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			Preface

			STONEWALL” IS the emblematic event in modern lesbian and gay history. The site of a series of riots in late June–early July 1969 that resulted from a police raid on a Greenwich Village gay bar, “Stonewall” has become synonymous over the years with gay resistance to oppression. Today, the word resonates with images of insurgency and self-realization and occupies a central place in the iconography of lesbian and gay awareness. The 1969 riots are now generally taken to mark the birth of the modern gay and lesbian political movement—that moment in time when gays and lesbians recognized all at once their mistreatment and their solidarity. As such, “Stonewall” has become an empowering symbol of global proportions.

			Yet remarkably—before the original publication of this book in 1994, which marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Stonewall riots—the actual story of the upheaval had never been told completely, or been well understood. We have, since 1969, been trading the same few tales about the riots from the same few accounts—trading them for so long that they have transmogrified into simplistic myth. The decades preceding Stonewall, moreover, continue to be regarded by most gays and lesbians as some vast neolithic wasteland—and this, despite the efforts of pioneering historians like Allan Bérubé, John D’Emilio and Lillian Faderman to fill in the landscape of those years with vivid, politically astute personalities.

			Twenty-five years later, it was time to ground the symbolic Stonewall in empirical reality and place the events of 1969 in historical context. In attempting to do this, I felt it was important not to homogenize experience to the point where individual voices are lost sight of. My intention was to embrace precisely what most contemporary historians have discarded: the ancient, essential enterprise of telling human stories. Too often, in my view, professional historians have yielded to a “sociologizing” tendency that reduces three-dimensional lives to statistical cardboard—and then further distances the reader with a specialized jargon that claims to provide greater cognitive precision but serves more often to seal off and silence familiar human sounds.

			I have therefore adopted an unconventional narrative strategy in the opening sections of this book: the recreation of half a dozen lives with a particularity that conforms to no interpretative category but only to their own idiosyncratic rhythms. To focus on particular stories does not foreclose speculation about patterns of behavior but does, I believe, help to ensure that the speculation will reflect the actual disparities of individual experience. My belief in the irreducible specialness of each life combines with a paradoxical belief in the possibility that lives, however special, can be shared. It is, if you like, a belief in democracy: the importance of the individual, the commonality of life.

			For the six portraits in the book, I have deliberately chosen people whose stories were in themselves absorbing odysseys, and yet could at the same time speak to other gay men and lesbians. Jim Fouratt’s struggles to remain within the Catholic Church, for example, or to gain entrance into the world of the New York theater, do not duplicate anyone else’s religious or artistic experiences, yet should prove sufficiently similar to illustrate them broadly. Yvonne Flowers’s ambivalence, as a black woman, about white lesbian bars, is not precisely anyone else’s reaction to the bar scene, yet will be familiar enough to many to call out comparable feelings in them.

			The six people I ultimately decided to profile seemed to “fit” well together. Their stories were different enough to suggest the diversity of gay and lesbian lives, yet interconnected enough to allow me to interweave their stories when, in the second half of the book, the historical canvas broadens out into the Stonewall riots, gay politics, and the first Christopher Street Liberation Day March.

			This is not to say that these six lives represent all possible variations on gay and lesbian experience in the Stonewall period. To only begin to enumerate the many absent possibilities, these stories say nothing about rural or village, Chicano- or Italian- or Asian-American gay lives—nor anything about what it was or is like to be a gay postman, a lesbian pharmacist, a bisexual pop star. No group of six could possibly represent the many pathways of gay and lesbian existence. But they can suggest some of the significant childhood experiences, adult coping strategies, social and political activities, values, perceptions and concerns that centrally characterized the Stonewall generation.

			If the first sections of this book, with their focus on individual lives, are designed to make past experience more directly accessible than is common in a work of history, they are decidedly not designed as “popularized” history—by which is usually meant the slighting of historical research or the compromising of historical accuracy. My emphasis on personality might legitimately be called novelistic but, in contrast to the novelist, I have tried to restrict invention and remain faithful to known historical fact. As in my previous books, I have searched diligently for previously unknown or unused primary source materials (and have been lucky enough to have found them in abundance), and have scrupulously adhered to scholarly criteria for evaluating evidence. Just as dull, abstract prose is no guarantee of reliability, so lively human representation is no indicator of slovenly scholarship.

			My hope is that the focus on individuals and on narrative will increase the ability of readers to identify—some with one story, some with another—with experiences different from, but comparable to, their own. I know of no other way to make the past really speak to the present. And gay men and lesbians—so long denied any history—have a special need and claim on historical writing that is at once accurate and accessible.

			MARTIN DUBERMAN

			October 1992

			January 2019

		

	
		
			Introduction

			FIFTY YEARS AFTER the riots at Stonewall, and twenty-five years after the first edition of Stonewall was published, there has been a vast shift from the lofty goals of the 1969 activists to the configuration of the gay movement in 2019. While the average gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, or queer person’s experience in the public sphere is markedly different—and arguably easier—than the lives of the six individuals at the center of Stonewall, the decades that followed the 1969 cultural explosion have nonetheless been something of a disappointment.

			Today, as LGBTQ people in the United States and abroad look on aghast while courts and politicians move with a renewed boldness to strip what rights we have, we would do well to remember the roots of the modern gay liberation movement: a strident, powerful pushback against state violence, led by a coalition of people whose goals encompassed a radically different future not only for gay rights, but for a complete overhaul of accepted cultural norms governing sexuality, gender, family, and community. A return to that radical spirit—and uncompromising, direct action—has the potential to do more for queer communities than the more incrementalist approach that the mainstream movement eventually embraced.

