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The Q

 

Rick R. Reed


For my sister Melissa, who helped inspire this book, whether she knows it or not. See you at Mountaineer with corn starch in hand, little sis.


 

“The sky grew darker, painted blue on blue, one stroke at a time, into deeper and deeper shades of night.”

―Haruki Murakami, Dance Dance Dance


 

Dear Reader,

I began writing The Q early in 2020. At that time, I had no idea our world would be gripped in the midst of an unprecedented pandemic. I wanted to tell the story of a little gay bar in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains (where I grew up, incidentally) and how it was a gathering place for the LGBTQ+ folks who lived in the tristate area (Ohio, Pennsylvania, and the Northern Panhandle of West Virginia). I was committed to telling the bar patrons’ stories through one fateful Saturday night. During that night, relationships would begin, some would end, some people would have surprising revelations, and others would realize that, although they thought they might not be happy, they actually had just what they needed to make them so.

And then came the pandemic. As I was writing the book, I was confronted with how to truthfully write a story about a bar where people would be dancing, flirting, kissing, hooking up, drinking and more. To tell these stories, I struggled with how to incorporate the “new normal” of social distancing, mask-wearing, and sanitation.

It didn’t work. I thought if I tried to make the story true to our present-day reality, the book would become more about a pandemic than what I wanted it to be—a glimpse into the lives of several people who gathered at the same spot on a regular basis.

So I went with an alternate reality, a world where the pandemic didn’t yet exist. I hope you will indulge this flight of fancy as you read, and remember that the most important truths therein are really about life and love.

Thanks for reading The Q. If the book has a long shelf life, it’s my hope that future readers won’t even think about how it was written during the midst of the worst health crisis most of us have ever witnessed.

In the end, this book, just like the bar it portrays, is an escape from everyday reality.

Rick R. Reed

July 2020


Prologue

The Quench Room

First, no one ever called it the Quench Room. To its patrons, it was just the Q. Most of them weren’t even aware of its proper name. You wouldn’t find it on a sign or in neon. Many—gay, straight, and otherwise inclined—were certain the Q stood for Queer. Some saw it as an affirming name, reclaimed from those who’d hurl it to wound. Others whispered it, snickering, rolling eyes.

Second, unless you knew what you were looking for, you’d drive right by the Q, not thinking its sad, nondescript exterior housed much of anything. Lonely and forgotten on a stretch of country road, the Q lay just outside the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it town of Hopewell, West Virginia. Housed in a squat, gray cinder block building, the Q had no front door—patrons entered through a chipped red-painted door off the gravel parking lot in the back. The single window out front, long and rectangular, was black tinted so passersby couldn’t see inside. For those who came to the Q on the down low, the tinted glass provided a measure of privacy and security.

The Q’s nearest neighbors were an auto-body shop called, charmingly, Gomer’s, and, down the road just a bit, a no-name bait and tackle shop, open only in summers, for those fishing on the nearby Ohio River.

The Q didn’t look like a place where people celebrated.

It didn’t appear to be an establishment where people hooked up, hoping for a raunchy one-night stand or dreaming of a lifetime commitment—and everything in-between. A casual glance would never inspire the idea that the Q was a place for socializing, dancing, and drinking.

No one driving by would have imagined this one-story building rising up out of a weed-choked gravel lot was the origin of so many love affairs, failed and sometimes—rarely—successful. Who would want to meet their beloved in such a sad, little shack? Why, it didn’t even possess a tin roof…rusted.

And yet, the Q was the gathering spot for this little rural area’s LGBTQ+ folks, especially those not inspired enough to make their way up the river to the bright lights and fancy bars of Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh, for a lot of the Q’s patrons, might as well have existed on another planet.

The Q was open only on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights, although Saturday was the busiest. Then, the parking lot was crowded with pickup trucks and various sedans, coupes, and compacts, mostly older and none even remotely close to luxury vehicles. On Saturday nights, only the early birds got parking spots in the lot. If you showed up later, you parked alongside the road and prayed you didn’t get sideswiped while inside imbibing and hoping, perhaps, for a special love connection.

