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For Sara and Ren





Shame is the birthplace of perfectionism. The antidote is empathy. If we reach out, and share our shame experience with someone who responds with empathy, shame dissipates.

—Brené Brown, Atlas of the Heart






CHAPTER ONESTEERING THE CAR


AS WE WALKED away from her old friend’s house in North Tacoma, the one with the expansive view of Commencement Bay, my mother’s expression caught my eye. In a single flicker she surveyed me, top to bottom. Oh, shit, I thought, here it comes. I slid into my Pinto Runabout, Dad beside me in the passenger seat. My mom got into the back of the car. I heard the click of her purse opening as she pulled out a cigarette.

What was it this time? My clothes? Lack of makeup?

My mother, of course, looked coiffed and composed. She wore a navy blue and white linen skirt and chic white top. Her Elizabeth Arden cherry red lipstick and pink blush were just so. Mom didn’t wear a lot of cosmetics, but she never went anywhere without her lipstick—or her cigarettes, for that matter.

“Why couldn’t you at least have put on a skirt or dress?” My mother’s clipped voice floated up from the back as we set off for Seattle where they were staying with my aunt and uncle.

“I’m twenty-six now, Mom. I know how to dress myself.” I’d put on a nice pair of cords and a tailored, non-iron, navy blue shirt with gold stripes from Saks that my mother had bought for me. I knew this line of criticism, yet her words still stung. “You’re so focused on appearances,” I told her. “I mean, I know your friends are rich. But surely, they are more interested in me as a person than in what I am wearing. Besides, the visit wasn’t about me. It was about you catching up with your old friend.” We had just left the house of her best friend from graduate school. Dad stretched his legs in the front seat and continued to stare out the window. Who knew what he was thinking?

The smoke from Mom’s cigarette filled the car. I glanced back and saw Mom rolling her eyes and twitching. I wanted to change the topic to something else other than my attire. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to go to where my mind was taking me. I wanted to tell them I was gay. While I’d rehearsed coming out to my parents with my therapist, I hadn’t specifically thought about how or where on this visit I would tell them. As I was driving, I thought, why not now? But I was tense from this anticipated conversation. I began sweating. The bottoms of my thighs stuck to the vinyl seat. The car windows remained closed against freeway traffic noise. Dad had taken his suit jacket off, but his tie remained knotted. I wondered if he was as warm as I was.

I looked out the window and gauged how much time I had before we reached Seattle. We buzzed past the War Pony Smoke Shop—a feature of my daily commutes from University of Puget Sound law school to Seattle—and I knew I had about thirty minutes left. I didn’t have a speech prepared, although I remembered my therapist, Ruth, cautioning me that my parents might already know I was gay and refuse to talk about it. She’d steered me away from using a label like gay or lesbian. Instead, I should say I was a “woman-loving woman,” or simply that I “preferred women.” While her words sounded good in her office, now I wasn’t so sure. Let’s just say “gay,” I thought. “Gay” captured it all and left no room for doubt. “Woman-loving woman” sounded too feminist and would alienate my parents.

My parents already knew or suspected I was gay. They knew about my close friend Leslie in college. They had recently met Jude, my first lover. I also knew they didn’t want to talk about my relationships with women. My impression, which came primarily from their never asking me about my private life, led me to think they only wanted to hear about “successes” that didn’t include romance. When I spoke to them on the phone—as I did sporadically since their last visit to Seattle and after meeting Jude—we spoke about my career: law school and my part-time job as an intern with the Seattle city attorney’s office. Our phone conversations steered clear of me previously sharing an apartment with Jude.

I gripped the steering wheel tighter and watched the sign loom for Federal Way. I glanced up at the rearview mirror to see what my mother was doing. She seemed to be fussing, maybe even wringing her hands. I took a deep breath and said I had something to share. I did not tell them that I was a woman who loved other women.

“Mom and Dad, I have something to tell you.” Neither of them asked what. My heart pounded in my ears. I wasn’t sure I could go through with it. Anxiety leaked through my sweaty hands on the steering wheel. A hamster wheel of questions ran through my mind. Was I going to lose my parents for good? Would they still love me? Why did I think I needed to be honest with them? Mom was already upset with me. Why rock the boat? But here in my car, sailing down the I-5, they were a captive audience. I was tired of carrying the weight of their expectations. I would never be the person they wanted me to be. By living a lie, I couldn’t tell them about my new girlfriend or the joy of feeling like I finally belonged somewhere. I wanted to share all of my life with them. I just wasn’t sure they wanted to hear what I had to say.

