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May this story take the place of the panel in the AIDS Memorial Quilt that you were never granted

And dedicated to the memory of my grandfather Percy F. Kolb,

who once told me, “If all else fails, you might try writing.”
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PART 1Open the Closet Door


Consult the genius of the place in all.

—Alexander Pope, “Epistle IV to Richard Boyle, Earl of Burlington”








1URBAN COWBOY


“NOBODY’S COMING,” my beautiful blonde housemate said.

“Good,” I said. “Now, on the count of three!”

Grunting, we hoisted the heavy, broken-down couch over the open windowsill and gleefully shoved it out the fourth-floor kitchen window. The loud thud it made when it hit the ground and splintered was most satisfying.

“I don’t think we have to clean it up, do you?” asked Birgyte.

“Of course not!” I said, as we high-fived.

Returning to the living room, we gazed back toward the kitchen, equally revolted by the sight of peeling, yellow paint and patchy, linoleum floor tiles. I popped open a bottle of champagne and clinked glasses with Birgyte.

“Here’s to our graduation!” I said.

Laughing at our sordid surroundings, we enthusiastically toasted our imminent departure from the crumbling, off-campus apartment we had shared for the last three years.

Then I hugged Birgyte goodbye and escorted her down four flights of stairs. Outside, her blue MGB convertible waited at the curb.

“Goodbye, Ducky!” I yelled.

Birgyte gave a quick wave and hopped in the car. The engine revved and screeched as she zoomed off, disappearing around the corner. While I was destined to stay in Philadelphia to start my job at the city’s most up-and-coming landscape architectural firm, she was already on her way to a new life in California.

Momentarily saddened by Birgyte’s sudden departure, I grabbed the newspaper and checked the want ads for rentals. I couldn’t wait to move away from the University of Pennsylvania campus to Center City, the beating heart of Philadelphia, where the races mixed and you could walk everywhere you needed to go. My new life in the business world promised time to explore my long-suppressed sexuality. I had always assumed I was straight, but I had never had a girlfriend, and now I was no longer sure. Mostly, I tried not to think about it.

Unable to afford an apartment in the perfectly restored Society Hill neighborhood, I headed for South Street, which had recently blossomed into the hippest avenue in Philly. Populated by a blend of traditional, working-class residents with the yuppie, upwardly mobile white colonizers that Philadelphia magazine had recently dubbed “urban adventurers,” it boasted a serious art-movie theater, a crunchy-granola organic grocery store, and several trendy bars and restaurants.

On one brick-lined corner stood an ancient, tiny bridal shop. Like a lonely tableau in an Edward Hopper painting, its sole mannequin glanced out the dirty, plate-glass window, pointing a finger toward Kater Street, where I found a third-floor studio apartment. Her dusty wedding gown stubbornly trumpeted the fashions of a bygone era, proclaiming, “You want urban grit? Step right up, I’ve got it!”

No more than a narrow lane, Kater Street occupied a no-man’s-land between cosmopolitan South Street and the gigantic, all-Italian neighborhood of South Philly. Weedy ailanthus saplings sprang up randomly in pavement cracks along the front stoops of the undistinguished brick buildings.

Soon after I moved in, an elderly Italian American lady, dressed in black, approached me on the sidewalk.

“Good afternoon,” I said.

She fixed me with a contemptuous, black-eyed stare, then continued wordlessly down the street. I blinked and froze, fighting to assure myself that she had not cursed me with the Italian “evil eye.” Her gesture could not have been more clear: Young Anglo gentrifiers were not welcome in the border zone.

In spite of my joy at moving to Center City, the incident left me lonely and bereft, familiar emotions that I naively assumed I had left behind on the Penn campus. I had carried them everywhere with me for the last nine years, having said goodbye to my mother, father, and brother while I moved away from Seattle to study, first in Paris, then in Philly.

The year was 1980, and John Travolta’s new movie, Urban Cowboy, had recently caused a sensation, compelling thousands of young men to don western gear. On my frequent trips to New York to visit undergraduate friends who had moved there, I kept passing myriad cowboy boutiques that had sprung up on the Upper West Side as suddenly as wildflowers in a meadow, each one stocked floor-to-ceiling with shelf upon shelf of pointed-toe, high-heeled Noconas and Tony Lamas. The boots came in all the colors of the rainbow, and the salesclerks relied on wooden library ladders to reach the highest shelves. The shops were veritable leather candy stores, and the more often I passed them, the more obsessed I became. I had to have those boots! I wanted a different pair for every night of the week.

