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Introduction

It is a crazy cockamamie world out there. And I mean no insult to the memory of Mamie Eisenhower. I lived most of my single digits during the Eisenhower years. Those years that got Betty Friedan so steamed. She must have been taking notes while I was being raised in upstate New York, middle child in a middle-class, sporting, Irish Catholic family. Three brothers, one sister. My parents were married forty-two years; they knew each other fifty-two. I must have been taking notes on what were to be the themes of my comic life.

Until I was ten years old we lived outside Buffalo, New York, where my parents grew up. My mother’s father worked on the Erie railroad, a traveling machinist with his own boxcar toolshop. He often drew the floor plans of his workspace for me. My favorite childhood book was The Boxcar Children. I became susceptible to a life of travel.

He was tough and Irish Catholic and was often chased by the Ku Klux Klan in South Buffalo on his way home from work. When he was young he was a partier, but I knew him as a formal Trumanesque figure in white linen summer suits or pinstriped three-piece suits with suspenders and vest pocket watches at Sunday dinners. He made diluted crème de menthe parfaits. He had a small study in my grandparents’ flat where I excused myself, after the parfaits, and played the colored 45 rpms he collected for us. “Teddy Bear’s Picnic.” “If you go down to the woods today, you better not go alone.” I knew I would need a road manager.

At Sunday dinners, I sat next to my grandfather. At some point during the meal he would get a piece of food stuck on his lip, some sticky crumb of something, and I would look, in wide-eyed horror at the wabi on his perfection. I could not tell him of his food gaffe. Finally, my grandmother would say, “Will! For heaven’s sake! Wipe your mouth.”

During dessert he waited for me to eat the white creamy frosting I had saved for last and remarked, “Now will you look at that?” I’d look. And he would eat my frosting. Every Sunday. I learned irony and indirection.

My grandmother was cool and formal. She really let down in her eighties when she was in the nursing home. When my mother and I visited her there, she would look at my mom and ask her when she was going to get married. I would look at my mother and wait archly for the answer. I learned how to be a straight man.

By the end of her life, my grandmother’s favorite word was “baby” and she used it as a noun, a verb, and an adjective in wild careening sentences. “The baby baby babied the baby down the baby and baby baby baby.” My mother lived in fear that in her older years she would fixate on a word that was not as nice as baby. I looked forward to that day when my mother, who only said “darnation” when vexed, would swear like a stevedore. I learned about getting bleeped.

My father’s side of the family was wild and much more interesting, so we never got to see them enough. They lived in a two-family house blocks away from my mother’s family. They all smoked and drank and carried on. My dad’s father had died when he was six. My grandmother had to take in boarders. Strangers were always entering and exiting. Some stayed and talked. One was her man friend, Bill, a big retired day laborer. I loved the sound of his job. Day laborer. There was always a mutt, always named Bunny, tap-dancing, skittering on the old linoleum, yelping through the downstairs and upstairs flat, paying no attention to everyone yelling, “Bunny, down!” I learned chaos.

My dad’s only and older sister, Kathryn, lived in the upstairs flat and was as close to a flapper as I’ve ever seen. The smell of boiled cabbage mixed with that of her fingernail polish. She was always doing her red fingernails and had her coarse gray hair up in a couple of pink spoolies because they were “goin’ out for a fish fry then dancing’.” I never heard her use a “g.” I learned glamour and conspiracy.

Her husband, Uncle Ev, had “a good job at the bank” but he quit it because “he thought he was too good for it,” to become a ticket taker at the War Memorial during the winter and a bet taker at the racetrack windows during the summer. “He went from one set of bars to another.” He was the prototype for Archie Bunker. When I saw him in his casket, it was the first time I had ever seen him without a cigar in his mouth.

His passion was racing pigeons. After visiting my mother’s family for Sunday dinner, we stopped to see my dad’s side of the family on the way out of town, “Just for half an hour.” That was usually the half hour that my uncle’s pigeons, his beloved birds, would be coming home, just ahead of him, as he roared down the street, yelling to my aunt, “Kate! Get those sheets down.”