I had wanted to tell them last summer when I first started going to law school at night, but a trip to my doctor’s office changed my mind. I had gone back to the family home for a visit. Nothing was out of the ordinary about that visit except for my appointment with our family doctor. I had decided to schedule a physical with Dr. Wedell in the hopes he could give me a preview of how my parents might react to my coming out. Our family doctor was not just our doctor—he, his wife, and their four boys were family friends. My parents played bridge with them, partied with them, and our family had even gone on a vacation with theirs.

I drove out to Glenview, Illinois, north of Evanston, to Dr. Wedell’s office. We talked about law school and I asked about his tennis, a passion of his as well as mine. After the medical exam concluded and he pronounced me fit as a fiddle, I asked, “Hal, how do you think my parents would react if I told them I was gay?”

He looked at me with such fierce intensity that I suddenly felt my temperature drop and I knew it wasn’t the air conditioning.

He said, “Jill, I think they would rather that you had cancer.” There wasn’t an ounce of deadpan levity in his voice. He was serious. I looked back at him blankly. I couldn’t find the words to respond. While many positive things were happening in areas like New York City, San Francisco, and Seattle for gay people, there was still widespread homophobia in the United States about people coming out as gay. It was not accepted and people lost jobs, friends, and even housing by coming out. It was still a felony to have sex with a same sex person. I apparently lived in a bubble in Seattle.

I left his office on wobbly legs and gingerly walked to my car. This was not at all the answer I thought he would give. I had expected him to say that my parents wouldn’t like my news, but that in time, they would get over it. Telling Hal had been the test drive for telling my parents that summer. However, after my friendly little chat with Hal I decided that no way in hell was I coming out to them then, or maybe, ever. We could all just go on pretending that someday my prince would come and the rest of my life could then begin. The problem was that I was already living the rest of my life—and for the first time, I’d begun to like it.

I had brought some books home with me that summer that I had planned to give to my parents after we’d had my coming-out conversation. One of them was Now That You Know: What Every Parent Should Know About Homosexuality by Betty Fairchild and Nancy Hayward, published just two years earlier, in 1979. At the time, there were not many books on this topic. I thought this book’s frank tackling of the subject might be helpful. My appointment with Hal had shaken me to my core, so I went home to Seattle, still in silence. I found the three books I had brought with me and shoved them into a sweater storage chest under my bed. I buried them underneath some clothes where I hoped they would never be found. Now, given Hal’s reaction, I never wanted to tell my parents. I had tried to bury Hal’s words and enjoy the rest of my trip with my parents. But Hal’s revelation tore into my sense of self, a state of mind that already had holes poked into it since birth. The message was that there was something wrong with me.

Until I left home for college, I had thought of my childhood as privileged, even idyllic. I never wanted for material things; I got new clothes for school, I was able to take piano and guitar lessons and even ice skating lessons. We took vacations to resorts, national parks, and educational sites like Gettysburg. My parents did set greater limits than those of the other kids in the neighborhood. When the streetlights came on, my brother and I were the first kids to say we had to go home. That was the rule in our house. My mother was involved in the minutiae of my school life through the PTA and as a leader of my Brownie troop. Outside of his demanding job and political aspirations, my father volunteered with my brother’s Cub Scout baseball team. As I continued to plod through that first year of law school, the knowledge that my parents would prefer I had cancer ate away at me. My ability to focus on law school classes—already shaky—became even shakier. The closet in which I was hiding my true self from my family grew even darker. Now, here on I-5 with my mother’s criticism still stinging, I just spat it out: “I’m gay.” Oh, my God. I said it. I felt my mother flinch even though I wasn’t looking at her. I could sense sudden, frantic movements coming from the back seat. I could hear her reaching for her purse on the floor and the clasp of her purse being undone as I imagined her fumbling for her cigarettes. I heard her shifting in her seat and her shoe bumped the back of my seat as she uncrossed her legs. My words were simple and true, but my mother wanted to shoo them away. I glanced in the mirror. Her right hand holding her cigarette darted about abruptly as if it was an angry firefly. She wouldn’t meet my eyes in the mirror; instead, her gaze bounced all over the car as if looking for an escape.

