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        “Death closes all: but something ere the end,

        Some work of noble note, may yet be done,

        Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.

        The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep

        Moans round with many voices, Come, my friends.

        ’T is not too late to seek a newer world.

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Alfred, Lord Tennyson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN EARLY SPRING

          

        

      

    

    
      David opened his bedroom blinds. He sipped his first cup of coffee as he stared out the window, looking up the street. The arc of morning sun reflected off the windows of the brownstones across the street. In the summer, a thick canopy of leaves muted the early morning light from the east, but in winter, the bare tree limbs offered no resistance.

      There had been little snow this year. Although only mid-February, temperatures were expected to climb into the 50s. Joggers were already out, some moving in twos, others running solo. David watched the morning show.

      An elderly woman using a walker waved at a runner, a woman in her thirties. The female runner stopped to talk with the older woman. They laughed at something, and the runner, before returning to the rhythm of her jog, gave the older woman a quick hug. The older woman looked at the runner for a moment and then resumed her slow, deliberate walk.

      A few parents with children headed north toward the elementary school five blocks away. The unmodulated sounds of seven and eight-year-olds talking to their moms and dads carried through David’s double-paned glass.

      An SUV pulled out of a parking space along the street as an equally large SUV approached. The ongoing dance of city street parking continued, with one car following another. David called this the “Fred and Ginger,” after Astaire and Rogers, because the car that followed had to navigate the space backwards, but as David noted, paraphrasing Ginger Rogers, the driver following “didn’t have to do it both backwards and in heels.”

      David looked out from his fifth-floor window at the trees. If temperatures remained warm, buds would soon begin to show. It would be an early spring. David looked forward to the arrival of spring, the switch to daylight saving time, the longer days, and the smell of flowers everywhere. Working from home, much of his day was spent indoors. It was the show outside that provided the needed distractions from whatever publishing deadline he faced.

      He wrote until 11 a.m., when he stopped, poured a fresh cup of coffee, and sat on the sofa to listen to the music. At 11 a.m., Monday through Friday, he would hear the footsteps above in Leon’s apartment. He couldn’t hear Leon’s door opening and closing, but the moving of chairs and music stands, with the attendant shuffling of four old men, was the prelude of the daily concert.

      Originally not a fan of classical music, David acquired a taste for chamber music, particularly string quartets, as he grew to love the morning concerts. Leon had been a professional concert cellist. Now retired, he and three other musicians—two violinists and a violist—met in Leon’s apartment on weekdays for an hour of making music. They played for themselves, and when the weather warmed up and the windows were open, for the people on the street, who would linger on the sidewalk below to listen to the quartet.

      One of the violinists and the violist lived in the same brownstone. David would see the two men come out of the house across the street, arm in arm, gingerly walking down the nine steps of the stoop to the sidewalk. David didn’t know if the two men were a couple or just neighbors. The other violinist lived in the adjacent brownstone. He was spry, carrying his violin case in one hand while he waved his cane like a conductor’s stick, beating out time in the air.

      Thirty years ago, this street was filled with musicians—symphony players, chamber music artists, singers, and a few conductors. It had been a tight-knit community once, but as real estate prices soared, the aging musicians were either priced out of their apartments or those who lived in co-ops like David cashed in their profits and moved to warmer, less highly taxed places. The apartment windfalls made up for the lack of retirement cushions that would have allowed them to stay in New York.

      But these four men had stayed. Whether they invested wisely or were living on cat food, David didn’t know. It wasn’t that kind of street anymore, where everybody knew everyone’s business. The faces were familiar enough, but they were like the facades of the stately brownstones, revealing only an exterior and nothing more.

      David had imagined how each of the four men looked as they played—who smiled, who looked intent, who anxiously awaited the page turn, and who frolicked across the measures like a toddler in a field of flowers—that was Leon, David was sure.

      There was something childlike about Leon. Maybe it was that he always smiled in the elevator or the laundry room. Maybe it was a fearless quality he had when he left the building wearing a beret and tapping out a beat with his walking stick, which, to David, seemed more like an affectation than an actual necessity, as if Leon had decided this was how a musician of his age should look. Leon’s embrace of the moment—of his moment—was what intrigued David most.

