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What Reviewers Say About Lee Lynch’s Work

“Lee Lynch has not only created some of the most
memorable and treasured characters in all of lesbian literature,
she’s given us the added pleasure of having them turn up in each
other’s stories.Beggar of Love ranks with
Lee Lynch’s richest and most candid portrayals of lesbian
life.”—Katherine V. Forrest, Lambda Literary Award-winning author
of Curious Wine and the Kate Delafield
series

“Lee Lynch reads as an old friend, and in a way she
is.”—Joan Nestle, Lambda Literary Award-winning author and
co-founder of the Lesbian Herstory Archives

“I’ve been a fan of Lee Lynch since I read her novel
Rafferty Street many years ago. Her
books—especially her deeply human characters—never disappoint.
Beggar of Love is a story not to be
missed!”—Ellen Hart, Lambda Literary Award-winning author of the
Jane Lawless Mystery series

“Sweet Creek is Lynch’s first
book in eight years, and one that shows the maturing of her craft.
In a time when much of lesbian writing is more about formula than
finding the truths of our lives, she has written a breakthrough
book that is evidence of her unique gifts as a storyteller and her
undeniable talent in creating characters that move us and remain
with us long after the final page is turned.”—Sacred Ground: News and Views on Lesbian Writing

Sweet Creek “…is a textured
read, almost epic in scope but still wonderfully intimate. Lynch,
with a dozen novels to her credit dating back to the early days of
Naiad Press, has earned her stripes as a writerly elder—she was
contributing stories…four decades ago. But this latest is sublimely
in tune with the times.”—Richard LaBonte, Q
Syndicate

“…the sweeping scope of Lynch’s abilities…The sheer
quality of this work is proof-positive…that writing honestly from a
place of authenticity and real experience is what separates
literature from ‘books.’”—Lambda Book
Report

“[Lynch’s stories] go right to my heart, then stay
and teach me…I think these are some of the most important stories
in the dykedom.”—Feminist Bookstore
News

“Lee Lynch fills her stories with adventure, vision
and great courage, but the abiding and overriding concept is love.
Her characters love each other and we love
them for caring.”—This Week in Texas

“Lee Lynch explores the elements of survival, the
complexities of defining community and the power of claiming our
place…”—Gay & Lesbian Times

“[Lee Lynch’s work] is a salute to the literary and
bonding traditions of our lesbian past, as well as the acceptance
we continue to demand and achieve within a larger
society.”—The Lavender Network

“Lee Lynch is a mature novelist who retains the
freshness of outlook of a young writer. Her independent, self
reliant women…are ever ready to face the challenges that all
lesbians meet.”—Sarah Aldridge

“[Lee Lynch’s] writing is a delight, full of heart,
wisdom and humor.”—Ann Bannon

“The highest recommendation I can give Lee Lynch’s
writing is that you will not mistake it for anyone else’s. Her
voice and imagination are uniquely her own. Lynch has been out and
proudly writing about it for longer than many of us have been
alive…A good book can make the reader laugh, feel desire, and
think, sometimes all in the same scene.”—Queer
Magazine Online
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Synopsis

 Before Stonewall, having a
drink with friends or your girl could mean jail.

In 1961, The Old Town Tavern is more than just a gay
bar. It's a home to strangers who have become family. Murph, the
dapper unschooled storyteller. Rockie Solomon, the gentle, generous
observer. Lisa Jelane, in all her lonely dignity. Gorgeous Paul, so
fragile, and his twin (straight?) sister Cissy. Deej, the angry
innocent. Norman, plump and queenly lover of a college professor
who's happiest in schoolmarm drag. Harry Van Epps, police officer,
and old Dr. Everett, "family" physician. They drink, they dance,
they fall in lust and in love. They don't even know who the enemy
is, only that it is powerful enough to order the all-too-willing
vice squad to destroy the bar and their lives.

Would these women and men still have family, a job, a
place to live after...The Raid?

This was how it was done then, this was the gay life,
and this is the resilient gay will.
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Prologue

1957

 


A teenage girl darted into the doorway of the Old
Town Tavern. She wore a shiny, green top hat decorated with a
shamrock and the Hansfield High School initials.

“Excuse me!” she yelled over a drum major’s whistle
and jingling ice-cream cart.

Two young men looked over her shoulders, leering.
Their arms snaked around the waists of girlfriends, hanging on
tight.

The girl’s voice sounded high with excitement. She
had the local Massachusetts accent, but her features and complexion
were distinctly those of someone with ancestors from India. Her
large dark eyes were filled with mischief above a wide smile and a
nose slightly large for her thin face. She looked like a little
scarecrow in her Peter Pan collar, no makeup, no nail polish,
blue-green blouse half-hanging outside her flared skirt, and long,
dark hair parted in the middle.

She shouted, “I’m looking for a bar, not the city
zoo!” Her friends laughed in hilarious triumph and dashed away with
her, only to return: brazen, naughty children on the cusp of
growing up, their faces flushed, verboten beer bottles in hand.

It was both St. Patrick’s Day and senior week, Class
of 1957. The football team was the Hansfield Fighting Irish so it
was traditional for the students to play hooky and, along with
co-eds from Hansfield College, line the street and cheer the
parade, drinking green beer in full view of the police, who looked
the other way every March 17.

“How many times do I have to tell you kids?” JoJo,
one of the two bartenders at The Old Town Tavern, shouted over the
cacophony of the marching band. “Get out of here!”

“Hey, guys,” the scarecrow girl cried out. “They
won’t let us in! You have to be queer to go
in there.”

“What a wisenheimer,” I mumbled, trying to hide my
face behind my glass.

JoJo sounded disgusted. “I’m calling the cops right
now.” She started back toward the pay phone across from the toilets
in the hallway. Two older men left then and there, their drinks
unfinished. “Cops” was a dirty word in a gay bar.

“Did you hear that?” the kid shrilled over her
shoulder. “She’s calling the cops. On us. They’re lucky they’re
allowed on the streets with us normal people.”

A young cop behind the kid sniggered, egging her
on.

From her barstool, which she straddled like a horse,
Murph said, “You might want to hold off on that call, JoJo. The
last thing we need is more cops. Kid—hey, kid, I’m talking to
you.”

The young woman stared at Murph with something like
fascinated horror.

“Don’t they teach manners anymore, skinnymalink?”
Murph asked.

Norman, the other bartender, looked skyward and said
with bitter good humor, “Oh, Murph, don’t you know this is exactly
what they teach these kids? The parents are rude to queers and the
criminals, the crippled, and us dark-skinned folks. Their broods
become bigots-in-training.” He called out the door, “Try it! You
might like it!”