“Jill, stop the car!” my mother yelled. “Stop! We’re going to have an accident. You need to pull over—now.”

Dad said nothing again. I was concentrating on my mother.

“Mom, I’m fine.” I looked at the speedometer. I was going sixty, keeping pace with the other vehicles, and my hands were at ten and two on the steering wheel. My spine was straight. I was so relieved to have gotten the words out. “When I was home last summer, I left behind some books about homosexuality and one is about what parents need to know. You might want to read them. They’re in my sweater chest.”

“When . . . when did you leave these?” she asked. “Why are you telling us now?” I told her that I’d been wanting to tell them for some time, and that, here in my car, we had privacy. If I had told you I was gay in an unconfined space, like a room, I thought, you might have walked out.

She grew more frantic. Her hazel eyes, including her wandering left one, seemed to bulge out of their sockets and she screamed and pleaded with my dad. “Ed, say something! We’ve talked about this. Why aren’t you saying anything?” I thought, Whoa, wait. . . they’ve talked about this? They knew or suspected that I’m gay and they have never brought it up? Maybe they were waiting to hear from me, but I wondered if we ever would have talked about this crucial part of my identity if I hadn’t brought it up.

My father, who had been sitting mute in the front seat during my mother’s hysteria, did not turn around when he spoke to her.

“Shirli,” he said with a sigh, “I think when we get back to Evanston, we should read these books.” He spoke calmly while my mother continued to twist and turn, her face an ugly, blotchy red. I realized I was experiencing firsthand my father’s famous political unreadability. Dad had been entangled in Evanston politics as an unpaid civil servant for all of my life, even while he worked full time as a corporate attorney. His tone of voice gave me no idea what he thought or felt. He sat staring out the front window, not looking at either of us. I had heard that both political foe and friend would leave his office thinking that they had him on their side.

But my mother would not be placated. She placed another cigarette in her mouth, fumbled for the car lighter, and nearly missed igniting its tip. When it was finally lit, she jabbed the cigarette into the air to punctuate her points, waving its burning end dangerously close to the back of my seat. Her furor and the smoke from her cigarette so consumed the car that I imagined my little Runabout would implode. I had not expected my announcement would merit a detonation. Her emotion was so raw. I had never seen agitation like this from my mother before.

“Who knows about this in Seattle?” she demanded, jabbing her cigarette toward some unseen enemy.

“W-what . . . what do you mean, ‘who knows’?” I answered. She didn’t elaborate. I guessed she wanted to know if any of her friends from college or my relatives knew. I didn’t even know what friends she could be talking about. She had left Seattle at eighteen.

“Why did you pick my hometown to do this in?” she moaned. While she had been born and raised in Seattle, she’d accepted a scholarship to Northwestern University in Evanston to get her master’s degree in journalism. She met my father and stayed in Evanston to raise her family, never returning to her Seattle roots, except for the occasional visit.

“It’s all that Leslie girl’s fault. That girl from college. I never liked her, you know,” she said. What the hell? I thought. And then, I got worried. Maybe they knew the whole truth about Leslie. But this conversation was not about Leslie. My mom went on in a voice that now sounded like a sheep separated from its flock, bleating on and on. “Why would you pick this lifestyle?” she wailed while I tried to keep my eyes on the road.

With each of my mother’s insistent and biting judgments, I felt a searing heat around my scalp. My brain was on fire and my nerves were singed. It was as though someone had sawed the top of my head off, gone in with a cauterizing instrument, and with the persistence of a surgeon, knocked against every nerve ending.

“Mom, it’s not a choice or a lifestyle. This is who I am. It’s not a flavor of the day,” I said. “I just really don’t have any interest in men sexually. It’s not that I dislike them. I just don’t click with them in that way.” I wished in that moment I could be braver, that I could have said being a lesbian wasn’t about her.

I couldn’t read my mother’s mind, but as someone who had donned a new skin when she married my father, my mother knew about being an outsider. Her blue-collar, Democrat, union-dues-paying roots held no place in the conservative, white-collar, upper-middle-class Republican part of Evanston she’d married into.