			It’s not wrong to claim that the fifty years since the Stonewall riots have marked a notable, even remarkable change in attitude toward sexual minorities in the United States. In the past half century we’ve gone from being all but uniformly pathologized and condemned—yes, even hunted—to being widely accepted as a legitimate minority. In 1950 fifteen states included us under their “sexual psychopath” laws, some of which defined “sodomy” as anal or oral sex with humans (with “beasts,” too), and allowed indefinite confinement following arrest. Jumping forward fifty years, the U.S. Supreme Court has not only declared us “fit” for marriage but in 2003 decriminalized “sodomy” between consenting adults (a mixed blessing, given the limited scope of its ruling), and in 2011 Congress repealed the military’s grotesque “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. An improved status? Unquestionably yes. Yet the extent and content of our “progress” are badly in need of deconstruction.

			I’m not alone in feeling limited satisfaction with what most gay people have hailed in recent years as the speediest success story in all of our country’s long history of social protest. The grumblers among us are a decided minority. We’re overrepresented among gay academics and public intellectuals, but scarcely represented at all in the LGBTQ population at large. When complaining about the nature of our purported progress, what is usually cited is the contrast between the movement’s recent “assimilationist” agenda—marriage rights and “permission” to serve openly in the armed forces—and the far broader agenda that had characterized the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) at its inception in the period immediately following the Stonewall riots. In the aftermath of those riots, GLF had called for a fierce, full-scale assault on sexual and gender norms, on imperialistic wars and capitalistic greed, and on the shameful mistreatment of racial and ethnic minorities.

			Or had it? Do we mythologize the early years of the movement, exaggerating its scope in order to substantiate our discontent with what we view as the shriveled posture of the movement in its present guise?

			In search of an answer, I returned to works written during those early tumultuous years, including Out of the Closets: Voices of Gay Liberation, the pioneering 1972 anthology compiled by Karla Jay—one of the six people I selected to appear in this book—and Allen Young. Karla was at the time a graduate student at NYU and Allen had earlier been active in Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and the Liberation News Service. Their anthology contained many of the crucial articles and manifestos that had emanated from the radical gay movement in its first three years of existence. I soon located a raft of other books from the period.

			I came away from my self-imposed refresher course reaffirmed in my view that the modern gay movement in the period immediately following the 1969 Stonewall riots had indeed been broadly radical. It presented a substantive challenge to national values and institutions and was strenuously at odds with a merely “liberal” politics that simply called for integrating increasing numbers of people into what was purportedly the world’s most beneficent democracy. None of which came as much of a surprise, since I knew that many of those who joined GLF had earlier been energetically involved in the militant student, civil rights, feminist, and antiwar movements. A significant number of GLF recruits—people like Martha Shelley, Jim Fouratt (another central figure in these pages), Ellen Shumsky (aka Ellen Bedoz), Michaela Griffo, and Michael Brown, in addition to Karla and Allen—had previously marched on behalf of black rights, participated in early feminist protests, and joined actions against the war in Vietnam. The Stonewall riots had refocused their energies on gay liberation, yet in shifting priorities they’d maintained their prior concerns with racism, sexism, and imperialism.

			If GLF’s membership remained small, it spoke out against an impressive range of national shortcomings and hypocrisies. The group was quick to name the obstacles, such as racism and misogyny, that kept so many stalled on the first rung of the ladder, and it rejected the kind of patriotic sloganeering that served as cover for capital expansion overseas. As well, GLF deplored the embedded class structure that most Americans denied existed (even as it kept them locked in the cellar) and rejected, too, the claim that traditional notions of “maleness” and “femaleness” were biologically grounded—that our genes and hormones dictated (and thus warranted) the view that women were intrinsically emotional and men intrinsically aggressive. This notion in particular has remained a topic of discussion and development in twenty-first century queer-leftist conversations. Further, and centrally, the early gay movement affirmed sexual pleasure as a positive good, vigorously condemned the nuclear family as nothing more than a detention center for women and children, and viewed monogamy as unnatural.

			In giving voice to heretical views and denouncing what the vast majority of Americans (including most gay people) viewed as sacrosanct, GLF could sometimes be shrill, its analyses a jumble of simplistic, ill-digested notions, its views naively optimistic and at times downright Panglossian. Yet their dissent from established pieties, their passionate search for ways to alleviate suffering, and not merely their own, still warrants our attention and regard. It’s easy enough to mock their lapses into extravagant rhetoric, their wholesale indictments, their ingenuous sloganeering. It can be convenient, too: by focusing on their sometimes chaotic antics, we’re able to ignore as well the injustices they deplored.

			Of course, the gay left—like every other kind of left in this country—has rarely represented more than a small minority. GLF and its less radical successor, the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA), together probably numbered no more than a few hundred people—though more, doubtless, attended their dances. The straight left has periodically enlisted many more, with membership mushrooming during periods of uncommon economic hardship (like the Great Depression of the 1930s and the labor wars of the late nineteenth century) or in response to immoral foreign interventions (like the war in Vietnam). Yet once conditions improve, left-wing protest in this country has disintegrated with notable rapidity; it has historically failed to develop the sustaining power characteristic of the left in Europe.

			The overwhelming majority of gay people at the time, unlike those in GLF, remained closeted, their energy bent on avoiding detection. They sought to go unnoticed, to “get along,” and they silently scoffed at those who blatantly paraded their difference or—in the case of prominent earlier homophile activists like Frank Kameny or Barbara Gittings (genuine heroes in the context of what was possible in their own day)—openly deplored GLF’s countercultural “nonsense.” Yet in the face of widespread hostility, GLF persisted, somehow persuaded that a small group, if sufficiently dedicated and vocal, could set a generation’s political agenda—or at least plant the seeds for the latter emergence of a larger progressive force. Vociferous and demanding, GLF announced the advent of a new kind of queer: boisterous, uncompromising, hell-raising.