“Hell, no! It could be catching.” The girl’s friends
guffawed behind her.

Something struck me about her little gang. The boys
and their girlfriends were light whereas the kid was darker, were
on the beefy side while she was all elbows, knees, and nose. Why
was she their mouthpiece? Had they goaded her into this? Was she
out to prove herself to them?

Then, arms flailing, she came through the door like
she’d been shot from a cannon. One of the boys stepped back as she
careened smack into JoJo. The boy had shoved her into the
tavern.

“Eewww!” his girlfriend cried. “Dirty Deej is
touching one of them!”

It was true. JoJo reflexively put her arms out to
keep them both upright and they stood, arms as good as around each
other, for a long, drawn-out, teetering moment.

The other boy was ready. A big round flashbulb went
off and his friends watched while his Polaroid whirred and ejected
a picture of the embrace.

By then, the girl called Deej was backing away from
JoJo. She turned and ran to the boy with the camera. He was
pinching the edge of the picture, air-drying it. Deej made a grab
for it, but the boy was tall and yanked the photograph out of
reach.

“You liked it!” The shover’s girlfriend, fleshy and
blond, in a light-green sweater set with matching knee socks,
goaded her.

“No!”

“You like wearing men’s hats too,” the boy who
shoved her said. “You even want to do a man’s job. Come on, admit
it!”

“Why did you ram me in there, you jerk?” Deej asked
in a voice that sounded like she was fighting tears.

“Why did you glom onto that she-man like that?”
asked the girl who’d cried “eewww.” She stabbed a finger toward the
bar. “Is it because you belong here, like
them?”

“I didn’t! He—”

The tall boy with the photo did a twitchy dance
around Deej. “We’re going to mimeograph this baby and plaster the
school with it!”

“Why?” Deej asked, looking bewildered. “I thought we
were friends. I’m the one who stole the beer for us.”

“Sure we’re friends,” the
girl in light green said with an acidic drawl. “I always wanted a
lesbo friend.”

“But I’m not a lesbo,” Deej squawked.

JoJo leaned on the bar beside me, watching the kids
jostle Deej in the doorway. “The straights can always tell, can’t
they? Then they cut us out of the herd.”

The shover held up his beer bottle, tipped back his
head, and poured the last drops down his throat. His Adam’s apple
went up and down with each swallow, like a peacock displaying or a
bull lowing. “We’re out of beer!” he said. “Come on, you guys. I
know where the key to the mimeo machine is.”

I remembered those cruel days when the other girls
all turned to boys at once, hacking off childhood ties with those
of us who didn’t follow their lead.

Deej stood marooned, her bravado wilted, a desperate
panic on her face. She wiped her eyes with closed fists, glared in
the door of the bar, then bolted, sprinting after her tormentors,
calling, “Hey, wait for me!”


Chapter One

Four years later, in 1961, the St. Patrick’s Day
Parade fell on a Friday. Sunlight fought its way inside the Old
Town Tavern through a big rectangle of glass bricks that replaced
the plate-glass window vandals had cracked. JoJo was still
bartender, a pint-sized woman in perpetual motion who wore her
black hair like Elvis Presley’s and had the same bruised look
around her eyes. The black frames of her glasses matched her
hair.

Norman waddled out of the kitchen. Always in a
pullover sweater, white shirt, and cuffed slacks, he never missed
an opportunity to bat his long dark eyelashes, roll his eyes, make
suggestive remarks to the male customers, and otherwise present
himself as a typical bar queen, complete with his perfume du jour,
usually Shalimar. A little too round in the middle to successfully
pull off a feminine walk, he always gave it his best shot. With
JoJo, Norman kept the bar as immaculate as a bar could be kept. The
outside of the glass bricks he left dirty to further obscure what
went on inside, hopeful the frat boys and football bulls wouldn’t
pester the customers.

A group of Cub Scouts trudged past, completely out
of formation, giving occasional gap-toothed smiles and waves of
their tiny American flags. Behind them, also mostly gap-toothed, a
contingent of Spanish-American War, and maybe even Civil War,
veterans rode on a float—red, white, and blue garlands around their
necks, slightly larger flags in their hands.

Firemen rang the large bells on their trucks as they
brought up the rear of the parade. This was Northwestern
Massachusetts in its patriotic glory. I loved it. Most of it.

JoJo made for the pay phone in the hallway.
Originally from California, and estranged enough from her family
that she wanted a whole continent between them, JoJo was quiet and
a great listener even on the go. She picked up the phone, then
paused.

“Gone,” Murph called back to her from where she
slumped at the bar in her well-tailored vest, a glass of ginger ale
in front of her, sleeves rolled up, right arm swathed in gauze to
the elbow.

Almost every year the Old Town and its customers
were harassed by youngsters or drunks along the parade route. Murph
was giving the all clear that today’s set of hecklers had left.

Murph, Murph, Murph. How could anyone ever forget
Murph? Slacks creased to an eye-catching edge, cuffed shirts that
wouldn’t dare wrinkle; hair dense, dark, swept back, she was
city-pale and handsome, an unpolished yet dapper forty-something,
hoarse from shouting over machines at work and telling stories in
the bar.

The Old Town Tavern was Girolami Avenue’s
neighborhood—and gay—hangout. The locals pronounced Girolami wrong,
and the hordes of students that helped the neighborhood thrive
didn’t bother to try; they knew it as The Avenue. The bar itself
was located in an undistinguished brick building, never packed,
often lively. Treed older homes, small shops, Hansfield College,
the railroad station, and a private hospital completed the
neighborhood. The bar’s entrance sat smack-dab at the corner of The
Avenue and College Street.

Earlier, at the start of the parade, JoJo had stood
in the open doorway, to let fresh air sweep out the smells of smoke
and alcohol and Mr. Clean. Norman adored the image of Mr. Clean.
JoJo had marched in place as a band, all booming drums and shrill
horns, passed the row of shabby storefronts across the street.

Now, as JoJo returned to the bar, Murph said, “Such
a fine parade they run in Hansfield. Did I ever tell you about the
time—”

“Probably.” JoJo threw a grin my way as she popped
back behind the bar at top speed. A tremor shook the building and
went on and on as a train hauled freight right through Hansfield
Station. The bottles lined up against the mirror always clinked a
bit.

