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It was September 1983, and nineteen-year-old Benedict “Benny” Cerone was putting the finishing touches on his freshman dorm room at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago. He propped his trumpet case in the corner and climbed up onto the old metal desk to hang his favorite Miles Davis poster in the perfect spot. Through the open window, the city hummed with life, cars honking, distant music floating up from the street. He could hear voices in the hallway, students already making friends, making plans. Benny had spent years feeling like he was on the outside looking in. Not anymore. SAIC was the perfect place to blossom. He was ready for a new life, ready to explore his true desires, ready to make love.

On paper, he looked like many of his fellow students, if a little on the small side at 5’3” and rather slender, just a wisp above 100 pounds. He grew up in a rather affluent suburb just west of the city and had graduated from Saint Cassius Prep, one of the Chicago area’s most prestigious Catholic schools. He was smart, sociable, and got good grades. Additionally, he showed enough talent to be accepted into SAIC, a world renown, top-tier arts university.

However, things aren’t always as they seem. Benny’s family was rather infamous and well known around town. His mother, Gina, was a model housewife. She volunteered and devoted herself to raising her children. Benny had two older brothers and a sister. They all went to good schools and dressed for church every Sunday. Benny’s father, on the other hand, was a known and notorious gangster named Lucky Cerone, who had fought his way up through the ranks to become the top boss in the Chicago Outfit, a position that was once made famous by Al Capone.

Lucky always made sure to separate his business and family life as much as possible. In fact, as a child, Benny had no idea that his father was ever involved in the mafia; he just thought he was an ordinary businessman. 

There were a couple of families that refused to let the Cerones play with their kids, but he didn’t understand why. Then as he got a little older, some weird rumors began swirling around the playground. He didn’t want to believe them. The other kids asked if he’d ever seen a dead body or if he knew his dad was crooked. Finally, when he was in the eighth grade, he got up the nerve to ask his parents. He was surprised by the answer. 

His father took him upstairs to his study and explained the family business to him. His big brothers, Vito and Enzo, had already taken up working for the family, and his older sister Julia had been working a part-time office job at one of their legit companies.

But what was he to do? He was adopted and several years younger than his siblings. He probably wasn’t even Italian by birth. He had sandy brown hair and light skin. He didn’t look or act like his big brothers at all. He was a quiet, sensitive boy who didn’t really like to get into fights or mess with people. He had been teased some for being small and effeminate, and his mother had been teaching him piano since he was five. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that he was going to grow up a little differently than the rest of the men in the Cerone family.

“But Benny,” his father said, as kindly as he could muster to his youngest son, “you know that this isn’t the kind of life that I want for you. You’re not a gangster; you’re just not cut out for it.”

“What do you mean, Dad?”

“Benny, my boy. You’re special. Different. You must know that by now.”

“Are you trying to say I’m too soft? I’m a sissy boy, is that it?” Benny said with his voice rising in both cadence and pitch.

“That’s not what I said at all. You are a Cerone. You’re as tough as any of us, but it seems God gave you a different path. I want you to study hard and go legit. You’re smart enough to do that, not like your old man who had to bust skulls just to get by, and not like your knucklehead brothers who are just out for the chicks and the money.”

And that was the way of it. Benny stayed out of trouble and worked hard. He did the best he could in the school band playing trumpet. But his true gift was his artwork. He could draw better than anyone. 

So, his dad pulled some strings, and he got into The School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and that’s where he found himself on this sunny, late summer day. He was only a few miles from home, but it seemed like another world. The place was full of hippies and weirdos, and he loved every second of it. It wasn’t like the Catholic schools he had always attended before, with the priests and the nuns and all the stupid rules. It was free. There was so much life and art. So much music and freedom.

Benny could just be himself. He felt like he fit in. He was lucky; most of the students at SAIC were not from Chicago, so he didn’t know a soul. But that also meant nobody had any clue about him, his family, or their reputation. It was a complete fresh start. There were also plenty of other gay guys, and some were even out.

He wasn’t sure why they put him in a single room. Maybe his father requested it. It might be a little more difficult to make friends without a roommate, but on the other hand, it would be nice to have the privacy of his own place, to study, and especially if he was planning on having sex. 

And yes, he wanted to have lots of it; that is what he had decided on that first day. He’d spent his entire high school career in the closet. All the boys he had gone to high school with knew his dad and had at least heard of The Outfit. Most of them were terrified, whether they wanted to admit it or not. But at SAIC, students came from all over: east coast, west coast, even Europe and Mexico, and he heard there were a couple of Chinese. Most of them wouldn’t know a Cerone from a hole in the floor. His dad and brothers might have reputations as Chicago tough guys, playboys, and mafioso, but not Benny. He was a sensitive trumpet-playing altar boy, 1500 on the SAT, and still a virgin.