Windows down, people driving by on a Saturday night might hear strains of muffled music filtering out—thumping bass, ’80s disco tunes going way back to Sylvester and Prince and right up to Lady Gaga and Beyonce, popular line dances, and even some hardcore rock and roll from the likes of ZZ Top, Aerosmith, and maybe even Iron Maiden.

The Q’s patrons traveled from the little towns scattered throughout this poor area in the foothills of the Appalachians. They came from upriver in Pennsylvania, across the river in Ohio, and, of course, from right here in the Northern Panhandle of West Virginia. Driving along potholed roads in dusky dusk or navy-blue twilights, you might spy the golden eyes of a fox peeking out from underbrush lining either side of the road.

When you arrived at the Q, though, and stepped through its red-doored portal of a Saturday night, the contrast was almost startling. What, outside, was grim and depressing became magical inside. Voices murmuring, ice clinking in glasses, fairy lights above the big mirror behind the bar, the crack of pool balls, laughter, and maybe, Gloria Gaynor optimistically telling the world she would survive.

And somehow, you knew you would too.

If only for a few hours.


Part One

Raise Your Glass


Chapter One

Hey Bartender!

Mary Louise hated the term fag hag.

It was demoralizing, conjuring up an image of an older woman, heavyset, with too much makeup and hair that was too big. She would be sitting at home with her two cats, Will and Grace, drinking Cosmos alone and streaming Queer as Folk or Queer Eye while she waited for one of her gay male friends to call to shape and determine the extent of her social life. She’d maybe drink a little too much and laugh a little too loud. She’d play wingperson and watch wistfully from the sidelines as her cohorts paired off for an evening, a week, a month, or a lifetime. She’d tell her friends and family who’d never darkened the threshold of a gay bar that she liked going to them because she didn’t get hit on by predatory losers and she could let her hair down.

She knew the stereotype because for many years she’d been it—well, maybe not exactly, but close enough to make her cringe at the memory.

Sure, she still owned cats (or they her, far more likely), who were Siamese and not named Will and Grace, but Harry and Sally. Her hair had never been big and her idea of great TV was streaming the Golden Girls on Hulu. “Okay, so that’s a little gay,” she heard Sophia saying in the back of her mind. Her drinking taste leaned much more toward beer or a nice glass of whiskey, neat.

She’d broken free of being the wingwoman to the various gay men she befriended. She’d gotten rid of the idea that her happiness depended on a man, gay or otherwise.

She still laughed too loud and probably always would. One of her friends, Mort, delighted in acting out a scene with her from Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf when she let loose with one of her ear-splitting laughs. He’d accuse her of braying, and she’d respond, in her best Elizabeth Taylor, “I don’t bray,” and then command him to make her another gin and tonic. He always would comply and would sheepishly respond, “All right. You don’t bray.”

Mort had been gone since 1992, when AIDS took him at the tender age of twenty-eight. Mary Louise still missed him and kept a picture of the two of them, taken while on vacation in Provincetown, a year before Mort was diagnosed. She’d look at that photograph of the two of them, arms slung around each other on Commercial Street, and her eyes would well with tears, even though it had been close to thirty years since Mort had passed in an AIDS ward in a Pittsburgh hospital with only Mary Louise at his side. That loss still was tragic, not only because of Mort’s tender age, but because he was so alone. His partner, Nate, and his folks in Shippingport had abandoned him, the former claiming he couldn’t stand to see him this way and the latter voicing concerns that they might catch the virus. He was your son! She’d wanted to scream at the parents. He needed your arms around him. He needed you to see him. He was your lover! she’d say to Nate. His dying and death wasn’t about you and your fragile feelings.

Mary Louise hoped there was a special place in hell waiting for all three of them.

She’d watched many of her friends succumb to the virus before protease inhibitors came onto the scene, turning what was a death sentence into a somewhat manageable condition. She’d never stop mourning the loss of so many beautiful men.