Murph seemed to be at half-mast already. She slurred
her words, not from drink, but from working a double shift at the
hospital laundry. She moved her Scotch-plaid blazer and, with
work-reddened hands, carefully hung it on the back of the bar
stool. Her clothes carried the faint scent of Bay Rum, the men’s
cologne. We all wondered where she got such neat duds, as they fit
so well they had to be custom-made. Some people spent their money
on the ponies, some on booze; I thought this was where Murph’s
money went, to a sympathetic tailor. The Avenue remained relatively
quiet between bands; Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts trudged by, nearing
the end of their route.

Murph took a swallow of ginger ale. She was born
right in The Old Town Tavern section of the city, yet came across
as Irish as if just off the boat. She moved into her characteristic
story-telling stance, head up, leaning over the back of a molded
plywood bar stool, glass in hand. Many drinks she’d upended when
The Old Town Tavern got crowded, waving her arms so emphatically
she’d learned to turn her back to nearby glasses. The rest of us
kept our reflexes toned by catching flying drinks. A tuba blasted
outside. Through the door, I could see a young man holding a beer
mug with one hand, getting sick into a green bowler hat. I turned
away, my stomach queasy.

“Listen,” Murph said, “I marched in the St. Paddy’s
Day parade in Boston. Nineteen fifty.”

I could picture her. Murph looked taller than most
people her height because her bearing could have been military, if
she’d been a man. Her eyes were nothing like a soldier’s, though.
They had a sad slant belied by a crouching humor always ready to
pounce into action. Murph loved to laugh and to make everyone
around her do the same.

“I lived outside Boston, working a god-awful job. I
looked forward to my once-a-week Girl Scout troop meeting. And
never mind rolling your eyes at me behind my back, JoJo. To this
day I can be trusted with a troop of girls. And hell, I was only
twenty-four and in love with the other leader. She was my boss’s
wife, little and pretty and wonderful with kids. I taught them how
to build fires, chop wood because I grew up camping out.”

She told the story in her rough voice with a sigh
and a smile.

“Give me another ale, will you?”

“Don’t tell me she let you march in the parade,”
Norman said.

“She made a mistake all right. Here I am, wearing
the old Girl Scout leader uniform, a drab and shapeless green
dress, marching up 5th Avenue as proud as I could be. From the
sidelines I hear whistling and cheering to beat the band. It was my
gang from the gay bar, in green. They didn’t exactly look like
Scouts. Green derbies and ties it was, and these were women. ‘Don’t
she look cute in drag!’ they’re yelling. I can’t describe the
terror. I didn’t know if I’d be better off running or ignoring
them. Didn’t they understand this could ruin me? I wished I could
wrap myself in the flag and not take it off till I got home. I bore
their bedeviling till my co-leader asked, ‘Who are they?’ I
about-faced then and melted into the crowd. Aw, I knew all along I
didn’t belong with those nice people. I never went back to my job,
much less the troop.” She gave a dry laugh. “I’d never touched a
woman, but knew what they’d think.”

For all her bluff and bluster, Murph could be
extraordinarily shy. Part of that, I suspected, came from
self-consciousness about her odd-colored teeth, some of which were
missing. Irish teeth, she called them, and blamed them on the
generations who had to get by on soft potatoes and poor dentistry
at best. The way she back-pedaled when anyone tried to get near her
made me wonder if she’d ever been with a woman in anything but her
dreams.

“We love you, Murph!” said a rosy-skinned regular at
the bar. He held a martini with some delicacy, but he wasn’t gay.
He’d come from the Philippines as a kid and stopped in every day on
his way home to his wife and daughter. We’d all seen wallet photos
of the three of them skiing. Murph gave him a big smack on the
cheek befitting The Old Town. He hugged her.

The Old Town Tavern drew a delightful mix of
customers, many of them graduates of the college. Some wore heavy,
dark-rimmed glasses, and their hair, under striped railroad caps or
black berets, tended to be a bit too long and mussed up for
squares. They brought girlfriends with earrings that dangled under
long straight hair, and they all played whatever jazz they could
find on the jukebox. The men dressed in denim and army-navy surplus
jackets. In the warmer months the women’s pants, in odd geometric
patterns, ended below their knees. Another customer was a doped-up
painter who wore droopy chinos smeared like a palette. Sometimes
store owners from the little neighborhood businesses would lock up
and quickly visit the cigarette machine in the bar, then return
later for a drink.

The long cry of a train arriving at the station came
through the door with Lisa Jelane. Head high, she stood silhouetted
in the doorway and glared at the hecklers, who had returned. Over
her long black wool coat her hair was the shade of sparkling apple
cider, center-parted so it curled inward, under her jaw. She wore a
black skirt and a patterned green top that flattered her soft,
resigned-looking blue eyes. An ever-present brown leather purse
hung on a long strap from her shoulder. I’d have given a million
dollars to trade places with that purse.

Lisa didn’t have to say a word. Her stance was
enough to shame the hecklers and they melted into the crowd. She
turned and made her regal entrance. Whenever I saw Lisa Jelane in a
bar it was like spotting President Eisenhower at a Cub Scout
meeting. Maybe John Kennedy too, though I hadn’t seen enough of him
yet to know. Broad-boned and a spare five foot eleven, she had the
face of an Irish goddess. Lisa told us that the ring she wore
represented the Celtic goddess Danu, mother of magic and the fae.
The fae are supposed to remain in Ireland, an invisible race of
magical, ever-youthful beings. To tell the truth, they sounded like
gay people to me.

She eased her bag onto the table, then greeted us
with a tired smile. “I tried waiting out the nasty delinquents.
They got me anyway.”

Murph deepened her voice and imitated them. “‘You
don’t belong with those people. Come with me, baby. I’ll show you
what you’re missing.’ Miserable cusses.”

Norman headed back to the kitchen. “What a shame
they’re so cute at that age,” he said, his Jamaican roots
unmistakable in his voice. With a two-handed grip on the dishtowel
around his neck he laughed and vamped as always, all plumpness and
budding belly. His small brown eyes shone with a bright, steady
liveliness muted by—what—his years behind a bar? The bullying that
would follow such a man all his life, especially a dark-skinned
man?

“My apologies,” said JoJo. She set a cloudy-colored
daiquiri and slice of lime in front of Lisa. “I really didn’t want
to risk a major confrontation with the parade going past.”

I got up and shut the door. It trapped the cigarette
smoke inside, but maybe the kids would go away. We could hear the
parade. The drunken high-schoolers horsed around in front of the
glass bricks. Their ghostly silhouettes pointed at us and they made
pistols of their fingers into a sinister show.