I had not expected my mother’s rage. What was this anger about? Was she afraid or ashamed? If I had to guess, I’d say it was a mixture of both. I don’t know what kind of experience or knowledge my mother had about lesbians. I doubt she even knew any. I wonder if she thought my coming out meant that she’d been a bad mother, that somehow her actions planted some bad seed called “lesbian” in me. Or, perhaps, she was afraid for me. Perhaps she thought I would end up lonely and discriminated against by the rest of society. Then again, neon lights might have flashed in bold before her mind reading, “No wedding! No children!”

This was supposed to be my moment of freedom. I was scared but also excited to finally share a part of me that was just about me, and not about fulfilling some sort of punch card of societal expectations. I wanted them to share my excitement, but I knew that what they wanted for me was to do what everyone did. Succeed in school. Get married. Have children. Those were the expectations they’d grown up with and I was expected to march in that straight, orderly line. But, even in high school, I’d known I needed to get out of Evanston. To me, Evanston and my parents were intertwined, and if I was going to establish my own identity, I needed to escape them both. When I left, I hadn’t known I was a lesbian. At the time, I didn’t realize how risky establishing my own identity would be.

As far as my parents were concerned, choosing a college two thousand miles away showed my independence. They were proud of me forging my own path, at least in that way. I don’t know if they wanted me to come back and settle eventually, but I had no intention of doing that. Although Evanston was a town of eighty thousand, many people knew of my parents through their civic activism. Maybe I would follow in their footsteps. But when I first left at seventeen, I wanted the freedom to choose my own future.

And then, while I was ruminating, came the coup de grace in a loud voice from the back seat. “It’s that bull dyke we met on our last visit, that woman Jude,” my mother spat out. At those words, I finally snapped. Couldn’t she at least say she loved me—even though she didn’t understand or required time to digest the news? Her need for reflection I could have understood, but this outright attack on me and people I cared about crossed the line. I’d done everything my parents had wanted me to do for most of my life. My God—I was still me. My announcement should not have changed that.

“Mother,” I said, “don’t you dare call Jude a ‘bull dyke.’ You don’t even know what that word means. And, you are talking about a woman I loved and still care about.” I was still processing the shock of hearing that word come out of my mother’s mouth. Shocked that she even knew that word. My father said nothing. He neither came to my defense nor commented on our interaction. In a way, I was relieved by his lack of involvement. Dealing with my mother’s hostility while driving took all of my concentration. I just brooded about what his silence meant.

Then I heard my mother’s last desperate cry, the one I would still hear years later: “Why? Why would you do this when we tried so hard to make you perfect?”

And there it was, the truth. Their campaign—at least up to this point—had failed. I presumed my mother was acting as the spokesperson. To her mind, their efforts to address my limitations had been for naught. I tried to tuck her dissatisfaction into some mental-corner-equivalent to the sweater chest where I’d hidden all the books, but in that sense, I was bound to fail as miserably as my mother.






CHAPTER TWOTHE VANNEMAN NAME


THE DECISION to come out to my parents on that car ride at twenty-six is a decision that so many self-identified gay people make at some point in their lives. But as I was learning in all the progressive literature I perused, coming out was not just one event but a lifelong journey, both for me and my parents.

My coming-out journey was lifelong because I incorporated my parents’ shame into my own view of myself. Coming out to them was not as freeing as I had hoped it would be. I no longer had to hide who I was, but my parents’ unwillingness to hear that truth—let alone accept it—kept me in a cage. The cage let me come and go, but its steely perimeter glinted back at me. I would soon discover that my declaration could neither release me from my desire to please them nor their efforts to contain me.

Parental expectations had governed my childhood. I thought I knew what those expectations were pretty early on. I was around eight when I grasped the unspoken checklist. It went like this:


	Earn good grades

	Do not throw temper tantrums

	Be involved in activities like student government, clubs, church, and youth groups

	Do not—under any circumstances—bring down shame upon the family name



I became adept albeit imperfect at following these rules. And I might have tried harder to be perfect if I didn’t have so many strikes against me—if nature hadn’t given me a cleft in my palate and a love for women. I was destined to bring shame down on the family name. Yes, the family name!

