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Reviews

“A rollicking, well-written, soaring story of discovering yourself, the pain of lost love, the comfort of conviction, longing for possibility. Ron Naples has written a captivating story of pride, loss, bitterness, and redemption. Highly recommended!”

-B. Gundy

“This book spares no one in its honesty—all without malice. Wonderful storytelling!”

-R. Whitley

“A beautiful and heartfelt story. I hope everyone has or has had an Auntie Brie in their lives.”

-T. Abdulla

“Wonderful characters, colorful, humorous, emotional storytelling. The overall tone is one of an upbeat survivor.”

-R. Gentile

“Magical and informative. A must-read!”

-S. Zink


Author’s Note

I’ve weathered the storm of coming out and all the perils that came with it. I remember all the heartache and triumphs in my life-my musical career, my nightclub adventures, my involvement with the gay community, and those glorious days in Ptown. But my biggest achievement of all is accepting who I am. I no longer worry about what others think of me, nor do I try to live up to their expectations, only my own.

I’m a witness, a survivor, a trailblazer, and I am very proud to share my story with those who were there, but mainly, for those who were not. To enlighten a newer gay generation of our history-long before cell phone, and Internet hook-ups, when gay life was still in its infancy.

Like most gays, I was brainwashed into thinking I’d have to look and act a certain way to fit in. These stereotype images will always be viewed with trepidation, as long as being gay remains taboo. Anonymous sex, and indulging in drugs and alcohol, are a big part of the exclusive scene. These forbidden temptations continue to lure the curious and confuse them even more, as to where they stand with their sexuality-what is right for them vs. what the gay venues dictate.

Why does society place so much emphasis on who’s sleeping with whom? If two people engage in sexual activity, it’s nobody’s business but their own. It’s a blessing to share intimacy with someone, regardless of their gender. Why can’t people accept sexual differences rather than criticize them? Must ignorance and fear overrule common courtesy and respect? Everyone has the right to have sex with whomever they choose. It shouldn’t be scrutinized.

Being gay is no easy task. I spent most of my youth trying to understand it. I feared it, denied it, concealed it, and finally came to terms with it. I’ve learned to defend it. All these bewildering and turbulent times created the person I am today-reflective, wise, compassionate, true. I have no regrets.

Disco embodied the essence of coming out in the ‘70s. It created an indescribable world of which we will never see the likes of again. Dancing brought us all together. We shared a special bond, one that remains present right up to this very day. We were all so young, so proud, so political, so fearless. It was a very magical time indeed.

R. Naples
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“The best way to get over one man is to get under another man.”

-Auntie Brie


Chapter 1

THE WAREHOUSE

The place was old, dark, and damp-an abandoned warehouse in the middle of nowhere. It was a secret refuge of forbidden pleasure, and it became legendary to all of us who knew it. What I found there shaped my destiny…

1978

Derek dropped his ’67 Karmann Ghia into low gear and rumbled up the driveway. I ran out of the house to his car; afraid I’d change my mind if I didn’t get into it soon. He barely came to a stop, when I opened the door and jumped in. I saw Mom watching us from her bedroom window, her hand holding the curtain, probably trembling at the thought of me going out with Derek, suspecting we were up to no good.

We headed down an unlit road that wound through the woods of Mansfield, Connecticut. Flashes of light from neighboring houses winked behind the trees as we raced out of safe suburbia and onto the interstate with Donna Summer’s “Once Upon A Time” album blasting on his cassette deck.

“Are you ready for the time of your life, my dear?” Derek asked, with a naughty grin on his face. I was nervous as hell and didn’t respond.

Derek’s midnight forays were his way of rebelling against his parents. He needed to uncover his innate personality, interests, and capabilities, as well as his limitations, and he encouraged me to do the same. He had a secret life, a life that not even I, his best friend in high school, had been exposed to.

Until tonight.

He had asked me to go out with him on his after-dark expeditions before, but I flat-out refused. Despite my severe skittishness, curiosity finally got the best of me, so I decided to take this tentative step and enter his clandestine world.

We drove down I-84 to Hartford, took the Sigourney Street Exit, and ventured toward Woodbine Avenue, which brought us to an abandoned factory site. The asphalt parking lot was cracked and overgrown with weeds. Strewn about, were various tools, and discarded machinery. A chain-link fence was around it, falling apart, like the industry it no longer served, dead and forgotten. The moon-lit silhouettes of tractors, and other demolition equipment, surrounded Derek’s car, like mechanical monsters waiting to attack their prey.

We bumped our way over potholes and found a place to park. As we exited the car, traffic sounds rattled the nearby overpasses that pierced the misty night. The pungent smell of gas, oil, and exhaust fumes, added nausea to the butterflies in my stomach. It was a frightening place to be, and I questioned if I should have come with him.

We walked toward a brick warehouse with all its windows boarded up. We entered the building through a door that was illuminated by a single red-light bulb, the kind one would see outside a Warning Zone, keeping pedestrians away from danger. I held my breath and followed my high school chum into the unknown.

