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        On the walls of my weariness…

        I was born to know you

        To sing songs of freedom to you.
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      Thirty-five years after the close of this memoir, my mother told me a secret she’d promised my father she’d never reveal. It was in the fall of 2005, and we were dining at Jerry’s, an upscale seafood restaurant on the road between Wrightsville Beach and Wilmington, North Carolina, where my parents had retired to a house they’d had built off the Pine Valley golf course. It was, they’d claimed, their dream house, although I suspect that was due more to the emptiness of their nest than the prestige of their address, a four-digit number on a gently curving drive named after the traitorous slaveholder Robert E. Lee.

      Although my parents would never admit it, children brought little of the ‘Ozzie and Harriet’ happiness their era had promised. My would-be twin sisters, Nan and Jane, were stillborn, while neither my brother nor I turned out the way we were supposed to, a failure my father attributed to a lack of gumption and my mother, selfishness. If only we’d thought more about her, she complained, we would’ve turned out better. Instead, we thought only of ourselves and, worse, in ways that made her look bad. Like when my brother announced his engagement to a plumber’s daughter. Or I dropped out of college to become a hippie faggot freak.

      Both claimed my brother’s 1977 divorce, an ugly break-up involving allegations of drug abuse and domestic violence, was the family’s nadir. But that was only because it couldn’t be covered up; at some point, absent wives and missing grandchildren had to be explained away. Not so with my homosexuality, the news of which I’d dropped in their lap ten years earlier and which they’d promptly swept under the rug. While my brother eventually made his way back into my parent’s good graces, mostly through remarriage, I remained an outsider or, as my mother liked to tell her friends—despite the fact that I’d been with the same man since 1979—a “confirmed bachelor.”

      I’d like to think my mother opened up that night at Jerry’s because she wanted to put “all that ugliness,” as she liked to call my coming out, behind her. However, forty years into it, she still refused to utter the word ‘gay’ or refer to David, my partner of twenty-six years, as anything more than a friend. Indeed, her homophobia was so intense that, when David and I wed a few months after gay marriage became legal in Massachusetts, I’d refused to tell her for fear she’d ruin the day for me. And, despite the headlines marriage equality garnered around the world, she never once inquired about our status or commented on the thin gold band that suddenly appeared on the third finger of my left hand.

      No, I suspect my mother’s openness that night was due mostly to her fondness for vodka and water. Before we’d even raised a fork, she’d already polished off one and was working on her second while fielding my many questions about my paternal grandfather, whose death from alcohol at sixty-two was so at odds with my family’s staid storyline that I had long sensed an affinity. And so, every chance I got I returned to the man everyone called Bo, probing for the convergence that I hoped lurked behind my family’s fine, upstanding middle-class facade.

      Like the others before it, my interrogation was not going well. “Dale, I just don’t know,” or “Gosh, I never thought about it,” my mother would reply with such maddening frequency I’d just about decided to give my inquiry up. At ninety-six, she had limited time left for setting the family record straight; and worse, she had started to become alarmingly addled. Earlier in the day, she’d conflated the 1937 Ohio River flood, from which my father had to be rescued in a rowboat, with the 1958 flooding of our suburban Wilmington, Delaware basement, which required nothing more than a sump pump. Soon, I feared she wouldn’t even remember who I was, let alone a father-in-law who’d died some fifty years earlier.

      Then, out of the blue, she dropped her bomb. She’d just finished slathering a dinner roll with butter and squinted at it as if she wasn’t quite sure what she was handling. “You know, of course, that Bo was arrested for sodomy,” she said, returning the roll to her bread plate.

      Certain my two pricey glasses of red wine had gone to my head, I stared at her for a few astonished seconds. “Arrested for what??” I finally blurted out.

      “You heard me,” she replied, swigging the last of her vodka.

      “No, honestly, I didn’t.”

      My mother reached again for her dinner roll and, annoyed, bellowed, “For sodomy, I said!”

      At that, the room fell into such a startled hush I could hear dishes being stacked in Jerry’s kitchen. The woman at the table next to us, a deacon at my mother’s church who’d risen to greet her on our way in, pulled nervously at her pearls. Her husband, the orthopedic surgeon who’d replaced my mother’s hip when she broke it fifteen years earlier, cleared his throat. “Jane,” he asked, turning to glare at me, “is everything all right?”

