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        “Once we believe in ourselves, we can risk curiosity, wonder, spontaneous delight, or any experience that reveals the human spirit.”

        ~E.E. Cummings
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      There’s nothing worse than walking out of the vet’s office with an empty cat carrier. A vague, vacant feeling seeps into me, coupled with a reluctance to face this all too familiar gaping hole in my life. All I can do is surrender, as the emptiness settles inside me once again. I’m afraid to look at this mislaid piece of my heart that I know I’ll never recover. Add to the mix this nasty, abrasive New York City winter wind off the river biting into me, and yes, I’d call it a pretty shitty day.

      Hobo. Our feisty feral female cat we’d rescued from the shelter has crossed over unexpectedly. Witnessing her last moments was so heart-wrenching, that I completely lost it in my final kiss on her sweet head. She was a fighter from beginning to end.

      I’ve been struggling to heal from an even deeper, unresolved ache in my life, and now this. It’s hard to believe that just over a year and a half has passed since the love of my life was lost to this unbelievable plague that’s taken so many in our community. Beautiful, free-spirited Timothy caught my eye back in 1982 on the first day of rehearsal for what was to be the most fun-filled and fabulous summer stock tour of my somewhat uneven musical theater career.

      How can you go wrong with Hello, Dolly!? What a great show to celebrate the bountiful joys life has to offer, not to mention that the entire male ensemble was gay, except for one poor guy who would take cover in the dressing room whenever the backstage shenanigans began.

      “What was that silly name of your character?” says a voice off to my right.

      “Cornelius Hackl,” I reply without thinking. “Wait…what? Who said that?”

      “Really Matthew, I can’t even fathom how you could share the stage with your fellow thespians and answer to a name like that.”

      “Okay, as if this day hasn’t been weird enough, now I’m hearing things.”

      “Not things, just me. Check out the garbage can tucked into the lower landing of this decrepit brownstone.”

      I guess I really am losing it. Despite her demise just an hour ago, I see my dead black and white cat daintily perched on a trash can lid. And if that isn’t crazy enough, she’s talking!

      “Hobo!” I cry. “Is it really you?”

      “Of course it’s me, you silly boy. You can’t get rid of me that quickly.”

      Gathering my courage, I ask, “What are you doing here? You know we made you an indoor cat and you’re not allowed outside.”

      “Matthew, darling, all bets are off when it comes to being cooped up in that little box of an apartment you call home. I get to go back to my feral roots now, and come and go as I please.”

      “But you’re supposed to be at the Rainbow Bridge, not down here in all this concrete. You’re supposed to be in kitty heaven with open vistas and expansive light-filled landscapes.”

      “I guess that just wasn’t in the cards for me Daddy Boy. Catch you around town.”

      And just like that, she’s gone again. She even called me Daddy Boy, the name Timothy gave me when we first brought Hobo home. It feels like so long ago now.

      We had been warned Hobo was pretty rough around the edges. Feral cats are notorious for not trusting humans. But we decided we were up for the ultimate challenge of being the best cat dads ever.

      In the beginning, you couldn’t go near her without getting a swipe and maybe a nip. Thus began the slow process of winning her over with time and plenty of patience. We had tiny breakthroughs, initially using food combined with just the slightest touch. Each new behavior was like a revelation. One day, after months of hunkering down under the table, she jumped up on the couch next to Timothy. In a few more weeks, she actually let him ease his leg over to make a connection. We began to gain her trust more and more as she came to understand we were offering her safety and love, something she had never before experienced with humans.

      I really don’t know what to make of this feline apparition. It must just be the stress of letting go of the last reminders of love and comfort in my life, not to mention the fact that it’s fucking freezing out here.

      I head down Amsterdam Avenue, maneuvering my way through the nameless bodies moving swiftly past me, and take a left on 69th Street. For New York City, it’s not a bad block. But it gives me the same confined feeling these barren trees do, lining the street but trapped in little squares of dirt on the sidewalk. I avoid this perfect breeding ground for dog shit and whatever else that’s been abandoned by the people trudging by.

      Rows of brownstones occupy both sides of the street, standing shoulder to shoulder like aging sentinels providing refuge from the constant hammering of the city. Each one is slightly different in its upkeep and decoration, giving it that “character” so many New Yorkers hunger for in their quest for shelter with a style that identifies them. I’m an Upper West Sider. Evidently, that’s a thing.