When the fallout from all this was over, for all practical purposes, Mary Louise found herself bereft of friends. That’s when she decided to pack up and move back to her home town of Hopewell, where her mom and two sisters still lived. There was comfort in coming home to a place where her roots were deeply embedded, even if the area was blighted with poverty. It was still some of the most beautiful countryside Mary Louise could imagine.

Chicago had suddenly seemed too big and, at the same time, paradoxically empty. There were so many reminders—the Boystown strip along Halsted, the Baton Club on Clark, the Swedish restaurant Ann Sather next to the Belmont L stop—all of these places and so many more held more painful memories than she could count, even if they had the power to make her smile and laugh. She figured time and distance would transform the painful memories into joyous ones.

But each recollection of a night of drunken revelry out with her boys or a bleary-eyed brunch the morning after, were a hot touch to her grief, a pain that may have softened, but never went away. Mary Louise was grateful—she’d never willingly give up the hurt. She wanted to hold onto these memories of her boys forever. Despite the fact she was a bit of a stereotype and fit the fag hag profile pretty much to a T, the days and nights in Chicago with her circle of gay friends had been some of the happiest days of her life. And she didn’t even realize it at the time. Wasn’t that always the way?

Hopewell brought a sense of quiet, with its looming tree-covered hills—the foothills of the Appalachians and its position on a winding curve of the mud-brown Ohio River.

Moving back had simplified her life, even if it drained a lot of the bustle and color from it. In Chicago, she never walked alone; the streets, no matter the time of day or night, were always busy. In Hopewell, she could wander and never bump into anyone.

It was her mom, at eighty-six, who needed her help with things like shopping, cooking, running errands, and chauffeuring her to doctor’s appointments. Old Trudy, as she and her sisters referred to her behind her back, refused to move in with one of them, or God forbid, the assisted living facility up the road in Newell. Trudy always said, “I live alone because I like it. They say money is the root of all evil, but the truth is it’s people.”

Mom got by with her girls. And Mary Louise, even as she sometimes got nostalgic for the bright lights and hustle of the big city, knew she was doing the right thing. She’d experienced the Chicago skyline on a clear night, Lake Michigan’s blue/aqua/gray waves crashing against the shore, and the vast diversity of people living on its shore, and no one could ever take those memories away.

Even if she was feisty, clearheaded, and mobile, no one knew how much longer Mom would be with them.

At the Q, Mary Louise still could eye the boys, flirt with them, tease them, and play matchmaker in her role as bartender.

Right now, she stood behind the bar in a pair of unflattering black orthopedic shoes. Once upon a time, Mary Louise adored a pair of CFM (come-fuck-me) pumps with four-inch spikes. Oh, how great they made her legs look back in the day! Not that many noticed in hangouts like Sidetrack or Roscoe’s.

Now, midfifties, she needed to be comfortable when she was on her feet all night. Her smile depended on it, and thus her tips.

Currently, she waited for the doors to open, which would happen in about an hour. She was blissfully alone. Well, maybe blissful wasn’t the right word because all the lights were on as she prepped citrus and olives for drinks, washed glasses, polished the bar, and made sure the bottles behind it were stocked and ready to go.

The overhead lights cruelly stole most of the limited magic the Q possessed. And that was too bad. One of Mary Louise’s favorite characters was the tragic Blanche Dubois, from Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire and one of her favorite lines from the show was Blanche’s opinion that she didn’t want realism, she wanted magic. The shadows, soft lighting, and even the disco ball above the dance floor lent a kind of alchemy to the place, transforming it from run down to a setting where anything could happen, where hope lived.

Just before the doors opened, though, the joint looked tired and sad (as Mary Louise herself often felt). The cinder block walls, painted black, possessed a menacing air, like a dungeon—and not a fun one! The concrete floor, stained, showed its grit and the cracks that ran through it. Even the single long rectangle window at the front appeared dusty. Night pressed in on the tinted glass like a monster, hungry for admittance.