Fashionable cowboy boutiques had yet to infiltrate staid old Philly, but the windows of a menswear store on Chestnut Street had recently been dressed in a western theme. When I entered the store, ranks of tables covered with the usual boring corduroy pants rose up to insult me. Where was the cowboy gear? Cursing myself for not having bought my hat and boots in New York, I negotiated the maze of aisles until at last I spied one or two in a distant corner. Just as I reached out to stroke the soft velvet of a Stetson, hypnotized by its sensuousness, a salesman sidled up. Dressed in a cheap suit, an Oxford button-down shirt, and a loosely knotted tie, he broke the spell with a high-pitched lisp that made me wince.

“May I help you?”

“I’m . . . just . . . loo- looking. Where’s the dressing room?”

The preppy salesman waved a limp hand toward a nearby hallway with a row of cubicles.

“Thanks.” A cloud of cologne lingered in the air while I quickly grabbed the closest hat and boots and headed off.

Drawing the dressing-room curtain tight, I sighed with relief at my newfound privacy. After stroking the boots with reverence, I pulled one on, then the other. In the full-length mirror, I kicked one foot back, the better to admire my new heels. Then I put on the hat, slowly lifting my head until I met my own eyes under the shadow of its brim. Adopting my most smoldering expression, I stared at myself for as long as I dared. At last, in a state of excitement, I nodded to myself. I looked great in my perfect new cowboy outfit. I hastened out of the dressing room, ready to pay for my new identity.

“I’ll wear these out the door,” I told the salesman as I reached into my wallet.

“Of course, sir,” he replied, ever the nelly faithful servant. But when I strutted out onto Chestnut Street, traffic whizzed by in a cacophony of horns, shattering my fantasy of the wide-open plains. What did the “urban” in urban cowboy mean? I wasn’t sure. Would a cowboy hail a cab? I was fairly certain he wouldn’t.

Suddenly, a childhood memory came to me in a jolt. Although the scene was now frozen in amber, more like the memory of a memory, I still remembered how on my second birthday, my father had unexpectedly lifted me up and placed me on top of a tall bookshelf. Leaning against the wall in Dad’s arms, I felt as if I were perched on a cliff. All at once, Dad placed a large box on my lap, opened the lid, and pushed away the flaps of white tissue. Inside, I beheld a beautiful cowboy hat, a tiny pair of boots, a red kerchief, and suede chaps.

I instantly adored my new cowboy suit, but just as Dad started pulling the boots on my feet, I heard him saying, “Of course, you’re not a real cowboy. Real cowboys ride horses but they’re ignorant and spit. And they rope calves—do you know how to rope a calf?”

“No,” I said in my shyest little-boy voice.

Boorish as they may have been, according to my dad, I already dimly knew that cowboys were heroes who could do exciting, manly things that I could not. The message I got, now firmly implanted in my psyche, was that I was not a real man . . . maybe not even a real boy.

As much as I wanted to dress up in the outfit, Dad’s belittling words made me feel phony. Like my mother, I had a truthful disposition and couldn’t begin to fake it. Dreading to be unmasked as an imposter, I was too shy to put on the suit, so it went back into its box, never to reemerge.

Now I was reliving that painful drama in the busy traffic of Chestnut Street. Didn’t sporting the hat and boots mean that the world would see me exactly the way I viewed the salesman—as a pathetic sissy? With my vivid and overactive imagination, he felt like a red flag in my path. Wasn’t he a warning that if I ever dared to consider coming out of the closet, I would turn into a limp-wristed, lisping old homo as surely as Cinderella’s coach turned into a pumpkin at midnight? Also, why had I bought a brown hat? Clearly, a black one was much cooler. Even in my desire to sport a theatrical new outfit, I had opted for the less flashy headgear.

South Street was a vibrant fashion boulevard, tailor-made for sporting a cowboy suit with pride, but so deep was my shame at not being a real cowboy that I didn’t dare face the glances of its hip and stylish pedestrians. Afraid of being mocked, I detoured two blocks south to Bainbridge Street, in the no-man’s land between Center City and South Philly, where I was much less likely to be seen and scrutinized. Night had fallen, and when I turned the corner into the shadows of Bainbridge, I hung my head as I clip-clopped toward my apartment.

In a flash, two young Black men ran toward me from out of nowhere and flanked me on both sides. Before I had a chance to look at their faces in the dim light of one far-off streetlamp, they grabbed my wrists.

“Give us your money!”

I could almost feel their hearts beating as I hastily reached into my pocket to pull out my wallet. Roughly shoving me, they ran off without another word, disappearing as suddenly as they had appeared. They didn’t threaten me with knives or, worse yet, pull out a gun. They didn’t have to, because, in my panic, I was so quick to hand over my wallet.

I was panting now, adrenaline coursing through my veins. Patting my chest and empty pockets to confirm that I was still all in one piece, I hurried home. Was this what the Italian lady’s evil eye had dialed up for me?

