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It seems to me that New York can be anything you want it to be. It can be your playground if you want to be a tourist. It can be your haven if you want to become anonymous. It can be your inspiration if you want to be an artist. Any community to which you want to belong exists right here, in some form or shape. There are networks which exist like spider webs, and encompass any given attitude, discipline, ethnicity, or social stratum.

There are specialty and niche places of all variety. There are Uzbek restaurants and social clubs. Chess fans have a web of specific places they go to find one another for matches. Tourists can wander from locale to locale, all the while oblivious to the vibrant neighborhoods in the outer boroughs. Musicians can circulate in out of the way venues, and cultivate artistic relationships that become as rewarding as personal relationships.

There is no need to opine on the way people organize themselves, it is just the way it is. Every city has its webs of people and places, New York just has a lot of them. So, like everyone else, I travel to and from specific locations in space and time, interacting with a certain community of persons which runs through the underground of this city. Of course, we are not limited to our webs, and that is the fun of being in this vast place. The odd moment you wander into some strange store and discover a whole new world is what makes New York impossible to leave.

As vast as it is, however, there is no big picture. There are no maps to describe how communities ebb and flow. Instead, there are only moments, and we either let them pass or we don’t. This is how I live and breathe each day, sliding from moment to moment, never seeing where I came from or where I’m headed. Each miniature event seems as interesting as the next, so why analyze the implications? I prefer to just slide around in one web or another, looking for new places and new faces.

Just a couple of months ago, I was coming into the Rockefeller Center subway station after finishing a long night of solo piano work at a fancy midtown restaurant. It was after midnight, and it was sure to be a long wait for the D-train. Slouching in my suit, I moved through the turnstile and toward the stairs that led down to the platform. It was there, at the top of the stairs, that I heard it – a voice from another world, crying to me from below in a plaintive wail filled with love and the blues.

This voice pulled me down the stairs. I had to see who it was! At the bottom of the stairs I walked twenty feet and saw a modest fellow with an acoustic guitar singing with more soul than most of us could ever imagine possessing. These subway voices, these singers who fill the nights with their crooning and bellowing, have got to be resonant to be heard. Some can do it, some can’t. I was reminded of how once, when I was playing a jam session in an East Village basement club, a man walked in off the street and sang Nat Adderley’s "Work Song" without a microphone over a young and boisterous rhythm section. That man made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. What a performance. He could have been heard in the subway, he could have been heard anywhere.

This man who was singing and playing guitar in Rockefeller Center had a similar resonance, and his tenor voice and rhythmic strumming entertained a group of fifty people or so. He lurched through a repertoire of classic soul and Motown songs, never finishing any of them, always abandoning each song about halfway through for something else that struck his fancy. It was infectious. A drunk couple to his left were alternating between dancing with each other, and wandering around trying to get others to clap along with the music, dance, or otherwise show their enthusiasm. 

Spotting me, the female half of the couple motioned for me to clap along. I smiled and walked one I-beam closer, clapping, but still keeping my distance. I wanted to listen. After about six songs, the singer went into "My Girl," a song I have always loved. As he got deeper into the song, I began to quietly sing the background harmonies on the choruses. After a while, he noticed my singing and motioned to come closer. I sang louder, and we began to blend our voices as I walked toward him. As he neared the end of the song, I ranged into my falsetto, and we vamped out for quite a while, getting quieter and quieter, and eventually fading out. As we finished, he laughed and said, "Alright!" The crowd applauded, and as the ovation continued I went over and shook his hand, a sheepish smile on my face.

"Who are you?" he asked. Just then I heard a voice behind me say, "Oh, that’s Matt Ray. Everybody knows Matt Ray, he’s a great piano player." I turned to see a musician I knew from one of the uptown jazz clubs. In the next instant, the train came, and I slipped away, but not before I got the singer’s card, which simply read James Johnson, Music For All Occasions. It was like something out of a movie. It was a great moment in my life.

Moments like this transcend the environment in which they occur. The train station could have been a concert stage, a bar, or someone’s living room. The moment ends and I am off to the next one. I step aboard, and I feel like I’m riding a train to anywhere. I’ll get off at the Grand Street stop, but ultimately there is no real destination for me save the next moment to which I can abandon myself.

"Who are you?" James Johnson of the D-train platform had asked me. I guess that’s all anyone really wants to know about me – who am I? Listen to the music on this CD and I hope you will know me better. After all, like my life, it is just a collection of moments. Isn’t that what we remember about music – the moments, and not what’s in between?

So now here I am, ghosting my way through town along the strands of the spider web of people in New York who make music, who make art. Perhaps one of those days, when I happen to step through a particular doorway and leave this web, I will enter yours and our paths will cross. Then you can teach me about Indian art, or bocce ball, or traditional Javanese culture. And later on we can catch a gig -- go to one of those places where musicians are pouring their hearts and guts out through their horns. Where songwriters are telling stories about what’s really happening out here. Where a band is playing otherworldly music, in the smallest of venues, for the smallest of crowds. Where people are getting lost in art and moments.

It’s really better to be lost. Lost in one web or another. Lost among the steel and the dirt and the cussing and the joy. Lost with a purpose. Lost where people take you as seriously as you take yourself. Lost in New York.

– Matt Ray
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