“Thanks for the antidote, JoJo.” Lisa slowly lit a
cigarette, her long, freckled hand elegant in movement. One of
those women who wouldn’t be caught dead without makeup and
accessories, Lisa wore smoky-gray eye shadow and liner that made
her blue eyes darker. Her collection of sleek scarves seemed
endless. Today she wore one with a light-green border, white
background, and blue bicycles running across it.

Murph had the wiry look of someone who earned her
leanness through hard work. Not as tall as Lisa, both of them
carried themselves with postures so erect they could be models,
though for very different products.

Lisa took a ladylike sip of her drink and a long
pull on her cigarette. The movement of her arms was both fluid and
restrained, very much like herself. Even the smoke she exhaled had
a controlled grace and drifted in two streams that fused as they
rose toward the lazy ceiling fan.

“Damn Adam and Eve,” Lisa said. “I can think of much
better ways to fill my days than working for a living.” She looked
at her drink. “Should I be sober when the woman of my dreams walks
through that door?”

“Mind your p’s and q’s, colleen,” said Murph. “Be
grateful you’ve got that work, whatever it is you do.”

Lisa never spoke about her job, her home life, or
her past. She was a mystery who kept me hoping for a glimpse behind
the curtain. It was all I could do not to fall for her. I had no
business pining for someone more sophisticated than anyone I’d ever
known; I was a scruffy old dyke in her presence, outclassed by
leaps and bounds. Her New York accent, though not grating, leveled
out her magic just enough. New Englanders looked down on New
Yorkers. Don’t ask me why. Red Sox, Yankees, I didn’t care, but
without that tiny flaw in her speech Lisa would intimidate me.

Murph stifled a burp with a powerful-looking hand.
The veins on the back of it were ropy. The detergents and water and
heat at her job both reddened and bleached her fingers. The cracks
and splits in her fingertips must, I thought, be painful all the
time. She finished her advice. “You could be in the hospital
laundry room like me, wearing a hairnet, a gray dress with your
name embroidered on it, white stockings, and sensible shoes. Not a
pretty thing to see, I can assure you.” The idea of Murph looking
like that was absurd.

Lisa nodded and raised her drink. We’d celebrated
her twenty-seventh birthday here a month ago. A complete flirt,
Lisa Jelane also had periods of isolating depression. When things
went her way she could be warm and loving; when they didn’t, she
could be cold. I suspected that chill covered up some chink she
feared in her pretty armor. She answered Murph. “Not that there’s
any disgrace to laundry work. I helped my mother when she cleaned
other people’s dirty clothes for food to put in our mouths. Work is
all dirty laundry. As soon as it’s clean, it turns into dirty
laundry again.”

The guys at the bar thought that was hysterical.

The shoemaker stroked his scant beard and said, “I’m
making that into a sign over my counter.”

“And some of us have more dirty laundry than
others,” Murph confided to her glass.

She spoke as if she had some history the rest of us
didn’t know about. I would have thought she’d laid bare all her
secrets based on the countless stories she told. “Where did you
find this kook?” Lisa asked JoJo, with a smile and the flick of a
wrist toward Murph.

JoJo laughed. “I tried taking her back for a refund.
No luck.”

The front door swung open and one of the hecklers
reappeared. “Oops,” he called out. “Sorry. I’m looking for some
real men.”

He backed out, but not before one of the longhairs
from the neighborhood, a former college guy turned shoemaker,
called to the hecklers, “Give up! There’s worse things than
queers.”

Like a squall, Carla Jean, as always holding a lit
cigarette in one hand, rushed through the door. Her short, curled
hair was hennaed to an orangey red, which did nothing for her
olive-hued skin. She wore overlarge blue plastic hoop earrings, and
two shopping bags hung over her arms. She waved a large business
envelope in her free hand. Carla Jean was a Girolami, a descendant
of the guy the street was named after, and proud of her family,
proud of her town. She’d been JoJo’s lover since high school. They
owned a little shop that made awards, plaques, and trophies:
Girolami Awards. They inscribed glass and made wood signs and
everything in between. JoJo’s bartender job and Carla Jean’s
office-manager work at her parents’ car dealership kept them afloat
while they worked to make a success of their business.

Carla Jean acted as The Old Town Tavern’s biggest
cheerleader. “Where will it end?” she asked. “Tormentors at our
door, Communists aiming missiles at us, and now look what comes in
the mail! Give me a hair of the dog, JoJo. This hangover’s been
with me all day long.”

She handed the mail to JoJo, who scanned it, then
calmly read it aloud. “Can you believe this? ‘According to
regulation la-di-da, the city has received a report of unpermitted
structural renovations upon your commercial property at the above
address.’ What are they? Nuts?”

Norman took the letter. A powerful spike of naptha
from urinal cakes clung to him from cleaning the bathrooms. “Well,
excuse me. We only want to use our old stove safely. It’s not like
we’re opening a restaurant. Who in the world told them what we’re
doing?”

“You have to get a permit to fix up your own
property?” asked Lisa. “That’s outrageous.”

“They should give you a medal. This area isn’t
exactly upscale and never has been,” Murph said.

I’d dealt with the city many times; the letter
sounded par for the course to me.

“Wait a minute, darling,” said Norman. “Heavens to
Mergatroyd. ‘A representative of the department will inspect said
premises within thirty days.’ I can’t stop for thirty days and
leave a hole in the wall! Getting a permit to vent a stove in this
old building will take months.”

Lisa asked, “Can they shut you down for this
world-threatening infraction?”

“Shut us down.” Carla Jean set her wineglass on the
table for a refill and lit another cigarette. “Board us up. We
might as well surrender before we start. No way Norman and Hugh can
afford a licensed contractor to make these repairs on what this bar
brings in.”

“I suspect the fixit guy,” Norman said with
certainty. “The one who tried to sell us an electric stove instead
of repairing our old one? He must have really wanted that
commission.”

Hugh arrived as if Carla Jean had summoned him.
Norman’s pallid, bookish boyfriend since high school, Hugh taught
at the college. He blinked his owlish eyes behind old-fashioned
wire-rim glasses as he quietly said, “You know they’re doing their
level best to harass us, people.” Hugh liked to tell us he taught
dead languages to make living languages more alive. Considerably
taller than Norman, he had bushy eyebrows that contrasted with a
neatly groomed beard lining the edges of his jaw and chin. Although
he had a certain dignity, he sometimes got downright cuddly with
Norman, and he loved to dress in a dark, sober style of drag.
Otherwise, he kept a very low profile while he waited for tenure.
“They want to drive us out, like the Romans did the Jews.”