      “Yes, quite, except that I’d like another drink,” my mother smiled, jangling her ice cubes at a passing waitress.

      “Certainly,” the waitress, a grizzled Brit who’d waited on us during our previous three visits, replied. She removed my mother’s empty tumbler and smiled. “Another vodka and water?”

      My mother turned to me and scowled.

      “Uhm, yes, please,” I stammered, realizing that I’d once again failed her. As the “man of the table,” a title I’d inherited after my father’s death, I was expected to order her drinks. “And another one of these?” I asked, sheepishly pointing to my empty wine glass.

      “Of course, another Gundlauch Bundschu,” the waitress replied, winking knowingly. Earlier in the evening, when my mother had complained my taste for wine was unmanly, the waitress had rushed to my defense. “On no, dearie, all those old rules are dead. Nowadays, it’s anything goes.” She’d jabbed me with her elbow and laughed heartily. “Isn’t that right, love?” Blushing, I’d mouthed a heartfelt thank you. It was the closest I’d ever heard anyone get to telling my mother it was okay to be gay.

      When the buzz finally returned to the room, I slid my chair closer to her and returned to the subject of my grandfather’s bust. “You can’t be serious. For sodomy?”

      My mother looked up from her plate and glared at me. “What, you think I’d make something like that up?”

      “But how could you possibly know?”

      “Because your father was the one the police called,” she replied. She grimaced as if it had only been yesterday. “He was the one who had to go down and bail your grandfather out of jail.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “What, is that all you can say?”

      “Sorry, but I just can’t imagine bailing your own...” Trailing off, I recalled the time my father had bailed me out of a jail in Danville, Illinois, the Midwestern hellhole to which my parents had moved after another DuPont transfer. While the cops made sure he knew what I’d been busted for—I’d shoplifted a bottle of bubble bath—my gayness had only been implied. With sodomy, there was little room for doubt. The word practically screamed ‘faggot.’

      Picking at my salad, I wondered just how calamitous Bo’s bust had been. As with so much in gay life, timing and location would have been critical. And while Jeffersonville, the southern Indiana river town where Bo had married into one of its most prominent families, was strictly Bible Belt, he might have gotten lucky on timing. Dabbing a piece of bread in olive oil, I asked my mother if she knew in what year Bo’s bust had been.

      “Let’s see,” she replied, noting that she and my father were still living in the Jeffersonville apartment they’d moved into after marrying. “You know the one on Riverside Drive?” she asked, her macular-clouded eyes blindly scouring the wall behind me. “The one around the corner from Mo and Bo?”

      I nodded and smiled. Before we’d left Jeffersonville for Wilmington, Delaware, where my father had landed a plumb job in the home offices of DuPont, the chemical giant my parents referred to as simply ‘the Company’—as if there were no others—my mother would point out the apartment building every time we drove by. There, she would say, on the second floor, with a striped canvas awning over a porch that looked across the Ohio at the big city bustle of Louisville, Kentucky, was where our family began.

      She fondly recalled how spacious the flat was. “We couldn’t really afford it. But you know how your father was.” She smiled wistfully. “Always wanting the best...”

      “Yes, yes,” I interrupted, glancing at her half-empty vodka. Soon, she’d be too drunk to focus. “But when? What year?”

      She woozily wiped a smudge of tartar sauce from the side of her mouth and recalled that she’d just finished giving Dean, my older brother, a bath in the kitchen sink. “He’d just turned two months so that would’ve meant...” Pausing, she turned suddenly ashen, and confessed she couldn’t remember the year my brother was born. “Isn’t that terrible?” she gasped. “What kind of a mother doesn’t remember when her own son was born?”

      Fearing another meltdown—the night before, she’d gotten teary-eyed and blamed herself for my brother’s growing indifference—I assured her it was okay. At ninety-six, she was entitled to be a little fuzzy over dates. Then I reminded her that Dean was born ten years before me. “In 1939,” I added, just in case she’d forgotten when I was born too.