      Finally, I’ve made it back home. Hobo is right. It is a little box of an apartment. And now the space is so empty, leaving nothing but the memory of loved ones that have drained away. I feel like the walls are closing in on me even more as I look around at what was once a haven of happiness.

      We kept the furnishings simple and clean, considering the small scale of the place—very “gay-tasteful” in shades of gray and white, but still with that casual, lived-in feeling. The contemporary sofa along one wall faces two armless side chairs, with a clear glass coffee table to anchor it. A vintage wood fireplace mantel, distressed and painted white for an antique look is on the other wall with bookshelves on each side. Too bad the fireplace was covered over, but it still gives the impression of the comforts of home. I zero in on the pictures of Timothy and me scattered about the bookshelves, a testament to our three years together, with Hobo completing our little family.

      “You’re going to need to lighten up a bit, Daddy Boy,” Hobo says.

      Oh my God, she’s back. “What the hell is going on, Hobo? Where are you?”

      “In this lame excuse for a bedroom that barely fits the queen size bed.”

      I race into the bedroom to find her on the coverlet, kneading the fabric. “I remember Timothy was so proud of finding this bed in one of those used furniture stores up the street,” she says without missing a push-paw beat. “And I do think I’ll miss lounging on it for those fourteen hours of nap time a day. But I have bigger fish to fry now, and not the kind that comes out of the can, thank you very much.”

      “But why are you here? And what is this all about?”

      She gives me that all-knowing smirk I’ve come to recognize over the years. “Oh, my handsome and headstrong Matt. You are such a drama queen. I’m here to remind you that this town is yours for the taking. You just need to get off your ass and move on with your life.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes on that one. “I’ve heard it all before Hobo, from all my friends.”

      “Take a good look at yourself. That sandy blonde hair and Irish good looks of yours makes you a shoo-in for all those juvenile roles. You don’t look anywhere near that milestone number of three zero you just hit.”

      “Did you really have to bring that up?”

      “As for me, I’m not ready to leave the city yet. Can you blame me? You’re going to have to get used my visitations from time to time.”

      “I’m not sure I can deal with this, Hobo. You’re probably just some kind of coping mechanism.”

      “Get over it, boyfriend. I’m as real as every other spirit that roams this town. Haven’t you ever wondered who lurks about in the shadows of all those old historic theaters on Broadway? There are ghosts of every persuasion floating about. Maybe if you’re lucky, I’ll even introduce you. Oh, right—you’ve never been in a Broadway show. How can you call yourself a professional if you haven’t even made it on Broadway?”

      “Ever made it on Broadway? Do you know how hard it is to achieve that? It’s the top, the pinnacle. Not many actors even get there. You know as well as anyone I haven’t worked for close to two years. Taking care of Timothy, and then dealing with life without him has really done a number on me. I’ve lost my purpose. I’m stuck, and I can’t dig my way out.”

      “Get a grip. Your unemployment is long gone, so you’d better hop to it, Daddy Boy, and get your sorry ass back in the game. Being a cater waiter isn’t going to cut it.”

      “Speaking of which, I have a gig with Fabulous Foods tonight at the Armory on Park Avenue. So I’m going to need a nap. I’ve got to present myself to a bunch of A-list blue bloods.”

      “Oh yes. The very fashionable FabFoo. The catering company that requires every out of work actor/dancer/model to inhabit their servile fantasy role with the utmost style and grace. And you’d better not crack a smile the whole night. It’s all about attitude, my dear one. And let me tell you, I’ve scratched out an entire book on that.”

      “Yeah, yeah, will you let me get some rest?”

      “Just because I got to sleep all day doesn’t mean you get to.”

      “Stop already. I can’t take—” Where’d she go?

      “Hobo? Hobo?”

      And once again, she just vanished. I’m not going to even think about this now. I’ve got to get some rest. Maybe I’ll wake up and realize it was just a dream. Why do I get the feeling I haven’t seen the last of this persnickety puss.

      What would Timothy think of all this? He’d probably feed me the same line Hobo just did: Get out there. Audition. What do you have to lose?

      What do I have to lose? Just another layer of the last vestiges of self-confidence I’ve been trying to drum up. Another nail in the coffin of what I thought was my true calling. All the years of classes and dedication to my craft, just to end up with another rejection.