      For David, moments were defined by the omnipresent clocks placed throughout his apartment. For Leon, it was the crinkles and creases in the skin around his eyes and mouth that marked laughter and tears—the two fundamental elements of life.

      He and Leon talked casually whenever they ran into each other in the building or on the street. But in the four years David had lived at his current address, he had never been inside Leon’s apartment or Leon in his. People kept to themselves.

      It was the music that broke through the walls—the collective voice of these four old men playing notes written by men long deceased. Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert were resurrected as four bows glided over strings, as if the notes shouted, “Lazarus, arise, arise.”

      David turned away from the street life below and began writing; the piece was due at the end of the week, and it was already Wednesday. For the next three-plus hours, he worked nonstop, lost in the rhythm of his words forming as he struck the keys on his laptop with a force that had not diminished from his college years on a Remington manual. The shuffling of feet signaled it was 11 a.m. David looked out the window and saw the spry violinist scurrying across the street, marking time with his cane.

      Within 10 minutes, David knew all the men were upstairs by the movement of chairs. And then—the music. David refilled his mug, sat on the sofa, and listened. He didn’t know the composers; he only knew the music was beautiful.

      Two weeks passed before David ran into Leon in the elevator.

      “The music today, what was it?” David asked.

      “Was it too loud?” Leon asked. “We were a little more energetic.”

      “It’s never too loud. It’s not like I’m listening to a bad tenor singing opera.”

      “There are no good tenors singing opera,” Leon said with a chuckle.

      “I really wouldn’t know. I never could get into opera—too many words in languages I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, I get that. That is the beauty of the string quartet. Four voices speaking in one universal language. When I was younger, I enjoyed the attention that came with being a soloist. Now, not so much. The older you get, the less you want to go solo—there is an eternity of solos getting closer and closer. The quarter is perfect—not too many, not too few.”

      The elevator reached the lobby. They passed another resident wearing purple rubber gloves. She stepped back as they walked by. The two men continued talking as they neared the front door.

      “I guess she is getting concerned,” David said. “Some people are getting fearful about this virus. I’m trying to take it in stride. I’m not sure of what lies ahead.”

      “You know, Davey…it’s Davey, yes?”

      “Yes, well, David. And you’re Leon. Everyone knows you.”

      “That may be true enough. Not everyone in the building likes Mozart in the morning, but I say, ‘Screw them!’ I know when I can play and when I can’t. But what was I going to say?”

      “I said that no one is sure of what lies ahead…”

      “Yes, yes. It’s like looking at a new piece of music—something you’ve never heard before, and then you start playing. Maybe it will be good. Maybe not. Maybe easy to play or sometimes not just hard, but impossible, beyond your skills. I wouldn’t trade any of those experiences. So, I’m trying to be careful about this virus, but I’m not going to wear rubber gloves. I’m a cellist, not a proctologist. There’s a reason they only use one finger.”

      David laughed. “Well, there’s a statement.” They stood outside, with people passing by heading north and south. The “Fred and Ginger” took place right in front of them. “He’s never getting that car into that space,” David observed.

      “Oh, ye of little faith,” Leon said. “You just have to push it a bit. Physical contact is how we make everything fit.”

      The two men watched as the driver made several attempts at the spot, with each one worse than the last. Traffic was backing up, and horns blared.

      Leon crossed the street and signaled to the driver to open his window. “Move over, and I can park this.”

      “Are you crazy, old man?” the driver said.

      “Maybe. But look, I’m an old man wearing a beret. Do I look like a carjacker? I know how to park. Do you want this space, or do you want to drive around for another forty minutes?”

      The driver thought about it, looked at David standing under the co-op canopy, opened the driver’s side door, and slid over into the passenger seat. Leon got in, adjusted the mirror, moved the car forward, and then pulled into reverse. He parked the car on the first try. As he got out of the vehicle, he turned to the closest driver who was honking and gave him the finger.