      I took a long swig of wine and shuddered over Bo’s timing. 1939 was smack-dab in the middle of the anti-gay crackdown that ushered in a new era of repression, culminating in the Lavender Scare of the late McCarthy, early Eisenhower blacklist era. Censorship became universal; blackmail, routine; entrapment, official police policy; and termination, an employers’ instantaneous, no-questions-asked response. Religion, science, philosophy, medicine, and law coalesced: homosexuality was suddenly immoral, unnatural, decadent, sick, and illegal, all in one neatly wrapped package.

      Gripping the side of my chair, I recalled the camp, old-world word for what we later called coming out: “wrecked.” Busted in 1939 on a sodomy charge in a southern Indiana Bible Belt town, Bo would’ve defined the word. He hadn’t been just wrecked. He’d been ruined.

      “Of course, 1939, now why couldn’t I remember that?” my mother chirped. She stabbed a cherry tomato with her fork and smiled triumphantly; the previous two had catapulted off her plate and under our neighbor’s table. “I don’t know how you put up with an old lady like me.”

      “But Bo was editor of the town newspaper,” I ventured, hoping against hope that his status as a member of Jeffersonville’s elite would’ve somehow protected him.

      “Not for long he wasn’t,” my mother replied dryly. While my father had managed to hush the arrest up, the price was my grandfather’s erasure. “Retired” by the newspaper and banished by my grandmother to a spare room overseen by a mocking statue of Winged Victory—a wedding gift from her gruff, domineering father—he quickly took to drink. By the time I was born, he was a mere shadow—disgraced, humiliated, and impoverished. He’d even lost his pension.

      “I see,” I said, more familiar than I cared to admit with such downward spirals. I turned and stared into the mercury vapor glow of Jerry’s strip mall parking lot and recalled an old photo I’d found in a large wooden box in the storage space over my mother’s garage. Taken a few months before he’d married, Bo looks defiantly at the camera, his head feyly cocked to the side with the arm of his much butcher companion draped affectionately over his shoulder. On the back, he’d written in a script so florid it made my mother’s near-perfect Palmer cursive look almost child-like: Observe that look of mine: it’s the limit. Of his friend’s look, he’d concluded: Cliff’s says “don’t forget.”

      Attacking my scallops, I anticipated the late-night call to my husband, David, announcing the news: It’s in my blood! My grandfather was gay! Gay!! Much more measured, with a skeptical bent I often found maddening, I knew David would be unmoved. After all, he would ask, couldn’t straights be busted for sodomy too?

      I watched our waitress clear a table across the room and recalled what a Greenwich Village drag queen I’d once lived across the hall from had said of straight sexual privilege. What we had to bang out in toilets and parks—“In full view of everyone and, honey, I do mean everyone,” she’d cried, rolling her eyes—straights got to do behind closed doors. Even their whores, she’d bitterly noted, did it in beds. As for her, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d done it lying down, let alone on a sheet.

      Before the start of the so-called “sexual revolution,” only the privileged few could. Most gays either played it safe by abstaining or, succumbing to an overpowering need, did it outdoors, furtively, often in places patrolled by undercover cops. There they thought they’d be safe and, for the most part, they were, at least until, as with Bo, the handcuffs came out and off to jail they were hauled, humiliated and ruined.

      I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants leg and, leaning across the table, hesitantly asked if my mother knew where Bo had been arrested. “I mean, was it outdoors?”

      She grimaced as if she knew exactly what I was asking and nodded. “Down by the river,” she muttered between teeth so tightly clenched I nearly had to ask her to repeat it.

      “You mean the Ohio?” I asked, incredulous. Until we moved to Delaware, the river’s edge was where my cousin Kay and I had played ‘The Dying Swan.’ She’d be the prince and I, the beautiful peasant girl he’d fallen in love with but who the prince’s mother, the evil queen, had cast a spell on and turned into a swan.

      I recalled the large granite slab on the river’s banks, partially submerged, that we’d used as our stage. There, surrounded on one side by thick undergrowth and, on the other, by the Ohio’s murky depths, we’d be so hidden from view that I could safely let out the girl trapped inside me. There, I’d let her shriek and twirl to her heart’s content. None of the bullies who tormented me had any idea that she—or I, her host—were even there.