      Of course, it’s great when you’re working. All your dreams about being a performer are coming true just by being employed, even if it’s only a summer stock tour. You’re still doing it. You’re a professional getting paid to do what you were born to do.

      That Hello, Dolly! summer tour was flawless. First of all, getting out of the smelly, grimy, hot summer in the city felt like a gift. I got to escape the oppressive urban landscape for New England's fresh green hills and pristine shores. We hopped on the tour bus for Yankee land, where the lobsters are plentiful, and there's just this special feeling of a culture steeped in centuries of east coast traditions. I loved it.

      The absolute high point of the tour was in the quaint little town of Ogunquit, Maine. Such a New England storybook village. Ogunquit means “beautiful place by the sea,” and was it ever. Strolling with Timothy along the dramatic rocky cliff walk, with the waves crashing below, the ocean and sky seemed like they were having their own love affair. That path, called the Marginal Way, still evokes the magic of our tour romance.

      But the crown jewel of the town was the Ogunquit Playhouse. Built in the Colonial Revival style, its crisp white exterior with forest green trim was a testament to the fussy queen who owned and ran the venue with an iron fist. Add to that the lobby filled with headshots of glamorous stars from the 30s and 40s who’d played there in the olden days on what was called the Straw Hat Circuit, and what do you have? A fairy tale come true.

      Oh, to fall in love surrounded by the sparkling light reflected off the heady salt air of the sea, creating the perfect radiant playground. The beautiful breezy days would then segue into the bright hot lights of the stage. How could I resist Timothy’s blazing persona? My new romantic boy wonder. I’d see him appear on stage every night in his lemon drop bright colored suit, belting out, “Put on your Sunday clothes.” He was quite a sight, but seeing those clothes come off was even better. Love was definitely in the air…and boy, did we make quite a pair.
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      I arrive at Park Avenue and 66th Street with plenty of time to spare before the elegant guests arrive. That list would not include me. I take the back entrance and maneuver through the hectic activity going on in the large kitchen, taking in the mouth-watering, savory smells they’re producing. But I can’t let that distract me as I steer past the chefs and head down the hallway to find the tables and chairs already set up in the grand hall, decorated to the nines and anchored with extravagant centerpieces.

      But it’s up to us, the hired help, to position the plates, the cutlery, and the collection of crystal glasses with perfection, not to mention mastering the art of napkin folding to add just that special flair to the presentation.

      When our privileged guests arrive, they will look at their place settings and be awestruck, knowing it's a true reflection of their wealth, power, beauty, or celebrity. It’s the ultimate definition of how they have earned a place at the table of A-list New Yorkers.

      I scan the cavernous room, filled at the moment with only my fellow cater waiters. Why do I feel like I just walked into a black-and-white dreamscape of the most attractive men this town has to offer? Every tuxedo-attired guy in this hall looks like they’re doing the holiday cover of Gentleman’s Quarterly. They come from cities and small hamlets you've never heard of. They are drawn like honeybees to the sweet nectar of celebrity in all its abundant guises, hoping to get their chance to take a bite out of what I've lately been calling The Big Crapple.

      Fabulous Foods Catering Company is notorious for hiring only the cream of the wanna-be crop. Who knows who the next rising star will be? And what do you do while you’re waiting for your big break? How about making some extra cash in professional purgatory as a cater waiter? If you fit the mold, you can survive by slinging hash for the uber-rich until you hit paydirt. But you not only have to look the part in your formal attire, you need to act it too. Just before the guests enter the party, they will line us all up on opposite sides of the room and instruct us on the stoic and staunch attitude that is the hallmark of this regime. Like Hobo said, you’d better not crack a smile, or you won’t be asked back.

      “Damn, there are so many hotties here tonight.”

      Oh shit, she’s back. Holding court on my table top. “This isn’t a good time, Hobo. I have work to do.”

      “Okay, but get a load of that dreamboat at table number twenty-seven. I bet you could make a four-course meal out of him.”

      “Will you shut up? Anyway, I know that guy. His name is Christopher. He’s a dancer.”

      “Why am I not surprised. Do I know your type or what?”

      “Charlie introduced me to him at the last Gala gig. I haven’t had time to say hello yet. And yeah, he’s pretty damned cute, but right now I need to put the final touches on my table. So, scram!”