			To my disappointment, the years that followed failed to see change on the scale envisioned in the heady years around the Stonewall riots and the period before GLF’s collapse in 1973. The Gay Rights National Lobby, founded in 1976, supplanted GLF and similar, smaller radical organizations; from that lobbying effort came the Human Rights Campaign, one of the best-known LGBTQ advocacy groups today, and financially the most prosperous. HRC took a much more centrist stance in its quest for the right of gay people to serve openly in the military and of homosexual couples to marry—an implicit endorsement of “the killing fields” and of the monogamous straight lifestyle that GLF so abhorred.

			I more closely examine GLF and the increasingly watered-down movements that followed it in my 2018 book, Has the Gay Movement Failed? (from which I’ve adapted this introduction), but Stonewall remains a potentially galvanizing look back at the gay movement’s radical roots. It was out of these riots, born of frustration and righteous anger against an oppressive society, that GLF sprang—as has (for better or worse) the centrist emphasis of today’s mainstream movement on cultural assimilation and the inclusion of gay people into traditional institutions like marriage and military service. As today’s queer activists and leaders look to resist state legislatures, and a court and criminal-justice system that in many places continue openly to disdain and punish us, it is imperative that they draw insight and inspiration from those who first fought back against cultural and state violence aimed at the gay community—and dared to envision a profound shift in our society to accommodate their progressive values.

			January 2019

		

	
		
			The Cast

			CRAIG RODWELL: Raised in a Chicago school for troubled boys, he arrived in New York as a teenager, emerged as a radical figure in the Mattachine Society, opened the Oscar Wilde Memorial Bookstore, and spearheaded the first Christopher Street Liberation Day March.

			YVONNE FLOWERS: The only African-American child attending an all-white grade school in New Rochelle in 1942, she grew up to become a jazz fanatic, a devotee of nightlife, an occupational therapist and teacher, and one of the founders of Salsa Soul Sisters.

			KARLA JAY: Born in Flatbush and a graduate of Barnard, she joined the feminist collective the Redstockings, as well as the Gay Liberation Front, subsequently completed a doctorate in comparative literature, authored a number of books, and earned a full professorship.

			SYLVIA (RAY) RIVERA: Hustling on Times Square at age 11, she became a street transvestite, a fixture in the Times Square area, a fearless defender of her sisters, and the founder of STAR—Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries.

			JIM FOURATT: Brought up in Rhode Island, a teenager of precocious intelligence, he joined and left the priesthood, became a New York actor, hipster, antiwar protestor, and a major spokesperson for the countercultural Yippie movement.

			FOSTER GUNNISON, JR.: The privileged scion of a wealthy yet emotionally distant family, he forsook business and academic careers, plunged into the pre-Stonewall homophile movement, became its archivist, and helped plan the first Christopher Street Liberation Day March.
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			CRAIG

			MARION RODWELL HAD been reluctantly boarding out her young son, Craig, during the week. Divorced and working in Chicago as a low-paid secretary, Marion hadn’t known what else to do; she couldn’t afford to stay home and she didn’t have enough money to hire a competent babysitter. For several years, Craig lived during the week—Marion reclaiming him on weekends—with Mrs. Ryberg, a kindly woman who took in a number of neighborhood children. As soon as he was old enough, Mrs. Ryberg gave him chores to do, including the job of kneading yellow coloring into the margarine to make it look more like butter (this was wartime, with butter unavailable). Craig liked Mrs. Ryberg so much that he hadn’t minded the work, though it was strenuous and he was little more than a toddler.

			But when Craig was five, Marion decided he should be in a more stimulating environment, and she turned to an inexpensive day-care center on Chicago’s North Side. But it quickly became apparent that the low rates reflected the minimal individual attention given. Marion felt at her wit’s end when a Mrs. Merkle, who sometimes worked at the day-care center and had taken a shine to Craig, told her that she would board the boy full-time if Marion would pay her a small sum each week. Marion agreed, hoping Mrs. Merkle would be able to give Craig the daily affection and attention he needed.

			Attention he got, but very little affection. Mrs. Merkle also took in laundry to piece out an income, and she put Craig to work running sheets and towels through a mangle, watching hawk-eyed to make sure the five-year-old didn’t slack off. Craig worked in constant terror of getting his fingers caught in the mangle, and he soon grew to hate Mrs. Merkle. But she found the arrangement profitable and began to play with the idea of adopting Craig as her own son (or indentured servant). Word of Mrs. Merkle’s intention reached Marion and threw her into a panic. Mrs. Merkle had a husband, and Marion feared the courts might equate that with “having a stable home.” Desperate, she confided in her boss. A devout Christian Scientist, he had connections with the church-affiliated Chicago Junior School for “problem” boys, and before long he had arranged for Craig to be admitted there free of charge.

			Craig never forgot that fall day in 1947 when his mother drove him out to Chicago Junior. At age six, he didn’t entirely understand what was happening to him, but his fright was palpable. The school was located some fifty miles outside of Chicago, set deep in the country between the towns of Dundee and Elgin. A complex of old, marginally maintained buildings, Chicago Junior was surrounded by woods and sealed off by a chain-link fence. Before leaving Craig off, Marion did her best to comfort him, assuring her son that with some forty other boys as playmates, he would be happy at the school. She promised that she would unfailingly come to see him on the third Sunday of every month, the only day visitors were allowed on the grounds.