      My head spun. Was that childhood play site also the spot where grown men met for sex? I scoured my memory for the telltale signs—used condoms, wads of rumpled tissue, torn pieces of yellowing porn—but I’d been too young to interpret them, even if they’d been there. Still, the possibilities intrigued me. Could I have sampled my first taste of freedom as a budding gay man at the very spot where my grandfather enjoyed his last?

      “Why of course, it was the Ohio,” my mother snipped. “Is there some other river in Jeff I don’t know about?”

      “No, of course not,” I muttered as waves of vindication washed over me. For years, my mother and I had fought over what she insisted was a choice—made by me mostly to hurt her—and I, a fact of life we both needed to simply accept. And now here it was, four decades later: evidence that gayness was as much a part of my DNA as male-patterned baldness, a cleft chin, and blue eyes. I leaned back in my chair, shaken. On some level, she’d known all along.

      “It was sad,” my mother continued. “Bo was so kind and gentle—a sweetheart, really.” She paused and smiled; back then, men were no more supposed to be gentle than they were to drink wine. “And, oh, what a lovely voice he had. When he sang, the whole room would light up.” She swilled the last of her vodka and asked if I remembered that about him.

      I reminded her that my only remembrance of Bo was the sterling silver cup engraved To Dale from Bo-Bo he’d given my parents to commemorate my birth. “I was two when he died, Mother. Two.”

      “Why, of course you were,” she replied, a bit defensively. She patted her mouth with her napkin and smiled woozily. “I remember that. Of course, I do.”

      I glanced nervously at my mother’s empty tumbler. After three vodka and waters, she could hardly be deemed a reliable reporter. However, she’d been much too guileless not to be believed. Besides, ‘sodomy’ was hardly a word a woman of her social standing would casually drop within earshot of a church deacon in a fancy restaurant like Jerry’s.

      I looked across the table at her and smiled. I’d been right to suspect an affinity; Bo and I were both gay, a fact our family not only refused to accept but had swept—not just once, but twice—under the rug. “Amazing,” I muttered.

      Then, as if on cue, my mother moved on and we finished our meal discussing the usual topics: the weather; her frustrations with her grandkids, whom she felt failed to give her due deference; her terror of going blind; her fears of having to move into a nursing home or, worse, in with my brother, a prospect she again made me promise I’d never let happen; and whether I was getting enough to eat. “Here, have some of mine,” she said repeatedly, pointing to her flounder. “You know I can’t finish it.”

      She never once asked about David or what the last forty years had been like for me as an out gay man. Had I ever been busted like Bo? Had I ever been beaten up, harassed, or fired from a job? Had I tried to kill myself? And what about those needle tracks from when I lived in Greenwich Village? Surely, she’d seen them, although she never once mentioned them.

      And what about AIDS? Indeed, during the height of the epidemic, with friends dying all around us, she never once asked if David or I were sick. Questions like that would have implied acceptance—something proper, God-fearing, Southern ladies like her would never grant. And my mother, a working-class Hoosier who’d married far better than even her striving, evangelical mother dreamed possible, was nothing if not proper. “Tastefulness personified,” was how one of her country club friends once described her.

      But in the terse family code I’d become expert at cracking, my mother had finally given me what I wanted. There, in the margins of her story, was an apology for her betrayal when in late 1967, home from my first semester as an architectural student at Syracuse University, I came out to her, a revelation she greeted by throwing up. Two days later, she handed me the card of a shrink who’d promised her a cure and informed me it was either that or the draft; they would not pay to put a degenerate through college. Certain Vietnam would be the end of me—back then, gays had more to fear from our side than the other—I promised her the impossible: I would go straight.

      After that, I embarked on my own downward spiral, a demented, late-Sixties update of my grandfather’s in every way but one. I did not let it kill me—although by the time of that dinner at Jerry’s the jury was still out on the hepatitis C I’d contracted while shooting speed with a bunch of Greenwich Village junkies known as the Horrible Fags. Stunned, I stared over the restaurant’s bistro curtains at the rental car I’d parked outside. None of that had been necessary. Homosexuality was in my blood. My being gay was as natural as her being straight.