Never had I felt so vulnerable and dejected, but somehow I couldn’t be angry with the two youths, so intensely did I absorb their fear while they accosted me. Although nothing had betrayed their emotions, I was convinced they were as scared of robbing me as I was afraid that they might stab me. The main thing I felt was more shame—shame that I hadn’t tried to defend myself and shame for wearing a hat I hadn’t earned. More than anything, my failure to fight back proved once and for all that Dad was right—I was no more than a fake cowboy.

Back in my dark, forlorn apartment, I pulled the window shade down and brooded. Donning boots and a cowboy hat made me feel like I was in drag, but that didn’t mean I was consigned to wear them without pride. That was my choice, and it had turned out to be a bad one. If only I had assumed the role of a proud cowboy, holding my head high and parading down South Street as nonchalantly as if I were wearing a business suit, I never would have been held up.

Shaking off my reverie, I called the police. I assumed they would be bored by this latest routine crime in one of America’s most crime-ridden cities, but to my surprise, the cop listened to my story with relish. No more than ten minutes later, a police van idled noisily in the narrow street outside my apartment, siren wailing. Banging loudly on my door, a burly white cop led me downstairs to identify my assailants.

Out on the street, I was nearly blinded by the flashing red lights on the van’s roof. The double back doors opened, and down a metal ramp came five slim young Black men in handcuffs, roughly jostled by the cop’s partner, who shoved them into a line. No older than eighteen or twenty, all five stood before me shaking in fear. Dressed in tank-tops and backward baseball caps, I saw them for the kids they were.

“Are any of these the guys who assaulted you?” asked the first cop.

“Um, no, I can’t be sure,” I said, squinting in the bright-red light as my voice trailed off. Two of them might have been, but it was equally possible that none of them were. They had surrounded me so quickly that I never got a chance to look at their faces.

The first cop glared at me with pure contempt while his partner frowned and folded his arms.

“Sorry.” My voice cracked. I didn’t know what else to say, so I watched as the two men reluctantly herded the boys back into the van, slammed the doors shut, and drove off.

In my confusion, I couldn’t understand why the cops were so hostile, but when I returned to the forced solitude of my apartment and closed the door, it dawned on me that both officers were angry that I had squandered their perfect opportunity to shove two young Black men in jail. Although nobody spoke of “white privilege” in those days, I got the distinct impression that not only did I possess it, but the cops were counting on me to exploit it, no matter how indiscriminately. My failure to please them rattled me even more than the holdup, almost as if I were the one who had committed the crime. Nor did I feel any calmer when, turning on the lights, I realized that the five suspects now knew where I lived.

Reflecting on this incident in the weeks to come, I ruminated about how cut off I was from Philadelphia’s vast Black population. Everywhere except in Center City the races were kept strictly apart, as if separated by an invisible fence. Philly’s very urban geography had been arranged to segregate the races. South Philly was dominated by Italian Americans, but North Philly was almost entirely Black. City Hall Tower marked the exact center of the city. Beginning there, the long, grand, and leafy Benjamin Franklin Parkway cut a wide swath, radiating out from City Hall toward the distant acropolis crowned by the Greek Revival temple of the Philadelphia Art Museum. Another tree-lined boulevard circumnavigated the museum, skirting the riverfront of giant, verdant Fairmount Park, as if expressly designed to rush Center City’s Anglo workers home to the equally leafy, lily-white suburbs beyond.

During my long years of college and graduate school I had been surrounded almost entirely by white strivers and academic stars, yet I had always yearned to step out of my bubble and make friends from diverse backgrounds. Now, in spite of, or perhaps because of the mugging incident, I hungered to make a connection across the racial divide. Could the rousing rhythm and blues that I overheard jumping and pulsing out of boomboxes all over town help me find common ground with my Black neighbors?

On my weekend strolls, I discovered several small record shops that had sprouted up along the east end of Market Street. Venturing in, I browsed records by young African American singers who were completely unfamiliar to me. The colorful album covers burst into life with photographs of glamorous divas like Stephanie Mills, who had recently starred on Broadway in The Wiz. Every now and then, I bought an album just to try it out, entranced to discover a new musical style fusing soul, jazz, and disco.

Now a bona-fide Philadelphian, no longer a mere student, I rejoiced in this vicarious way of joining the broader, integrated life of the city, no matter how tenuous my connection to it. Although the joyful sounds of Stephanie Mills and Rick James could not quite pierce through my sexual confusion, at least in some mysterious way they promised to unlock the deeper, hitherto unexplored part of myself that lay beyond my career ambition.