The Warehouse wasn’t as spacious inside as it appeared from the outside. Only a portion of it had been reserved for public access. The odor of damp basement air, mixed with cigarette smoke and booze, greeted me, as I followed Derek, who walked in as though he owned the place.

We stopped, to let our eyes adjust to the darkness, before approaching a bar on the right side of the room, with half a dozen drinkers hunched over their cocktails. With as much confidence as I could muster, I stepped up to it with Derek.

We sat on two vacant stools, and Derek ordered drinks. The bartender popped open a couple of cans of Bud and placed them on the bar before us. Derek gave the scruffy man in an AC/DC T-shirt some money. He pecked on an old cast iron register with a cash drawer that wouldn’t stay closed. I didn’t dare look at the bartender, Derek, or anyone else. I was petrified. I focused on the row of booze bottles, in front of a hazy mirror, instead, sipping my illegal brew in silence. I hoped I wouldn’t be caught for underage drinking. I then realized he couldn’t have cared less.

“Why’d we come so early?” I asked Derek.

“To avoid being carded,” he whispered, and then it made more sense.

While we finished our beers, people began drifting in. Most came alone, a few in pairs. Some of them were dressed like they’d just come from the office, others wore T-shirts and jeans. A couple of them were in formal evening wear.

I gazed around the room. A group of guys were conversing with a woman who resembled Bea Arthur from Maude. Two men were making out in the corner by the bathroom. A fat lady in a pink taffeta prom dress was yelling at the bartender for another drink; she looked like a truck driver who desperately needed a shave. This was not an ordinary bar. The Warehouse was an underground gay nightclub and its unusual crowd scared me half to death.

Turning on my stool, I saw a three-tiered platform that served as a dance floor. Buried in the rafters, were dozens of loose wires, strung between lights that flashed to the thumping music from the loudspeakers chained to the ceiling. Color-changing lights created random patterns on the floor, as though someone was running a slide projector and lost track of what they were doing. No one was dancing.

The DJ cued up “Supernature” by Cerrone. The tune had an environmental theme, an imagined future in which all the animals took revenge against humankind for mistreating Nature. The song was hypnotic, eerie, with synthesized minor chords and a lot of percussion. The drum solo at the end of the song flashed me back to a time when all I wanted for Christmas was a drum set: a shiny chrome snare, red sparkling tom-toms, a bass drum, hi-hat, and three shiny cymbals. How I fantasized about playing in a band like the ones I had seen on Don Kirshner’s televised rock concert. My parents eventually bought me a drum kit, and I played them in the high school band. It was the one thing that helped me get through my senior year; I detested all my classes. Music was my only means of survival.

I looked at my Timex glow-in-the-dark watch. It was almost eleven o’clock. I hoped my parents had gone to bed and wouldn’t notice I was out past my curfew. Derek was always out late and got away with it; he got away with everything.

“Derek, I think we should leave?”

“We can’t go now, the place is just getting started,” he said, and ordered another round.

The clicking of stiletto heels announced the presence of a woman who approached the doorway. She wore a Valentino mid-length black ruched dress, with a mock collar and a diamond-shaped center bustline. Elegant sleeves gracefully veiled her shoulders. Her dark curly hair, swept into a French braid, exposed a pair of sparkling earrings, that caught the light above the entrance.

She pecked the doorman on the cheek when she turned to hand her mink to the coat checker, a chubby tomboy. I saw her dress was backless, with a dramatic cape-style drape. She turned and placed the thin strap of her delicate rhinestone purse over her shoulder, so it rested on her hip, then strutted over to the bar. The bartender gave her his full attention. She took out a cigarette, stuck it in a jeweled telescopic holder, and breathed, “Light my fire, Sweetie.”

He flipped open a cigarette lighter, and when the flame shot up, I had a clearer view of her facial features. She was beautiful; her make-up was flawless. After taking a deep drag, she let the smoke seep from her nostrils while the bartender poured her a vodka, neat, and didn’t charge her for it.

Derek nudged me and whispered, “That’s Brianna Gabriella Dominguez; the Queen of Putnam Heights. Isn’t he fabulous?”

He? This perfectly coiffed woman was a man in drag. He didn’t look like the stereotypical drag queens I had seen on Donahue. Instead, Brianna was meticulously put together and carried himself with style and grace. I stared at his strange elegance with intrigue. His appearance was so unexpected to see in this old warehouse of darkness and destruction. It was as though a peacock had walked into a dungeon.

All eyes were on Brianna as she made her way around the room, sauntering from person to person, until she reached the burly transvestite at the end of the bar. She straightened out her wig-which had shifted over one eye-gently kissed her on the cheek, then left her side.