      On the drive back to the gated community my mother had moved to a few years after my father’s death, the local public radio station played Big Band music, her favorite. “Your father and I used to dance to this,” she said, bouncing up and down in the passenger seat. She turned to me and beamed. “He was such a good dancer. Everyone said so.”

      Aglow from our unspoken reconciliation, I gave her that—an acknowledgment that my father, with whom I never got along, was at least a good dancer. I recalled the times I’d watched them as a kid foxtrot across our suburban Wilmington, Delaware living room, my father leading and my mother, her head on his shoulder, blissfully happy. “And, yes, a very good one at that,” I added.

      Back at her condo, I put the radio on full blast while she danced around the den in her stocking feet, all by herself. I sat in a swivel chair whose soiling betrayed her growing incontinence and, clapping along with the beat, shouted encouragement. “Yeah, that’s it. Come on, Mom. Do it!”

      Exhausted, she collapsed into the chair next to the TV and murmured, “Oh gosh, that was fun!” Then, we did what we had not done since my coming out destroyed nearly everything between us. We broke into giggles that, for a few gasping moments, reminded us of what we once were, before shame and recrimination intervened—a mother and her hopelessly sissy son, delighted by nothing so much as to be in each other’s company.

      Once we regained our composure, my mother came as close as she ever had to acknowledging our losses. “My, we haven’t done that in a long time,” she sighed before getting up to say goodnight. Passing, she bent down, took my face in her wrinkled, parchment-like hands and smiled. “It felt good, didn’t it?”

      Reeling, I could only nod and wait until, padding down the hall, she closed her bedroom door behind her and, finally alone, I could call David with the news: It’s in my blood! My grandfather was gay! Gay!! My mother told me so!!

      Incredulous, David asked if she’d finally uttered the word. I swallowed hard and admitted she had not. “Maybe next time,” I added, certain there would be one.

      I was wrong. My mother never returned to the story and, fearful she’d deny she ever told it, I never again pursued it. Like my coming out, Bo’s sodomy bust returned to being one of the many elephants in the room my mother routinely worked around, blithely pretending they weren’t there. As my dear friend and fellow gay liberationist Eric once said of her, denial was not just a river in Egypt.

      And so, when four years later—three weeks after her one-hundredth birthday—my mother died as she had wished, in her own bed, with David holding her hand and me reciting the 23rd Psalm, ‘sodomy’ was as close to the word ‘gay’ as she ever got. And while I could not help feeling bitter about this, I also could not help interpreting the tear that formed in the corner of her left eye moments before her death as a gift—her death-bed confession that she regretted squandering our once-solid bond. Had she only relented and accepted me for who I am, she would have kept me, a mama’s boy to the end. Instead, she rebuffed my every entreaty. I had no choice but to move on.

      It was not easy. I came out to my parents a year-and-a-half before the Stonewall Rebellion issued the call to leave the closet behind. Before that, there were no signposts or paths on how to exist out in the open—only barriers. Shame and self-doubt were gay life’s defaults; suicide—or at least a premature death, generally from alcohol or drugs, although sometimes, as in the case of the old-world gay icon, Judy Garland, both—were too often its end.

      My father often claimed I lacked the quality he most admired in a man: gumption. While I proudly eschew many masculine trappings, the story that follows shows just how wrong he was. I had the gumption to make it through a time when being out was mostly considered a sign of madness, an act of willful self-destruction, or the perverse embrace of Marx’s lumpenproletariat: low-life losers like drag queens, drug addicts, petty thieves, and prostitutes.

      Many of the people featured in this memoir were exactly that. Back then, drag queens, junkies, drug dealers, pickpockets and whores were virtually the only ones around who had a hand to lend. And, no, I could have never made it on my own. I was too young; the times were too tough; and the repression too pervasive. Back then, the more experienced men who helped newcomers like me navigate our coming out were called ‘gay mothers.’ Nearly everyone had one. I was fortunate to have had many.