Vanneman. The name I inherited from my father. It comes from the Dutch name of my forebears, “Van Imen,” and means “leader of men.” I wish it described me. It’s a name that I hate and love at the same time, a tug of war inside me, because that name is me and not me. A name that I want to disown and yet take pride in every time I have to spell it out for someone. I can hear my father’s voice every time I’m asked to sound it out countless times the way he would for restaurant reservations, newspaper reporters, and hotel clerks during family vacations. “V” as in Victor—“A”—double “N” as in Nancy—“E”—“M” as in Mary—“A”—“N.” That name exists in the annals of Evanston history. Not on a building, not on a park or a school, but in results. The results of efforts by a man who simply wanted to give back to his community. And those results so overwhelmed me I eventually distanced myself two thousand miles away from the name. But, of course, Vanneman followed me all the way to the west coast of the US. The name, after all, is in my blood, my genes, and my ideals—even if it holds me tenuously in its grip.

I want to say, “Oh, that name doesn’t apply to me, that applied to my dad,” the man I didn’t even realize I revered until I discovered one day in my forties that I’d acquired many of Ed Vanneman’s habits. I was just going through my usual morning routine before going out the door to work when it hit me. Those habits I inherited include making sure I had enough time in the morning before work to sit with my coffee and read the paper, getting up early even on the weekends, because I could not turn my inner work alarm clock off, sitting the way he did with an erect back leaning slightly forward with his bottom slightly pushed back, pursing his lips while concentrating, my smile, my love of music and history: these, I attribute all to him. The leadership bit, probably not so much. But the tendency to shy away from others’ exuberant expressions of love—that part I’ve got down pat.

Both of my parents possessed the gift of leadership in spades. They didn’t just focus on improving their offspring, they wanted to make things better in their community. My mother did it through countless hours of volunteer work with the Junior League, the local library board, the Chicago Volunteer Nurse Association, Easter Seals, the United Way campaign, Donald Rumsfeld’s first campaign for Congress, and other Republican campaigns. When she died at sixty-nine, her obituary appeared as a news item on the Chicago Tribune obituary page and took up five inches of space in the Evanston Review. It helped that fifteen years earlier, my father had been the mayor of Evanston, a cozy, respectable town that hugs the shore of Lake Michigan and is the closest suburb north of Chicago.

My father, Edgar Jr., chose to make things better through his work in politics. It was not his full-time job. No—the job that provided my privileged childhood was Dad’s work for Brunswick Corporation. His political life, however, was his passion. A corporate attorney by day, he turned into civic superman at night. Right after dinner, he would rush out the door to perform his civic duties: city council meetings as an alderman, the zoning board to weigh in on what sort of development Evanston would allow, the young Republican party, the school board, the mayor’s office from 1971 to 1978, and the list goes on. The list is so long that when I read the obituary he had prepared before his death to spare his children I had to sit down and take a breath. The accomplishments filled at least three columns above the fold of the Tribune’s obituary page.

The betterment campaign began when I was born. While I don’t remember the details, I imagine what my parents saw. The doctor would have held me upside down by my ankles, swatted me, and made me cry. The three of them would have counted my fingers and toes. Yup, ten in each place, all the right numbers. But a hole—something not quite right—existed where my upper lip met the cleft beneath my nose. Most people don’t think about that part of their anatomy, but mine would play a starring role in my life and that of my parents, despite cleft palates being garden-variety birth defects.

In the early days, I just knew my condition made me special. I got out of classes and went to visit all of these different doctors. My throng was impressive: an orthodontist, ear doctor, in-school and after-school speech therapist, and a plastic surgeon. I was proudest of the plastic surgeon, because seeing him required going all the way down to the Loop or downtown Chicago and my father would come too. That’s how I knew that doctor was important, because Daddy would leave his attorney job at Brunswick Corporation in the middle of the day. Dr. Slaughter was his name. I guess his name didn’t matter to my parents. He was going to “fix” their daughter and make her look like everybody else—or at least make her look less different.


Dear Mr. Vanneman:

Jill was born (1953) with a cleft of the left side of the lip and the posterior palate

March 8, 1954, surgery completed left cleft lip was repaired to narrow the cleft

Oct. 19, 1955, the posterior portion of the cleft of the palate was closed

May 7, 1956, on recent examination she still has a small opening in the palate which was not closed at the initial procedure which we can improve later

Nov. 7, 1956, the final operative procedure was carried out and a small opening in the palate was further closed

I assure you, everything possible will be done to make this a smooth experience for Jill.

Klo;/ The Office of Wayne B. Slaughter, MD



Three surgeries by age three.

After almost sixty-five years, I remember my first trip to see Dr. Slaughter. I was around three when I started making regular treks to his office in the Pittsfield building on East Washington Street, close to Michigan Avenue and Lake Michigan. I stood gawking at the brass highlights on the building’s exterior and tried to touch them, but my mother’s white-gloved hand clasped mine as she tugged me back. “Let’s go inside and wait for your father, okay?” she said. I suddenly felt the wind from Lake Michigan brush against my neck. When we went inside, I stared up at the ceiling, which was made out of some bright, shiny material that I learned later was coffered gilt. And then the most important man in my life appeared. “Daddy, Daddy,” I cried out as he strolled through the lobby of this 1920s Chicago skyscraper and I ran across the marble floors toward him in my patent leather Mary Janes. The pretty building and the fact that Daddy accompanied me were the best part of these visits.

My speech—hampered by my cleft palate—was the other thing my parents wanted to fix. My mother shuttled me back and forth to a speech pathologist near St. Francis, a hospital near the Chicago-Evanston border where Dr. Slaughter had privileges. She liked to keep herself occupied, but I don’t know what she did while I was there. She might have gone to the Junior League thrift shop where she volunteered. Throughout grade school, I also got pulled out of regular classes to join kids who needed help with their speech. During these sessions, I was awarded a black plastic flute to play that somehow helped me make the “s” sound without an accompanying nasal tone. I just thought it was cool to have this instrument. Nobody ever said anything about being unable to understand me and my friends seemed okay with my speech. But this shortcoming must have been a source of pain for my mother in particular. One day, she told me a story about a woman she called “That Ms. Miller,” my kindergarten teacher. That Ms. Miller had the temerity to equate my taciturn behavior at school with the possibility “I didn’t know how to talk.” And my mother said, “Well, Jill talks just fine at home—and she talks a lot.” My mother put Ms. Miller in her place and made herself feel better in the process.

Along with the speech lessons came braces. The shape of my palate made my lower jaw stick out, so braces for my teeth started at five. My mother wore her navy-blue tweed suit with the big blue buttons, and clasping my left hand in her white glove, took me aboard the “L” to the Loop. Wow, it was like taking the train, only we were high above the ground. She told me I could get finger paints afterwards if I didn’t cry, and afterwards, I got the promised finger paints even though I cried. Nobody I knew had so many doctors. Lucky me! Well, maybe not so lucky in retrospect.

The betterment campaign acted as the Formula 409 shame cleanser in our household. Shame was a postwar era parenting tool that pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock was unlikely to have discussed in the baby and childcare bible sitting on our living room bookshelf. Future thought leader Brené Brown’s denunciation of that word would take decades. My introduction to its subtleties were just beginning. I couldn’t know then just how powerfully shame had seeped into the walls at home and into my parents’ psyches—too deeply to be erased by any old cleaning agent.

At six, I began to run bases while older boys in our neighborhood played baseball and practiced hitting. When the bats came out, I ran across the street to the playground and eagerly stood in a line of like-minded kids (almost always boys) waiting to run the bases. Alternatively, I would go with my three-years-younger brother, John, and take turns throwing the ball against the exterior school wall while one of us stood with a bat on the shoulder waiting for the right pitch. One day, I was the pitcher and my wind-up went wild, the ball soaring and smashing one of the tall, second-floor windows of my elementary school. This was not good. I tried to play it cool when we went home, but John kept a better poker face. Dad asked me what was wrong. How did parents always know these things? The words about my mishap came tumbling out.

“What do we need to do, Jill?” my father asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe we should go talk to Hank, hmm?” my father said. “The school is kind of like Hank’s house.”

Hank was the kindly janitor and he always seemed to be at school, even on weekends. I actually thought Hank lived there. I just knew Hank would be mad, but I didn’t like that insistent look on my dad’s face. He rarely expressed his displeasure with me and this was my first memory of being caught. Butterflies fluttering in my stomach. My dad’s lesson was that I had to own up to my mistakes. That’s what people were supposed to do. That’s what Vannemans were supposed to do.