Stop it! Now you’re just getting crazy. Mary Louise finished her prep work and allowed herself a moment to sit on the stool she kept behind the bar. It might be her last chance for several hours to relax, if only for a few minutes. She dreaded the coming ache of her feet at evening’s end, orthopedic shoes or not.

But, oh, how she looked forward to seeing everyone! Every Saturday night was a party, and she was the hostess with the mostess.

Despite how some of the regulars could try her patience down to its last reserves, it brought her joy to watch the revelers, to serve them, to offer oblivion in a glass or a bottle. Even though her dancing days, mostly, were well behind her, she loved seeing everyone out there, bodies gyrating and spinning. Some were great, others awkward, others downright embarrassing, but to witness them cut loose after a long week was a thing of beauty, no matter their level of expertise or coordination. She especially loved some of the older patrons, who would bring their shakers of corn starch in to sprinkle on the floor, making it easier to slip and slide to the pulsing dance beat.

Gracie, Rose, and Liz were a lesbian trio that she particularly adored. Even though she’d never had much conversation with them, other than to take their drink orders, the three seemed so well-adjusted and happy, despite never once pairing off, as half the bar expected them to do. And Mary Louise, who considered herself a pretty astute observer of human nature, could tell from a mile away that Gracie was in love with Rose. So obvious! Why couldn’t Rose see it? Or did she simply not want to? Mary Louise had wondered if maybe they were a throuple, but everyone she talked to about that particular suspicion shot in down. “They’re best friends, that’s all.”

She turned as the door squeaked open. There stood Billy Breedlove, her barback and bouncer when needed (not often) in his usual garb—black combat boots, black cargo pants, and a black T-shirt that appeared to be painted on his beefy physique—looking worried.

Mary Louise was taken a little aback. For one, her breath always did a little catch in her throat when she saw him, accompanied by a skip of a heartbeat. He was a beautiful man with his muscles, his bleached-blond buzz cut, and the tattoo sleeves, wildly colorful butterflies and birds that ran down both arms. The fact that he was unattainable made him even more attractive.

And then she’d chide herself. That young man is a good twenty years younger than you, if not more. Cougar. Shame on you.

He’d once told her, when the doors were closed and the lights back on, as they concluded the evening’s business and everyone had headed home, that he was a volcel.

“What the hell’s that?” Mary Louise had asked, mystified.

“I’m an ace,” he’d said, only confusing her further.

“Voluntary celibate, asexual,” Billy told her. “I’m better off without the nasty, you know. I just don’t want it. It would be hard, no pun intended, if it didn't work for me. But honestly, I never think about sex. Call me weird, but it works for me. And that’s all that matters.”

On hearing those words, she laughed, disbelieving. She fully expected him to laugh, too, maybe slug her in the arm for being gullible. When he didn’t join her in her laughter, her heart broke for him because she knew he wasn’t kidding. She’d pined with unrequited love for gay men most of her adult life and here was one who was most likely straight. And wouldn’t you know it? He’d sworn off sex.

The world was a hopeless place.

He’s too young for you anyway.

The second reason Mary Louise was taken aback was from the worry stamped on Billy’s face.

“There’s been an accident,” he called over. “It’s bad.”

“Oh no.” Mary Louise stood. “What happened?”


Chapter Two

Nobody to Love

Nelson DiCarlo wondered, for the thousandth Saturday night, why he didn’t stay home.

After all, he had regular cable, Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime, and YouTube. He had a fully stocked liquor cabinet and could make himself just about any cocktail he could imagine, from the simple—gin and tonic with a twist of lime—to the exotic—a Pimm’s Cup with orange and cucumber slices. His pantry was stocked with chips, cookies, and crackers to go with the cheeses and dips in his fridge.