      Most of my gay mothers were older, although the oldest was not yet thirty, the age at which the then-insurgent “youth culture” declared one to no longer be trustworthy. Two were actually my age, although both were what we called back then “precocious,” meaning they’d come out much younger, one as early as thirteen. Another two were transgender, although back then we called them drag queens. One was even a straight woman—thoroughly cisgender, although what today might also pass as “queer.” She introduced me to LSD, which was, along with Free Love, Free Speech, Freedom Summers, Sit-Ins, Be-Ins, Black Pride, Black Power, Flower Power, Maximum Feasible Participation, Self-Determination and guerilla warfare, also a gay mother. Another was a lover, although his influence was, as a mother’s often can be, almost entirely negative. Through him—and the methamphetamine he got me hooked on—I saw up-close and personal the damage that self-loathing imparted to gay life. Yes, “internalized homophobia,” as we later came to know it, was a gay mother too. Without experiencing its uniquely corrosive spin on guilt and shame, I might never have become the gay liberationist that the trajectory of this memoir points to.

      A number of cultural touchstones were gay mothers as well. The first and perhaps most significant were Time and Life, the two Henry Luce periodicals whose weekly reports of a rapidly changing world a lonely and bullied gay kid like me regularly scoured for hints of an escape. The latter’s 1964 exposé, “Homosexuality in America,” proved seminal, offering not only assurances that there were others out there like me but also instructions on where to find them—in big city enclaves like Greenwich Village, of course, but also in small city “cruising” spots like, I later discovered, my hometown’s main drag—and what I was to wear when I did—sneakers, fluffy sweaters, and tight pants: the so-called “gay uniform.”

      Time’s coverage, though more episodic, was equally reassuring, offering me proof that—although always in the most disparaging of terms—gays could, with enough fame, money or chutzpah, survive out in the open. Through it, I came across my first hints of a gay mother—through trailblazers like Truman Capote, Tennessee Williams, Gore Vidal, Jean Genet, Jean Cocteau, Francis Bacon, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Luchino Visconti, Edward Albee, Kenneth Anger, James Purdy, Paul Goodman, Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, James Baldwin, Christopher Isherwood, W. H. Auden, Benjamin Britten, Ned Rorem, and, my personal favorite, Andy Warhol, in whose Silver Factory I imagined myself transformed from a sad, pathetic object of scorn into a venomous, fire-breathing superstar-faggot: the Pope Ondine. Even Walter Jenkins, the Presidential aide whose 1964 bust in a DC men’s room was an object lesson in the dangers of entrapment, was a gay mother. As my first pick-up—“tricks,” we called them back then—said of downtown Wilmington’s cruising scene, it was wise of me to be so cautious. “Vice,” he said, were everywhere.

      There were, of course, women too, all also gleaned from magazines, who became the genre-shattering alter-egos through whom I also imagined myself free: the ultrachic Veruschka, the androgynous Twiggy, the transgender Christine Jorgensen, the icy Nico, the ballsy Nancy Sinatra, the demure Jennifer Jones, the regal Aretha Franklin, the fearsome Odetta, rebels like Fanny Lou Hamer of the Mississippi Freedom Democrats and Kathleen Cleaver of the Black Panther Party, rock stars like Janis Joplin of Big Brother and the Holding Company and Grace Slick of Jefferson Airplane, and vipers like Jiang Jing, Chairman Mao’s white-boned demon, and Brigid Polk, the fat, demented, drug-shooting bull dyke of Warhol’s The Chelsea Girls. But none ever came close to the beautiful lady whose photo, at age six, I’d clipped from the pages of Look magazine and who, clutching a dozen long-stemmed red roses and swooning in the arms of her handsome prince, was my first prima donna ballerina: Tchaikovsky’s glorious Dying Swan.

      There were books, plays and films too: Hubert Selby’s Last Exit to Brooklyn, Franz Fanon’s Black Skins, White Masks, John Rechy’s City of Night, Genet’s Our Lady of the Flowers, Amira Baraka’s (then Leroi Jones) Dutchman, Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, Antonioni’s Blow-Up, Resnais’s Last Year at Marienbad, Buñuel’s Belle de Jour, Godard’s Weekend, Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde, Paul Newman/Joanne Woodward’s Rachel, Rachel, and Paul Morrissey/Andy Warhol’s Flesh. Even Hollywood schlock like Russ Meyer’s Beyond the Valley of the Dolls and the Jennifer Jones religious melodrama, Song of Bernadette, were gay mothers.

