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Reviews

“A rollicking story that moves from coast to coast.

Touching, heartfelt, but ultimately reaffirming.

Well worth a read!”

-K. Cleaveland

“A fascinating slice from LGBT history. Beautifully written from camp to tears.”

-R. Williams

“A brilliantly crafted time capsule, composed from the heart with love and respect for an era.”

-M. Sibio

“I revisited a place I didn’t want to leave.

I met characters I didn’t want to say goodbye to.

I didn’t want the story to end.”

-J. Komarek

“I couldn’t put this book down.

It made me laugh, cry, and everything in between!”

-P. Stewart


Author’s Note

I’ve weathered the storm of coming out and all the perils that came with it. I remember all the heartaches and triumphs in my life-my relationships, my nightclub adventures, my involvement with the gay community, and those glorious days in Ptown. But perhaps 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 the second installment of my story. I’d like to thank everyone who read my first novel; the rave reviews inspired me to write the sequel. Like part 1, part 2 was written for those who were there, but mostly for those who were not. To enlighten a newer gay generation of our history.

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. In the ‘80s, AIDS changed everything. We, the survivors, shared a special bond, one that remains present right up until this very day. We mourn the lives of so many lost and feel honored to have known them.

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, and true. I have no regrets. We were all so young, so proud, so political, so fearless. It was a very magical time indeed.

R. Naples
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Someone once told me that living in San Francisco is like eating a pie. If you gobble it down in one sitting, you’ll get sick. But if you savor it, one slice at a time, you’ll reap all the benefits of a very special treat. I have followed this advice and continue to share it with others.


Chapter 1

NOB HILL

I woke up one morning to an overcast sky and the San Francisco streets were blanketed with fog. Mitch and I lived across from Huntington Park, with a view of Grace Cathedral from our bedroom window. Our building, on Nob Hill, at the corner of California and Taylor, was the perfect blend of traditional and modern architecture. We picked the location because it was near Saint Francis Memorial Hospital where he worked, and Le Salon where I was employed.

Mitch came out of the bathroom, and gulped down the rest of his coffee as he finished getting dressed. No matter what time the alarm clock was set for, he was always running late. I made the bed, and washed the dishes from last night’s dinner, as he scurried around the apartment getting himself together.

“I call you if I’ll be home for dinner,” he said, as he grabbed half of a bagel I had just put in the toaster, kissed me goodbye, and ran out the door. I gobbled down the other slice, threw on some clothes, and headed to Polk Street.

My shift started at 8 a.m. Shop owners were putting trash out on the curbs and hosing the debris off the sidewalks before they opened. I waited outside for Preston, the owner of Le Salon, to unlock the door and let me in.

Preston-an overly-tanned, strawberry-haired queen, in a starched white shirt, smothered with cologne-wore a Rolex watch and several gold rings. I remember the first day I met him when I applied for a cashier position. I found it amusing how he decorated himself like a Christmas tree. Now, months later, I held onto that same impression.

Le Salon, a once drab bookstore, became the pornography store to end all pornography stores. I’ve never seen anything comparable, before, or since. The sheer size of it was staggering. Rows and rows of gay porn magazines lined the walls and on wired racks in its center. They were meticulously organized by studio publication and genre: Colt Leathermen, Falcon Bears, Catalina Frat Boys, etc.

“We have a huge delivery today. We’re adding video tapes to our inventory,” Preston informed me.

It was the ‘80s, and VCRs were the rage. Preston bargained with a XXX video outlet in SoMa (South of Market Street) to take the stagnant gay movies off their hands and put them in our store, where they were more likely to sell, being we were in a gay neighborhood.

After I vacuumed and neatened up the place, the beeping of our delivery truck summoned me to the entrance. The driver unloaded a few packages onto the sidewalk. Preston counted them, signed the receipt, and sent the driver on his way. I carted the boxes to the back of the store which is where I did the unpacking.

The first carton I opened had Betamax video tapes in it by gay pornographic director, Joe Gage: Kansas City Trucking, El Paso Wrecking Company, L.A.Tool & Die-I remembered watching the racy films when I lived in Boston. Back then, you had to visit an adult theater to see them. Now they were for sale for private viewing.

Preston mentioned buying a VCR to hook up to the TV above the register, to preview the video tapes for our customers. The TV was currently being used as a surveillance monitor for the cameras in the back of the store. Theft was common.