      Luckily, she’s gone by the time the head man inspects my complex positioning of each polished piece. I get the all-clear now, so we have some downtime before the proverbial curtain goes up. I spot Charlie taking a break out in the hallway and head over to him. Charlie was the dance captain for Hello, Dolly!, so we have a shared history. All those years of touring have worn him down, but how many times can you get excited about being on the road and pulling into another week in Cleveland? He somehow manages to slide along from one show to the next, whether he cares anything about the production or not. Yeah, he’s jaded, but still fun to hang around with.

      He still looks the part—barely. He has an urban edge, most likely from growing up in Queens. And like a lot of natives from any one of New York’s boroughs, he doesn’t mince words. But at thirty-eight years old, the façade is beginning to crack. I’m wondering if his closely cropped jet-black hair is now holding its inky sheen with the help of a new men’s hair dye product I just discovered at the Duane Reade Pharmacy. Just For Men is the name of it, which describes Charlie to a tee.

      He’s always on the prowl, zeroing in on his prey with the most intense gray-blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They remind me of a Siberian Husky. So striking. They seem to deflect any effort to go deeper into what's really happening inside of him. I’ve known him long enough to understand he prefers it that way. His medium height and muscular frame exude a masculine persona that serves him well at leather bars like The Spike, one of his usual haunts. You can’t stay young and hot in the chorus forever, but his connections always seem to land him something.

      “Hey man, don’t you ever get enough’a these glitzy shindigs?” he says as he adjusts his bowtie.

      “Hey Charlie. It’s all about the paycheck for me. That’s all I’ve got coming in now. But what are you doing here? You always seem to have another show lined up.”

      “I know. And I gotta keep up my reputation as the ultimate tour whore. But I can always use the extra cash in between gigs. Speaking of which, the guy who was rentin’ my second bedroom just blew me off for the bus-and-truck company of Cats. Do you know anyone who’s lookin’ for a place?”

      “You mean like me for instance?”

      “Yeah, you’d be a great roommate.”

      “Money’s tight, but I’m going to stick it out on my own for now on 69th Street. Anyway, I bet you have another show lined up.”

      “You know it’s bad luck to talk about that kinda stuff.” He smiles with just the slightest hint that I could tease it out of him if I tried. “I’ll use the line every other Broadway baby uses—I’m just waitin’ to hear back.”

      “Yeah, I have that one etched on my forehead. But lately I can’t even use that as an excuse. I got nothin’.”

      “Come outside with me for a minute, so I can get my cancer fix before it’s showtime.”

      “Still smoking? Really?”

      “I know, I know. I gotta quit it. But an aging chorus papi has to have some vices. Besides, a lot of my tricks think it’s hot.”

      We hit the outer courtyard and get blasted by a strong gust of the elements. You’d think we were right off the East River, but the park can whip up some nasty gales too. “Jeez, I’m not going to able to feel my hands if I stay out here,” I say.

      “Oh, get over it, man. Think about what this breeze will do for them high cheekbones of yours. You gotta look your best for all those Romeos inside.”

      “I still don’t think I’m ready for any dating yet. But some of those guys are hard to ignore.”

      “The reality is the majority of those bitches ain’t worth a second look. They’re too busy lookin’ at themselves.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “But you can’t be too choosy, or you’ll end up like me. One wild and wonderful night per specimen is about all I can handle. Then it’s don’t let the door hit’cha where I just bit’cha.”

      “You’re too much Charlie. Can we go back in now?”

      “Before we do, I’ll let you in on somethin’ I heard is coming up. Do you remember The Normal Heart?”

      “How could I not? Timothy was still alive when it opened in the spring of ’85.

      Charlie takes a last drag on his cigarette. “I was thankfully on the road for that entire year so I missed it. Course I heard all about it, but I can’t really stomach that kinda stuff.”

      “We were barely hanging on to any semblance of a regular life at that point. But Timothy insisted we go down to the Public Theater to see it. So, what’s the deal?”

      “I heard tell of a sequel in the works with songs. Right now, the working title is Our New Normal.”

      “Is it supposed to be a big show?”

      “No, it’s not a full-scale musical, but singers will be needed. And the calls are goin’ out to agencies for casting.”

      “That could be amazing. I haven’t talked to my agent in I don’t know how many months, with everything that’s happened. I just haven’t felt up to it.”