It was Saturday, and a couple of classmates he met at orientation asked if he knew where they could go out dancing. Benny thought for a minute. There was a house club in the West Loop, only about a mile away, that he knew of, one that catered to a mixed and vibrant crowd. It was called The Warehouse. He had heard about it, and even heard the resident DJ, Frankie Knuckles, on a college radio program, but he had never been. His father would have never allowed it, and his brothers said the place was just for the gays and blacks, using more colorful language, of course. For Benedict, that was half of the appeal.

“Sure, I know where to go,” he told them, and they got excited. “Do you like house music?”

“Is it like techno? Disco?” one of his classmates asked.

Benny explained that it wasn’t quite that. It was similar in that it had electronic instrumentation and a similar sound, but was usually played with records, live mixing, and was a little less angular and dissonant. It tended to have funk and gospel influences, more melodic and more danceable for sure. His classmates were a bit perplexed by the explanation and his expertise on the subject but didn’t really care; they were just happy he seemed to know where to go so they could have a good time, get some drinks, and maybe meet up with girls. In fact, he seemed a lot cooler than most of their high school friends back home.

“Okay. The Warehouse doesn’t open until midnight, so that gives us a couple of hours. Let’s meet in the dorm lobby around eleven,” Benny directed, stepping into the role of ringleader. “Oh, and one more thing, you gotta look hot!”

Benny saw this as an opportunity to make a good first impression, not only with his friends, but with the entire Chicago club scene. He had to choose the perfect outfit. He surveyed his closet and tried a bunch of different looks. He finally settled on a pair of tight white jeans, leather boots, and a bright purple silk shirt with flowers on it that flowed like water in the air as he slipped it on, only buttoning the bottom and leaving his boyish chest exposed. 

He finished off the outfit with a gold chain and a black fedora. As he admired himself in the mirror, he was getting turned on by how amazing and sexy he looked, like a cross between Prince and Michael Jackson. His big, beautiful blue eyes popping and his fair skin smooth; his soft pink lips just the perfect shape and size.

He met up with his friends, who invited a few others, so they had to split up into two cabs. They pulled up to the club around 11:30. It was a three-story tan brick building, an actual converted warehouse, with some green art deco tiles adorning the facade. There was no signage, but people just knew where to go. The club wasn’t even open yet. The group joined the back of the line that had begun to form around the side of the building. Benny could already feel the beat thumping, and the line was buzzing. Everyone was dressed like rock stars, movie stars, movie star gangsters, and movie star rock star gangster aliens. They looked so beautiful and free, like nothing was forbidden or off-limits. 

When the door opened a short while later, the music washed over the street. House Nation, the crowd called it. The music grew in intensity as the crowd poured in, people squeezing in front of each other and waving their arms. The dance floor, a spacious rectangle with a juice bar, was illuminated with neon lights and colorful spotlights. It was completely full within a couple of minutes, mostly with gay Black and Latino men in their early to mid-twenties, a little older than Benny but not by much.

Almost immediately, he lost his crew and threw his body into the crowd. It felt so liberating and wild, letting loose, getting lost in the party. Benny felt the spirit and let it possess him. The night was hot and steamy, and he was sweating in no time, his shirt wet and clinging to him, wet with sweat, as the bodies writhed and floated around him like flamboyant sea creatures.

The brilliant lights shined across the dance floor, painting the dancers’ bodies as the crowd swirled to the hypnotic beats. Benny had never experienced anything quite like this. This is exactly what he wanted. His whole life, he was raised Catholic, told not to have sex before marriage. When he was in school, he was always teased and pressured to sleep with girls and to brag about it. Well, he wasn’t interested in girls. What about his sexuality was he supposed to brag about? 

The truth was, he liked being teased by men, being pushed, dominated. It turned him on, made his body come alive. He wanted to find the right man to give himself to.

The club was packed, and it seemed that the entire world was in there. The music was louder than anything Benny had ever experienced, and the smell was just as intense. It wasn’t a bad smell; it was the scent of the crowd: cologne, sweat, leather, booze, and a hint of weed. 

The bass was pounding, the lights were strobing, the floor was shaking. It was overwhelming and incredible. Benny was dancing his ass off, just having the time of his life. He went to the bar to get a drink of water and noticed his friends from school were all standing against a wall on the side, looking a little dazed and uncomfortable. They saw him and motioned him over.

“I thought you were bringing us to a club to meet chicks?” one of his friends said, obviously annoyed and disappointed.

“It’s so loud!”

“They don’t even serve alcohol.”

“I asked the DJ to play Duran Duran, and he told me to fuck off!”

“It’s late; we should go.”