2LOW-RISE NORTH


MY INTERRACIAL aspirations had begun eight years earlier, when I first arrived on the Penn campus as a sophomore transfer student. Exiting baggage claim at sundown in Philly, I immediately got swept up in the hectic round of arriving and departing cars, all so much faster-paced than in my hometown of Seattle. This was the urban vibrance I craved. However, when my taxi dropped me off on the edge of campus, the sight of all the dilapidated old brick row houses dismayed me.

Trekking across the windy, scruffy lawns of Superblock, the high-rise urban renewal project on the west end of campus, I headed for Low-Rise North. The long, four-story brick dorm appeared to enclose the high-rise towers like a barrier, as if to wall them off from the crumbling buildings across the street in what I soon learned was a largely Black neighborhood.

I dimly knew that Philadelphia’s neighborhoods were segregated, but I had no sense for what that would feel like on the ground. Seattle was pretty much lily-white, and my only exposure to race relations came when our family gathered around to watch the CBS Evening News. In his authoritative but reassuring voice, Walter Cronkite filed regular reports on Martin Luther King Jr.’s marches, the civil rights struggle in the South, and the race riots in the North. Grainy images of young Black kids crowding onto stools at white lunch counters. Close-ups of Dr. King declaiming one of his resounding, inspirational speeches, juxtaposed against blurry shots of Alabama governor George Wallace in his wheelchair, yelling hate-filled taunts against “Nigras.”

All this was on my mind when I entered the lobby of Low-Rise North. It was deserted except for a slim, young African American man who sat behind a heavy table against the back wall, nose down in a book. Assuming that he was either the building manager or a student on work-study duty as a receptionist, I approached him.

“Hi, my name’s Brooks. I’ve been assigned to Room 312,” I said. There I paused, thinking he might ask for my ID.

Momentarily glancing up, the young man said, “I’m Alonzo. Your room is upstairs.” This was in a gruff monotone, and after pointing to the stairway on the left, he quickly lowered his eyes back to his book. With his little black goatee and short Afro, he was undeniably handsome, and I decided that Alonzo was the sexiest name I had ever heard. I wanted very much for him to like me and become my friend, but his pinched expression told me that wasn’t going to happen. I sighed, realizing that he had no good reason to trust me—to him I was probably just another obnoxious white boy sent over from central casting to harass him. Still, I wished he could be more welcoming.

Casting one more wistful glance in his direction, I mounted the staircase, from which I heard Alonzo greeting a Black comrade who had come into the lobby, laughing and joking with gusto. I already envied that young man—Alonzo was a completely different person with him, all friendly and relaxed.

Entering my room, I encountered a tidy, bare-bones studio with a single bed, utilitarian cinder-block walls and a small sliding window overlooking Walnut Street. When I opened it, the urgent roar of rushing traffic filled the little room. Throwing my bags on the linoleum floor, I sat on the bed and sighed again. This wasn’t exactly the university welcome wagon I had anticipated, but I steeled myself, being well-accustomed to loneliness after spending the previous year as a freshman at the American College in Paris. It has to be easier to make friends here than it was in Paris, I told myself. How could I forget my American classmates there, military brats who had lived all over the world and whose idea of a treat was to buy Oreo cookies at the American embassy? For them, Paris was not Paris, it was just another place they had accidentally washed up in, like so much flotsam and jetsam on a random beach.

The next day, I met my fellow third-floor Penn transfer students. Linda had long, straight, dark-blonde hair, large blue-green eyes, and an oval face that tapered to a narrow chin. I found it easy to talk and joke with her, smiling at how she viewed the world through a prism of amused but sympathetic irony. She had smuggled her boyfriend, Jim, into the dorm, and they appeared to be joined at the hip, which made me feel awkward and lonely.

Across the hall from Linda lived stocky, wall-eyed Samantha, whose dark-brown hair was pulled back in a tight, no-nonsense ponytail, secured with a proletarian rubber band. She was a student militant, always on the front lines of the latest cause from the pages of Mother Jones.

Even more memorable was a tall and statuesque young woman whose classical face could have been sculpted by Michelangelo. Hailing from New Orleans, Susan was full of colorful, southern similes, not unlike Molly Ivins’s memorable phrase, “drunker than a hog in a peach orchard.” Her nickname, Bruisin’ Susan, came from her love of partying, which had already bestowed her with an adorable round beer belly, as if she were in the first trimester of a pregnancy.

One day, after Samantha marched off to a rally, fist raised defiantly in the air, Linda emerged from her room and tapped me on the shoulder. “Brooks,” she said, “what do you think she’s protesting about today? Are they dropping more toxic chemicals in the Cuyahoga River or something? Should we get down there right away and form a blockade, or can I get back to Moby-Dick?”

“I think it’s safe to stay away,” I chuckled.