      “Well, make sure you get seen for this one, man. You’d be perfect for the character of Felix. I’m sure you remember he was the boyfriend of Ned Weeks, who got flattened by the virus.”

      “It really tore my heart out sitting next to Timothy and watching that.”

      “Yeah, well, I hear his spirit comes back in this production, and he’ll be leading some kinda Greek chorus, is all I know.”

      “So you think I could play Felix?”

      “With your looks and that soaring tenor voice, you need to be seen.”

      “Yeah right, tell that to the casting director as he sifts through five hundred other headshots and resumes.”

      “Someone has to get the job. And it might as well be you.”

      “Thanks for the tip. We’d better get inside. They’re starting to line us up.”

      The evening follows all the usual protocols with cocktails and passed hors d’oeuvres, as the glittering crowd jockeys for a position of prominence. I’ve done enough of these that I’m beginning to see repeat performances of many of the couples. But, of course, the women’s gowns and jewels could never be seen twice. High society sometimes reminds me of high school. But the stakes are as high as the skyscrapers they’ve come to worship.

      Eventually, everyone makes it to their table for the first course. After the small plates are whisked away, yours truly goes into high gear, balancing a gigantic silver platter of food on one hand. With the other, I proceed to show off my expert technique at French service—a talent that requires maneuvering a large, ornate sterling silver fork and spoon to dole out the main course and sides. Ladies first, bien sur. I’ve gotten pretty good at it. Maybe that’s why they keep booking me for these scintillating soirées. The rest of the evening glides by, and with the guests out of the way, all that’s left is the cleanup.

      “Now’s your chance to schmooze it up with that Christopher guy.”

      “Hobo! Get off of my table. I’m still working here.”

      “You can’t fool me. I had a bird’s eye view of the whole night from that crystal chandelier down front and center.”

      “Oh, did you now.”

      “There were quite a few lingering looks in the direction of table twenty-seven. And it wasn’t because you were comparing table manners, either.”

      “Yeah, he’s adorable, and you know I have a thing for dancers.”

      “Dancer butts is more like it.”

      “Stop that. My stomach goes into a spin cycle if I start talking about this too much.”

      “So just go over and say hi to him. You’ve already met, so the worst is behind you. Did I say ‘behind’?”

      “You’re too much. Okay I’ll go if you promise to disappear.”

      “Done. I’m outta here.”

      Why am I so drawn to dancers? This guy looks so sweet and reserved, with those deer-in-the-headlight eyes of his beaming back at me with a sense of curiosity. He wears his chestnut brown hair carelessly, so compatible with his dark and mysterious look. Even in that tux, I can tell he's lean and muscular. From the way he carries himself, he could've been a gazelle in another life. As long as he’s not a Giselle. Nothing against them, but I’m just not into girlie boys. But Hobo’s right. Le buttox d’un danseur is a whole other story. Boy, this night has really gotten under my skin.

      But what makes someone want to be a dancer? What makes them sacrifice so much of their lives to the daily discipline of fine-tuning their bodies? What drives them to express and embody their emotions on stage? They somehow allow you into their skin, letting you feel their movements in your own body when you’re observing their performance. That’s part of their brilliance. And they sacrifice the security of an average life to give everything to that moment. Then it’s over. The next day they’re back in class.

      That’s it—that’s my opening line to him. I amble over and flash him my best laid-back grin. “Hey Christopher. I bet that first plie tomorrow is going to feel like hell after tonight.”

      “Matt, how are you? Don’t answer that. You must be as exhausted as I am.” He puts down the napkins he’s been collecting and runs his fingers through that beautiful mane of his. “It’s been quite a night.”

      “It certainly has.” I’m guessing he missed the cat hanging from the chandelier…

      “A warm bed sounds pretty good to me right now.”

      Did he just mention going to bed? Relax Matt. Take a breath. “Yeah, I’d really like to get out of this uniform and off my feet.” Shit, now I’m doing it, talking about taking my clothes off!

      “You’re right. Dance class is tough after a late night like this. But you just get your gear together and go.

      “I guess it’s all about the discipline huh?”

      “Yep, like brushing your teeth. You don’t question it.”

      I need to keep this conversation going.“Where are you taking class?”

      “I’m on scholarship at the Merce Cunningham Studio down in the West Village. That’s pretty much where I live these days.”