      There was, of course, music too: Martha and the Vandellas’ “Nowhere to Run,” the Four Tops’ “Reach Out, I’ll Be There,” the Beach Boys’ “Wouldn’t It Be Nice,” the Beatles’ “Strawberry Fields Forever,” Aretha’s “Ain’t No Way,” Dylan’s “Visions of Johanna,” James Brown’s “Say It Loud: I’m Black and I’m Proud,” the Stones’ “Paint It Black,” just about everything by the Velvet Underground—“Heroin,” “Venus In Furs,” “All Tomorrow’s Parties, “Femme Fatale,” “Sister Ray”—Nico’s “I’ll Keep It With Mine,” Jefferson Airplane’s “Plastic Fantastic Lover,” and, of course, my grandfather’s favorite piano piece, Debussy’s “Clair de Lune.” But nothing packed quite the wallop of Norman O. Brown’s meditation on apocalypse, Love’s Body, and Ingmar Bergman’s back-to-back descents into the crisis of identity, Persona and Hour of the Wolf. These are the works that haunt this memoir, my gay mothers’ emeritus.

      I may have gotten the gay gene from my grandfather, but my gay mothers were the ones who taught me the ropes of life as an outsider: a gay man coming out in a time of rebellion. Through them, I learned to stand up and, against terrifying odds, be myself. Their love was tough and sometimes cruel, but it imparted resilience, a finger in the eye of hatred and adversity that got so many of us through. This book is a salute to them, the gay mothers who taught me the twisted, messy, sometimes ugly ways of survival in a time when we had no rights, only wrongs.

      Yes, a few were ogres; one, monstrously so. Ironically, the more hideous these mentors were, the more powerful their allure. Back then, bad was an end unto itself, the rejection of good as sexy as the sculpted gym bodies of a later, more accepting time.

      The one good my gay mothers never got me to reject was my love for my actual mother, although one tried very hard and, once, almost succeeded. Nor could my mother ever fully reject me. Despite the pressures of her time and place, she refused to give me up. Put bluntly, she loved me despite the fact that I was gay or, in the words of one of her icons, the Rev. Billy Graham, an “abomination.”

      More than a half century later, it is hard to imagine just how difficult that was for her. Back then, families were expected to submit their gay children to cures. No means—electroshock, castration, lobotomy—were deemed too barbaric. For children who refused, banishment was the family’s only recourse; anything less would have been appeasement, a mollycoddling of evil, a treasonous embrace of the dreaded “other.”

      A deeply conservative, God-fearing Republican, my mother took great umbrage at the changes ushered in by the Sixties, the decade in which much of this memoir takes place. Once, during a Dick Cavett interview with Gloria Steinem, she lashed out at the feminist critique of traditional gender roles. “I don’t know what’s so wrong with female subservience,” she snipped. “I rather like being taken care of!” Nevertheless, for years she resisted calls to “disown” me, a bourgeois euphemism for rejection that, like the draft’s 4-F classification, underscored a gay man’s utter unfitness.

      One of the lessons my gay mothers taught me was to know the insults from which I’d never recover. Those, they’d advised, were to be avoided at all costs. For me, that fatal injury was to be disowned. I’d seen what it did to others and lived in terror of it happening to me. My mother made sure it did not.

      While I owe much to my gay mothers, I could not have made it through without the real one. Although she’d be mortified to be found in their company, this book is a salute to her, as well.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      I am not a writer by trade or training and there are a number of people I must acknowledge and thank for their inspiration, support, and encouragement throughout the process of bringing this remembrance to completion. First, there is my dear friend, comrade, and fellow gay liberationist, Bill Hoppe, whose premature death from AIDS in 1995 sent me careening down the rabbit hole of grief and commemoration that has ended up as this memoir. Hoppe came later in my life and thus does not appear in this story, although his spirit, as the linchpin of a “chosen family” that arose out of the ashes of gay liberation, permeates this work.