His dog, Homer, a so-ugly-he’s-cute mix of dachshund and poodle, was always ready to cuddle or take a long walk in the night air. So, he couldn’t say he was lacking for company. Homer was short on judgment, long on love, and as long as Nels was paying attention, the dog never got bored. If Nels’s attention did stray, the dog reeled him back in by covering his face with kisses.

No, really, there was no reason why he, at sixty-two years old, should be getting ready to go out to a bar on Saturday night. Really, he needed to simply accept his lot and stay in, go to bed early like the old man he was.

Nearly entirely banished were the dreams that being out at the Q—the only gay bar in his little one-horse town of Hopewell, West Virginia—would conjure up a man who’d be everything Nels dreamed of: a passionate lover, a faithful companion, a best friend forever. He even held out little reason to believe the conversations he’d have with the same folks he saw every Saturday at the Q would be any different or more exciting than they had been on any other Saturday night, dating back years.

He had no reason to think that, even if he’d given up all hope for a Mr. Right to come along on his white horse, he would meet a Mr. Right Now. There were a few of those in his past, but none lately. Not for a long time… So long, in fact, that Nels no longer pined for a physical connection with another man.

So why go out?

It was routine. It was a bore.

He was old. And so, so tired.

Yet, here he found himself, in the tiny blue-and-yellow ceramic tile bathroom of the house he’d grown up in—the one he’d inherited from his mom when she passed from lung cancer seven years ago—shaving in front of the medicine cabinet mirror.

It was funny, how he sometimes glimpsed the man he once was in that mirror, especially when half of his wizened face was hidden by Barbasol shaving cream.

If he squinted just right, he could look back in time and see the man he’d once been, hidden in the depths of the glass. He’d been handsome, what Mom would call a head-turner. On the shorter side, at five feet, eight, Nels had been solidly packed with effortless muscle and good definition. Firm pecs. Bulging biceps. Thick, black wavy hair and eyes so dark the pupils got lost in the irises. A perpetual five o’clock shadow that highlighted, rather than hid, the sharp angles and planes of his face, a contrast to his cupid’s bow lips. People, men mostly, used to tell him he should be a model.

That young buck hidden in the mirror was forever mistaken for being younger than he actually was. In his twenties, he was always asked for an ID. When he was in his thirties, everyone imagined he was in his twenties. In his forties, people guessed thirties. Even in his fifties, folks would guess mid- to late-forties and they were always surprised when Nels corrected them, because he never lied about his age. It was always a delight to get the compliments, “I never would have guessed!” “What’s your secret?” And that dreaded left-handed compliment, “You look great—for your age.”

And then, suddenly, and without warning, he looked his age. The revelation crept up quietly—and fast.

Nels would guess it happened around the time he hit his late fifties, when the hair at the top of his head had thinned so much that more scalp than hair showed, when the hair above his ears and at the back of his head, now shorn short, turned mostly salt. When tufts began sprouting stubbornly from his ears and growing on his back. When his waistline went from a reliable thirty-two to thirty-three and then thirty-four. Nels wouldn’t buy a pair of Levi’s bigger than that, no matter how tight they were. And he didn’t even want to consider the bags under his eyes or the lines across his forehead and around his mouth. They called those latter ones laugh lines, but Nels DiCarlo wasn’t laughing. No, he wasn’t in the least amused.

That young guy, he was told more than once at the Q, back in the days when it was a secret place and one had to be buzzed in the door, that he could have his pick of any of the men in the bar…anytime.

And he did. Pick and pick and pick—a kid in a candy store. Rarely did anyone refuse Nels’s attention. They came home with him or he with them. Sometimes they lasted more than a night or a couple dates. Some, like Roger Baines, lasted years, despite his having a wife tucked away across the Ohio River. Roger was forever promising to leave Betsy, once she finished her degree and found a job, or once their daughter, Joy, was grown and out of the house. Nels had wasted his twenties on the loser, years he’d never get back.

How many Christmases had Nelson sat alone, hoping Roger would at least call him to wish him a merry one? Would it have been so hard to at least pick up the telephone?