			But Craig had not been reassured. During his first month at the school, he cried himself to sleep every night. And every morning at breakfast, he threw up the unfamiliar hot cereal. A housemother cured him of the crying by sternly lecturing him about how unhappy his mother would be should she learn of his “bad” behavior. Another housemother cured him of the vomiting by picking him up by the neck from the breakfast table, marching him into the bathroom and forcing him to stand over the toilet and eat the vomit.

			The housemothers came in two basic varieties: the stern ones who mechanically kept to the rules (and kept the boys at arms’ length), and the warm surrogate mothers. Mrs. Wilkins, the music teacher, who doubled as a substitute housemother, quickly became Craig’s favorite. The students lived in three dormitories, twelve to fifteen boys in each, and a housemother slept in a small room adjoining each dorm. Whenever Mrs. Wilkins was in charge, she let the boys do pretty much as they liked—make noise, and stay up past their bedtime—and usually refrained from checking up on them in the middle of the night.

			She would also read them stories. Craig had two favorites. One was about a pair of boys who wanted to be brothers so badly, they pricked each other’s fingers and formed a “blood bond.” The other was “The Happy Prince.” As Craig retells that story, it took place in a poor middle-European city that had a richly jeweled statue of Prince Somebody or Other in its main square. One day, a pigeon sitting on the Prince’s shoulder noticed that a tear had formed in his eye. When the bird asked the Prince why he was unhappy, the Prince explained that the people in the city were starving because of poor crops, and he urged the pigeon to take the emerald embedded in his eye and sell it to buy the people food.

			On and on the story went: The Prince would cry, would encourage the pigeon to sell the diamonds on his sword handle, the rubies on his breastplate—and so on—to provide coal for the people’s stoves, warm clothing to put on their backs—and so on. At the story’s close, all the jewels are gone, but the Prince is happy in the knowledge that the people no longer suffer. Craig adored the story and contended in later years that it had taught him important lessons about the need to share worldly goods with those less fortunate. (He also learned in later years that the story was written by Oscar Wilde.)

			There were only two men on staff at the Chicago Junior School. One was Mr. Lazarus, who had himself been a student there and who in summer months would take some of the boys out for a midnight swim in the ancient concrete pool on the grounds and then astonish them by diving underwater, pulling off his bathing suit, and letting his ass shine naked in the moonlight. No one, so far as Craig knew, was ever invited to touch it.

			The only other man at the school was its superintendent, the hated Mr. Kilburn. He enjoyed pitting the boys against each other in competition for his favor and each night would award the most “deserving” student the supreme honor of carrying a huge dinner tray to him and his wife in their apartment on the top of the classroom building; the bearer’s reward was a Baby Ruth candy bar. Craig never once got to carry the tray. For after getting over his initial fright and settling into the school’s routines, he had quickly become something of a rebel—the boy who challenged authority and “sassed” back.

			That would alone have earned Kilburn’s dislike. What intensified it was his conviction that Craig was a sissy. Two hours of sports were mandated at Chicago Junior for every student every day of the year. Craig, as the tallest boy in his group, was good at basketball, but inept in baseball—scandalously so, in Kilburn’s view. Deciding he would teach Craig how to throw the baseball “like a real boy,” Kilburn made him trudge a mile to the baseball field after dinner each night to get the appropriate coaching.

			What convinced Kilburn that Craig’s prospects in life were dim was his discovery that Craig had been sending away for autographed pictures of movie stars, had managed to collect several dozen, and—scandalously, again—had been sharing them with the other boys. Kilburn promptly confiscated the collection and thereafter opened all of Craig’s incoming mail to make sure it contained no offending material. To underscore the horrendous nature of Craig’s crime, Kilburn meted out his favorite punishment: Craig was given “one hundred burdock”—that is, assigned to dig up a hundred of the burdock plants that dotted the grounds; the burdock had long, deep roots, and to kill it one had to laboriously dig out every last piece.

			This was but one of several Dickensian features of the school. Corporal punishment, including paddling, was commonplace; one teacher’s favorite method was to beat offending students with an electric cord. The boys themselves did almost all the work on the place, keeping up the grounds, helping in the kitchen, serving the food. They marched in formation to meals in the dining hall, had to sit on the front part of their chairs to keep their backs stiff, and during breakfast were forbidden to speak. Strictly enforced prayer sessions began with Bible study at five A.M. and were reinforced periodically throughout the day, even during football huddles. When Craig didn’t understand something in the Bible, or in the writings of Mary Baker Eddy, which the boys were also made to study, he would raise his hand and say so. Most of the teachers treated this as a form of defiance. They sternly warned Craig that he was being “difficult,” and his reputation as a rebellious child spread.

			The draconian spirit at Chicago Junior produced a variety of bans. No incoming phone calls were permitted; the one phone in the place was locked up in the laundry room. Entertainment consisted of an occasional bonfire in fall and an occasional swim in summer, plus carefully monitored television once a week (the boys were allowed to watch only I Remember Mama and Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows, and the set was turned off during commercials for fear the cigarette and beer ads might prove too appealing). And any boy being punished for any reason was automatically denied his monthly visiting day—which meant Craig sometimes didn’t get to see Marion for months at a time.

			Among the boys’ few diversions were occasional square dances, which they would perform for the Evanston Women’s Club and other local groups as a fund-raising device. Half the boys would dress in regular clothes, and the other half would don little skirts and halters, which the housemothers had sewn for them. As a reward for the performance, each boy would be given a stocking filled with candy, fruit, and pennies.