Norman sighed loudly. The parade ended. There was no
sign of our tormentors. “I can see the business page now,” he said.
‘Unemployment swells. Norman turns to hustling. Oh, well. Just call
me Marilyn-Between-Movies!” His whole name was Norman Eugene
Monroe, and he called himself Norma Jean every chance he got. He
even did Marilyn behind the mike now and then, giving us a whispery
rendition of “Knick-Knack Paddywhack,” “Old MacDonald Had A Farm,”
and other ridiculous offerings until we laughed ourselves
silly.

Murph, who, as usual by the time day drifted toward
evening, reached a level of fatigue that made her depressed, said,
“I suppose Hugh’s right, as always. This is an excuse to raid you
with building inspectors instead of cops.”

“You win the prize,” exclaimed Carla Jean. She
thrust her heavily freckled arms around Murph from behind. “I
wonder why, all of a sudden, they’re bothering with a complaint
like this. They never enforce these ancient regs.”

None of us knew Carla Jean’s stake in the bar. She
might be trying to keep JoJo employed. Maybe she loaned Hugh and
Norman money. Exuberant as she was about most things, she chose to
keep her mouth shut about this. Or that might have been the simple
answer: Carla Jean Girolami was exuberant about The Old Town
Tavern.

“Maybe they never enforce them except for struggling
gay bars?” Lisa normally saved her anger for acts of cruelty and
violence. Did she think the city’s letter qualified? “This is a
decent place. Even the straight customers are pleasant.”

Murph slowly swiveled her stool toward Lisa. I don’t
know where the boys got the idea that stools shaped like modern
art, with smooth blond wood molded into a curve that perched on
four tall, shiny shafts, fit in at The Old Town. If these were a
sample of their taste, I hoped they’d never have the money to redo
the place.

“Did I ever tell you about the time I was
superintendent and the building inspectors came?” Murph asked.

I heard affection in Lisa’s laugh. “Did I ever tell
you about the time JoJo tossed Murph out of the bar for telling
stories until the sky fell?”

Carla Jean fussed with the letter. “We can do it, my
little Carla Jeanie,” said JoJo. She tried to enclose her short,
stout lover with an arm not quite long enough for the job.
Laughing, she said, “Norman, why don’t you take over the bar while
we give Murph the old heave-ho.”

Carla Jean had left the door wide open when she
arrived with her packages. One of the high school boys stuck his
head in and made a smart-ass comment with a forced laugh. “Look!
There’s a man in there now! Oh, excuse me. My mistake. It’s nothing
but one of the sissies.”

Carla Jean rushed at the boy, wineglass in one hand,
cigarette in the other. She stumbled and righted herself. “Enough
already! Shoo! You troublemakers are all I need right now.”

The boy backed off, revealing a familiar figure.
Slight, long-haired with shaggy bangs, she hesitated, then came
through the door. She was alone this time and held a plastic cup of
green beer.

“Wait,” Carla Jean said. “I’m trying to place you,
but I don’t think this is where you want to be. How old are
you?”

“Old enough.”

“You know the law about minors in this state.”

“I’ll be twenty-one in three months,” the young
woman said, her tone sulking and defiant.

“Like hell you will be!” Murph rose ominously from
her stool, at her most imposing. She lowered her head as if she had
horns and bore down on the kid. Her rough hand jabbed at air. “Then
come back in three months, jail bait!” she roared. “I remember you.
Out with you now!” The kid turned away, her big, dark eyes as
pitiful and accusing as a scolded puppy’s.

Carla Jean shook her head, eyes shiny with tears.
She got weepy when she had a glass of wine. “I shouldn’t take it
out on that poor confused kid. How can I protest what the city’s
trying to do to us, what the world wants to do to us? There’s no
face to blame, no name to plead with, no way to fix what’s behind
this kid’s attitude and whatever the city plans.”

“If that girl isn’t the butchiest thing I’ve seen in
a while…” Lisa said.

Murph declared, “It’s the ones who fight the hardest
today who lie down with us tomorrow.”

“The child may die fighting her nature,” Lisa said.
“Why is she back? You’d think she liked it here.” She laughed in
the full-throated way she found after a couple of daiquiris. “Don’t
let her—or anyone—block the door, Norma Jean. The love of my life
may try to get in.”


Chapter Two

After the parade, I went into work for a few hours.
Then I walked my dog, Colonel Mustard, ate some dinner, and, once
The Red Skelton
Show was over, planned to read until I couldn’t keep my eyes
open. I’d taken the best seller Anatomy of a
Murder out of the library that day. An English tea cozy it
wasn’t. The everyday evil of the book drove me out of the house to
find some companionship.

I live across the street from The Old Town Tavern,
at The Avenue Arms, about twenty minutes from where I own a
bookbindery. My shop does quite a bit for the college press, and
for a few little publishers and magazines around the region. I make
enough to live simply and pay my crew well. Why should I be richer
than they are? Our skills are only different, not better or poorer.
I donate as many bindery services as I can to the public
library.

By ten o’clock that night I was back at The Old
Town. As I went in I got a little teary-eyed over the way Norman
and Hugh used small lamps along the bar and on the tables instead
of overhead lights and beer signs. They’d assembled the lamps one
by one from straw-wrapped Italian wine bottles. This gave the
impression of a congeniality and warmth that drew me the way
someone’s living room might. Besides us homosexuals, The Old Town
appealed to locals from the apartments and businesses. These
customers were hesitant about rock’n’roll more recent than Elvis’s.
I thought of it as one of thousands of low-lighted bars strung out
across America offering to drown loneliness and provide escape from
lives that at times seemed unbearably hard. I welcomed my chilled
vodka-tonic glass with its spiky sweetness.

“So Rockie is back too,” Murph said to me by way of
a greeting.

“Surprise!” I practically lived there and took a
number of their gay waifs under my wing to give them whatever work
they could handle at the bindery. I was older than many of them,
had found my place in life and enjoyed the chance to catch a gay
person who’s falling. Like the rest of the folks at the bar, Norman
pours his big hurting queen’s heart out to me, and I never tell a
soul what he’s said. “Every queer,” Norman claims, “needs a gay
auntie.” He elected me because I wear my hair braided and pinned at
the top of my head, as I have since I was a kid. My mother thought
it balanced the heavy jaw I got from my father. Norman said his
aunts did the same and their hair was as silver as mine. Of course,
the resemblance ends there—trust me on that. Before it went gray in
my thirties, my hair was a dark blond. Add my blue eyes, fat rosy
cheeks, and I looked like a goy. Now,
although I’m only fifty-three, this head of hair is almost pure
white. Lucky for me I still have my mother’s charcoal arch of
eyebrows, which keeps me from looking even older than I am.
Whatever it is about me—my face, my braids, how happy I am to give
my gay kids the attention they want, even when they’re older than
me (they often act like young fools)—they confide in me; that’s a
true honor and I love them for it.