My father worked for thirty-three years for an upstate New York power and light company. In answer to the rhetorical question meant to guilt trip you into turning off the lights, “Whad yer father do, work for the power company?” I could always answer yes. He began working summers during college digging holes for new electricity poles. In fluted, curling black-and-white pictures he is tanned, ruggedly handsome. He went to college on a football scholarship. He was nicknamed “Stone-crusher.”

His support of his mother and young family and his poor vision kept him out of World War II. Instead he took care of all the wives and families of his friends who had enlisted. He worked up through the power company, from outside work to data processing to personnel management. When he had to give a speech, he dreaded it but I helped him. He would raise his eyebrows at any off-color joke I told at dinner, but then I would hear that he had used it at a company luncheon.

My mother taught kindergarten until she married my father and had her own. Five children in twelve years. She said she wanted ten. She was a constant mother. She sewed, did laundry, and baked every day. She prided herself on her hooked rag rugs. She said the one in their room was so tightly wound, not even a spiked heel could go through. Not that anyone in my parents’ bedroom was wearing spiked heels. To the best of my knowledge.

She attended daily mass, visited the sick in the parish, and prayed mightily. She gardened, loved to play bridge, and was a rabid fan at any of her kids’ sporting events. Sometimes on a Friday night, not in Lent, she and my father split a beer. She did volunteer work at an inner-city Montessori school. My mother ironed her way through the McCarthy and Watergate hearings. She loved Richard Nixon and hated Betty Friedan.

She and I played the “Hell Toupee” game. We spotted rugs so bad, a spiked heel could easily pierce them, but we also prided ourselves on the more subtle detection of fake hair well done. Unfortunately, she died before hair plugs. She had an untapped wicked streak and often got hysterical during stories of one tragedy after another. She would try to make it look as if she were crying, but I knew better.

In high school my best friend’s mother, Jane, was my comic mother. She had more leisure time than my own mother and a knack for found humor. She got a Frederick’s of Hollywood catalog years before anyone else and did dramatic readings. She’d also call and say, “Channel Four, right now,” and hang up. I’d turn on the TV and there would be Bette Midler for the first time on Merv Griffin. We listened to Moms Mabley, Richard Pryor, and Mike Nichols and Elaine May.

My mother told us that God had a plan for us, that each of us was special. Our family vacations were spent tracking God’s plan and my older brothers’ vocations. I went to Catholic school from elementary through college and was heavily recruited for the convent. I thought the Maryknoll missionaries were very glamorous and I loved their little hand-sized publication, and while I certainly had the face and the calves for it, I never did hear the call of a vocation.

In elementary school I was a chronic overachiever. In second grade, during the Thanksgiving unit, in the time it took my classmates to glue one feather on a construction paper headband, I had created an entire Native village with life-sized teepee, a strap-on over-the-shoulder canoe, a sweat lodge, and a fire pit with flames made of red cellophane. I learned to be overprepared.

In high school I wrote compositions that brought the class to tears or laughter. Math and physics destroyed my average. Each night before cheerleader tryouts I sprained my ankle so I didn’t ever have to try out. Instead, I formed the pep club and was in charge of a huge basketball pep rally the day that John F. Kennedy was assassinated.

In the late sixties I went to a small Jesuit college in upstate New York, lived at home with my parents and younger brother and sister, and worked part-time. Student protests against the Vietnam war were shutting down colleges throughout the country. I thought my radical classmates were annoying and immature. I didn’t want to lose my hard-earned tuition money. I was cautious, conservative, pre-Michael J. Fox. It might have been different if I had done the drugs, but I had to go home and face my parents each night.

My major was English with a minor in Education. At that time, on the cusp of feminism, the job options for women were nursing and teaching and since I don’t do bodily functions, I decided to teach English.

It was before the advent of Women’s Studies, so in English classes I wondered what was so quintessentially American about hunting a great white whale. Where was Mrs. J. Alfred Prufrock? The one time I theorized that The Aeneid was really about Dido and should therefore be called The Didead, my paper was read out loud to the bemusement of my class and I was told to rewrite it. When we read Madame Bovary, my professor wondered Socratically about what Emma might be thinking and would call on me with “Let’s get it from the horse’s mouth.”

