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  Chris, a naïve twenty-four-year-old, breaks up with the first man he’s ever lived with. In the months that follow, he travels from Queens to The Hamptons, Manhattan to Brooklyn to find love. In the process, he discovers more about himself and realizes the man he hoped to meet has been in front of him the entire time.


  Winter Blossoms will take you on a ride through the streets and subways of New York City. Every stop along the way highlights the 1980s’ vibrant, gay nightlife. Part nostalgic romp, part coming-of-age story, Winter Blossoms will delight the reader as it comes into full bloom.
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  Dedication


  To Bill, my life’s love.


  Rise to Fall


  I picked up the phone.


  “Robby?” a woman’s voice asked.


  “No.”


  The receiver clicked and the line went dead.


  It was the third time that week the voice had called asking for Robby. It might have been my curt “no” that put her off from explaining any further as to what she wanted with Rob, or “Robby,” as she said.


  When he came home at five that night, I found the courage to ask about the caller.


  “A woman asking for Robby?” He stared at the wall. “Nobody calls me Robby…that I know of.”


  “Really? Well, she’s called three times this past week.”


  “Maybe she’s trying to sell me something.”


  “Maybe she’s trying to sell herself. Where do you go, anyway…those nights I wake up and you’re not in bed?”


  “The movies…I told you, Chris. I like the late shows at the Prospect—two-fifty and I get to escape from—”


  “From me?”


  “From myself, and you.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Fuck you!” Rob always managed a louder “fuck you” than me when we argued.


  I got off the couch, stormed out the apartment door, and walked the cold, short hallway to the stairs. I ran down the four flights to the street, unsure where I was going.


  The corner of Beech and Bowne was dim in comparison to the lights along Kessina Boulevard. I drifted two blocks in their direction like a moth drawn to a lamp. The pink and blue neon street signs shouted in Korean, “Kimchi gwa Mandu.” Beneath them, smaller English letters whispered, “kimchee and dumplings.”


  I walked past the Prospect movie theater, toward the subway station on Roosevelt Avenue, where a hooker clucked her tongue at me as if I would be interested in anything she had to offer.


  My night alone in Manhattan would piss Rob off for sure. Either he’d move out and take his dirty laundry back to his mother’s house, or I’d tell him he had to leave. I paid three-quarters of the rent, and who needed his seventy-five dollars a month, anyway?


  As I climbed down the subway stairs, the smells of alcohol-laced urine and the smoky essence of axle grease mingled with the September night’s cool scents from above. I waited on the concrete platform next to mothers holding infants, Hispanic men in heated conversations, and couples speaking Korean. The train pulled up in front of me, tagged in big letters—STAY HIGH 420. In the car, I sat next to a sweet-faced black woman, her hair full of Afro-sheen. She smiled as she scooted over to give me more room. I opened my mouth to say thank you, but my words never formed in the greasy air. I stared across the car—the names “Jose” and “Emmanuel” leaped out at me from the twisting, twirling colors on the opposite wall.


  When the Seven train screeched into Times Square station, I nodded to the Afro-sheen woman next to me as I got up first. She gave me a polite smile without a word, as if she understood my haste that night.


  Above ground, Seventh Avenue shimmered in a light drizzle. But rather than take the subway, I walked the thirty short blocks to the Village just to blow off some steam.


  As I moved south, to the place that used to be my home away from home, I thought about the night I met Rob in the Hamptons nearly six months ago.


  ***


  An early spring crowd of tourists filled the Swamp that weekend. “Rusty, gimme another Cutty and soda,” I shouted across the bar. I needed some Dutch courage to talk to the hot, mustachioed man standing next to me. But when the DJ spun Gloria Gaynor’s national gay anthem—a song I’d hated since the first day it got airplay on Kiss97—I grabbed my drink and went outside. I smoked a cigarette on the patio and headed to the “old man’s bar” behind the Swamp’s disco.


  A chorus of gray-haired men were singing “Drinking Again,” sounding better than Sinatra or any other crooner who’d rendered that tired tune. As I walked in, more than one or two heads turned to look at me. It wasn’t often that a swarthy, well-built twenty-something joined their crew. When I broke into the chorus, off-key as I was, the man next to me put a withered hand on my bottom. I whisked it away, like I would shoo a fly from my coffee, and went on singing about telling jokes to jokers and laughing at broken hearts.


  A tap on my shoulder turned into a grip that forced me around. I looked into gunmetal-gray eyes, and something told me right then and there to run away. His eyes and sandy mustache would keep me captive if I let them. But I didn’t run as I should have. Instead, I stood dumbfounded, like a pubescent boy who’d experienced his first wet dream. I was new to all of this—new to this chase and conquer. I had always been the outsider, a window-shopper never buying.


  “You come over here to hide from me?”


  I looked up from my drink and studied the long, lean man I’d stood next to at the disco bar just moments ago. I mumbled something about the music in the club being too loud and gulped my Scotch and soda.


  He gave me a throaty laugh. “You older than you look?”


  “I’m twenty-four,” I said, spitting out my age within earshot of men who could have been my father. “Name’s Chris—Chris Winter.”


  “Rob,” he said, and motioned to the bartender. “Markey,” he yelled. “Two Cutty and sodas.”


  “I got a full drink.”


  “Ah…you’ll need another soon enough. You want lemon?”


  I nodded, not sure I liked lemon in my Scotch.


  “Twist or wedge?” Markey asked.


  Rob turned to me.


  “Don’t matter,” I said.


  Markey pushed the drinks with lemon twists over to us. He held up his hand when Rob offered him a twenty. “On me,” he said.


  Rob tucked his money back into his billfold.


  “You’re friends with Markey?” I asked.


  Rob shrugged. “He never makes me pay when I come into the old man’s bar.”


  “You’re a regular? Then how come I’ve never seen you here before?”


  Rob picked up his glass and took a swig. “Only come out here once a month from Queens to check on my property.”


  “You got property out here on the East End?”


  Rob took a long sip of his drink before he answered. “Not really. It’s in Mastic Beach—I rent out my house there in the summer.”


  “Mistake Beach.” I laughed at the nickname of that hamlet through my haze of Scotch.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means what it sounds like—that town is a dump.”


  Rob lifted his glass and let out a throaty laugh. “That it is, but it makes me some good money from the couple of queers I rent it to—it’s their cheap Fire Island.”


  The chords of “Skylark” rang out, and the gray-haired men singing dampened our attempt at idle conversation until our glasses were emptied, and Rob’s lips were on mine.


  Markey whistled from behind the bar when Rob took me into his embrace. It might have been my imagination, but the men around the piano gasped as Rob led me out the door to the patio.


  That night, we didn’t make it back into the disco. Instead, we headed straight to the back of my Pontiac. The leather seats were cold against my backside as Rob took off my pants. It was dawn when we were done, and Rob asked me to see him again. Maybe he could come to my apartment in Queens, or we could have dinner someplace on Northern Boulevard.


  I nodded yes and kissed him. My first tryst with a man who looked like he’d stepped out of a Marlboro ad was better than I’d ever dreamt.


  ***


  The rain on Seventh Avenue draped a veil over the memory of my first night with Rob. When it turned into a downpour, I ducked into the nearest bar on Christopher Street to avoid looking like a wet rat.


  “Heart of Glass” played on the jukebox, but the din from the Friday night crowd drowned out Debbie Harry singing about love being “a pain in the ass.”
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