Someone hammered behind the kitchen’s swinging
wooden doors. Two of the regular boys huddled at the bar with
Tipsy, our resident straight eccentric. She had to be in her late
seventies, with blued and marcelled hair, highly rouged cheeks, and
the makeup of a forty-year old. She couldn’t hide the wrinkled
pallor of her neck. She lived on alcohol and bar nuts, but didn’t
seem frail and dressed like someone in her thirties, right down to
the low-cut tops. She was a bottomless well for nicotine and
martoonies, as she called them, and treated the boys like a cross
between boyfriends, stellar sons, and movie stars.

Quick little JoJo was behind the bar, wiping,
clanking bottles, in motion as usual. Norman swept around the
stools, something he was given to do obsessively.

“Goodness gracious,” Lisa said as she slowly exhaled
a curl of cigarette smoke. “Some night Norman will sweep me under
the bar with the rest of the trash.” A barely touched daiquiri
before her, she murmured to JoJo, “Say hello to all my exes under
there, will you, hon?” She indicated the bar with her shapely hand.
“I’ve heard good butches don’t go to heaven. They’re buried under
their favorite barstools.”

It was strange to hear our lingo coming through
those refined lips. From the way Lisa spoke you could tell she’d
been to college, though she’d mentioned dropping out to marry
halfway to graduation. College had probably taken the edge off her
accent.

“Speaking of good butches,” Lisa said, “here’s to
you, Murph.”

“What brought on the compliment?” Murph asked. At a
certain point, she always seemed to find a second wind.

“I’ve wondered all evening, Murph, about your
bandage.”

“You don’t want to hear about that.”

JoJo winked. “Don’t tell me Murph’s passing up a
chance to tell a story.”

Lisa could be very seductive in her dignified way.
“Come on, honey,” she said, to encourage Murph.

Were they finally lonely enough to go home with each
other, I thought? Looking at them, the striking, urbane Lisa and
the handsome, sinewy Murph, I thought how ironic it was to look so
good yet be as mopey as they sometimes were.

Murph sighed. “You know I work at the hospital
laundry.”

“You got your hand caught in the mangle?” Lisa
asked, eyebrows raised.

“Mangles? They’re long gone. We clean millions of
pounds of laundry a year at the hospital and it’s all got to be
done yesterday. I get the mistakes and fix them with chemicals, or
I might hand-iron an item. We use a lot of high-pressure steam. If
there’s a little leak anywhere, in a hose or a line, this can
happen.” She unraveled the bandage and exposed the inside of her
right elbow. A deep burn ran across it. Red patches on her
well-muscled arm were in several stages of healing.

Lisa said, “You need to get out of there.”

“Don’t I know it. What else can I do? It isn’t a
high-wage job, but it’s steady and pays for vacations and major
medical. Listen, I grew up in the Depression. I know the price of a
pound of beans and a stick of celery to make soup. During the war I
earned grand money. When the men came home and took their jobs
back, I used my savings to live on until I got the hospital-laundry
job.”

Murph replaced the dirty bandage and Lisa stroked
her hand. “This isn’t right. Isn’t there somebody you can complain
to?”

“Listen, doll, life’s not safe for any gay girl,
whatever she does. What’ve I got for all my work? What do any of us
have? It’s not that I ever wanted to be president of the United
States, but even Carla Jean and JoJo, what do you have, with both
of you working your jobs night and day? An apartment? A couple of
forbidden cats, a small business you have to support with outside
jobs?”

JoJo dimpled one cheek every time she made a crack.
“Where else in this town can we be with our own?”

Lisa lifted her glass in agreement.

“Then it wasn’t you I heard a while ago going on
about your weariness, JoJo?” Murph asked. “You’re right, though.
You’re the lucky ones. The rest of us pay for the privilege of one
another’s company. Do you hear that? It’s Norman out in the kitchen
late at night, butching it up to make improvements in secret—damned
if he does, damned if he doesn’t, because the city dislikes our
kind. And look at you, Lisa, you lost your kid because of it. What
can we do except keep our whole lives secret?”

Poor Lisa, I thought. I didn’t know she was a
mother. That was the thing about her. She could be a princess or a
prostitute and you’d never know it from her say-so.

Carla Jean’s words were no longer very distinct. One
cigarette was in her hand and another in an ashtray. Her penchant
for red wine often took her past the mellow phase. “You two are
about as cheerful tonight as—”

“Two people about to go home alone. Again,” Murph
said, with a look at Lisa. “Still, I remember when life was
better.”

“Before you were born?” I could tell Lisa was
teasing Murph by her sidelong glance and the way she watched for a
reaction.

Murph scowled. “I’m trying to cheer you up.”

“Okay, cheer me, Murph.”

“Uh-oh,” JoJo said, making that deep dimple again.
“I have a hunch another Murph tale’s coming on.”

“Oh, I love that dimple!” Carla Jean said. She held
JoJo’s face in her hands and tried to kiss the dimple. JoJo
squirmed away from her and said, “Carla Jeanie,” her long-lashed
brown eyes cast down, as if she could hide herself. She grabbed a
bin of empties and fled with it to the kitchen. We could hear her
fill the bottle crates for the delivery guys to take away. She
wouldn’t show her face again for a few minutes.

We all laughed.

“Got yourself a little charmer, didn’t you?” Murph
said.

Lisa added, “JoJo’s sweet.”

“Don’t I know it.” Carla Jean’s smile was
sloppy.

When JoJo returned, Lisa asked, “How’d you get the
name JoJo?”

For once, JoJo stood still. She looked very serious
as she explained. “My father is Joseph. My brother is Joe, Jr. He’s
in the army. My big sister is JoAnne. Mom took to calling me JoJo
as a gag because we all answered to the same name.”

We laughed and JoJo got back to work. Norman sang
“JoJoJoJoJoJoJo” in falsetto to the melody of “The Star Spangled
Banner” until JoJo gave him a smack on the butt and told him to
quit, which only made us laugh more, and Norman picked up the pace
of his song until he, too, gave in to laughter.