Every man Nelson had fallen in love or lust with had turned out to be a disappointment.

How could his odds have been so bad? What had he done to make him so unlovable? He’d always been able to rely on his looks and now those were fading fast.

Would someone even look twice at him these days?

These were questions he pondered in the middle of the night, when the eaves groaned in response to the lonely wind and Homer snored lightly, curled up under the covers in the crook of Nels’s knees.

For a long time, he’d relied on his handsomeness to connect him to men and, indeed, to the rest of humanity. His attractiveness made him visible. People saw him. Whether those same looks inspired jealousy, intrigue, or passion, they were reliable. He could count on them. He could bank on the hope they provided.

And when they began to fade, Nelson started to wonder who he really was. Who was the guy behind the pretty face? Was there any substance there? Or had he been all gloss and veneer, with nothing substantial behind the pretty?

He took his looks for granted until they were gone. He’d grieve the loss if he didn’t know, deep in his heart, time caught up to everyone. At least in that regard, he wasn’t alone—small comfort.

Once his age was writ large across his features, he became the watcher instead of the watched.

On his best days, he’d tell himself the invisibility, this cloak he’d never chosen, was liberating. He could do what he wanted, say what he wanted, and no one gave a damn.

But really. Was being unseen so wonderful?

Finished shaving, he rinsed the lather from his face and slapped on some Old Spice aftershave, the same kind his dad once wore, before a heart attack took him at the age Nels was now. He often wondered if his sixty-second year would end the same as his father’s—rising one morning, expecting a normal day, blissfully unaware that there were only a few minutes remaining before dropping dead on the bathroom floor. In his mind, Nels could still hear the thud of his father hitting the floor as Nelson ate his Cheerios in the kitchen downstairs. He shuddered as he remembered calling, “Dad!” and desperately trying to push open the door, which was blocked by his father’s body.

He shook his head to clear it of the memory—best as he could.

Nelson’s eyes were the same, though, staring back. At least they were still young, vibrant, glistening with a young man’s hopes and dreams. Although Nels wasn’t much to look at anymore, it was these never-aging eyes that made him repeat the same routine every Saturday night because…

Because…

Well…hope.

Wasn’t it Emily Dickinson who said hope was the thing with feathers? Nelson recalled seeing a drag queen once at a bar in Pittsburgh who called herself Hope Winters and she bounced on to the stage of the crowded little bar in an outfit of rainbow-colored feathers affixed to her six-foot-four, three-hundred-pound frame.

The crowd at the Q was always the same, but there could come a time when someone new walked in. Someone maybe close to Nelson’s age, for he didn’t care any longer about hot young studs; he wanted only a companion, someone to hold, with whom to share holidays and ordinary days. Of course, he wanted a man with whom he could celebrate life’s ups, but also a man who realized what the downs were and knew ways to make them better, even if that might only be a pot of homemade minestrone on the stove on a rainy Saturday night and Imitation of Life, the Lana Turner version, queued up in the DVD player.

If he missed a Saturday night at the Q, he could miss that man who might change Nelson’s life forever.

What was that old saying? Don’t leave five minutes before the miracle?

Eternal optimist, he could think of himself. Or, when he drove home in the wee small hours of the morning, he could believe he was one of those for whom the definition of insanity was invented: doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different outcome.

At least by being optimistic, he allowed for change, even as the possibility seemed to grow more and more remote with each passing Saturday night.

He shrugged and went into his bedroom to get dressed.

Homer watched from his place on a mound of pillows at the head of the bed as Nelson tossed out clothing options for his evening. Landing on the blue-and-white quilt were a couple pairs of jeans (one dark, pressed, and crisp, and the other worn, faded, with the knees just beginning to fray), a black Grace Jones T-shirt, a white Iron City beer T-shirt, a button-down blue-and-white shirt with small checks, followed by various socks and pairs of underwear. The latter represented hope—there were camo bikinis, plaid boxers, and a pair of plain black boxer briefs.
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