“Disco Heat” by Sylvester began to tear up the loudspeakers. The energetic song was infectious, with a gospel influence, that gave it a more unique sound than the usual Disco songs. Brianna put her empty glass down on the bar and made her way onto the dance floor. A few flamboyant boys circled her, showcasing her as the main talent. Together, they paraded around the floor like a Broadway act that was well-rehearsed. Brianna, and her entourage, twirled in the blinking lights to the pulsating music, capturing everyone’s attention. No one in the group was paired up. They danced individually; rapt up in worlds of their own. I had never seen that kind of dancing before. Their movements were uninhibited, energetic, free-flowing expressions of joy-a sight that drastically contrasted the stiff cardboard moves I had seen at high school dances.

“Come on!” Derek drunkenly hollered, “Let’s join them!”

He grabbed my hand and pulled me off my stool. I tried to break free from his grip, but before I knew it, we were on the dance floor surrounded by the prancing drag queen and her choreographed boys! With loudspeakers hovering above our heads, the boom of the bass reverberated through me. The music was so loud I couldn’t hear myself think.

A fog machine emitted vapor across the floor, and I lost Derek in the mist. Suddenly, I was within an eyelash distance of Brianna! “Get into the groove, Sweetie!” she shouted, spurring me on. I began to mimic her moves and laughed at myself for daring to compete with her. I was thankful the artificial fog helped camouflage my amateur dancing feet. The music-earth-shattering, primal, and contagious-became the fabric that wove us all together. I experienced a mystical unity; an unspoken bond. It was as though I had always known Brianna and her fan club, total strangers who were at that moment, inviting me into their lives.

No one was paying any attention to how I danced-they didn’t care who I was, what I did, or where I came from. The important thing was that I had joined them. An acceptance enveloped me; the kind that could only be found on the dance floor. I began to understand why Derek raved about The Warehouse. It was a very special place, and it was becoming a legend right before our eyes.

Derek suddenly appeared by my side and gave me a wink. We boogied to the next few songs while taking in the scene around us. I’d no longer have to walk down that lonely dark corridor of the mundane. I had discovered a brand new horizon, and my fate was guiding me to it. My life would never be the same.


Chapter 2

AUNTIE BRIE, DEREK, & ME

My name was Ronaldo Giuseppe Napolitano. I was born in New Britain, Connecticut, a small town in Hartford County, and raised in a very traditional Italian Catholic family. Our two-story Colonial was next to my aunt’s house, which was next to my grandparents. We shared backyards. A second aunt lived in the same neighborhood, adjacent to our properties. My cousins would come over through a rolled-back chain-linked fence to play with me and my siblings. I had a very nurturing childhood surrounded by family all the time.

My grandparents cultivated a huge garden that all of us helped maintain. All of us kids spent summer vacations running through rows of corn, pulling up carrots, picking tomatoes, bell peppers, and string beans. We’d climb fruit trees and pluck apples, peaches, pears, cherries, and plums. There was no need to shop for produce. We had our own farmers’ market.

Relatives came from all around, and every Sunday evening we’d congregate under a grapevine on a homemade picnic table in my grandparents’ backyard. Dad was the master of the barbeques. He’d light up the grill and serve hot dogs and hamburgers to go with a hundred side dishes that everyone would bring; leftovers from the supper before-eggplant, squash pancakes, spaghetti and meatballs-you name it. For dessert, we ate grandma’s famous anisette and chocolate spice cookies, and her yellow cake with grape jelly filling and coconut frosting. Yummy!

Grandpa added to the feast by fetching a watermelon from the icebox in the cellar, claiming we would grow one in our stomachs if we swallowed any of the seeds. After all of us kids overate, we’d walk on the driveway, pressing our belly buttons in mock relief.

I have fond recollections of those cookouts; playing in the backyard with my cousins, running through sprinklers, climbing on the monkey bars, and taking turns on the Whirly-Bird.

As we got older, my father wanted us to break away from the confines of our family nest and learn to live more independently. He left his tradesman job at Stanley Tools and ventured into real estate. We moved up north to the more refined city of Mansfield, Connecticut. That’s where I met Derek Zachery Wells.

Derek’s upbringing was quite different from mine. His parents were professors at The University of Connecticut and more into education than family values. Strict, at times controlling, they had exceedingly high expectations for their only son to excel in everything he did, especially in academics. We were both seventeen, but Derek looked older with his hair feathered like David Cassidy’s that he tussled above his collar. I couldn’t compete with his well-groomed locks or flashy wardrobe. I was small in frame with large brown eyes, curly hair, and a crooked nose. I was skinny and I didn’t fill out my clothes. Shy and ordinary, I blended in with my other schoolmates.

Derek however, stood out. He was good-looking, effeminate, and ridiculed for the way he dressed. The boys called him a faggot to his face. I found it humiliating, but Derek didn’t seem to care. He wielded a sharp wit and quick mental aptitude like a thoroughbred stallion whipping gnats with its tail. His arrogance and bravado were a suit of armor that he wore like the designer jeans that clung to his lean physique. His azure-blue eyes often revealed an impish mischievousness, while his fair complexion, V-shaped face, and full lips, lent him an air of innocence-which was far from the truth.

Streetwise, yet scholarly, Derek was a perfect contradiction. He was always out on the town but still maintained a 4.0 GPA. I was in awe of Derek’s intelligence, his confidence, how fearless he was when it came to exploring new places, and the way he kept a cool head about it. We were destined to become buddies.

Mom had X-ray vision when it came to my friends. She totally disapproved of Derek, and even more so, our excursions to The Warehouse. Every time he came to pick me up, her expression became stern; her eyebrows furrowed. I was a first-hand observer to a different side of Mom’s usually warm personality. The tone of her voice showed no friendliness, just cold civility toward him. Her questions about him always had a double entendre; like entrapment or interrogation in some way.

“Are you going out with Derek again?” she’d ask in a patronizing way.

I knew I was testing her tolerance. It was like we were stretching a rubber band between our fingers; I could feel the elastic thinning, as I held tightly onto my end, while she pulled on hers. I wondered how much farther we could stretch it before it’d snap! Regardless of how much she deplored Derek, I always looked forward to my nighttime adventures with him and never surrendered to her wishes.

The Warehouse became our Ground Zero. Derek and I were fascinated with the Disco scene-how fabulous the people were; how they seemed to come out of nowhere and lead such interesting, exciting lives. For the first time, I didn’t feel like I was on the outside, my nose pressed against the windowpane, a mere spectator. I was now a part of the action. A chance to really be somebody.

Yet trying to blend in with the socialites was intimidating. As inadequate as I felt, Derek never once made me feel inferior about it. He would lend me a scarf, a hat, or a pair of sunglasses to pull me up to the latest fashion craze, so I’d fit in with the stylish crowd. Derek helped boost my self-confidence.

Upon arriving at the hip joint, Derek and I would make a mad dash to the John, for a quick check in the mirror before getting the once-over from The Warehouse crew. We’d exit the men’s room, all tucked in and combed out, to keep up with their scrutiny. The place was always jam-packed, hot, and sticky. The music was loud enough to wake the dead and we had to scream at each other to communicate.

“Shut up and dance!” Derek would say as we’d compete with a hundred polyester men drenched in the cloying aroma of Polo cologne.

One night, as we stood in line waiting to order a drink, my eyes were drawn to a stocky bear-like man holding a can of beer and smoking a cigar. I was strangely attracted to him. He reminded me of my Uncle Alfredo, our family plumber from Waterbury, who I had a crush on. My uncle was also a cook for The Knights of Columbus, and brought an industrial-sized pot of leftover ravioli to my grandmother’s every Sunday. I can still see that luminous white T-shirt and apron snuggly tied around his belly. A map of Italy was plastered across the front of it with the words: Vedi Napoli e poi Muori! (See Naples and Die).

Good ol’ Uncle Alfredo. Every time he saw me, he’d slip me a five and say with a thick Neapolitan accent, “Here ya go, kid! Don’t tell no-bah-dee.” I was his favorite nephew; he cherished me.

Last year Uncle Alfredo came over, as usual, put the pot on the stove, and took out a Dutch Masters cigar from his rolled-up sleeve. When he leaned over to the burner to light up, he fell to the kitchen floor, dead of a massive stroke! The ravioli was burnt and stuck to the pan when my grandmother discovered him. I was devastated.

I kept tabs on my uncle’s look-alike, off and on throughout the evening. I felt sorry for him. He sat alone in the same spot, conversing with no one. I wondered who he was, where he was from, or if anyone I knew, knew him? I pointed him out to Derek.

“Who’s that guy at the end of the bar?” I asked.

“I’ve never seen him before,” he said, without even a hint of curiosity.

The Italian caught me staring at him again and winked at me. Embarrassed, I looked the other way. Still, there was something about him that appealed to me. I stole as many discreet glances of him as I could.

The pounding music segued into “Star Love” by former Gong Show contestant Cheryl Lynn, as the bright lights softened to an indigo glow. The dramatic intro to the premier vocalist’s magnum opus diverted my thoughts, as I gazed at the slow-spinning Disco ball that turned the room into a galaxy of moving stars. Brianna, the drag queen, whirled around the dance floor, surrounded by her idolizing gay teenyboppers. Derek and I delighted in watching her, once again, become the center of attention until she noticed Derek, stopped dancing, and swept over to him.

“Treasure of my life, where you have been?” she asked. They embraced, and she air-kissed both of Derek’s cheeks. “Sweetie, it’s been light years since we last met!”

Derek looked at her, perplexed. “I just saw you a few days ago,” he replied.

“I mean really, you have no idea what I’ve been going through,” she babbled on, dismissing what he just said, as she patted the sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist. She whipped out a Japanese hand fan from her purse, flung it open, and began fanning her face, her eyelashes fluttering a mile a minute.

“You remember Ricardo?” she asked. It was obvious he hadn’t a clue. “You know who I mean…that hot Latin number with the mustache and the cross-eyed stigma thing?”

Derek rolled his eyes at me. Brianna glanced at me, then back at Derek. Convinced he knew who she was talking about, she continued to explain. “I introduced you to him last week. It was the night I wore my Valentino, and I couldn’t find my Pink Star earrings, to go with my Pink Star ring-nothing else will do! It’s all about The Three Ps of Presentation: Preparation, Practice, and Performance. Never forget that Sweetie!”

She snapped her fan closed and pointed it at us while she went on with her story. “Well, as it turns out, Ricardo is wanted by the fuckin’ FBI, or the CIA, or whatever. And guess what for? For smuggling a thousand cases of Tequila from some godforsaken place south of the border! Can you imagine? What will I do if they find him? What’ll I do if they find me?”

Brianna placed the tip of her fan on her chin. “By the way, what does one wear to an interrogation anyway? Perhaps something understated with a string of pearls? Or how about a cameo of the Madonna? Oh yes, of course! Black dress, veil, rosary beads, and flats-no heels!” she sputtered. She was so over-the-top, so animated, I couldn’t help but laugh out loud, and when I did, I barely caught myself from spraying her with a mouthful of beer.

Brianna slid over to me, “You know, I don’t think we’ve ever been improperly introduced. I see you here with Derek all the time. You’re just about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. I’d love to eat you up with a spoon. What’s your name, Sweetie?”

“My name?”

“Yes, what do they call you?”

“Ron.”

“Well, Ron, you can call me Auntie Brie.” She extended her wrist and waited for me to kiss her hand. I admired the sparkling Pink Star ring that she raved about. When the DJ cued up “Hot Shot” by Karen Young, it stole her attention.

“Don’t nobody move!” Brianna shouted, flinging her hand in the air before I had a chance to kiss it. “This number rocks my world!” She tucked her fan away in her purse, dug out a vial of poppers*, took a sniff, and gyrated sinuously to the dance floor. Derek and I followed her, and as we did, I looked back at the bar to see if the Italian man was still there. He was nowhere to be found.

*Poppers (Amyl Nitrate) are a liquid drug that can give you an instant high when inhaled. Its effects are similar to sniffing toxic glue. The “head rush” produces light-headedness, dizziness, warm sensations, and an increased heart rate. Poppers are often used as an aphrodisiac and muscle relaxant. The recreational drug was prominent in the ‘70s Disco scene.


Chapter 3

MACK

Derek and I became familiar faces at The Warehouse. We were there every Friday and Saturday night and mid-week for 2-for-1 cocktail specials. We craved to hear the music, that hadn’t hit the radio airwaves yet, and socialize with our gay friends over drinks. The promise of sex at The Warehouse was palpable; everyone wanted to get laid. I felt like I was the only virgin in the place, and I was paranoid about it. Derek had racked up a few one-nighters, but he never spent the entire night with anyone because he worried about getting me home. When I apologized for restricting his stays, he blew it off by saying, “If I wanted to marry them, I’d ask for a ring!” We always arrived and left together, regardless.

The bartender thumped a beer in front of me which confused me; I hadn’t ordered one. My attention was drawn to the Italian man, sitting in his regular spot at the end of the bar. He lifted his drink to toast me, and it became clear that he had bought it for me. I left Derek’s side and went over to greet him.

“What’s your name, son?” he asked.

“Ron,” I replied. I was nervous, but at the same time excited to finally meet someone. I had never been singled out before.

“I’m Mack,” he said, spreading his legs to invite me to stand closer to him. His bold move surprised me.

“Nice to meet you,” I smiled and took a swig of my beer.

“Are you from around here?”

“No, Mansfield. You?”

“Downtown. I’m a welder at West Hartford Tool and Die.”

I gazed back at Derek, who nodded slightly, enough to let me know he was taking it all in. I felt safer catching his eye, knowing he’d watch out for me yet remain discreet about it.

Mack soothed my apprehension by patting my fanny and giving me a reassuring wink. His heavy eyebrows, and the way the lids slanted over his eyes, made his gaze soft and inviting. His beard, closely cropped, covered most of his face which was framed by dark curly hair turning grey. It was a style that suited him.

He pulled me in for a kiss. I had never kissed a man on the lips before, but he made it seem like a natural thing to do, so it pleased me. After a while, he put his sturdy arms around me like an ol’ Paison, and said, “I don’t live too far from here, would you like to come over?”

I didn’t take him seriously. He patiently waited for me to warm up to the idea, by caressing my backside and smiling in a way that eventually won me over.

“Wait here,” I said, going over to Derek to let him know he invited me to his place.

“Have a good time, my dear,” he said without flinching.

“Will you wait for me until I get back?”

“Yes…of course. Now go!”

I followed my blue-collar worker out to the parking lot to his Ford pickup. He reached across my lap, to belt me in, and in the process, gave my crotch a playful squeeze. I had never been touched there before by anyone. I was embarrassed, aroused, and scared-all at the same time.