      “That was amazing,” David said as Leon rejoined him under the co-op’s canopy. The honking driver rolled down his window and returned Leon’s gesture.

      David and Leon laughed and waved at the man who sped off.

      “I parked cars from college through my mid-twenties. Some skills last forever.”

      “Apparently,” David replied. “You are amazing.”

      “Yes, I am,” Leon replied.

      David didn’t know Leon well enough to know whether that was a joke or a statement of fact. All he knew was that he should have invested more time years ago in getting to know his neighbor.

      “I’m late for an interview,” David said, “but what was the music this morning? It sounded modern, not very harmonic in the beginning, but then it sounded almost like Mozart.”

      “Because it was Mozart’s String Quartet No. 19. It’s nicknamed ‘Dissonance,’ for its seemingly atonal opening. Herbert, he’s one of the violinists, insisted we play it today because of this virus news—it’s all confusion at the beginning, but just wait and see, it all ends in C major.”

      “I wish I understood what you just said,” David said.

      “So do I,” Leon laughed. “We’ll find something happier tomorrow.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      With that, David headed east toward the subway, and Leon turned south. The streets were crowded with workers grabbing lunch. Double-parked delivery trucks slowed traffic, and horns sounded.

      
        
        ❊❊❊

      

      

      David looked out his window. The cloud cover was blocking much of the morning sun. The trees were beginning to show signs of new life. The weather stayed warm, and rain, not snow, was in the forecast. There was a light drizzle. Parents walked their children toward the elementary school. One child held up an umbrella shaped like a frog, while his mother held a Burberry. Both wore masks. Another mother and daughter—neither wearing masks—approached heading south. The Burberry and the frog crossed over to the other side of the street before the other family got too close.

      The familiar female jogger could be seen coming from the park at the end of the block. The old woman with the walker was making her way north. She wore a dark green waterproof jacket with a hood. She waved at the jogger, who pointed up to the sky and the light rain. The elderly woman waved her hand, as if to dismiss the weather.

      A “Fred and Ginger” had started across the street in the very spot that Leon had navigated weeks earlier. David sipped at his coffee. He turned back to his computer and started writing.

      At 11, he heard shuffling above. He looked out the window and saw the spry violinist scurrying toward his building. The noise of chairs and stands being moved around continued for another five minutes. And then the music.

      David didn’t know much about instrumentation, but he sensed something was off. He heard Leon’s cello, a violin, and, he thought, a viola, but it sounded less—something was missing. It was still beautiful, but it sounded somehow diminished. Maybe one of the violinists had gotten sick, David thought. He had been following the news like everyone else, but no one in the city was particularly concerned. Schools remained open. Bars were packed. Broadway played on.

      He sat on the sofa and listened to an unfamiliar piece. Sometime after noon, the music stopped, and the chairs moved again. David went to his bedroom window to see who was leaving. He saw the spry violinist marking time with his cane as he walked south toward his apartment. Then he saw one of the old men who lived across the street walk past the building’s canopy. That must be the violist, David thought, because he was sure he had heard a lower-tone string instrument.

      The old man looked both ways before crossing. He walked across the street and held tightly to the railing as he climbed the stoop without the aid of his companion. His gait seemed sad—or so David thought. David was feeling sad because he had always seen the two men together. Something was wrong seeing only one.

      Later that day, he ran into Leon in the laundry room.

      “Your group sounded different today,” David said as he loaded a machine next to Leon.

      “You have a good ear. Herbert is gone,” Leon said. Seeing David’s crestfallen face, Leon quickly added, “Gone upstate. He has a grandniece who insisted he get out of the city. She’s nervous about this virus. It’s supposed to have our names on it.”

      “The elderly are most at risk. That is what they say,” David replied as he poured detergent into the machine. “It makes sense to leave.”

      “Bull,” Leon said, pulling clothes from the dryer. “We’re all in our eighties. We survived purges, wars, and AIDS. Christ, we survived Giuliani! A virus isn’t going to chase us from our homes.”