      There is also Andrew Szanton, whose 1996 Harvard Extension memoir-writing class helped give shape and form to this project; Dr. Peter Kassel, whose guidance helped me sort through the waves of depression, shame, guilt, and rage this unearthing provoked; the fellow members of my former writers group, Brave New Writers, Deborah Blicher and Anne Stuart, whose criticism and comments on my endlessly evolving drafts helped move the process forward; my dear friend, Philip Gambone, author of his own recently published memoir, As Far As I Can Tell, whose enthusiasm for my work led him to recommend me to his publisher; and Ian Henzel and St Sukie de la Croix of Rattling Good Yarns Press, whose commitment to publishing our lived experiences is a significant contribution to LGBT history as well as our ongoing appreciation of the diversity that makes us a community.

      And finally, I must acknowledge and thank from the depths of my heart my husband, David Imming, whose generosity of spirit gave me the space to work on a project others would have dismissed as mere vanity or, worse, madness. A woodworker of a decidedly minimalist bent, David’s disdain for excess, cant, and sentimentality has been an inspiration. I can only hope the final product is worthy of his respect. While this memoir salutes the many who aided my emergence as a gay militant, Hippie Faggot Freak is dedicated only to David, the one who finally made me happy.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      I have attempted to portray the events in this remembrance as accurately as my memory has allowed. Admittedly they occurred many years ago, although I have been working on this history for a very long time. The memories from which this work springs were, when first put to paper, if not exactly fresh, still indelibly raw. Inevitable gaps, particularly regarding dialogue, much of which is, by the way, cranially implanted, have been imaginatively filled in. Similarly, some names have been changed and chronology has in some cases been tweaked. No scene, however, has been invented, although each one has admittedly been filtered through a lens of moral outrage that no one at the time had the benefit of possessing. Back then, gay life was supposed to be rough. We were expected to just endure.

      I am well aware of the skepticism that arises over memories revisited after such long intervals. However, I do not wish to engage here in a discussion of the historical value of the memoir or, more specifically, creative nonfiction. The lives of ordinary people, especially those from oppressed and/or marginalized groups, are rarely told and works like this I hope help fill that still-yawning gap. People like me not only make history; we feel its injustices in ways more privileged and distanced others never will. And feelings are very much what this memoir is about: the slow, painful expurgation of guilt and shame and the sudden—often blinding—dawning of power and pride, without which no liberation is ever possible.

      I also hope there are many other works like this—ones of struggle, pain and yearning—in the pipeline. I have always thought lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgender people, especially of the older variety, those from the bad old days before Stonewall, have compelling stories to tell. George Santayana famously said that those who ignore the past are condemned to repeat it. This memoir is offered up as my contribution to keeping the memory fresh of where we as a people—the first out, self-affirming homosexuals in human history—came from, in hopes that past will never be repeated.

      To paraphrase Karl Marx, the point is not to interpret the world but to change it. Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people have, to an astonishing degree—at least in the US—done that. We must remember why.

      Dale Mitchell

      Jamaica Plain, MA

      January 2023
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            EVERYTHING ELSE IS DRESS-UP

          

        

      

    

    
      “Piercing! She calls his screams piercing!” my father bellowed, jabbing his forefinger at a report card from my last year at the Jack and Jill Kindergarten. Located in a squat, cinder block bunker halfway between Jeffersonville and New Albany, the two rivalrous southern Indiana river towns that four generations of both sides of my family had called home, it was the place where I’d first come to think of myself as a mistake: a boy who, in every other respect but “down there,” was a girl.

      My father shook his head and glared at my mother. “Whoever heard of a word like that being used on a boy?!”

      Frightened, I clutched my mother’s neck and whimpered, “No, Mommy, please, don’t let him take me.” I listened to the rumble of coal emptying into our basement bin and tightened my grip. Next to it was the spot where my father gave me the punishments that he claimed hurt him much more than me, although he never once screamed during their administration. He didn’t even well up. I, on the other hand, bawled my eyes out. “The belt,” he called these terrors, although sometimes he resorted to a hairbrush.

      Gently patting my back, my mother told my father to lower his voice. His shouting was upsetting me.

      “I don’t care. He should be upset.” Scowling, my father read for her the plea Jack and Jill’s director, Mrs. