head ruefully, still smiling; those here for whom arrest is certain now and then are usually able to find humor in the inevitable.

Fred won’t pass up an opportunity to sound knowing.  “Only way they can get along.  Don’t make you believe them, they’re back in uniform.  Just got out?”

“First of the week.  First time I been here for the longest.”  He gets to the point.  They have only one subject.  “So?  Wha’s up?”

Fred shrugs, suddenly shy about asking, not wanting to embarrass Jeff or hurt his feelings.  That lasts only a second.  “So who’s your friend over there?  Kid with the shades?”

Jeff looks briefly confused, then shrugs and says, “Oh, him?  Nah, nah.  I don’t think he’d be interested.”  He looks up at Fred curiously, head again tilted towards the sidewalk.

“Won’t hurt to ask.”

“Uh-hnn.  Him and me, we had some trouble with a trick.  He didn’t like it.”

“What kind of trouble?”

Jeff shrugs, not looking Fred in the eye as he goes on. “Guy took us all the way the fuck up in the Bronx, wouldn’t let us get our money unless Shorty there fucked him.  Wound up we stood all night, wouldn’t even give us extra for carfare.”

Fred’s fantasies had had the boy inexperienced, but fantasy isn’t illusion and he sheds this one with a pang but no pause, as he has so many before.  “So?  The guy got what he wanted?”

Again the slanted curious look and shrug.  “Kid didn’t like it, though.  And like it’s my fault, I knew the guy and shit.”

“You know me better, right?  Tell him I’m okay.  You can come along if he’s worried.”

Jeff shakes his head stubbornly.  “I know he’s not gonna be interested, is all.”

“How you know if you don’t at least ask him?  Maybe money’s the only reason he’s out today. Wants to get out quick as he can.”  Jeff shakes his head some more but he’s giving in.  “You can come along, okay?  Just bring it up to him, see what he says.”

Jeff grumbles a little more and finally says he’ll try, but when they get back to the corner the boy is gone, again.  The biker is sitting on the hydrant now, drinking beer from a brown paper bag and flirting with a dyed blonde drag queen in shorts and a sequined halter top, poorly shaved goiter bobbing above a red ribbon necklace.  Fred can still see the boy—his boy—in that spot where he seems to belong.  He had convinced himself—this will happen, they will be introduced, they will be together, and he has made himself believe they will turn into something, the two of them, so the simple unfairness of his not being there, the impossibility of it, as if they’d come to the corner and found the kid floating away, ten feet above the pavement and rising faster and faster into the blue city sky, is a shock, a tear in the reality Fred has woven out of the desire born an hour before with the first sighting and has built into something almost solid since seeing Jeff and his chance.  Jeff doesn’t notice his distress—he wouldn’t, Fred is very good at seeming blank—and after a quick look around says, “Come back in a few.  I’ll see where he went.”

So this time Fred walks around the block the other way, south, then east, then north, then back down to where the sightings have been today.  Before the end of the first block he hits play on the Walkman and comes up with the Supremes again, smooth emotions, hope over experience, just right for anticipation of a meeting that will be more than another trick, desired too much not to disappoint.  When he returns to the corner Jeff is talking to a street pimp, very slick in a sleazy way, copper complexion, Mephistophelian goatee, long oily hair, actually wearing a purple hat and matching suit, pants held up by paisley suspenders but with a sleeveless white undershirt and sneakers spoiling the uniform.  Jeff manages an inconspicuous shrug as Fred passes.  No luck.

So Fred starts again the boring familiar round of places he knows too well, places whose interest is only in the changing faces and possibilities for an encounter, a little contact, some brief satisfaction, enough to free his mind for a while.  For now the hydrant is the center of all.  Jeff is there and then he is gone too.  Fred goes home to use the toilet and then stands at the table, attempting to read the Sunday paper, but what if he misses it, this boy’s reappearance?  What if Jeff greets him next with a helpless shrug and a “Where were you?  He was here but he wouldn’t wait, left with this other dude.” The thought is enough; smiling ruefully at the imagined disaster—it would be just like him, just his luck, he wishes he had someone to share the joke with—Fred closes the paper and goes down to the street.

The thing to keep in mind is the difference between fantasy and illusion, between the fiction that is longed for, lovingly rehearsed, and the fiction that is believed.

Fred is already tired, he sees the whole day slipping away in another futile search, another missed opportunity, but he goes out anyway, back to the block which once again he approaches with hope in the form of visions of how it will be.  It isn’t.  Neither Jeff nor Fred’s boy is in sight.  “You’re just a memory,” Mick Jagger sings in his ear, maybe with a mocking smile.  It is late enough now––mid-afternoon—to be crowded; a dozen men, regulars, are scattered along the curb, singly or in small chatty groups, alert, watchful, taking in anyone new and likely with a practiced, covetous gaze that does not become intrusive enough to bring retaliatory insults from the more aggressively macho boys on the block, or those who want to seem that way.  Strung between the doors of the Eighth Avenue peep shows and porn shops are a few clearly available youths, too familiar by now for the watching men to even notice.  They pose, shirts open or too tight, hands suggestively near crotches, pretense gone, without much pride about it anymore, about the fact that they’re for sale to any man who approaches and makes a reasonable offer.  Any offer.

Fred wonders if his boy has returned and been snatched up already; he would seem like a shocking, perfect gift to these jaded chickenhawks, as he does to Fred.  Fresh meat thrown into a den of lions expecting rancid fat and gristle.  He shakes off the thought, replacing it again with the way it will be, the approach, the small talk, the offer, the shy acceptance....  He goes no further now, the fantasy only begins, over and over.  At the corner of Forty-second he stops to look across the street to see if Jeff is in front of the Port but he isn’t.  Fred turns and starts back down the block, falling in behind two regulars he’s always been too nervous to approach; attractive, twentyish, present usually for glimpses, with no need to linger, they would likely dismiss his fumbling approaches.  Both are now shirtless, showing off the hard sculpted bodies that Fred assumes could only come from hard work but that for some people seem to be natural.  One is tall with reddish gold curly hair and café-au-lait skin, the other a short Hispanic with a large gap between his two front teeth.  Once either might have been Fred’s boy on the hydrant.  Now they are the arrogant elite here, fully aware of their own appeal, free for now, for a few months or years more, to say no in confidence other offers will come. They swagger along, the center of attention, greeting friends with loud surprise and solid handshakes, acknowledging old tricks with barest nods.  Fred walks behind them, admiring the shifting muscles in shoulders and backs tapering to hard well-shaped butts under the thin summer jeans, and thinking his boy, not dragging years of these streets behind him, will be that much better.  He’s thought about these two before but he dismisses them now.  Too old.  Used
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