			There was also a Halloween party every year in the gym. The housemothers would again make costumes for the boys; one year Craig went as a fat lady, with a pillow stuck under his dress and lipstick smeared on his face. (When the boys lined up to have Craig give them kiss marks on the cheek, Mr. Kilburn ordered a halt.) The thirteen-year-old seniors were taken into the town of Elgin once a month to learn the fox-trot and the waltz—though the boys viewed this as punishment, not entertainment.

			Despite these rigors, Craig was happier than not during his seven years at the Chicago Junior School and retains “wonderful, vivid memories” of the place. They center, not surprisingly, on the intensely emotional, sometimes erotic friendships that developed among the boys themselves.

			Craig’s first crush, when he was seven, was on an older boy (aged eight) named Bob Palmer. Bob’s talented piano playing made him something of a school star and Craig “just worshiped” him. Epiphany came on a cold winter night. In the freezing, drafty dorms each boy kept an extra blanket at the foot of his bed, and Craig awoke one morning to discover that his blanket had been pulled up over him. He “just knew” Bob Palmer had done it, had gotten up in the middle of the night to make sure his little friend was warm.

			Craig was the first boy in his age group to reach puberty, and in the showers the others never tired of staring in amazement at his emerging pubic hair. Harry, a slightly older boy, moved matters to the next logical stage. He took Craig out to one of the gigantic oak trees in the woods that the boys (disobeying the rules) loved to climb, and when they were standing at the top of the tree, he unzipped Craig’s pants and said he was going to show him something. Craig immediately got a roaring hard-on and Harry masturbated him. To Craig’s astonishment, “white stuff” flew out of his penis, great gobs of it covering his jeans—followed by panic over how to explain the stains to his housemother. Craig and Harry finally concocted a tale about “finding a can of white paint while playing in the woods.”

			Not all the boys were as winning as Harry. Chicago Junior, was, after all, a school for “disturbed” youth, and a few of the boys really did have problems beyond being overweight or having rejecting parents. When Ted invited Craig for a romp in the woods, the scenario moved quickly beyond white paint: Ted wanted to stick a pin up the opening in Craig’s penis. Craig had the good sense to jump up and run. Ted tried to give chase, but he was a large, clumsy boy and Craig easily outdistanced him. Eventually Ted was sent to St. Charles, the nearby state reformatory. “We’re going to send you to St. Charles” was a standard threat at Chicago Junior, though one infrequently carried out.

			Most of the sex play among the boys involved kissing and masturbation, though “cornholing” was known to happen, and oral sex was frequent enough for rumors of it to reach Mr. Kilburn. He at once convened an assembly—always a weighty event at the school—to express his indignation over rumors that boys were “inserting their penises into other boys’ mouths.” He demanded that each boy submit a statement to him, declaring whether he had or had not ever committed that mortal sin.

			Craig had deeply internalized the Christian Science notion that “truth is power and that truth is the greatest good,” and he forthrightly declared in his statement that he had indeed engaged in the forbidden behavior. Worse, his tone was not defensive and he made no apology. Yet to his surprise, Kilburn did not punish him, even though some of the boys who confessed were put to pulling burdock or breaking up rocks. Craig supposes that Kilburn had already written him off as hopeless—after all, he had been the only person in the school to favor Stevenson over Eisenhower in the 1952 election—and was probably afraid Craig would make even more trouble if punished. The episode confirmed Craig’s belief—which was to be central in his life—that “telling the truth” was in the end always the best policy.

			The boys, of course, went right on having sex with each other. Not everybody participated, but none of them looked askance at the activity. Intense friendships and frequent touching were so integral to the special environment they inhabited as to seem utterly natural; even the nonsexual boys would walk back and forth to the dining hall unself-consciously holding hands. Occasionally a housemother would tell them they “shouldn’t” do that, which made Craig aware for the first time that some people regarded his feelings as wrong—infuriating him, even at that early age.

			The boys generally ignored “spinsterish” injunctions, and as soon as the lights under the housemother’s door went out at night, they would jump into each other’s beds. According to Craig, there was “no sense of shame about it and we always knew and talked about who was going with whom.” Craig had sex with nearly half the boys in his own class of ten; several of them, in later years, did self-identify as gay.

			In seventh grade, when he was eleven, Craig got himself a “steady.” He and Tony were passionately in love, but only incidentally sexual—kisses, massages, and hand-holding were about the sum of it. But they spent as much time together as possible; if Craig had dishwashing duty after dinner, Tony would wait for him outside the hall so they could walk back to their dorm together.

			One day, daringly, the two boys decided to play hooky. Both were avid baseball fans—Craig adored the Chicago Cubs, Tony the Milwaukee Braves. When they learned that the Cubs and Braves were due to play a doubleheader against each other at Chicago’s Wrigley Field, they decided they had to go, and Tony somehow got hold of enough money to buy them train tickets to Chicago. They planned to stay for only the first game so that they could get back to the school before dark and not be missed. But once the excitement got hold of them in Wrigley Field, they forgot about their resolution and stayed till the doubleheader was over. That meant catching a late train that stopped a full three miles from the school. They walked the distance in the dark along the scary railroad tracks and, to keep up their courage and to avoid falling between the trestles, held hands the whole way.

			When they arrived at the dorm at eleven that night, Mr. Kilburn was waiting for them, “just livid.” The boys tried to prove how responsible they’d been by telling Kilburn they had carefully held hands during the entire three-mile walk. Mrs. Kilburn, who was present for the interrogation, said something snide about “faggots,” and Craig and Tony were not only punished but split up into different dorms. That might have been bearable, except that Tony, soon after, abruptly stopped speaking to Craig and acted as if he no longer existed. Tony never did explain why, but Craig surmised it had something to do with having been frightened by the accusation of “faggot.” The rejection deeply upset—and puzzled—Craig for many years thereafter.