He cleared out the monthly magazine section-Blueboy, Honcho, Mandate-and asked me to place one of each video tape there instead, and stack the periodicals on the floor. He made a handwritten sign for our window: Now Selling Betamax Video Tapes!

Soon Dylan, the other boy I worked with, arrived, and I was off to lunch. When I first met him, he frightened me. With his jet black hair, tattoos, and piercings-he was a total street punk. But as I got to know him his appearance became less alarming. Dylan worked the later shift; noon ‘til closing.

I made plans to have lunch with my friend Monty-Auntie Brie’s former piano player, the one I played drums with at The Madeira Room in Ptown, and later, at Finocchio’s, San Francisco’s premier drag club in North Beach. I hadn’t spoken to him since Auntie Brie’s death. The horror of the night she was beaten by fag bashers remained present in my mind. If I only had followed her out of her dressing room on that ill-fated night, I may have prevented the incident from happening? I was never able to perform in a band after that. I associated my drum playing with her murder.

Monty was coming down Polk as I was going up it. We met at the intersection of Pine, hugged, and headed to The Grubstake, a red railroad car diner. The Grubstake had been serving patrons since the late ‘60s, but its roots go back about a hundred years. The railway wagon originally served the Key Line, which provided transportation between the East Bay and San Francisco. The long-ago Orient Express, now a Portuguese restaurant, was a neighborhood staple; part of the city’s history.

As we waited for our burgers, I could sense something was troubling Monty. I began to tell him about Le Salon selling video tapes, as a way of lightening his mood, but he wasn’t interested. After a short pause, he told me he was thinking of quitting his piano gig at the White Swallow.

“I liked it at first, but now I’m not so sure?” he explained, all down in the mouth.

“There must be other places where you can play,” I said, trying to cheer him up.

“I’m not sure if switching gigs is the answer? I’m bored with the whole bar scene. I miss playing in a show…like Auntie Brie’s.”

Monty suddenly became silent and his eyes fell to his lap. After a moment he said, “Do you think they ever found her killers?”

Auntie Brie’s assailants were never discovered. There was no sure proof of the homicide and the case was closed. The police chalked it off as another gay hate crime and the attackers got away with it.

“Maybe it’s time to make some phone calls; ask investigators to reopen the case?” I suggested.

“I’m not sure if there ever was a case being the nature of it.” Monty surmised.

“Maybe we could call Finocchio’s, and ask if they ever heard anything more about it?”

“Might be worth a try,” he said, but he didn’t say it convincingly.

It had been well over a year since the tragic episode, and although we were still very disturbed about it, we wanted to put it behind us-not torture ourselves by reliving it all over again.

Our burgers came to the table, which broke our speculating. Nibbling on a few fries, I told Monty I’d ask around town to see if there were any other piano gigs available. That made him smile.

After lunch, I headed back to Le Salon. Preston wasn’t there. He had gone out shopping for a VCR and left Dylan to mind the store. When I walked in, Dylan was sniffing a bottle of poppers* that he had stolen out of the novelty case displaying condoms, K-Y Jelly, and sex toys.

I startled him when I walked in and he tried to conceal what he was doing.

“Don’t mind me,” I said.

Dylan was always high and in some kind of trouble-selling drugs, prostituting-his lifestyle was pretty hardcore. Preston, offering him a job, even in a dirty bookstore, helped straighten him out on some level, I suppose. He had his best interests at heart, so I respected him for that.

A customer came in, picked up one of the video tapes, saw the sticker price on it ($79.99), put it back on the rack, and dashed out the door.

“Nobody’s going to buy them for that fuckin’ price,” Dylan grumbled.

“Maybe we should mark them down?”

“Preston decides on the price,” he said curtly, so I refrained from suggesting anything else.

I took over register duty, while Dylan stepped outside for a smoke. The day wore on, without much happening. Preston never returned, and being my shift was nearly over, Dylan was fine with me cutting out early.

“See you tomorrow,” I said, as I skipped out the door.

Dylan broke open another bottle of poppers.

*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 2

MY SOULMATE

Back at the apartment, I threw a chicken in the oven and waited for Mitch to come home for dinner. His schedule was so erratic. It was just one of those things that came with being a doctor. He hadn’t phoned me at the store, so I assumed he’d be able to join me.

At 7 p.m. Mitch came through the door. I greeted him with a kiss, as he peeled off his clothes and headed to the shower. He wore a suit, so I knew he was bogged down with meetings. Hospital administrators overseeing the medical services at Saint Francis dominated his conference, and he was pretty disgusted by the whole situation. He had heard it all before, the promises of better management, smarter budgeting, and clearer communications, but the results were always the same-inadequate healthcare.

“It’ll never change,” he concluded.

I told him about Le Salon selling video tapes to pull him out of his humdrum, and I was surprised when he took an interest in them.

“I’ve met Jack Wrangler,” he remarked.

“Really?” I replied, awestruck.

“Yeah, he’s a real hottie…he gets around. He’s been in several X-rated films-gay and straight. I imagine these queens in San Francisco will want to own one of his videos?”

“They’re very pricey.”

“Maybe you should consider renting them instead? Other places are doing that.”

I thought he was onto something? I’d bring up his suggestion to Preston at work.

After dinner, in bed, in one another’s arms, I stared out the window at the darkened circle of stained glass in between the two rectangular towers of Grace Cathedral. The entrance of the Episcopalian church is guarded by the Ghiberti Doors, also called the “Gates of Paradise.” They are replicas of the doors designed by famed Italian artist Lorenzo Ghiberti for the Florence Baptistry. Built in 1927, it halted its construction during the depression and it wasn’t completed in 1964. With its breathtaking murals and labyrinths, Grace is one of the largest churches in the United States; a San Francisco tourist landmark, and a symbol of hope and resurrection. Mitch and I attended Mass twice a year: Easter and Christmas.

I heard a trolley making its way up California Street, reminding me of how lucky I was to live in such a beautiful apartment, high atop San Francisco with the man of my dreams.

I remembered the first night I met Mitch, at Herbie’s Ramrod Room in Boston, and how he captivated me. I couldn’t have possibly predicted everything we went through-our passionate affair, our turbulent parting, our reconnection through my dearly departed Enrique (when he was treating him for AIDS, long before we knew what it was), his job transfer to San Francisco, and my doubts that we’d ever be together again?

Mitch used his job transfer as a way to end our relationship. At the time, I couldn’t see beyond my hurt feelings; why he chose to do that. I was full of the fire of youth, and not ready to make a serious commitment with anyone. I needed to explore gay life on my own, first, before settling down with him. Perhaps, he always knew it wasn’t completely over between us, which is why he was able to set me free. Mitch-steadfast, tried, and true-never stopped loving me, and by doing so, I was able to give him all the love he deserved.

I cuddled up closer to him, with my head on his beary chest, which I once admired through an open denim coat he wore at Herbie’s. Now he was mine-all mine.

My hand traveled down his furry belly and took hold of his flaccid penis. When he became erect, I went down on him, stroking his meaty shaft with my hand, while feeding his dickhead between my lips and devouring every bit of him.

He stopped me, turned, and planted his swollen cock on top of mine, rubbing and rotating his groin with his hips, while kissing me. His mouth trailed over my nipples, where he playfully bit them, before making his way down to my tummy, then licking my balls. Traveling to my perineum (the space between my scrotum and my rear end) he arrived at my butt. He reached for a pillow to help raise me for easier access, opening my cheeks, and plunging his hot tongue deep inside me. He lubed up his prick and penetrated me slowly, all the while keeping his eyes glued to mine. With a devilish smirk, he lunged his beefy torso on top of me, passionately building up the momentum until we both exploded in an orgasm.

Mitch was the perfect companion-my lover, my family, my friend. My love for him was eternal.


Chapter 3

SOMA

The “Miracle Mile” of gay leather bars, clubs, shops, and bathhouses, was in SoMa (South of Market). Animals, Ambush, Arena, Boot Camp, Brig, Chaps, Eagle, Ramrod, and The South of Market Club, were all favorite hangouts for San Francisco leathermen.

The Eagle (398 12th Street) Sunday beer busts were legendary. Whenever Mitch’s schedule allowed, we went to it. Motorcycles lined up at 45-degree angles against the curb, in front of its dark flagstone-clad and wood Tavern-style building with no windows, and a leather curtain blocking the inside view from its open door. We loved to mingle with gay men in its huge patio space, with a BBQ pit, where they served up hot dogs.