      “I like your spirit, but this could get bad,” David said. “We probably shouldn’t be standing this close.”

      “It’s just an excuse for the snooty people to not get in the elevator with me.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” David said defensively.

      “That’s why I did. I’ll be careful, but music is life—it’s my life. Kill the music, and you kill me. Herbert will be back. In the meantime, trios are fine. Between you and me, Herbert tended to get lax with his personal hygiene. It’s refreshing without him, if you know what I mean.”

      David nodded. He was in the same place he was weeks earlier, unsure if Leon was joking or serious, because he didn’t know him well enough. Leon pulled the last of his laundry from the dryer and stuffed it into a laundry bag.

      “I’ll see you around, Davey.”

      David wanted to correct Leon; he disliked being called Davey, but he let it go. He turned back to the washing machine. As he pulled his cash card from the machine, he heard the elevator open and close. When he turned around, he saw a neighbor from the seventh floor at the door. She let out a shriek. It might have been louder if not for the mask. She was also wearing rubber gloves.

      “I was surprised to see someone,” she said, embarrassed. “I’ll let you finish.”

      “I’m just about done,” David said. “All the other machines are free. I can’t remember when so many machines were free on a workday afternoon. Usually, there is some cleaning lady filling them all up.”

      “A lot of people are leaving town, going to their country homes,” she said, still standing in the doorway. “My husband and I are heading to our farm in Connecticut tomorrow. Just wanted to get the laundry done first.”

      As David approached the doorway, the woman stepped back and up the hall. David smiled. “Well, stay safe,” he said from the elevator cab as she started to move away from where he had been standing. As the doors closed, he realized people were now doing the “Fred and Ginger.”

      
        
        ❊❊❊

      

      

      The ambulance siren pierced the afternoon quiet. David looked out his window and saw it had stopped across the street. The view was slightly obscured now that the trees were just beginning to bloom. EMTs got out of the vehicle with medical equipment and a gurney and went into the brownstone where Herbert and the other old musician lived. A couple stood on the opposite corner looking at the scene. David noticed a few neighbors were looking out their windows as he was.

      The EMTs came down the stoop. There was a man on the gurney with an oxygen mask or something similar on his face. David wasn’t sure, given the distance, but he thought it was the violist. The EMTs lifted the gurney into the back of the ambulance. The siren started anew. The ambulance pulled away. Silence fell on the street.

      David wanted to do something, but he wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t want to knock on Leon’s door and ask whether his friend had just been taken away. What if Leon didn’t know? What if he did? He couldn’t comfort him and go inside Leon’s apartment if he had had close contact with someone infected with the virus. He decided to wait and see. Tomorrow at 11, he would know for sure. If the music continued, all would be OK.

      David needed the music to continue. It surprised him how much it mattered to him. Usually, not one to give in to the anxiety of the moment, the ambulance siren made it feel all too real.

      David stopped working the next day at 10:30. He looked at his watch like an anxious bridegroom, realizing he might be stood up at the altar. At 11, he heard a shuffle. Not much of a noise, but something was being moved around.

      He heard Leon’s cello clearly, but the violin was heavily muffled. David went to the window and opened it. The unseasonably warm March air felt good. David could see the spry violinist leaning out of an open window on the fourth floor of the brownstone across the street. The violinist was playing to Leon, who must have opened his window as well.

      At 7 p.m., people banged pots and made noise on the streets in the city. On social media, David had seen housing projects in Italy where neighbors stood on balconies or hung out windows and sang popular tunes. This was not that. It was only two old men—a cellist and a violinist playing a soulful duet.

      Other windows opened along the street. Some of the faces were old, some young—none were familiar to David. It was as if the brownstones and apartment buildings on his tree-lined street had turned themselves inside out. No longer showing their facades but rather exposing the lives lived behind the stone.

      Leon and his friend—David wasn’t sure if he ever knew the name of the violinist who waved his cane like a conductor’s baton—played to one another, each from a window, the sounds of their instruments meeting somewhere above the street. The concert lasted only thirty minutes. The logistics of leaning out a window must have been trying for the old violinist.

      When the two men finished playing, David burst into applause, as did the other people leaning out their windows. Probably some of them had heard the quartet in warmer and better times, when they were on the street looking up at Leon’s apartment. There was no one on the street today.

      The window recitals continued for another two weeks, and then another siren sounded across the street. The ambulance, the EMTs—it was too familiar, not just on David’s street, but in other neighborhoods, in other states. David was sure it was the violinist. He wanted a definitive sign, as if the old man on the gurney with the mask on his face would raise his cane and beat out a rhythm as the EMTs lifted him into the ambulance.

      But there was no sign. The following day, David heard Leon’s cello. It sounded like Chopin, one of the piano preludes, David thought. It was a sad piece, funereal. David knew he had heard this on a piano, but the piano didn’t do it justice. The cello humanized the prelude. It was as if Leon, through his instrument, was pleading to God, reciting a psalm that needed no text.

      David sat on the floor of his living room, as directly below Leon’s instrument as he could surmise from the sound. There were no words for his emotions. David knew that he would likely be fine through this crisis; he was young, healthy, and stubborn enough to endure.

      He began to cry as a child cries, a downward slide of emotion that gains speed the farther it goes down the steep slope. David didn’t know when he would stop. He could not stop. And then he did. Leon had ceased playing for some time, and David became angry with himself for getting so lost in his own emotions that he had not savored the music that morning. What if today were the last day?

      It was not. Leon played for another week. The musician who didn’t want to play solos in his old age embraced his new reality. The music was all sad. David knew he could not see Leon, but he went upstairs to the sixth floor and slipped a note under Leon’s door. He didn’t want to knock because he was afraid Leon might be resting.

      The next day, there was a note under David’s door. “Davey,” it began. David smiled and winced. “Thank you for the note. I am doing OK. I have plenty of food. I have arranged to have it delivered to my door. Your offer is appreciated. I had some sad news from Herbert’s family. He passed yesterday. He was 83. It was a good life.

      “When you’re young, you don’t see the ending, but the ending is always there. It’s like a piece of music. It has an ending. Beethoven got it right. His last symphony isn’t just the best symphony. He ends it big. Ode to Joy. The ending can be more exciting than the middle or beginning.

      “Don’t know why I’m sharing all this. Probably because you always seemed like a nice man who didn’t have enough friends. Stop playing solos. Make a quartet. That’s my advice, Davey. You’re too young for solos. Make a quartet.

      “Best, Leon—by the way, I know you don’t like to be called ‘Davey.’ You need to be needled.”

      David read the note several times. There was something hopeful about Leon’s note, even though Leon and he knew that the odds were not in Leon’s favor. Leon saw an end not just to life, but to the virus.

      Intellectually, David knew the virus would eventually become less lethal. Maybe it wouldn’t go away completely, but go into hiding like racism, homophobia, and fascism, only to resurface generations years later in a new form. It or something else would come back in another 100 years, if he were lucky, or in a generation or two, if he were not. But that was still some time in the future. People were dying now. Nearly 800 people a day in the city.

      When would it all end, David thought. As to the music, the answer was four more days. Then silence. A cold silence, as if a heavy snowfall had blanketed the floor above which once vibrated with music.

      A note was posted in the elevator three weeks later stating that longtime resident Leon Schneider had passed. His death was attributed to the virus. David assumed Leon must have gone to an ER and been admitted to a hospital, where he died.

      The day after learning of Leon’s death, David got up as usual and began writing. After some time had passed, he opened his window and looked down at the street. It was late April and warm. There should have been children with their parents going to school. But all the schools were closed.

      He looked for the old lady with the walker, but he hadn’t seen her since mid-March. The female jogger who used to chat with her still sprinted by early each day; nothing had stopped her stride. He saw a young man carrying groceries walking across the street. The frog and Burberry umbrellas had disappeared when his apartment building mostly emptied out. There was no traffic—no cars looking for parking spaces. Fred and Ginger were dead.