We skidded out of the muddy lot, and drove down a dark, misty road, in the opposite direction of the freeway. He lived only about ten minutes away from The Warehouse in low-income housing. When we got there, he parked his truck under a corroded carport. “We’re here!”

I looked at my surroundings, I didn’t feel safe. When I stepped out of his pickup, an overwhelming sense of fear hit me. I hoped I hadn’t messed up.

I followed him up an open staircase to a balcony that spanned across the second floor. When we got to his apartment, he fumbled for his keys, stuck them in the keyhole, and gave the door a swift kick to open it. My heart raced as I followed him in.

The poor condition of his crash pad pushed another warning button. Stale, smoky air lingered, in the sparsely furnished room with its tattered couch and a coffee table covered with water rings. Cigarette butts filled an empty tuna fish can used as an ashtray. Junk mail was scattered all over the floor.

“There’s beer in the fridge, help yourself,” he said, on his way to the bathroom. I could hear him taking a piss.

I went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and found a six-pack of Schlitz, the only item in there.

I grabbed a couple of cans, put one on the coffee table for him, and sat on the couch holding mine. The seat cushion nearly sank to the floor. I guzzled my beer, hoping it would calm me. My doubts were now full-blown terror.

When Mack came out of the bathroom, he ambled over to the couch, and kissed me on the top of my head, the way one would kiss a puppy. He snatched up the beer, popped open the can, and flung the tab across the room. “Thanks for coming over,” he said, took a swig, then sat beside me and started rubbing my thigh. I cautiously placed my hand on his leg, as though it was a feral animal.

He wrapped his arm around me, and cuddled me, then began kissing my head, my neck, and worked his way to my mouth. His smooches weren’t like the playful pecks he had given me in the bar. Instead, he came at me full force, plunging his hard tongue between my lips. I had never experienced French kissing, it disgusted me. I shut my eyes, as he shoved his lapper deeper into my mouth.

He lunged over me, and pressed his body on top of mine, using his weight to glue me to the couch. Adrenaline surged through me, as nerve impulses fired down my spine. I broke out in a sweat. The warm inviting face I remembered from the bar, was now callous, cold, and frightening.

Grabbing me by my forearms, he dragged me off the couch and marched me into his bedroom. He pushed me onto a mattress on the floor, and then crashed on top of me. When I tried to shove him off of me, it infuriated him, and he became even more violent. My shirt caught my chin when he ripped it over my head. My shoes flew across the bedroom and double-thumped the wall, as he shrugged down my jeans and stripped me to my underwear.

In a frenzy, he tore off his clothes, and fell naked on top of me, pressing his prickly hairy chest into the bareness of mine.

“Please don’t do this!” I cried.

“Settle down, boy!” he commanded, and yanked off my briefs, exposing my virgin bum.

He began fingering my butthole. It produced a combination of tickling and pain. It felt strange; perverse.

With his salivating tongue, he licked the palm on his hand and pumped his erection. I couldn’t believe how huge it was as it rose. He manipulated my legs over his shoulders, forcing my ankles to my ears, and began poking my rear end with his spit-covered cock. He had trouble entering, but that didn’t stop him. He wriggled his thick rubbery shaft into position until he penetrated me.

A rush of heat radiated from my anus when he punctured the opening. I clenched my teeth from the excruciating pain. “Stop! You’re hurting me! Stop!” I begged.

His moans and groans of pleasure, tangled with my pleas of mercy. He buried his bristly face in my neck, and panted like a mad dog, hammering his loins farther into me. The smell of smoke and booze on his breath sickened me.

Petrified and helpless, I started to cry, but he ignored me. With my ears still ringing from the blasting bar music, and my head still aching from the cold beer, I tried to blot out the agonizing jabbing by focusing on the streetlamp outside his bedroom window until it turned to a watery blur.

He kept ramming his cock farther up my ass until he released his load. He grunted, shuddered, exhaled, and then finally collapsed.

I rolled his sweaty body off me and felt him retract from my bottom. A sharp, burning sensation, and a foul-smelling discharge followed. My anxiety was further compounded when I wondered if I was torn or bleeding.

I shivered on sheets, damp from our overheated bodies. His bedroom reeked of his putrid body odor. My bowel felt as though it had been turned inside out; scraped raw from being violated. Every part of me ached, as I rose in a daze from the bed, in shock, from what had just happened.

Rape had shattered me to my core.

Blood rushed to my head. Everything began to spin and turn hazy, and then I crumpled into a heap on the floor. When I closed my eyes, a kaleidoscope of nasty images spun in my mind and brought on a wave of motion sickness with it. I sat with my head between my hands-elbows on my knees, my back against the cold grimy wall-trying to recuperate.

After I came to my senses, I crawled across the floor to my pile of clothes and managed to get dressed. All I wanted to do was to get the hell out of there!

Mack came to, and sprang out of bed with an air of satisfaction knowing he had gotten his way; he had conquered forbidden territory. He reached for his Levi’s, stretched his T-shirt over his head, and lit up a smoke. “Time to go,” was all he said.