It seemed they all had something to say. Benny just shrugged and danced away, going right back into the thick of the crowd. The beat was irresistible. The DJ was playing an R&B remix. He was the guy Benny had heard on the radio, Frankie Knuckles. He had an afro and wore a leather vest. Benny was in awe of him, how he had the crowd wrapped around his finger, moving to his beat. 

Before the end of the night, Benny met a tall Black boy with an enormous afro from The University of Chicago, and they made out in the alley. It was his first real kiss, and benny immediately lost track of time and place. 

The party was still going when the sun was coming up. He didn’t get back to his room until almost seven a.m. and collapsed on the bed. He had sweated through his clothes and probably needed to wash his hair, but didn’t even bother to take off his boots. The only thought that went through his head was “This is amazing. This is my new life.”
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A couple of hours later, the phone rang. It woke Benny up. He didn’t drink much, but for some reason, he still had a pounding headache. He picked up; it was Lucky, his dad.

“Benny, boy! How’s your first week at school? Can’t wait to hear all about it, college man!”

“Hey, Dad, it’s been good. Thanks.” For some reason Benny’s stomach rumbled. It already felt like he was lying.

“Okay, well you missed Mass, but Vito’s gonna be there in half an hour to bring you home for Sunday dinner. You should probably wait for him outside, you know how impatient he is.”

Benedict was so wrapped up in himself, he had forgotten about Sundays. Like in many Italian families, it was a big tradition to break bread together, and the Cerone family, especially Gina, took it to heart. Everyone was expected back at the house for a meal that could last hours. It could be a real drag sometimes. Still, it was one of the main reasons Benny’s folks kept him from going to school out of state.

“Yeah, yeah, thanks for the heads up.”

“You mean, ‘yes, sir,’ right, boy? I’m still your father, ain’t I?”

“Yeah, yes, sir, Dad.”

Benny had just enough time to freshen up and get dressed. When he got outside, his brother Vito was leaning against his new Camaro, smoking a cigarette.

“About time, Bozo. Let’s go, Princess!”

Vito was the youngest of Benny’s two older brothers. He was 25 and had been working in the family business for a few years. He was tall and muscular with thick, curly brown hair that was always perfectly styled and a thin mustache. He was a real ladies’ man, or so everyone said. He had a bit of a reputation. Benny was always a bit jealous of his brother, but never really showed it. He’d always wanted to be taller and more handsome and tough like his brothers and father. He figured he could probably change everything else but his height.

“Hey, Vito, how’s it going?”

“Oh, you know. Busy week. Had to do some collections, banged a couple of broads.”

His brother winked at him, but he knew that it was no joke. Vito was learning the art of the shakedown. Some of the local businesses had run up quite a bill with their father. They owed him money, and if he didn’t get paid, they would start losing some of the protection he had offered them. And if they still didn’t pay, they would lose a lot more. 

“Freshman orientation, huh, Bozo? I bagged like three hotties that week. One was a cheerleader. How’s your asshole?”

Vito was laughing hysterically at his own joke. It probably took him all week just to think it up. Benny just shook his head. He wasn’t officially out to the family, but that’s how it was. His brothers had been busting his chops since he was nine or ten. He was used to it.

“I went to The Warehouse last night,” he admitted.

Vito slammed on the brakes.

“WHERE? Bro! You can’t fuck around over there, and don’t say anything to Dad about where you were! Listen, kid. I respect you; I really do. And you know I just bust on you for fun, right? But bro...you can’t hang out there. You can’t go full homo. I know it’s the eighties and people are people, and you want to try new things and shit, but really, Bozo, it’s not a good look for this family. Plus, what about AIDS? It would break Ma’s heart if you came home with that.”

“What’s the big deal? I just went dancing!” Benny protested. He knew Vito was just being protective, but he was supposed to be on his side.

“Yeah, go dancing. Sure. And what comes next?” he said. “Hey, listen. Now that you're nineteen, how about next week you, me, and Enzo really rip it up. We’ll take you to the strip clubs across the state line where they go full nude, and the chicks are smokin’! Get you laid for real by a real hot number.”

Honestly, a weekend like that sounded like a nightmare.

“Dude, I’m fine. I can take care of myself.”

“Come on, Benny, we’ll show you a real good time!”

They pulled up in front of the house. It was a large brick mansion on a quiet suburban street. They parked behind his dad’s new black Cadillac DeVille.

“Just think about it. Enzo and I would love to take you out, introduce you to some girls, you know? Real party girls, not like the freaks and androgynous queers at the Art Institute. Although sometimes I do think it might be fun to tag one of them vampire chicks.”