My senior Ethics professor announced that homosexuality (the first and only time the word had been said in class) was nothing more than mutual masturbation (ditto for that word). That set me back, although years later we were both Grand Marshals in the New York City Gay Pride Parade. Do I dare to eat a peach? Yes. But I get ahead of myself.

Teaching high school English was the hardest work I ever did. After eight years, I had to leave. To qualify for a leave of absence, I got a friend of mine, Rita Speicher, to vouch that I would be attending the writing school she directed. Since I had spent twenty-four of my twenty-nine years in school, I had no intention of going, but when I went to the introductory class I was hooked. The Women’s Writers Center had operated for ten years in unused classrooms in a declining two-year college outside Syracuse, New York. Women from all over the country attended. Guest writers came for week-long seminars, taught, critiqued our writing, and spun out feminist theory.

I was on fire. I read all the women I had suspected were writing during those whale-hunting, peach-eating times waiting for the iceman to cometh. Susan Glaspell. Kate Chopin. H.D. Zora Neale Hurston. I read women thinkers and my tightly locked, Jesuit-educated mind had its doors blown off. But good. Mary Daly— Beyond God the Father and Gyn/Ecology, Susan Griffin—Women and Nature, Adrienne Rich— The Dream of a Common Language and Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying, Muriel Rukeyser—The Life of Poetry. It was a very heady year.

It was more than heady. It was body-y. I, who had come out to myself, and then to and with another woman in my last months of teaching, came into a community of women. When I first went to the Writers Center I was completely intimidated. I had never been among lesbians. I didn’t know from patchouli or processing. They thought I was a spy from the suburbs, a straight infiltrator. It could have been the Liz Claibornes. But the rip-roaring excitement of the ideas, the palpable eroticism of the life of an awakening mind was a great and immediate leveler. We read together, argued fiercely, drank tequila shooters, danced wildly, laughed hysterically, gossiped mercilessly. At times, I thought I might just blow up.

The year I attended the Writers Center the visiting writers were Susan Sherman, Olga Broumas, Marge Piercy, and finally Adrienne Rich. In the very first week Rita Mae Brown visited. I had no idea who she was, had never read Rubyfruit Jungle, but was completely enthralled by her sassy, fierce wit. As were my fellow classmates, who for the rest of the year imitated Rita Mae’s style of wearing shirts unbuttoned to below the sternum. In upstate New York that meant an unending series of colds.

Because it was the Women’s Writers Center, not the Women’s Readers Center, I wrote. Poems; dreadful. I began a novel. I wrote short stories. We did public readings of our work. At local universities, at coffeehouses, at nursing homes. Only once at a nursing home. After four or five lugubrious poetry readings— “The light . . . my heart . . . the waves crashing . . . I hate my mother”— a voice from the back of the solarium piped up, “Pep it up, sweetie!”

By the end of most readings, our listeners wanted any excuse for release, and as cleanup reader in the lineup, I played my stuff for laughs, whether they were there or not. Eventually I began to think that I could write more directly for the laughs. Each time we had a visiting writer, I asked what she thought of women and humor. By the end of the year, I had perfected my question and asked Adrienne Rich why there was so little written about women and humor. She looked me right in the eye and said, “You write it.” I took that as an order.

The next year I did not go back to my tenured teaching job. Instead, I started a freelance life of window washing, SAT tutoring, substitute teaching, and working on an essay about the uses of humor in the women’s movement called “Making Light.” When I showed it to my friend Susie, she asked, “Where are the jokes?” I had talked and talked and talked about trying stand-up until my best friend Deirdre got so sick of it, she booked me into a local club and said, “You are on in a month.”

We hung up a poster in the club. I wrote the jokes. I contacted one hundred and eighty of my closest friends and on March 21, 1981, performed my first show. It was thirty-three minutes long. The audience, all trusted veteran codependents, laughed supportively.