Linda regarded Samantha with the same mixture of respect and bemusement that I did, and we bonded over our shared commitment to art and literature at the expense of the 1970s’ protest movements. If the main thing we wanted was to demonstrate, we didn’t have to go to college to do it.

One night, Susan and I went to eat dinner at a greasy, little hoagie shop a block from the dorm, where there was at least a fifty-fifty chance they wouldn’t card us.

“This place sure ain’t New Orleans,” Susan said. “Where are the parties? Philly’s got nothing on Bourbon Street!”

“It’s not Seattle, either. I miss the mountains and Puget Sound.”

“Come on now, I haven’t been to Seattle, but I don’t guess it’s got anything like Bourbon Street either!” As usual, Susan’s southern yarns made me laugh, and I basked in the glow of her attention. However, as soon as we sat down next to a window, a cloud came over her face.

“I have to call Dakota in New York,” she said, rising from her chair and heading for the door. As I bit into my meatball sandwich on a Kaiser roll, I could see her standing at an open-air pay phone under a streetlamp, the metal cord wrapped tensely around her wrist. Moths fluttered around her face as she leaned, frowning, against the light pole, crossing her long, graceful legs.

Like a small child, I reexperienced the intense impatience I had felt when my mother was on the phone too long. Okay, so she liked her boyfriend, Dakota, a trader in pork-belly futures on Wall Street, but everyone on the third floor knew he was a cad who treated her badly. Didn’t she enjoy my company too? Her interminable phone call reminded me of how alone I was.

While I gazed at Susan brooding and tapping her foot, I felt more and more abandoned. Then I remembered that a cute acquaintance of ours lived across the street, and I began fantasizing about him. The unusually named Horatio Holbrook was a handsome young man with a black moustache, a goatee, and curtains of lustrous, evenly parted black hair. He was so cool and grown-up that instead of rooming in the dorms, he lived in an off-campus apartment. The most amazing thing about him, though, was that I had met him the year before at the American College in Paris, where I had painted and studied art history. Somehow, he had surprised me by turning up at Penn. Since he didn’t have a girlfriend, I found myself wondering whether he might be interested in me.

Interrupting my reverie, Susan came back in, her smile restored. “Let’s go over and drink beer with Horatio,” she said.

“Yeah, great idea!” I replied.

In a flash, he buzzed us in, and we climbed the rickety stairway to his apartment, where strips of steak sizzled in a skillet with peppers and onions—the makings of a Philly cheesesteak. Horatio stood at the stove listening to a piano concerto.

“Don’t you just love Rachmaninoff?” he asked.

“Love him!” I lied, having never really listened to Rachmaninoff before.

As we listened to the bravura piano, backed by orchestral swells and moody chords, we settled down to have a few Rolling Rocks.

“I had more country cousins at Tulane than whores in the French Quarter,” Susan said. “And here I don’t know anybody!”

“I know what you mean,” Horatio said. “I have a big family in Kentucky, and the buildings in Louisville aren’t all falling down like the ones here.”

He seemed to like her, but he wasn’t making a move on her, which confused me. Did it mean he was gay, that he wasn’t into her, or just that he respected her relationship with Dakota enough to keep his distance? I didn’t have a clue.

Witnessing them bonding so easily, it seemed impossible to pull him aside to find out whether he liked me. As usual, I took the easy way out by trying to be as engaging as I could, straining not to reveal any cards about my sexual orientation. In truth, I scarcely showed those cards to myself. As far as I was concerned, I was straight, and that was that. It was the story I told myself every day.

When Susan and I shared pitchers of beer at a little deli-tavern on the edge of campus, the songs on the jukebox introduced me to soul music for the first time—it was a genre completely missing from Seattle’s FM stations. Listening to Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On” for the first time was a revelation. Marvin’s instrumentals, his lyrics pleading for peace, and especially the background soundtrack of people partying and getting down, moved me in a way that no other pop song previously had, making me at once sad and joyful. As a civil rights anthem and an antiwar protest song, it offered a heartbreaking expression of what was going on in the vast world beyond the confines of the Penn campus. Walter Cronkite never failed to remind us that American soldiers were still being mowed down by the thousands in Vietnam, while angry parents and school boards bitterly fought school busing programs across the country.

Marvin’s song had a way of bringing us all together in Low-Rise North, softening Samantha’s activism, validating Linda and Jim’s romantic love, and giving voice to the struggles of the Black students, who had recently won the right to a home of their own on campus. By now I had learned the reason for Alonzo’s near hostility on my first day. The Black student union had petitioned the university to grant them a place to live together. In response, the administration had bequeathed the lower two floors of Low-Rise North to them. Now union members were on a mission to annex the top two floors, and rumors went up and down our hall that by spring semester all of us on the third floor were to be dispersed, like so many birds on the wing, to the nearby high-rise dorms.