			YVONNE

			YVONNE’S MOTHER SET her jaw, and the family knew that one more immovable decision had been reached: the youngest of two daughters, Yvonne (generally called “Chickie”) would not go to the segregated Lincoln Elementary School, but rather to the all-white Daniel Webster Grammar School. In 1942, blacks were not expected, not in New Rochelle, New York, any more than in the South, to make militant demands. But Theo Flowers had never let herself be guided by timid counsels. She had joined the Communist party nearly a decade earlier, impressed by the role it had played in defending the Scottsboro Boys—those nine hapless black youths falsely accused of raping two white women in 1931—and convinced that no other political group gave a damn about black people. She was far too independent ever to become a dutiful party functionary, yet she was never shy about acknowledging her political sympathies. When New Rochelle passed an ordinance requiring Communists to register, Theo, not about to deny her affiliation, marched down to the town hall and registered.

			So when Theo said no to the segregated Lincoln School, her ten-year-old daughter, Yvonne, though “a nervous wreck” at the likely amount of high-volume public anger that lay ahead, felt certain that the New Rochelle authorities had already lost the battle. After all, her very birth had been successfully contested; because Theo had refused to deliver in a hospital that practiced overt discrimination, Yvonne had been born in the nearby Mount Vernon Hospital rather than in New Rochelle.

			The school board tried to thwart Theo by redrawing district lines so that the street on which the Flowers family lived would fall outside the Daniel Webster School zone. But Theo brought formal charges of gerrymandering and won her case in court. And so, just as Yvonne had anxiously predicted, she took her place in the fifth grade class at Daniel Webster in the fall of 1942. (Nearly twenty years later, in 1961, the New Rochelle school system became the site of the North’s first court-ordered desegregation, at which time a federal judge ordered the closing of Lincoln Elementary, with its 94 percent black student population. That order was resisted for two more years, but in 1963 a new school board ordered Lincoln razed and its students bused elsewhere.)

			Yvonne was the only black child attending Daniel Webster in 1942, but she already knew many of her classmates from the neighborhood and never felt harassed or even isolated while at Webster. Yet despite her friends and her obvious intelligence, Yvonne never became an A student. Later in life she would recall the teacher who told her that she was “a C student and would always be so,” and that she should never think of anything so out of her league as a college education. “On some level, I believed her,” Yvonne says, and describes herself as an “underachiever” throughout her life.

			Yet she ascribes that, overall, less to racism than to the intimidating effect of growing up with a high-powered mother she felt unable to measure up to. For Theo Flowers not only was politically aware, but also spoke five languages, read voraciously, had had a promising concert career as a singer of German lieder (a bout with tuberculosis forced her to give up singing), and was something of a local “griot”—a wise woman—consulted for political advice and courted for support throughout the city of New Rochelle.

			Many of the black people in town were related, being descended from two large families that had settled there generations ago. And in the thirties and forties, a village atmosphere still prevailed. The goat man and his herd came down Yvonne’s block twice a week, and the vegetable sellers and fish peddlers even more frequently. Almost all the blacks in New Rochelle knew one another, so when Theo went to the store on Saturday morning, the family knew not to expect her back until late in the day; everybody had to talk to her about something, and a cup of coffee or a drink could go on for hours.

			Theo also loved to party. Indeed, it wasn’t illness alone that had ended her singing career, but also an unwillingness to make the necessary sacrifices or endure the needed discipline. She had been attracted to her first husband, Yvonne’s father, in part because, as a boxer (his brother was Bruce Flowers, a well-known fighter in the twenties and thirties), he lived a fast-lane life—so fast-lane that he died of alcoholism when Yvonne was four.

			Theo’s second husband, with whom Yvonne grew up, managed bars and always had a bottle of scotch nearby. He was an easygoing man, a life-of-the-party type who knew how to keep everybody laughing. He did sympathize with Theo’s political views, and especially her blunt pro-black stance, and at dinner the family conversation often revolved around what President Roosevelt had said that day and what the impact was likely to be on black people. But he lacked Theo’s dynamism and felt awed, sometimes overwhelmed, by her energy. Theo was unquestionably the dominant figure in the house and her husband knew better than to try to curtail her. When her love of gambling sometimes kept her out at the neighbors all night playing poker (or “pokino,” the local favorite), he might pace the floor and fret—but he refrained from walking the two blocks to tell her to come home.

			Theo’s own parents were scandalized at their daughter’s independent views on religion. They had both come from devout homes in the border states, and together ran a restaurant in Yonkers. (Cooking had long been a family specialty: Yvonne’s great-grandfather and great-granduncle had been cooks in the U.S. Navy at the turn of the century.) Theo’s mother was an ardent Catholic who practiced African spiritualism on the side, and her father was a devout Baptist. They had compromised by bringing Theo up Episcopalian, but could never compromise over her secularist bent as an adult; they refused to accept the Sunday morning habit in the Flowers home of listening to the famed Wings Over Jordan Choir on the radio as a legitimate equivalent for going to church.

			At their insistence, Theo agreed to send Yvonne to Sunday school, but her own secularism rubbed off on the child. When it came time, at age twelve, for her baptism, Yvonne—who had also inherited her mother’s independent spirit—refused to go through with it because she “didn’t believe.” But unlike Theo, confirmed in her secularism by her radical-minded friends, Yvonne felt deeply troubled at her lack of belief and the way it isolated her from her dutifully baptized peers. She talked with her minister, who showed annoyance at her stubborn insistence on understanding the Creation and at her confessed discomfort at going on her knees to Jesus, a white man. It wasn’t until her mid-twenties that Yvonne would finally find the compatible God she had long sought.