The fact that only Norman served the longhairs made
sense to me. JoJo probably assumed they were
anti-nuclear-weapon-pacifist types and refused out of loyalty to
her brother.

I overheard Spence ask JoJo where her brother was
stationed. “I got back from Korea last year,” he said. Spence, who
looked like a big white motorcycle-gang member, but wasn’t, and
Seneca, who wore her short black hair straightened, worked at the
city jail. The Old Town was their home away from home. They were
comfortable with the rest of us oddballs. As always, they had a
penny-ante card game going, either between themselves or with other
regulars, and they really did play for pennies.

Murph turned back to Lisa. “What about you, doll?
I’ll bet you’ve got some stories to tell.”

Lisa replied in her unruffled way. “Nothing
exciting.”

“How do you know what gets me excited?”

“Oh, Murph,” Lisa said.

She closed her eyes and I could see her relive
coming out as she’d confided it to Murph. As exhilarating as the
experience had been for her, the story was only about two office
mates alone all day, day after day, never bored, always laughing,
so enthralled with each other they grew to hate going home to their
husbands.

“We kissed a few times in the office,” Lisa said,
“then spent a couple of evenings in the bleachers at the Jones
Beach Theater. We’d take the train and a bus to get there—at least
a two-hour trip.” She lit a cigarette and laughed smoke out of her
mouth. “We literally sat on our hands so we wouldn’t touch. The
outdoor performances made us dreamier. The Guy Lombardo Orchestra
floated past at intermission on a yacht, playing romantic songs.
Every visit we stayed overnight at a motel in Freeport. She had
exquisite hands.”

“Where is she now?” Murph asked.

They talked at the bar. I was two stools away. The
noise dampened their voices like a curtain insulating them inside
their story world.

“Back with him. She was too scared to stay with me.”
She smiled and slowly shook her head. “I thought you planned to
tell me a story, Murph.”

“You must be tired of them.”

Lisa laid a hand on Murph’s arm. She leaned toward
her. “We’re in a tent, Murph. It’s pouring outside. We’re chilly
and inside our sleeping bags. It’s too soon to go to sleep.”

Murph grinned wolfishly. “I can think of better
things to do in a dark tent than tell tales.”

“Oh, Murph.” Lisa swatted her arm. “Indulge me.”

Murph smiled, her look both exasperated and benign.
She led Lisa to the scarred wooden banquette against the wall and I
soon wandered over, not quite next to them. I laughed at myself for
being such a yenta. “We’d walk for miles
through Chestnut Forest Park, me and my friend Rose. I’m named Rose
too, if you can believe it, so we were always two peas in a
pod.”

“Were you—”

Murph patted Lisa’s hand and smiled. “She was such a
nag, my little Rose. She came to me as soon as I dropped out of
business school, fit to be tied. I told her, ‘Rosie, I got on at
the plant. I’ll make $2.25 an hour and put half of it away for an
apartment.’

“We’d touched and frolicked alongside the river all
through high school, and sometimes in the water. ‘Trouble!’ she’d
call me, then we’d sit against a rock and she’d lay her head in my
lap. Those were the best days of my whirligig life.”

Lisa didn’t move. We watched Murph form pictures
with her hands as she talked. Rose was shorter than Murph, I could
see, and the park was filled with trees. The river, as her hands
described it, flowed swiftly. “One day we were at our rock, only my
head was in her lap.” Murph would speak in the voices of other
people and now, in a pitch softer and sweeter than her own, she
said, ‘Do you know the reason I spend so much time with Vi, Murph?
Do you know I’m attracted to a woman? Do you know I’m funny that
way?’”

I saw that the bar had disappeared from her
consciousness: Murph was at the river, Rose stroking her head.
“‘Funny?’ I said to Rosie. The poor woman went through the whole
thing, explaining what made her and Vi funny. ‘So that explains why
my heart does cartwheels at the sight of you,’ I told Rose. ‘Of
course you are, of course I am. I knew we were special.’ I was so
excited. I asked how she found out, and if there were others like
us, if I could meet them and, finally, if maybe I could kiss her.”
Murph put her hand to her mouth and kissed her half fist where the
thumb met the soft, fleshy juncture.

“Did you?”

“Rose told me to hold my horses. That was the first
time she called me little Romeo, even though, standing, I towered
over her. She said she was taken.

“‘Taken?’ I said. My heart broke right in half. ‘You
mean you’re with Vi? Rose, no, you know we were born for each
other.’ A tear dropped to my cheek. She kept smoothing back my
hair. ‘I didn’t know that a year ago, Murph, when I fell for
Vi.’”

Murph’s dreamy eyes returned to focus on Lisa. “Vi
Derizzi was thirty-eight then, twenty years older than Rose. As for
myself, I’ve looked for a Rose of my own.”

“Is that why you’re still in Hansfield? To look for
one more, where you started?”

“I don’t know, Lisa. I’m tuckered out. It’s
dangerous to be out in the world when you look like the crown
prince of lesbians. I hoped life would get a little easier when I
moved back to Hansfield.”

“And?”

“It’s been years since I returned. My father died,
then my mother. I don’t see much of my relatives. What do we have
in common except memories? Maybe that’s all family is anyway.
People you happen to have memories with.”

JoJo came over to their table. The two blinked as if
someone turned on a light. “This is the slowest parade day ever.”
JoJo shook her head as she looked toward the front door.

“The hecklers scare people away,” Lisa said. “You
had a good crowd of men for a while. And that cute retired het
couple. The ones who confess to living in sin every time they get a
little bit stewed.”

“So fill ’er up, JoJo. I got a little story I want
you to hear.” Murph sang words close to the familiar lyrics.

“Figures.”

Lisa gave a bubbly laugh I’d never heard from her
before and leaned toward Murph as if for warmth.

Without a word, Murph slid an arm around her and
patted her back as if to make her intent ambiguous.

“I’ve had it,” Carla Jean said as she emerged from
the kitchen and joined us at the banquette. She was disheveled,
with cobwebs in her hair. “I like Norman’s idea of finishing before
an inspector arrives so we can claim nothing’s changed.” She
stretched her arms. “But if someone warns us the inspection is
tomorrow, I couldn’t do a thing about it.”

“Don’t come near me until you take a bath.” JoJo
looked disgusted.

“Have a nightcap with us, you two,” Murph said.
“Don’t stand on ceremony, Rockie. Bring your drink over.”

I’ve never been shy, but I appreciated the
invitation. I looked at my watch—an Omega my parents gave me for my
college graduation. Colonel Mustard would be fine for another
couple of hours.