Ignorant of the heavy burden of racism the Black students endured, it bewildered me that they were actively countering Dr. King’s gains for integration by petitioning for segregated housing. I had scarcely given a thought to racism, but when I did consider it, I naively believed that the North was an accepting realm where true integration, as opposed to forced integration, had won the day. In my ignorance, I assumed that Philadelphia welcomed its Black citizens. The idea that it could still be hostile toward them was as alien to me as the unknown fact that George Washington had owned slaves in Philadelphia when he attended the Constitutional Convention, or that slavery did not end in New York until 1827.

Going down to the lobby one day on my way to class, I watched as a group of Black students gathered to celebrate the expansion of the newly rechristened W.E.B. Du Bois House. Spotting Alonzo off to one side, laughing and joking with three or four comrades, I wanted so much to join in, but I knew that I was not invited. I sighed, wishing I could wave a magic wand and make America’s ugly racism just disappear. Then, maybe Alonzo and I could be friends. Maybe we could be more than friends.

But, as usual, I quickly suppressed the thought.






3INVISIBLE DRAGONS


WHY DID it take me so long to come out of the closet? Growing up in an upwardly mobile white family, I knew I was different, but I didn’t have a name for my difference, only a vague sense that I didn’t belong. Our house was not ruled by a judgmental deity or narrow-minded politics; both my parents were liberal and secular. People at church reminded Mom and Dad of the small-town pettiness they had escaped by moving to Seattle from Bozeman, Montana, so we didn’t belong to any congregation and rarely went to services. Nobody ever told me I would burn in hell if I kissed a boy, yet I learned, as if through electrical currents in the air, that it was not okay to be gay. If I hoped to uncover my true identity, I would have to find a way to slay those invisible dragons. Just because they were invisible didn’t mean they weren’t real.

My father, Keith Kolb, cast a long shadow, not only over our family, but over the entire architectural community of Seattle. Before becoming a professor at the University of Washington, he had received his architecture degree there, but it was his postgraduate studies at Harvard under Walter Gropius, the former head of the world-renowned Bauhaus School of Design, that turned Dad into a strict Modernist. Nothing pleased him more than sharing his passion for modern architecture with any captive audience, and no audience was more captive than my brother and me.

One day at breakfast, Dad paused his architectural monologue long enough to clear his throat. Dad’s impressive throat clearing was one of the principal weapons he deployed to establish his professorial authority. As usual, my mind wandered. I was eight years old, sitting at the kitchen table with Mom, Dad, and my younger brother, Bliss. The table was a white, round, pedestal-mount sculpture designed by Eero Saarinen, surrounded by matching white, swoopy swiveling chairs. I loved how the table and chairs reminded me of The Jetsons.

“If you bush hammer a concrete wall, you’ll achieve a highly desirable pebbly finish with a coarser texture than if you merely sandblast it,” I heard Dad saying, snapping out of my reverie.

“What’s sandblasting?” Bliss asked.

“Shh, don’t ask him anything,” I whispered. “You know Dad will go on and on, and when he finally finishes talking, we still won’t understand what sandblasting is.”

“Okay,” Bliss whispered back, lowering his eyelids, but Dad was already clearing his throat again.

“Sandblasting is when you force air and sand at high pressure through a big hose and spray it against a concrete surface, but you have to be careful to . . .” Dad began, but I had already tuned him out again.

Dad always complained that Bliss and I ate our meals too fast, but while we reached for the toast, we watched his fork hover in midair over his plate, knowing that he would not take the next bite until he came to the end of his speech. Was it any wonder that we finished our breakfasts first?

The central event of my childhood was the construction of the house Dad designed for our family of four. The first time he drove us to see the vacant lot in Seattle’s Laurelhurst neighborhood, I stared out the window, dumbfounded at the towering cedars and birches framing the majestic, pretentious houses on their curving, bucolic streets. Even at my tender age, I realized it was a swank neighborhood.

“Dad, how can you pay for it?” I asked, from the back seat.

“Well, I can use the architectural drawings as collateral on a construction loan because the bank knows how much more valuable the land will be once the house is built on it,” Dad explained.

I rubbed my nose against the car window, watching the trees rush by. As usual, I had no idea what he was talking about. It was nice that he treated my brother and me like adults, but most of what he said was as impenetrable as the multiplication tables I was trying to learn in school.

“What’s collateral?” I asked.

“It’s when you tell the bank that you’ll give them something valuable if you can’t pay your loan back.”

“Oh,” I said, still not understanding.