      “I don’t know much about modern dance, but someone told me old Uncle Merce is a bit of a tyrant.”

      “I’ll just say that he’s a very distinctive choreographer with a singular focus.”

      “That’s a pretty smooth way of putting it.” He gets a chuckle out of that remark, and I’m even more struck by his appealing smile.

      “But the actual technique is really strong, and I’m hoping to use it as a springboard for concert dance work.”

      “That’s great! Are you working on anything right now?”

      “As a matter of fact, I’m in rehearsal with one of Merce’s company members who’s putting on their own concert at The Kitchen next month.”

      “The Kitchen? Is that like a dinner theater?”

      “Ah, no.” he replies with the patience of a monk. “It’s an avant-garde performance space on West 19th.”

      “Oh, sorry for the confusion.” Now he must think I’m a typical musical theater type, only interested in show biz. I’ve got to rectify this. “When is your concert? I’d love to come.”

      “You don't really mind a lot of body lines set to environmental sounds?”

      “Um… okay. Full disclosure. I’m not actually sure I know what you’re talking about, but I’m game, regardless.”

      “Body lines are just the different angles your body makes when you move into different positions,” Christopher says with a chuckle. “And the different sounds are supposed to make you rethink what you’re hearing, which has an impact on what you see.”

      “Okay, this is all new to me.” My imagination immediately goes to his body lines. Maybe I am getting better. “But I’d like to see something different. When you’re in show business, it pretty much takes over your life, but I’ve had some downtime lately so I’d love to come.”

      We both pause for a moment.

      “How about I give you my number and you can call me with the info,” I finally say.

      “Sure. That would be great.”

      More silence as we look at one another, wondering if this is the right move. “Okay. I’ll be right back.” I rush back to the kitchen area, looking for a scrap of paper, finally finding what I need on a counter behind the door. As I bolt back out to the dining room, I can’t help but think that Hobo would be proud of me. I’m finally making a move to get out there.
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      Will this winter never end? It’s only the end of February, still way too soon to begin my annual ritual of coaxing all these trees in Central Park to let their little buds peak out. They must be feeling like my frozen fingertips right now. Popping out today would be suicidal for the poor little newborns, considering this glacial sting I’m feeling. But I figured getting some air in the park and then heading over to the Y for a swim was the next best thing before I take the subway down to Christopher’s concert.

      I spot Hobo stretching out on a tree limb above me. “You just need to grow a better fur coat.”

      “Oh, hiya Pussyface.” I have to admit I’m really glad she showed… “You know, I’m getting used to you popping into my life, but I guess that doesn’t include any lap time.”

      “No physical contact allowed for us spirits. What I do miss is those thrupple cuddle sessions with you and Timmy together.”

      “Tell me about it. I could definitely use a hug right now. Lately, I’ve been thinking that maybe I should figure out something else to do with my life.”

      “Come now, it can’t be that bad.”

      “After the fifth try, I finally got through to my agent, only to find out she’s no longer my agent.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Before, when I was working more, she would just send me out and get a piece of it if I got the job. We never actually signed a contract or anything.”

      “So why can’t you keep doing that?”

      “Well, as we know, these last couple of years have been a big zero. So she’s cut ties with me.”

      “Daddy Boy definitely has a dilemma.”

      “All I can do now is wait for the open call. God, those are such a pain to deal with. I might get a chorus job out of it, but that’s a step back for me. The open call is in March so I have some time to decide.”

      “Decide? Damn it, if nothing else, you owe it to Timothy to go.”

      “Okay, now you’re just trying to guilt trip me.”

      “Hardly. This is an opportunity to be in a show that really means something to the struggle that your community is facing right now.”

      “But what about my struggles?”

      “You need to rise up and take on this challenge. Let go of your self-doubt and fear. Make a move forward, take some action. Just like in the original play, The Normal Heart.”

      “It really was a groundbreaking show.”

      “I can only imagine this next show will drive that message home even stronger. It’s unconscionable what’s happening these days with the epidemic, and people are tired of sitting on the sidelines. You need to stand up and be one of them, in any way you can.”

      “But Hobo…”

      “Don’t you ‘But Hobo’ me. I’m out of here.”

      “You don’t have to…” and she does the disappearing act.