“Get me another splash of wine, JoJo?” Carla Jean
said, and explained to me for the hundredth time, “It helps put me
to sleep.”

Murph guffawed. “Is that all you two do at home?
Sleep?” She was always predictable, our Murph, making the wisecrack
that came to everyone’s mind and was as obvious and old as
civilization.

“When JoJo opens at ten a.m. at our shop, works till
two a.m. at the bar, and starts all over the next day—you bet it
is.”

JoJo said, “Meanwhile, before she comes to The Old
Town, Carla Jean does her nine-to-five bit over at the Girolami GM
dealership, fighting with customers about their bills.”

“They think car repairs should be warranted
forever.”

Murph said, “They have a point.”

Lisa, ever the mediator, said, before Murph and
Carla Jean got into it yet again, “How much do you have to do
before the inspector comes?”

“Everything.” Carla Jean flung her arms up over her
head.

“Seriously,” Murph said. “May I tell you, Carla
Jean, about the time I put in as a building superintendent?”

“You’ve told stories all night. That’s really what
drove the customers away.” JoJo grinned. There was actually quite a
crowd.

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

Carla Jean asked, “Meaning?”

“I mean I was a super. You know—repaired kitchens,
plumbing, walls—like in what you’re trying to do quickly?”

“Is that an offer to help us?”

“You might think I’m a dumb cluck, but I’m very good
with my hands.”

Lisa’s eyes fastened on Murph.

“I can fix about anything with these.” She held them
up and spread the fingers. Lisa watched them move. “I once brought
my twelve-story building with a hundred and twenty apartments to
code in three weeks. Of course—” Murph was all modesty—“I kept it
up pretty well to start with.”

JoJo headed back to the bar for last call. She
looked over her shoulder to ask, “So why didn’t you say so?”

Murph hit her head with the heel of her hand. “You
never asked!”

“We couldn’t pay you much,” Carla Jean said.

“Listen, you babes in the woods. I need The Old Town
to be here as much as you need me to spend my dollars here. You’re
my family now. I’ll take payment at your free Thanksgiving
Feed.”

“Are you kidding?” Carla Jean asked. “Cook for the
hordes on Thanksgiving? The stove doesn’t work yet.”

Lisa asked, with some excitement in her normally
modulated voice, “Can you fix a gas stove?”

Norman strolled over and said, “If you can do that,
you’re on for Thanksgiving.” Norman was pretty much in the bag by
that time of night too, but hid his liquor better than Carla
Jean.

“Stoves were one of my specialties,” said Murph.
“Tappan ranges included.”

“I need to talk to my husband about it,” Norman
said. “I can’t imagine he’d object. He can dress as a pilgrim
lady.”

“How big is the oven, Norma Jean?” Lisa asked.

Norman answered. “Ovens. Two restaurant ovens. We’d
have to get a license to use them commercially, and that isn’t
about to be granted to this lowly queen.”

JoJo drifted back. “I worked my way through college
cooking with the institutional ovens at the school.”

“I have a lovely stuffing recipe,” Lisa said.

“Seneca makes scrumptious pumpkin pies,” said
Spence.

“Norman and a couple of his friends would be
stunning waitresses.” Carla Jean draped an arm over Norman’s
shoulder and tried to give him a smooch on the cheek.

“Six dollars’ donation for a turkey dinner and all
the trimmings? Maybe a glass of champagne?” JoJo suggested, kind of
shyly. “Except for you, Murph. You’d be helping in the kitchen.” We
all pretended that we didn’t know Murph didn’t have a penny to her
name.

Murph said, “Seven, and cover some of the repair
parts.” She stood and made to hug them all in her excitement.
“Invite everyone. All the regulars. The gay ones and Seneca and
Spence. The others can take care of themselves.”

Lisa was the only one who stayed in Murph’s embrace.
“The whole darn family!” she said as we moved to leave.

Months later, Murph told me the story of the rest of
the night.

“I let myself be persuaded,” she said. “I went home
with Lisa. I remember our conversation.”

“You’re awful pretty,” she told Lisa. “And so
young.”

“Young?” Lisa sighed and reminded Murph she was
twenty-seven.

“God, tell me that isn’t young when you’re over
forty.”

Lisa said, “If I ever reach forty. I might as well
be about a hundred now. Young women are so unstable. They think
something better is around the corner no matter how happy they
could be with what they have.”

“Sounds like you’ve been through a lot.” Murph
pulled Lisa close, then held her tentatively, respectfully.

Lisa rubbed a cheek on one of Murph’s scarred hands.
She avoided the implicit question, instead commenting, “Not as much
as you’ve been through.”

“Hey, you have to take the licks in life.”

Lisa smiled. “And lesbians take more than
anybody?”

“I didn’t mean that,” Murph reported saying, and
explained to me that she got awfully shy when she was alone with a
femme.

“Make yourself comfy, Miss Innocent, while I freshen
up.” From the closed bathroom door, Murph said she heard Lisa
chattering. “I know it’s only March, but I can’t wait till
Thanksgiving. Can you?”

Murph said she’d sat on the edge of the bed and bent
stiffly, like an old person, she said, to remove her shoes. Then
she lay back, hands behind her head. “It’s a long way from now,”
she’d called through the door. “And everything depends on getting
that bar past its predicament.”

“You will.”

“See how young you are? With all you’ve been through
you still believe in happy endings.”

“Some of us have to end happily. Why not me?”

Murph said when she’d tried to sit up, her head
whirled from exhaustion. She’d worked a double shift and hadn’t
slept since.

Lisa opened the bathroom door and stepped out in
what Murph saw through mostly closed eyes was a provocative
nightgown. “You know, we ought to have Thanksgiving dinners every
year, in every gay bar. No more being scared and lonesome,” Lisa
was saying. She slipped the nightgown off one shoulder and went to
Murph. Murph knew she’d regret it if she moved a muscle, said a
word, opened her eyes again.

It was a bad idea, her and Lisa, Murph told me. The
lost daughter, Lisa’s secrecy, but mostly how classy she was, with
some college education and growing up in New York City. She’d been
too damn tired, she said, to start something she hadn’t a hope of
finishing. Someday Lisa would know it was for the best. Drained as
she was, coward that she called herself, she knew she was dropping
toward sleep and didn’t respond when Lisa said, “Till then we at
least have this, don’t we, hon? Murph?” She touched Murph’s hand,
then grasped it with tight fingers.

It almost broke my heart to hear that Lisa said,
“Oh, Murph. Not even this? Damn you!”

cover.jpg
LEE LYNCH