Outside at his vehicle, I was nauseated and steadied myself against the passenger door to prevent from throwing up. Mack revved up the engine. “Get in!” he ordered.

I lost my balance when I opened the door and fell into my seat. The only sound between us was the sputtering engine as he drove me back to the bar. I felt desecrated, humiliated, and stricken with guilt, and shame. I wished I had never gone home with him. I wished I had never gone out with Derek in the first place!

All I could do was hope Derek was still waiting for me at The Warehouse and try to forget this nightmare ever happened. In my abject state, I found myself wretchedly praying to God for my forgiveness. “Lord have mercy on me.”


Chapter 4

DENIAL

Mack dropped me off at The Warehouse. It was after two o’clock in the morning; the bar was closed. Derek was leaning up against his car smoking a cigarette. I wanted to run to him and tell him everything that had happened; how devastated I was. But once I got out of Mack’s truck, I was too ashamed. He knew something awful had occurred because I was visibly shaken.

We got into his car and he waited for me to speak. But the words were lodged in my throat from suppressing my tears. We drove home in silence.

When we arrived at my house, he put his hand on my thigh, as though he was trying to tell me that everything would be all right. Derek wasn’t the most affectionate person-we never shook hands or hugged or anything-but I knew this was his way of comforting me.

“Call me tomorrow,” was all he said.

“I will.”

When I got out of his car, I felt like I had been hit by a freight train. My head throbbed from the aftermath. The scent of my devious outing saturated my skin. I was a victim of sexual assault. Rape evidence was all over my body.

After Derek drove away, my headache worsened. The pain was intense; like a brain freeze from eating ice cream too fast. I steadied myself up against the garage door and puked in the driveway. I staggered around to the back of the house and crept in through the patio sliding door.

My bedroom was downstairs-a separate space Dad had sheet-rocked off from the rest of the family room. He originally intended it to be used as a place for me to practice my drums, but I began to sleep there. It made my staying out late with Derek more convenient. I was grateful for the privacy, especially tonight.

I tiptoed up the steps to the bathroom, gargled obsessively, and brushed my teeth several times before showering. I stepped into the stinging spray to erase all the disgrace that had seeped inside my soul and rinse my sins down the drain. With a death grip on a bar of soap, I scrubbed my body until it was practically raw, hoping I could wash away the degrading incident and convince myself that it never happened.

After my shower, I looked at my ass with a hand-held mirror. I parted my butt cheeks; my anus was red and swollen. In my state of panic, I thought everyone would be able to see it, even beneath my clothes. I compulsively smeared hemorrhoid cream all over my bottom, before quietly creeping to my bedroom.

Unable to sleep, I dissected the whole evening, analyzing my every move. Visions of Mack’s sweaty body taking over mine-his rage-filled face, squinting eyes, and clenched teeth- kept me awake all night. Those terrifying images continually penetrated my subconscious as I tossed and turned and prayed to God for forgiveness, muffling my sobs in my tear-drenched pillow. I was severely traumatized by my first homosexual experience.

Daylight peeked through my bedroom curtains and woke me late on Sunday morning. For a moment, I had forgotten about the night before, until I was reminded by my aching head and a twinge in my buttocks. I sat on the side of my bed. I was nauseous and dizzy which forced me to lie back down. I listened to Mom’s footsteps above the ceiling, as she set the dining room table.

When we lived in New Britain, Mom planned Sunday supper for lunch after attending Mass at Saint Joseph’s. The entire family went to church services every Sunday without fail. From Baptism, to my First Holy Communion, to Confirmation-being Catholic was an essential part of my upbringing. I now believe the religious codependency of my youth was damaging because I was required to abide by the rules of the Catholic Church, rather than live up to my expectations. My parents sensed my desire to break away from religion and we frequently argued about it. Nonetheless, their Sunday routine never changed. Mass in the morning, supper at noon, and Grandma’s afterward.

Mom yelled down the stairs, “Ron, dinner’s ready!”

I could barely speak. When I didn’t respond, she shouted again, “Yoo-hoo…get up… your steak is getting cold!”

“I’m coming!” I cried out, palming my forehead.

I put on some clothes and headed to the bathroom to splash cold water on my face. When I showed up at the table, everyone was already eating their salad-iceberg lettuce, carrots, tomato, chickpeas, and gobs of Wishbone Italian Dressing. No one acknowledged I was there.

“Do we have any aspirin, Mom?”

“Sit down! You’ll feel better after you eat.” Mom disapproved of my slumber habits, and she wasn’t polite about it.

Before I sat next to my baby sister Tina, I pecked her on her forehead. She immediately wiped my kiss off with her sleeve. Tina was, as Mom put it, “a blessing in disguise.” At five years old she was the youngest sibling who received special care, more than the rest of us had gotten at her age. Still, we were all very protective of our little sister.