The next day, as I laid out on the couch, supine from my comic efforts, my partner, Trudy Wood, said, “I don’t know how to tell you this, but you’re going to have to do this more than once.” I was flabbergasted. I had never thought of performing beyond one time. I had just wanted to try it. My partner who in that moment became my manager, was, as usual, way ahead of me. The “Where are the jokes?” friend had been in a woman’s rock band, Sweet Jenny Grit, that had broken up after ten years, so she volunteered to book me for the summer. She booked me for the next five years.

My second performance was in Boston, Massachusetts, in an old loft in the South End. Since I could not bus all my close personal friends there— Boston has never taken to bussing— I was colonically nervous. Thirty-five of Boston’s finest lesbians sprawled on old cushions strewn throughout the space. They weren’t hostile. More politely wary. Without any reaction from them I stumbled, but continued. I began to theorize that perhaps you have to be sitting up to laugh.

In the classroom, I had faced sullen audiences and had learned not to go into a blind, murderous panic and leave if it was not going well, so I forged on. When the line that had brought down the house in my first outing met a leaden silence, I faltered again. From the back of the room, came a voice in the purest South Boston accent, “Y’er on yer own now, dahlin!” I still hear that voice.

On the drive home, in our red van named Ruby, as in Fruit, I asked my booker, the ex-rocker, how long a show should be. She thought for a bit and pronounced that it should be a forty-five-minute set, with a break and then another forty-five-minute set. I was vulnerable enough to take directions, and she seemed so certain. I went home and wrote a two-set show. Ninety minutes. When I tell my comedian friends who spend years honing six or ten minutes of material for that vaunted spot on late-night talk shows, they are amazed and amused.

The flowering of women’s culture in the early 1980s was such an underground phenomenon that it should more accurately be called “mushrooming.” Women’s mainstream culture in the 1990s set deep roots in that lesbian loam. I started there. I did not go the route of opener, middle, or headliner sets in the burgeoning comedy club scene. After all, I was talking about being a lesbian and it was the Reagan years. I could have changed pronouns and talked about kitties and doggies and peanuts on airplanes, but I didn’t.

It wasn’t a conscious choice. I never gave myself the assignment, “Today, let’s write about lesbians.” I just did it. And there was a lot to talk about. Coming out stories, dating rituals, softball teams, local lore, fashion. We were PI before PI was cool. I had no trouble filling ninety minutes.

Whenever I tried to write straighter material at the urging of my more commercially minded friends who thought that as a lesbian comedian, I had a sophisticated career death wish, I wrote the most arcane lesbiana. What is funniest is what is truest and I was interested in telling the truth about my life. I believed what the poet Muriel Rukeyser said, “When a woman tells the truth of her life, the world splits open.”

By the mid-eighties the women’s cultural network was changing. Four years of Reagan and economic necessity atomized the lesbian community. The women’s distribution network dwindled from ninety distributors in local towns to ten in huge territories. Coffeehouses closed. The separatist community, so comforting, so defining, finally proved to be too closed, too implosive a system.

Since 1980, I have kept notes on five-by-eight cards— items from the news, a found phrase, ideas for bits. Hundreds of cards, numbered, and dated. On card #31 in June 1981, an article from Newsweek science news— “gay cancer?” In the mid-eighties, lesbians and gay men began working together, forced into coalition to respond to the AIDS crisis and to the growing opposition of the right wing. Anita Bryant proved to be a great organizer in the gay and lesbian community. I began to get calls to speak at mixed gay and lesbian dinners and rallies. Some adventurous gay men began to come to my shows. Bathroom lines at intermission were cogendered.

In 1987, I emceed an hour of the rally at the March on Washington. I marched until we passed the White House, “Two, four, six, eight— how do you know that Ronnie’s straight?” and then left to go to the rally stage. I had been in many gay pride parades, had once even hitched a ride with the Dykes on Bikes in the San Francisco gay pride parade, and loved the sheer queer celebratory, outrageous carnival atmosphere. My shortcut to the rally stage took me to the AIDS Quilt, laid out at dawn that morning. As I walked past rows and rows of panels, past family and friends clustered, crying, panel searching, holding each other, I was
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