As our white, wood-and-glass house rose above mounds of dirt flanking the basement-level garage excavation, it became the first Modernist house on the block. A two-story glass window-wall ran the length of the street facade, culminating in a white tower that concealed the stair hall behind it. A narrow, horizontal window topped the tower, whose roof cantilevered so far out toward the street that I thought of it as a diving board. On the dazzling white terrazzo floor in “the high space” behind the window-wall, Dad set up a low table that Bliss and I shared for our incessant art projects. I sat facing south; Bliss faced north. People constantly drove by, gawking at us as we sat completely exposed behind the windows. We loved to witness the shocked expressions on their faces when we surprised them by proudly waving back.

Bliss and I spent many hours at our shared table, drawing, painting, and making models from our fertile imaginations. Art was our shared passion, and I was never happier than when immersed in my latest creation. I always yearned to finish it as quickly as possible, so that I could wave my artistic triumph in front of Mom. Nothing gave me satisfaction like the instant gratification of finishing a drawing that pleased her. Less concerned with pleasing Mom, Bliss took longer to finish his creations, and it showed in the finesse of his more exacting technique.

In grade school, our classmates called Bliss and me “the kids from the glass house,” which to them made us different and weird. It was not rare for us to wake up at night to the sound of a great splat. In the morning, we looked out to spy long yellow trails of egg yolk streaking down the glass. I could never be sure if the schoolkids who bullied me for being a sissy threw the eggs to prove they knew where I lived or whether other kids did it for a lark just because they could. It didn’t occur to me that Bliss might also have been the object of their scorn.

One day, I found myself standing in front of our new house with two or three boys from the neighborhood. Still at the age when kids find the opposite sex icky, one of the boys exclaimed, “Eeuuw, girls! I will never get married.”

The other two quickly agreed, but I said, “You’re wrong. All of you will get married, but I won’t.” I have no idea where my conviction came from, but it must have risen from some mysterious place deep inside. I knew there was something different about me, something that would probably keep me from getting married. I just didn’t know exactly what it was.

Actually, there was one girl that nine-year-old me did want to marry. When I saw The Wizard of Oz for the first time at a sleepover with family friends, I fell in love with Dorothy before the end of the first chorus of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”

“I’m going to marry Dorothy,” I told Mom the next day, although truthfully, I didn’t know if I liked Dorothy better than Mom.

“Oh, darling,” Mom said. “Dorothy is an imaginary person played by an actress. Her name is Judy Garland and she’s all grown up—she’s twenty-one years older than she was when the movie was made.”

“Really? She is?” Not only was I heartbroken, but my young mind couldn’t grasp the conundrum that the moving images I saw with my own eyes could be lying. The idea that Dorothy was actually much older than she appeared in the movie seemed like black magic. I felt betrayed; now I could never marry her.

Like every other kid, I wanted to please my parents, and I felt a strong pull to fit in. Apart from my artistic talents, the only thing that kept me from being a perfect little conformist was the mysterious something that made me different. It was something missing, something that when I became a teenager drove me time and again to look in the mirror and say “I hate myself.” I didn’t hate myself because I was gay—that I had not yet grasped, let alone admitted to myself. Unready to understand the source of my discomfort, I thought I hated myself simply because I was awkward, uncoordinated, and bad at sports.

As I was walking home from grade school one day, two or three of the Laurelhurst boys came from behind, ganged up on me, punched me in the nose, and knocked me to the ground, scornfully calling me a sissy.

As I picked myself up, bruised and tearful, they turned and spat on me, yelling “You’re a sissy!”

“Sissy” was a word I heard regularly at school, but it applied to any kid who was weak or unable to defend himself. The bullies didn’t call me “faggot,” a word I had never heard, because no doubt they hadn’t heard it either.

Afterward, I did the sissy thing—I went to the principal’s office and registered a formal complaint. He was a kindly gentleman and assured me that he would put an end to it, but there was nothing he could do, so Dad decided to teach me how to fistfight. Beckoning me out onto the driveway at my grandparents’ house, he stood next to the garage door and raised his fists like a boxer.

“Go ahead, hit me,” he said, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

I stood frozen, hands in my pockets. “No, I can’t!” I said. My words sounded as feeble as my body felt.

“Come on, hit me!” he repeated.

But the whole situation felt ridiculous. I loved my father, so why would I want to hit him? Also, what was the point? He was so much bigger and stronger than I, and there was no doubt that he would whup me. I froze. Then I put up my fists and pointed them toward Dad, but I froze again, unable to move.

“I can’t hit you—I can’t!” I exclaimed.

In the end, Dad gave up, and I never learned how to fight. Instead, I thought of myself as a sort of pacifist.

Apart from the bullying incidents, I’m not sure how I first became aware of homophobia and racial prejudice—it was as if both pathologies were floating on the breeze or rushing out with the water every time someone turned on a faucet. No matter how it started, two specific incidents were imprinted on me.