      So much for my excuse for having a tendency to want to process stuff. Procrastination is more like it. Maybe it is finally time to get on with things. Move forward with my life. And I do owe it to Timothy to do whatever I can to fight back against this virus. This new show could be part of the answer to that. All I know is, something about this malaise I’ve been struggling with has to change.

      At least going out tonight is a start. I need to open myself up to new possibilities. Could Christopher be a part of that? I look around and just try to be open to what’s in front of me. Even in my decidedly uneven mood, I’m still struck by the day, dissolving into the dusky beginnings of the night.

      I head out of the park through the 69th Street exit and continue south on Central Park West. It’s only a few blocks to the 63rd Street entrance of the West Side Y, the one rock I can count on to help me feel grounded.

      I’m always delighted to come upon this sprawling fourteen-story gem of a building. Timothy, being somewhat of an architectural nerd, loved it too, and had informed me that the construction began in 1928. The Young Men’s Christian Association sought to “improve the spiritual condition of young men.” Of course, my mind goes to The Village People! A certain condition of a young man is the name of the game for them. Cruising the Y is not exactly my scene, but I have to chuckle when I think about how things have changed. Being “out” the way we are now would have been unimaginable back in 1928.

      I stop for a moment on the sidewalk, taking it all in. Timothy had lectured me on the blending of the Italian Renaissance and Romanesque styles on the lower stories of the building. The accent lighting makes it look like an air castle that just floated down to earth. There’s this sense of whimsy about it. Who knew it would attract impressionable young men to such fanciful decoration?

      The interior has definitely seen better days, but it’s the indoor pool that’s my daily bread. Once I change and move through the large, open shower room, ignoring a few lingering glances, I gain entry to what has become my sanctuary. I inhale the moist, chlorine-saturated air. The peeling walls and cracked plaster ceiling only add to the appeal for me, along with the corroded Pompeian tile work.

      I find an empty lane and go into my aquatic zone for a good hour. This soothing body of water is breathing new life into me. Now that my renewed sense of being is sufficiently oxygenated, I’m ready to head downtown to Christopher’s concert.

      As I shower off the chlorine residue, the usual suspects, who always seem to be dawdling under the drizzling spray, begin to make their move, slowly lathering up areas that start to show signs of coming to attention.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve seen any action. This is definitely not the way I want to begin again. What is it with these people? Rent one of the rooms upstairs! I hear the availability for a certain kind of male acrobatics is non-stop. I’m still not even sure if I’m ready to date, but I’m definitely not ready for anything like this, so I make a quick exit.

      New York City has a way of showing off her jewels at night. The lights shining through the windows of the high-rise buildings sparkle like sequins on her beaded urban landscape. People are everywhere, heading out into their evening adventures, even on this brisk night. The energy is tangible. That’s part of the enticement. Humanity is out in search of fulfilling an endless wish list that this fashionable lady of the night provides in abundance.

      I enter the subway at Columbus Circle and make my way below to the downtown C train platform. Immediately, the strong and smokey smell of creosote from the railroad ties permeates the air. It reminds me of a combination of tar and kerosene; not a pleasant smell, but at least it’s slightly warmer down here. Waiting for the train, I’m intrigued by a lone drummer pounding out a sensuous rhythm with his collection of cans. No one else seems to be paying him any attention. They’re all looking toward the northern darkness of the tunnel, awaiting the coming light of the train.

      The pulsating sounds of his beating are captivating me, so much so that I make my way over to him. We now share a palpable energy with each other. I stand directly in front of him and allow his pounding rhythms to take me in. Immediately, he cranks his drum beats up a few notches. Other people notice and are drawn over to him as well. His heightened performance connects with the gathering crowd’s energy. We’re all absorbing these dynamic tempos and rhythmic sounds, having a quintessential New York moment.

      The beating of the drums now begins to combine with the distant sound of the coming train. The energy changes again, and some of us pull out some dollars and change. We drop them in his hat and head to our train, leaving the lone drummer on the platform, continuing to rap out his existence.

      After the quick train ride drops me at 23rd and 8th Avenue, I head up the steps. And just like that, I’m in the oh-so-current and hip gay neighborhood known as Chelsea. What was once like a bedroom community for gays who couldn’t afford Greenwich Village in the 70s has now arrived as Manhattan’s latest gay mecca. Boy-land abounds
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