CHAPTER THREECOOL LAKE BREEZES


THE SUMMER between my freshman and sophomore years of high school ramped up the betterment campaign by a notch. It was humid, as Evanston summers tend to be, but living two blocks off Lake Michigan brought us the cool lake breezes at night. We didn’t have a view of the lake, but one of my father’s friends had one of “those” houses on the lakefront—with a swimming pool and private beach too—if we were lucky enough to receive an invitation from the Bates. Usually, I went with a friend or a group to Lighthouse Beach, known for its famous huge landmark, Grosse Point lighthouse, built in 1873. We were less interested in lighthouses and more interested in lying on the sand for hours trying to work on our tans, accompanied by the smell of alewives. I wore a two-piece and tried not to compare myself to my skinnier friends. I spent hours trying to acquire a tan rather than a burn, no thanks to the fair skin gifted me by my Swedish ancestry. Somebody would have their transistor radio playing, and we’d lie there listening to the 5th Dimension harmonizing its classic, “Stoned Soul Picnic,” or the Rolling Stones strumming “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” or Herb Alpert crooning “This Guy’s in Love with You.” That June, Robert Kennedy was assassinated. We had all wanted him to win the presidency because he was so cute. Well, not everyone had wanted him to win. My parents clung to their staunch Republicanism.

It was during this summer that Dr. Slaughter reappeared in my life. I had last visited him when I was in junior high for some dental work. I had graduated from braces to a retainer that often had its own misadventures. One time at a movie, I took it out to eat popcorn and then I couldn’t find it. When my friend Susie’s mother came to pick us up, she found it tangled in my fisherman knit sweater. Speech correction class had stopped in junior high, and now my parents told me it was time for one more surgery: a cosmetic one to “straighten out my lip.” To me, the word “cosmetic” sounded like no big deal. It was scheduled for the end of summer so I would have time to recuperate before going back to school.

I lay on the operating table, freezing, waiting for the gas mask and the familiar ether smell from my toddler days of cleft-lip-correction surgeries at St. Francis Hospital and the Pittsfield building. Instead of gas, the doctor proceeded to inject Novocain into my face. I was trying to be good, I really was, but after the first shot, tears began trickling from the corners of my closed eyes. They were closed because I couldn’t watch the needle come down again and again, piercing into the tender skin around my nose and upper lip. I don’t recall being knocked out, but the last thing I remember before waking up in the recovery room was a rubber mallet swooping toward my nose. Rather than waking up in a private room, I woke up in a bed on an open floor, and nobody from my family or the nursing staff was there. My mother was not there. Where was she? I felt sick to my stomach and I wanted my mother. She finally appeared.

“Where were you?” I demanded.

She seemed surprised by my question. “I’ve only just been told that you were awake. I came as soon as they told me I could see you.”

Within a few minutes, Dr. Slaughter appeared. “Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he said.

Wanting to be the good girl I’d been trained to be, I shook my head, “no.” Yet I cannot begin to describe the pain of those Novocain shots. Not tiny pinpricks but more like a thick sewing machine needle puncturing my face. Nobody had told me what to expect. I was just a fourteen-year-old girl, after all. Nobody had bothered explaining that they were going to break my nose to create more symmetry between the lateral halves of my upper lip. I spent several days in the hospital and went home with packing up my nose and deep, black-and-blue circles under my eyes. My parents noticed an “improvement” in my appearance and in my speech. I didn’t. But then, I wasn’t asked for my opinion.

I recuperated in the family den on the sofa watching TV for two weeks, covering my injured nose as I watched the Chicago police assault Vietnam War protesters during the Democratic National Convention thirty miles from my house. Years later, I learned that my corporate attorney father volunteered his services to the protesters at their bail hearings. My Republican corporate attorney dad was wearing that cape again. I knew he didn’t agree with the protesters, but I’m sure he believed they deserved representation. I know that he certainly disagreed with the Democrats’ and Mayor Daley’s decision to violently quell the protests. My father was a peaceable man. He would never have condoned the use of force to stop people from speaking their minds. The strongest language I’d heard him use was the occasional “damn” when he hurt himself.

My father wasn’t an autocratic leader. Yet in answering my own questions about my father and what kind of leader he was, I struggle at times. The most common remarks I heard from people he worked with on committees and in the political arena pointed to his fair-mindedness. “He ruled by consensus. He wanted every voice at the table,” they said, along with, “you never knew where he stood on an issue,” and, “he never expressed his own belief about an issue.” I would never hear directly how he felt about my decision to live as an openly gay woman, either.