      David glanced at his watch. It was past noon. He had worked through the entire morning, no music from above to interrupt him.

      He leaned his head slightly out the window to take in the air. It was a clear day. A benefit of the ban on most travel was less pollution. The sky was cloudless, a brilliant blue. The trees were now all green; their blossoms had fallen.

      It was quiet. So damn quiet, David thought. He read somewhere that sound waves eventually become another form of energy. Maybe the late April warmth was what had become of the quartet’s music. It was all around him. He breathed it in through the window.

      “Make a quartet,” David said aloud into the stillness. “Make a quartet.”

      The only sound was the rustle of the breeze through the leaves. A gust swept up a few of the remaining blossoms on the sidewalk. David watched four of them pass his window. They swirled before him in the warm air and then were gone.

      It had been an early spring.
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      Don was dead. That was still a fact 17 months after, well, the fact. His picture sat on the piano where the tip bowl usually was. Alan thought they should have kept the tip bowl there. Don would have liked that. But Don was dead, and Don, Alan was sure, did not like being dead more than the placement of the tip bowl on the piano. So what did it matter about the tip bowl anyway?

      Dead or not, Alan knew Don would like there to be a cake. A big cake. That was another issue with Don—one from a long, long list of real and imagined grievances with The Edwardian.

      Over the years, Alan had heard them all. But the cake thing was a religion with Don. It was never big enough. Yeah, that sounds like a bad joke. Well, maybe it could be in another context, but the size of the birthday cake The Edwardian brought out on Don’s birthday every year mattered more to Don than the size of a man’s dick. A therapist would have something to say about that, for sure. Alan mused that several shrinks had something to say about that to Don, who had been in therapy for as long as Alan had known him. And that was a long time.

      A two-man comedy routine began playing in Alan’s mind about how therapy was as addictive as a narcotic:

      Man 1: “I want to break with my therapist.”

      Man 2: “Drop dead.”

      Man 1: “That was harsh. It was only a question. How do I break with my therapist?”

      Man 2: “Your first statement was not a question. It was a statement.”

      Man 1: “You’re missing the point. How do I break with my therapist?”

      Man 2: “Like I said now—twice. Drop dead.”

      Man 1: “You’re pissing me off.”

      Man 2: “I’m pissing you off? You asked, ‘How do you break with a therapist?’”

      Man 1: “Yes.”

      Man 2: “Drop dead.”

      It would go on like that for some time, Alan imagined, until finally Man 1 realized the only way to break with a therapist was to drop dead, which he would then do out of exasperation. Alan liked his comedy dark, and truth be told, not all that funny. Alan was a sucker for Chekhov. He was also in therapy.

      The back room was empty. It was not yet 6 p.m., which was early for The Edwardian crowd, but nothing was the same anymore. Or at least, not yet, some 18 months after this second plague in Alan’s lifetime had hit. It felt dangerous to be inside the bar without a mask, like being convinced by a very hot, muscular man to lie down on your stomach while he pounded you without a condom. There was PrEP. And there were COVID vaccines now. But did either come with a 100 percent guarantee?

      It was unavoidable, this thinking about death, about the 800-a-day-deaths in the beginning, back when Don died. He had played that last big weekend before everything shut down. Alan had stopped going out to places like The Edwardian a few weeks earlier. Alan was cautious by nature. That got him through the ’80s and the ’90s, so he could now be working his way through his 60s.

      Not Don. There was irony for you. Don had lasted long enough to receive the magic drugs that saved him from death 20 years earlier. But eventually, the piper must be paid, like in those film franchises where a group of teens cheat death on a roller coaster or a plane only to fall victim to some other fatal occurrence.

      Alan thought, although he did know that part of Don’s history, that Don had always assumed he could dodge the bullets even back in the early ’90s. But he couldn’t then; that virus found him. So, it was no different in the spring of 2020. The new virus found him, and this one wouldn’t take “no” for an answer.

      Alan looked at the text in his phone dated March 16, 2020:

      “I’m okay. Already stir crazy, though. Out of work for at least 8 weeks. Ugh! Hope you’re holding up OK.”