The first happened on a family road trip to San Francisco when I was thirteen years old. Bliss and I were in the back seat of our Chevy station wagon when Dad turned up a steep street on Russian Hill. Near the top of the sidewalk on the left side, we spotted two middle-aged men slowly strolling hand in hand toward the summit. Dad rolled down the window and pointed at them.

“Look, there are two homosexuals,” he said. “How sad.”

That was the first time I ever heard the word “homosexual.” I took a closer look at them, and I thought I knew what Dad meant. There was something lonely about them, something that branded them as outcasts. Nobody else was out walking on that block, and they appeared isolated from the rest of the world. My first thought was I certainly did not want to be like them.

Not long afterward, my impression was further cemented when I learned that homosexuality had been classified as an official form of mental illness by the American Psychiatric Association.

On the second occasion, we were in the car again, this time on a family errand in Seattle. Just as Dad turned into the Washington Park Arboretum, he slowed to let a young woman cross the street in front of us.

“Now there’s a handsome Negress,” Dad said.

I was horrified. I knew nothing about racism, but I was beginning to have some rudimentary ability to detect racist speech. Why did she have to be “handsome,” when that word was usually reserved for men, and why was she a “Negress?” It seemed to imply she was some sort of impressive zoo animal.

“Dad,” I said. “Why can’t you just say, ‘There’s a beautiful woman?’” The color of her skin was so obvious as to be redundant. Dad didn’t have an answer because he didn’t know there was anything wrong with what he had said. The incident disturbed me because it revealed two conflicting truths: Dad was prejudiced but he was innocent because his prejudice was unintentional. He was simply unaware of it, just as he was unaware of his homophobia.

Around the time I told Mom that I wanted to marry Dorothy, Dad took me to see the Seattle World’s Fair construction site. Holding my hand, he pointed at the giraffe-like legs of the Space Needle rising naked against the sky before its flying-saucer top flew in to land on them. Nearby, he showed me the vast excavation for the International Fountain, a deep concrete pit with bare steel rebar sticking up everywhere and construction workers hopping around like ants.

I had no idea what I was looking at, but as he explained it to me, I was almost awed by his confidence, his seeming command of the complex construction operation, even though it was not one of his own projects. The experience stimulated my growing interest in design, but it didn’t make me feel like becoming an architect. Despite my passion for drawing, I couldn’t picture myself churning out the reams of technical drawings that I saw piled high on the three long tables that lined Dad’s window-walled studio on the top floor of our house. When I looked at the plans, I failed to observe a manifestation of the creative energy I craved to unleash. All I could see were ranks upon ranks of tiny bathrooms and closets, each door swing carefully arranged so that no door bumped into another.

As I grew up, the more I needed Dad to be a mentor or a guide, the more cryptic or evasive he became, losing interest if I asked him about any career besides architecture. He repeatedly told Bliss and me, “You can be anything you want—but if you want to be an architect, you have to . . .” and then he would list, step by tedious step, all the things we had to accomplish to become an architect.

The message we both received was unequivocal: “You can be anything you want, but if you want me to love you, you will become an architect.” Unconsciously imprinted, I never outgrew the thought that I would let him down if I didn’t become an architect. No matter how much I wanted to please him, though, I wanted more to excel at something of my own.






4GROWING PAINS


DOWN THE street lived Dad’s mentor and architecture professor, Lionel “Spike” Pries, whose life was documented in Jeffrey Ochsner’s book Lionel N. Pries, Architect, Artist, Educator. Spike’s house announced itself with a wooden garage door bearing Northwest Indian art motifs that Spike had painted in hues of red, green, and white. From there, an imposing exterior stairway led up over the garage roof, through dense shrubbery, to the front door. Inside the house, a terrazzo staircase continued upward, lined with built-in vitrines displaying Spike’s unparalleled collection of pre-Columbian sculptures and pottery. At the top, more Northwest Indian patterns graced the living room ceiling.

Spike clearly had no qualms appropriating an art form that rightfully belonged to the great tribes of coastal British Columbia, but this social justice distinction was lost on me. Instead, I marveled at a floor-to-ceiling bookcase that filled one wall of the dining room. Periodically, an invisible door in the bookshelves swung open to allow Spike’s white-aproned cook to pass through, briefly revealing the small galley kitchen beyond. Fascinated by this magic trick, it was only years later that I unlocked the mystery. When no one was looking, I examined the bookshelf closely enough to discern that Spike had sliced a bunch of books, gluing their severed spines to the door. Here was a clever design riff that appealed to my sense of drama, my desire for artistic expression.

Spike often entertained his students and colleagues at serious Sunday afternoon salons. When
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