			She was equally stubborn about her sexuality. Entering high school in 1946 at age fourteen, she quickly acquired a steady boyfriend. They loved each other and stayed together throughout the four years of high school, but when Yvonne was fifteen and he sixteen and they attempted to have sex, she said he was “too big” and the act went unconsummated. Since he was also her best friend, she confided to him that she had felt erotically attracted to other girls from an early age—could remember standing in front of a mirror at age six or seven and defiantly shouting that “when I get grown, I am going to have all the girlfriends I want to have.”

			She didn’t have to wait that long. While still in her early teens, she started to “mess around” with a friend of her mother’s, a beautiful woman who looked like Lena Horne. Though Theo had a number of gay friends in her sophisticated circle, and though Yvonne had always felt able to confide in her mother, she kept the affair a secret. Yet in a more general way, she did try to tell her family about her attraction to women. Indeed, she was no more than twelve or thirteen when she abruptly announced it one night at the dinner table.

			Her family’s reaction was the equivalent of “pass me the peas”—as if she hadn’t said anything at all. She next tried putting the news in a letter, which she read aloud at the dinner table. Again, nobody said a word, as if they hadn’t heard her. It was only years later, after Yvonne had left home, that she and her mother finally talked openly about her sexuality. Theo accepted her daughter’s insistence that she was lesbian once she understood that it wasn’t going to keep her from getting an education or having a career, wasn’t going to stop her from having “plans and dreams.” In Yvonne’s view, much of the homophobia that exists in the black community is a function of middle-class aspirations, and the taking on of the narrow values of that class. Theo had a radical’s disdain for mere assimilation and scorned white bourgeois provincialism. Her politics of inclusion made it necessary for her to accept and applaud differences of all kinds—though in regard to her own daughter’s lesbianism, the best she could manage was tolerance.

			Yvonne was no less precocious in her early obsession with jazz. She had grown up around music, but by age twelve had (abetted by Frank, a clerk in the New Rochelle record store who shared her zeal and fed it with weekly releases) developed her own special taste for bebop—for Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, Tadd Dameron and, above all, for Thelonious Monk. She tortured her family by playing her 78s over and over at top volume, until everyone knew every line on every Thelonious Monk record. By the time Yvonne was fifteen she had become so immersed in bebop and progressive jazz that she researched and wrote a ten-page “history of jazz.” It was for her own edification, not to fulfill a school assignment.

			It was also at fifteen that she persuaded “Aunt” Janet, one of her mother’s hell-raising friends, to take her to the New York City jazz clubs—the Royal Roost, Birdland, and the other hangouts that dotted Fifty-second Street, then the jazz mecca of the world. Yvonne had had her first drink at twelve, and had quickly taken to it, but she never viewed the jazz clubs as places to party. She was one of those dead-serious fans who listen to music with such intensity that they become nearly oblivious to the drinking and seduction scenes taking place on the periphery. Nobody dared mess with her; she was there to listen. Later, when her particular favorite, Thelonious Monk, played at the Five Spot for two years, Yvonne became a fixture at the club. One night she went straight up to Monk and told him he was the only man she would ever marry. He gave her a silly, spaced-out smile.

			KARLA

			KARLA’S PARENTS TOLD her that Jews were “the Chosen People” and the goyim were not to be trusted (“the minute something goes wrong, they’ll turn around and call you a kike”). Such cultural assumptions aside, Abraham and Rhoda Jay saw themselves as, if anything, anti-religious. Abraham’s grandfather, a tyrannical, ultra-orthodox rabbi, used to drag his grandson out of bed at four o’clock in the morning to help make a minyan. It turned Abraham off religion for the rest of his life, and Karla never remembers setting foot in a synagogue (the one time Abraham took his children to temple to experience a seder, the presiding Reform rabbi—to Abraham’s chagrin—skipped the service). Karla knew she was Jewish, but had no real idea what that meant—“except that other kids had Christmas trees and we didn’t.”

			When his two children were born, Abraham was so determined to avoid giving them traditional Old Testament names—indeed, he disliked his own name, preferring to be called Eddie—that he simply looked at the shipping schedule in the newspaper and chose from the list of ships arriving or departing. Fortunately for his daughter, a Danish freighter, the Karla Dane, was docking on the day she was born, so she was spared being called Lusitania for the rest of her life—or, God forbid, Queen Mary.

			Abraham’s mother, Becky, was the only grandparent Karla got to know at all well. Becky had come to the United States with her parents in the late nineteenth century to escape the pogroms in Russia. On their way across the Atlantic, their boat had sunk and they had had to spend several days in a rowboat. The experience left Becky frightened of water for the rest of her life—and caused her to forget where precisely in Russia she had come from. Or so she claimed. For whatever reasons of her own, she refused to talk about the old country. She spent her life raising children and cooking food in the back of the saloon her husband owned.

			Not that Karla ever learned much more about her mother’s family. “It was like a wall of silence,” Karla later said; “my parents never spoke about the past. They were very closemouthed.” The sum of what she was told about her maternal grandmother was that she had been born in the United States; and about her grandfather, that he had been born in Austria and had run a fruit stand in Brooklyn before retiring.

			And it was only as an adult that Karla discovered that her own exceedingly beautiful mother had had, as a teenager, a first marriage. Rhoda had fallen deeply in love with a fellow student at Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn; though told he had a “rheumatic heart” and only a short time to live, she had insisted on marrying him. In a desperate effort to save her young husband, Rhoda took him to Florida, where he soon died. To compound the tragedy, his family blamed her for his premature death.