      That was the last text message. Five weeks later, Don was dead. Alan had texted him frequently after that first text at the beginning of lockdown. No response. The weeks went by, sirens screamed through the streets, and pots banged at dinner time. The pot-banging was more than a communal event celebrating first responders and healthcare workers. It was also a loud reminder of where we all were and where we might end up: in a refrigerated truck in the back of a filled-up mortuary somewhere in a downtrodden part of Queens.

      In New York City in the spring of 2020, Broadway theaters were empty, but funeral homes were SRO, horizontally speaking.

      When Alan finally tried a landline number he had for Don five weeks into lockdown, he feared the worst. When a woman answered, he knew his fears were about to be confirmed. She was a friend of Don’s who was staying in his apartment. Don was dead, dead that morning.

      The months passed. New York Governor Cuomo gave daily televised updates. Trump told people to drink bleach, or something to that effect.

      Fauci was glorified. Fauci was vilified.

      Through my Fauci, through my Fauci, through my most grievous Fauci.

      The dead piled up. Crime rose.

      Shots in the arm.

      Shots in the streets.

      America had gone crazy, and the only thing muted was your co-worker talking without sound on Zoom.

      To Alan, now in September 2021, standing with a drink in the backroom of The Edwardian, it felt surreal, as if someone else had lived through it—a backstory in a novel about post-World War I New York City. But it was Alan’s backstory to process. Don didn’t have that burden. No backstory. Just dead.

      The Edwardian was a sanctuary for Alan, Don, and the thousands of queer people who passed through the three main-floor rooms of the old brownstone. The bar’s name was a nod to its pretensions, and perhaps to the townhome’s history. From its birth, The Edwardian lived in the past—a place somewhere between Miss Havisham’s dining room and Belle Reve.

      No one took that all in on their first visit, or at least back when Alan first came to The Edwardian nearly 30 years ago.

      Before he moved to New York, Alan had heard about The Edwardian from his friends in Los Angeles, Robbie and Jim. They said The Edwardian attracted his kind of crowd—mostly professional men in suits, a good mix of ages, and there was a piano in the back. The Edwardian wasn’t like those cheesy Village piano bars where everyone tries to be discovered singing the same goddamn songs from Les Miz, unaware that most of the patrons were people like themselves: struggling actors with little money. The Guffmans they were waiting for would mostly be bridge-and-tunnel gays, singing out their Louise, or straight people from Ohio wanting to look at “the gays” in their natural habitat, which they had been told was a subterranean piano bar with little ventilation. The Edwardian was nothing like that.

      Alan remembered walking east toward the bar that first night. He knew he was close because he saw a small cluster of suited men standing on the sidewalk smoking and talking. They glanced at him as he walked past toward the steps leading up into the bar. Alan was new meat.

      The polished brass plaque announcing it was The Edwardian to the right of the door was unnecessary because the men on the street gave it away, just as the politically incorrect jockeys lining the wrought iron railings of the now-defunct 21 Club once had for that establishment. Up the stairs, Alan went. A tall, bald man in an impeccable grey suit, white shirt, and bright red tie and matching pocket square stood sentry. He had a small clicker that counted the men as each entered.

      “Welcome to The Edwardian,” the man said. He looked at his people counter and added, “69.”

      “Thank you,” Alan said. “I’m not sure I’m that flexible anymore.”

      One of the men on the street heard Alan and said, “I could fix that.”

      Alan realized that Robbie and Jim had been right; these were his people. He walked into the foyer. The air shifted immediately from the coolness of late April to a sultry July. This was the 1990s, and people still smoked inside bars. A grayish fog was drawn into the air filters in the ceiling, zapping like insect traps catching flies. Two men, around 40, were heading out as Alan was walking in. They brushed against him, both smelling of gin and cologne.

      Alan didn’t smoke, but he liked his gin almost as much as his men—slightly scented. He took in a deep breath and pressed further into the front room of The Edwardian. Men in suits everywhere
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