Dad’s inscrutability was a constant in our household. The occasions he got mad could usually be attributed to his impatience. Once, he lectured me about my eating habits. My parents already liked to talk about my weight. When I asked for seconds at the table, for instance, it would prompt deep discussion. My brother loved these talks, because it took the heat off him and how he wasn’t working hard enough at school. It’s true—I liked to eat. In fact, my paternal grandmother Fern, whom I adored, told me at one point: “Jill, people eat to live. They don’t live to eat.”

Grandmother, Dad’s mom, was a tiny woman, around five feet and constantly watching not only her weight but her husband’s. He had formerly played center for the Illinois State football team and no longer got much exercise. She and I shared a fondness for Fannie May double-chocolate-cream-filled candies and sweet things in general. I suspect Dad might have picked up some of his mother’s guilt about overeating, but I’m not sure why weight mattered so much to my mother.

I can still hear her asking why I was having seconds at dinner, or worse, her calling out from the living room, “Jill! What are you doing in the kitchen?”

My underarms would moisten, and I would hate myself and my parents at the same time. And it wasn’t just her. My father in his kidding-but-not-kidding voice would ask about the potato chips on my sandwich plate. Diet Rite sodas populated our refrigerator. My brother could have Coke or Mountain Dew, but those remained off-limits for me.

The stairs from our basement exited into the kitchen, and one day when I was in the kitchen and had probably just snuck a cookie, I heard my mother interrogating me yet again as she made her way up from the basement.

I didn’t think. I just reacted and yanked my arm back, my hand making a fist. As she reached the landing, I shot my arm forward as if to punch her, then momentarily withdrew, but couldn’t draw back fast enough before my hand connected with my mother’s stomach. She let out a cry that caused my father to come running.

He took one look at my mother’s face and jerked my arm away. “Don’t you ever touch your mother that way again!” It was a rare glimpse into my dad’s fury.

Years later, after I had moved to Seattle, my mother called and asked the question she always did, “How’s your weight?”

I didn’t know where the words came from, but I replied, “I am an adult. I am thirty years old, and you don’t ever get to ask me that question again.” She followed my command but continued eyeing me up and down every time I got off the plane or she came to visit. And in that gaze—before she could tear her eyes away from my midsection—I knew what she was looking for.

I have never figured out why my weight caused such concern. But I had so internalized my parents’ obsession that years later, when I looked back at photos of my younger self, I was shocked to find a relatively normal-sized me reflected back. I looked for other photos that told me the truth—my parents’ truth—but I could not find them. Sure, I wasn’t model-thin. Perhaps the goal of slimming me down was just another strategy in my parents’ campaign.

Senior year ended and the move to Whitman College in Walla Walla, Washington—the birth-state my mother had ironically run away from—couldn’t come soon enough. I spent the summer mapping out tour routes at the Chicago Motor Club, representing the American Auto Association in Evanston. After work one night, my mother asked me to pick up some fresh ribs from the meat market across the street. En route by simply running across the street I broke my fifth metatarsal—a bone in my pinkie toe. For six weeks, I wore a half-cast from my knee to that toe.

One day at work still recovering, an older woman came into the AAA and we made small talk for about twenty minutes while I put her maps together. Before turning to leave, she looked straight at me. “Oh,” she said, “my granddaughter has one of those—you poor thing.” I later realized she was commenting on my lip and not my cast. It threw me. I had gotten used to being around people who had known me since I was a small child. They knew my cleft lip was a part of me. I didn’t even know it was open for discussion.

The prospect of leaving behind my place in Evanston, with its familiar habits and touchstones, didn’t really occur to me. Whitman was calling. I yearned to shed the yoke of my do-gooder, community-minded parents. I wanted a fresh start where no one knew the Vanneman name. A good old-fashioned landline shared with a floor of eighteen girls would be the only connection to Evanston and my parents. I could mostly choose when I wanted to speak to them. Of course, they could call me. But long distance was expensive. I knew at most we would only talk once a week.

I took a United jet from Chicago to Spokane and changed planes to a twenty-seater bound for Walla Walla. Walking directly to Walla Walla’s single luggage carousel was the first of many shocks. Clusters of clean-cut guys were standing around saying, “Hi, I’m a Teke,” or “I’m a Phi Delt. Let me help you with your bags.” One of those fraternity boys drove me to campus. I stared in disbelief as a tumbleweed rolled across the road in front of the car while passing the lackluster strip mall—a mall housing the thirty-one-flavor Baskin-Robbins that I would soon become intimate with. During the twenty-mile-or-so drive east of the
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