When I took my seat, I couldn’t look anyone in the face. I felt as though the word SINNER was stamped on my forehead. My only thoughts were of Mack-replaying the progression of our night together, over, and over, in my mind like a movie on a continuous loop. I fast-forwarded through the disturbing parts and rewound those I didn’t understand. “Damn it! I should never have let Derek talk me into going home with him!”

“So, what were you saying?” Dad asked Mom. His voice seemed to come out of nowhere.

“The place is horrible; you’ve been there. Tina, stop playing with your lettuce!” Mom scolded.

“What are you talking about?” my brother Vince asked. Vince is my oldest sibling. As kids, we got along great, but now that he was twenty-one and promoted to the assistant manager of RadioShack, he had set his sights on finding a place of his own and wanted nothing to do with me.

“Your Grandpa Louie’s apartment,” Mom continued, as she served him a fat slice of London broil, that Dad had over-cooked on the grill and smothered with A.1 Sauce. “Your Grandfather hasn’t been the same since Nana left him. For heaven’s sake, he’s living in a dump! Assisted Senior Living, they call it. It’s more like a prison than a home,” Mom said angrily.

Prison was the only word I heard Mom say. I felt like I was imprisoned with my recollections of last night. I drifted in and out of my family’s conversation as I moved the food around my plate. I didn’t feel like eating.

“Why can’t Grandpa Louie get a job?” my sister Rachel asked. Out of all my siblings, Rachel and I were the closest. She was two grades below me in high school and we’d shared some of the same classes and friends. She knew nothing about my adventures with Derek, and I made sure she never would.

“Sue Ellen’s grandfather works as a greeter at Caldor and he loves it!” Rachel said.

“Your Grandpa Louie is much older than Sue Ellen’s,” Mom explained. “Besides, he’s got Parkinson’s Disease and Dementia is settling in. He could never hold down a job.”

“How about one of those retirement homes in Bristol?” Vince added, dipping one of Mom’s famous oregano French fries into a puddle of ketchup on his plate.

Mom grimaced. “He can’t afford to live there. He’s gone through all his life savings. If it weren’t for his disability checks he’d never be able to survive.”

Dad set down his glass of Gallo. “Maybe he could stay with us for a while,” he suggested.

“I’m not giving up my room!” Vince snarled.

“I’m not giving up my room either!” Rachel echoed.

Mom frowned. “Nobody’s asking anybody to give up their bedrooms! He can sleep on the sofa bed downstairs.”

I was jarred back to the present. “In the family room? Ma, I practice down there!” I whined.

Everyone looked up at me. “Where’s that aspirin?” I groaned, rubbing my temples again.

“You haven’t touched your steak. Eat!” Mom demanded, pointing her finger at my plate. She got up and returned with a small brown bottle of aspirin. “Don’t gulp,” she warned, pouring two tablets into my palm.

Tina took an interest in the pills and stuck her hand out, too. “No no honey, this isn’t for you,” Mom said and kissed her on the cheek before sitting down to finish her meal.

“As I was trying to say, if your father and I decide to have Grandpa Louie stay here, you’ll all survive.” And that was the end of all the arguing.

When we were finished eating, Mom cleared our plates and brought out a half-gallon of Neapolitan ice cream with a stack of dessert bowls.

“None for me Ma,” Rachel said, making a face. “Too fattening. My Home Ec teacher said there are enough calories in one scoop to feed the whole class!”

“Good! More for me!” Vince said, reaching for the carton, and when he did, he knocked over the bottle of salad dressing.

“Vincent! Watch what you’re doing,” Mom said, irritably. “I just washed that tablecloth. You know, one of these days I’m going to keel over from doing all the laundry in this house.” She handed Vince a bowl. “Don’t forget your little sister.”

Vince scooped up a lump of ice cream and served it to Tina, who promptly poked her finger in it.


Chapter 5

AN ABOMINATION

The next day, I went to confession. I thought it would give me some solace. I parked the car in the back lot where Dad had driven the family to service so many Sundays before.

I entered the church through a side door that was normally used as an exit. I didn’t want anyone to see me coming into the main entrance.

Once inside, I recognized that musty damp smell I knew as a child-a combination of old wood, burned-out candles, and ammonia, or whatever they used to clean the pews with. I saw a few people on their knees, praying. I slowed my pace so my echoing footsteps would not interrupt them. I took my place in the last row, next to the confessional, and waited for my turn.

I looked at the altar, with its depiction of the crucifixion of Christ-crown of thorns, nails dripping with blood-that gruesome image still burns in my memory. Above Jesus, were three stained-glass windows, usually bright with color, but today they were darkened by an overcast sky.

Someone exited the confessional, and it was my turn. I crept into the dark, curtained box, and knelt. I began to chicken out when the panel slid back on the small window screen and I saw our priest’s profile. Father Fitzpatrick was a stout Irish man with a heavy accent and hair graying at the temples. He wore black horn-rimmed glasses with thick lenses we use to call Coke-bottle bottoms
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