Benny rolled his eyes and walked inside. Enzo and his wife had already arrived with their baby, and his mom was fussing over them, kissing and pinching the baby on the cheeks, telling her she’s a good girl. Vincenzo was the best-looking in the family by far, six-foot-three, and everyone said he looked just like Gregory Peck. Benny’s sister, Julia, was in the kitchen helping their mom get dinner ready. His father was watching TV in his study.

“Hey, Ma.”

“Oh, my baby boy!” Gina Cerone was a beautiful woman in her mid-fifties, with olive skin and jet-black hair. “How was your first week of school?”

“It was okay. Classes start on Monday. Should be pretty cool.”

“Did you make any friends?”

“I guess, yeah, I met some guys. We went dancing.”

His sister gave him a little look that said, “not cool,” and his brother, Enzo, seemed to be listening now.

“Oh, where did you go? There must be some really nice ballrooms downtown.”

Vito was glaring at Benny. He was getting a little hot under the collar.

“Uhhhhh...well...it was just a mixer. Sponsored by the school.”

“Hmmm, that sounds nice. Maybe you could bring some of your new friends over here sometime? We still have the pool running, and you can have hot dogs and lemonade.”

“Yeah, maybe, Ma. That sounds great, thanks.”

Vito seemed relieved. The conversation moved on to other things. Gina started getting on him about finding a nice girl, and Benny went to the study see his dad.

“Heya, Pop!”

Lucky was watching the local news with a scotch in his hand. He hardly looked up but grunted and waved, showing signs of acknowledgement. 

The family gathered around the table. The house smelled like garlic, and the spread was incredible: spaghetti and meatballs, chicken parmigiana, a huge bowl of salad, a plate of fresh-sliced mozzarella and tomatoes, and a big basket of bread. There were bottles of red wine and sparkling water. Benny’s mouth was watering, and everyone was hungry. When the food was served, it was like a frenzy of feeding, the whole family talking and eating. His father was telling a story.

“Hey, I want to talk to your professor, the one who teaches you to paint. Tell him I got some work for him, a job. They are fixing up the restaurant in Elmhurst, and I need a painting of the Last Supper.”

“Isn’t that blasphemy, Dad?”

“You can paint a picture of me as Jesus Christ,” Vito chimed in, “and I want all you assholes as my apostles.”

“Vito! Don’t talk like that in this house.” His father shouted. “Jesus, I’ve had enough of you kids and your fucking swearing.”

“Dad, you’re doing it yourself.” Julia groaned.

“My professor only does abstract,” Benny tries explaining. “But he’s actually kind of famous, though. He showed at some gallery a couple of years ago in London, and David Bowie ended up purchasing one of his paintings for like ten grand.”

“Bowie, huh? That one’s a he/she, right?” his dad asked. “Anyway, that’s a lot of scratch.”

“I think he’s married to a supermodel. I don’t know.” Benny sighed.

“Well, I want the best artist in Chicago to paint it. And that’s what the world is coming to. All these weirdos. Bowie is a fruitcake, and he likes art that looks like a monkey finger painted it with its own shit. I think it’s ridiculous. What is the point of art if it doesn’t make the world more beautiful or tell a story?”

Benny thought for a moment. “Maybe the point of art is to ask questions. Art can be controversial, evocative, or even commercial. There are many valid reasons for art. It’s not just a pretty picture or decoration. It can really mean something, change people’s minds, you know?”

Lucky was taken aback.

“And that’s what they are telling you at the institute? That’s their line?” he asked. “Pretty good if you ask me!”

“Yeah, I guess, but I already knew that.”

“Hey, bro!” Vito chimed in. “How’s the weed down there? It must be great shit if you can sit around and babble like idiots all day!”

“Shut the fuck up, Vito!” Julie piped up.

The dinner went on that way. The family was loud, and they loved to tease and argue, but the meal was excellent, and after a while, the mood mellowed. The conversation moved on. Enzo was talking about buying a new house in the suburbs and how expensive it was. Lucky was proud of his oldest son. He had a good head for business and made some very profitable deals recently, without resorting to the usual rough tactics. He seemed to have everything together. 

Enzo had always been a very serious guy. His wife was pretty, and they made a nice couple. It was a nice family. Benny could see that. But it made him feel like an outsider. He didn’t want to get married and buy a house in the burbs. He didn’t want to have a bunch of babies and work at some office and go to Mass on Sunday. He didn’t want to go to the same restaurant every single Saturday and hang out with the same people. It felt like living in a dream, and Benny wanted to wake up.

It started to get late, and Benny needed to be on the 9:30 train back to the city. Vito got him to the station just in time.

“Remember what I told you, Bozo! No full homo!”

Benny waved back and got on the train. It felt so strange being back in the city after spending the day at his parents’ house. It was almost like traveling through time or to another country. He had only been at SAIC for a week, and already it was changing his life, opening his eyes to new experiences. He didn’t feel like the same person anymore.
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