			For the rest of her life, Rhoda would be a deeply unhappy woman: frequently ill and barricaded in her room; known as quarrelsome and difficult. She waited until she was thirty to remarry and then chose Abraham, whom she did not love, because it seemed as if he would be a good provider. Abraham, at five feet two and nearly two hundred pounds (“He had been brought up on sour cream,” Karla later quipped), wasn’t physically attractive and, though forty, had never married. But he was a bright, jovial, good-tempered man, if inclined to be stubborn. (Stubbornness, Karla says, “is almost like a disease in my father’s family.”) Abraham was apparently in love with Rhoda but later, perhaps to cover his pain at the unhappy union, would joke that he had married her because she was thin and he had wanted to give his kids a fighting chance.

			Abraham was a hard worker. He had dropped out of school at age twelve to help out in his father’s saloon, had thereafter been a truck driver, and had then—at the time Rhoda met him—gone to work at his uncle’s dunnage company on the docks. In those years, dunnage firms handled the bins and containers in which all overseas freight was shipped; Abraham’s job was to count and haul lumber. It was backbreaking work, and life on the docks could be dangerous—he was shot at least once—but his salary was enough to support his mother and two sisters.

			He and Rhoda were married in 1942. Their son, Paul (Karla thinks maybe her father was reading a list of Christian saints on the day he chose her brother’s name), was born in 1943. Karla was born four years later—during a blizzard that trapped her father and brother in a Long Island railroad car for twelve hours while her mother was in labor in a hospital (an ordeal that they all frequently reminded Karla of in later life). Neither parents nor siblings got along well. Karla insists that throughout their childhood her brother had precisely three expressions: “Shut up,” “Drop dead,” and “Get out of my room.”

			Abraham and Rhoda were more talkative—or rather, argumentative—with each other, but not much more friendly. They dealt with each other primarily through evasion (a childhood friend of Karla’s reports that all she can remember of Rhoda is a closed door). With Rhoda taking to her bed for long stretches and Abraham working seven days a week on the docks (though he was decidedly interested in his children when he was present), Karla might well have suffered severe emotional deprivation had it not been for the timely appearance of Nene.

			Nene (a nickname her brothers and sisters had settled on when they couldn’t pronounce “Lulubelle”) was a black woman in her late twenties hired by the Jays as a live-in maid when Karla was four. Nene was married, but her husband was older, liked to drink, and could be abusive, so Nene (who had no children of her own) welcomed the live-in job. When she arrived, Karla was still sleeping in a crib, and she had a lot of trouble adjusting to the bed that Nene now insisted on. But Karla had no trouble at all getting used to Nene herself. She was a warm-hearted, loving human being of immense goodwill, with a wonderful sense of humor, a great smile, and a happy laugh. Nene, unlike Rhoda, was never depressed—indeed, she was the only person who could get along with Rhoda, which she accomplished by simply shrugging at her angry outbursts. Small and slim, Nene was agile and energetic, but always slowed her quick pace so that young Karla could keep up without effort. Nene became, in essence, Karla’s primary parent.

			Nene’s passion was baseball. At every possible opportunity, she would take Karla to Ebbets Field to watch the Dodgers play (Paul rarely came along; he was a sickly child, afflicted with asthma). The first thing Karla remembers reading is baseball scorecards, which she and Nene (who couldn’t read well) would pore over. Karla loved Ebbets Field more for the peanuts than for the baseball, but she was a good-natured, uncomplaining child who felt absolutely content as long as she could be with Nene. “It never occurred to me as a small child,” Karla would later say, “that I was not going to grow up black like Nene. It never occurred to me that we were different. I did get some strange looks, though, after I started elementary school. I sounded like the only black kid in an all-white school.”

			Karla was also lucky in having a wonderful aunt (by marriage) living two houses away from the Jays in Flatbush. Aunt Betty, nicknamed Queenie, had been a vaudeville singer, had married several times, cursed like a truck driver, told dirty jokes, had a raucous sense of humor, and sang at all the family gatherings—usually accompanied by her dachshund, Judy. Queenie had no patience with the notion of a woman learning her proper, antiseptically limited, place. Not only did she drive a car—which was then highly unorthodox for a woman—but she played touch football with the boys in the street, and thought nothing of jumping in to rescue Paul when, as happened often, he fell prey to the other kids in the neighborhood. Betty was, like Nene, a rescuer by nature—and Paul and Karla needed all the help they could get.

			If Karla took her optimistic good nature from Nene, she showed, like Queenie, an early impatience with traditional female roles. As far back as she can remember, Karla was called a tomboy. Queenie told her that she had been a tomboy, too, and to pay the label no mind. But everybody else kept nervously reassuring Karla that she would “outgrow it.” Many years would pass before she would be able to define fully what “it” was, but what Karla knew early on was that she would rather be playing punchball with the boys in the street than jumping rope or playing house with the little girls.

			Karla’s mother was decidedly disappointed in her. Though ill and withdrawn during much of Karla’s childhood, Rhoda would rouse herself to clean the house (obsessively, over and over: “Jewish women,” Queenie would sardonically say, “cleaned as a substitute for sex”); to prepare an occasional gourmet meal (Nene usually did the cooking); to play an occasional game of canasta; and, above all, to shop. Rhoda liked dressing well almost as much as she liked a good bargain, and with a true shopper’s fanaticism would return over and over again to Loehmann’s famed bargain store to watch hawk-eyed until the price fell to the lowest possible level. She later admitted that she spent money to get back at her
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