Mitch’s denim cowboy duds, which he wore in Boston, were also a hit in San Francisco. Now, more leathery, to fit the scene, his cowboy hat, chaps, and vest, went cowhide. He purchased his outfit at Mr. S Leather on 8th Street-the biggest and best selection of leather and kink gear you’d find anywhere-Bondage, Discipline, Sadism, Masochism (BDSM) sex toys: cock rings, butt plugs, dildos, leather clothing, combat boots, harnesses, and more! “When you’re ready for the good stuff.” I wore my James Dean leather motorcycle jacket that he bought me for my birthday. We drew a lot of attention when we were together; the shameless duo that we were.

D.J. Bus Station John, known as the Godfather of Bathhouse Disco, kept us entertained with his huge collection of vinyl. Even now, well into the ‘80s, BSJ stuck to playing a funky ‘70s groove. No alternative rock. Ever.

Mama’s Family, a group of leather-clad people, headed by Sandy Reinhardt, was there every Sunday with her leather boys up on the deck behind the BBQ pit, drinking, smoking, and laughing it up. Each of the members wore gold shiny pins they had been awarded for being a stand-out in the gay community. The pinning ceremony was quite an honor, and a surprise to the ones chosen, either for their public persona or through individual fundraising efforts, or volunteerism. Mama’s Family, with over two hundred members-from Mr. San Francisco Leather to political figures to gay icons-helped many different organizations with proceeds benefiting various charities. Reinhardt earned recognition with local and international titles as a transformational leader who was highly regarded as a cultivator, supporter, and champion of multicultural talent. “In leather, we are family. No one can do everything. Still, everyone can do something. Together, we can do anything!”

Another habitue at the Eagle was “The Tamale Lady” aka Virginia Ramos, Ramos was born in Jalisco, Mexico, and emigrated to San Francisco in 1980, where she settled with her seven children (she was able to put five of them through college by cleaning houses and cooking). Ramos made hundreds of tamales in her kitchen and sold them at The Eagle, pulling a rolling insulated cooler through the drunken mob from which she would dispense them. Diliciosa!

Up the street from the Eagle, The Lonestar Saloon (1354 Harrison Street) was another popular Sunday afternoon hang-out. The ample size bar (with a floor covered in crushed peanut shells), had a pool table and video screen. A maze-like hall took you outside to the patio, surrounded by brick walls covered with traffic signs. It stood as one of the key Bear bars affectionately calling itself Bear Bar USA.

There is an ongoing debate on what constitutes a Bear. “Bears” are chubby, hairy, masculine gay males who wear denim and flannel shirts and like beer-but that’s only part of the definition. Some Bears place importance on presenting a “butch” image and shun fem and fat men, while others are accepting of all behaviors and body types. “Cubs” are basically young Bears. “Otters” are slimmer and less hairy Bear admirers, and “Wolves” are Bears that are more aggressive and overtly masculine. Mitch was definitely a Wolf and I considered myself an Otter.

Avis Marie Sandar, transcriber of the city and county by day, and cartomancer by night, appeared at the LS in colorful gypsy attire to perform fortune-telling and divination using a deck of tarot cards. “The ghost of a dear friend will appear before you. Do not fear her spirit; it is a sign of love,” she read to me, one afternoon. Psychic invention? Perhaps?

After drinking, Mitch and I usually grabbed a burger before heading home. In 1972, a group of San Francisco friends cooked up the idea for Hamburger Mary’s, a popular SoMa dive. With its mismatched flatware and dishes, trippy artwork, and kitschy décor, it quickly established itself as a staple in the LGBT community. “Eat, drink, and be Mary!”

Our server, Stella, was especially full of herself that night. Donned in a wig, corset, stilettos, hosiery, and garter belts, she resembled Tim Curry’s character, Dr. Frank-N-Furter from Rocky Horror, and she came at us with vengeance. “How would you like your meat cooked, boys? Rare, fat, and juicy or charred, lean, and mean? They’ll make you shiver with antici…pation!”

The waitresses were known for this kind of behavior, and the customers wouldn’t have it any other way. HM was an “open-air bar and grille for open-minded people,” where everyone came in for the tasty food and fun.

SoMa was the place to see and be seen on Sunday afternoons, hands down.


Chapter 4

LE SALON

Morning came and Mitch was charging out the door, this time wearing more casual attire with a laboratory coat.

I got dressed and hustled down to Polk. When I arrived at Le Salon, I brought up Mitch’s idea to Preston; about renting rather than selling our video tapes.

“Yeah, I was thinking about that. I suppose we could give it a try,” he said, and changed the sign out front to: Now Renting Betamax Video Tapes! They caught the eye of a few customers, and we rented three by noon.

“Lunch is on me!” Preston cheered, happy with the results we achieved. He ordered a pizza from Victor’s Pizzeria, one of my favs.

Soon, Video Home System (VHS) replaced Betamax due to the greater availability of pornographic movies. They could also record for longer periods of time in that format (up to six hours when programmed for extended play). VHS became the dominant technology to the now lower-priced videocassette recorders.

Le Salon was slowly changing into a XXX gay video store. We had just about every title you could think of, ranging from small independent films to the big box-office attractions. Preston created a file of cross-reference cards so we could easily find what shoppers were looking for. All our videos were organized by studio publication, genre, porn stars, and even the director as our inventory grew.

My cash register duties became more involved since we were now conducting business with our customers under the terms of rental agreements-charging by the day, and holding their credit card numbers for no returns. Preston also invested in shrink-wrap, so we’d be able to sell previously viewed movies for a discounted price. I spent hours in the back repackaging the returns in their original boxes, with a roll of shrink-to-fit cellophane and a hair dryer to make them appear new.

Preston hired more boys. Ernie, an import from Fresno, was one of my favorite co-workers. Hispanic, and bilingual, he was a great asset to our non-English speaking clientele. He aspired to become a clothing designer, whipping up outfits that hugged his tiny perfect form. Flamboyant and coquettish, he was a one-man fashion show.

Ben, an ex-marine from the midwest, was kicked out of the service once they discovered he was gay. Abandoned by his family, he ran away to San Francisco. Preston’s paternal side kicked in when Ben applied for a position. Quiet, and well-mannered, Ben was as wholesome as they come. We all watched out for him.

Then there was Rudy, a submissive boy-toy, who bared no bones about it. Pale as a sheet, buzzed head, dog collar-always decked out in the latest fetishwear, he bragged about all his late-night excursions with Leather Daddies.

All of us boys at Le Salon became one big happy family.

As our business boomed, Preston used his SoMa ties and hired a contractor to build a row of coin-operated video booths across the back of the store. Le Salon’s XXX video arcade was a world of its own. Every kind of character you can imagine came into the store to view our racy films.

Once, a hunky number showed up and bought a bunch of tokens. He was athletic, clean shaven-a total gym rat. I eyed him as he headed toward the back of the store. I asked Dennis to mind the register while I cruised him.

The musclehead left his video booth door cracked open, so I could easily find him. I looked over my shoulder, to make sure no one was watching, and slipped in.

Glaring at me with a dirty grin, he yanked out his boner. I took my position on my knees and went down on him. His cock was as thick as a beer can; I could hardly get my mouth around it. With a generous amount of spit, I slid my hand up and down, with my other hand under his shirt tweaking his nipple, which made his dick grow even harder as I slobbered on it.

Spreading his legs, he thrust his hips forward to let me devour him. His knee jerked, creating a thud against the door, making us both freeze, fearing someone might have heard us. I got up and carefully maneuvered my butt in his face. He voraciously ate my ass! I slowly turned around and fed my schlong down his throat. Licking, sucking, and drooling, I felt him jacking off, with his fist banging against my bum. Then I lowered myself on his lap, taking his huge mushroom dickhead up my rear, just the tip, there was no way I could handle the whole thing. I bounced up and down on him like a kid on a carousal until he shot up my crack, and I squirted all over the door at the same time!

I reached for the tissue dispenser; it was empty! Shit! I pulled up my pants over my spunk-filled booty, peeped out the door, to make sure the coast was clear, then ran to the bathroom to wipe up the sticky mess! I got to the register before Preston was onto me. Dylan gave me the nastiest smirk.

All of us boys messed around with strangers in the video booths. One of our quickly acquired duties was to make sure each cubicle had tissue in it (especially after my incident) and we rotated turns moping the floors and wiping the spew off the walls at the end of the day. Eee-yew!

Preston was fine with whatever brought in the customers; even turning tricks. He was always brainstorming how to generate more business. He advertised in the BAR (Bay Area Reporter) and other gay publications. Another selling strategy he came up with was inviting porn stars to the store to do a signing.

Chuck Holmes, the owner of Falcon Studios, one of the largest producers of gay porn, frequently visited Le Salon accompanied by his studly boys. Casey Donovan, Al Parker, and Dick Fisk, were
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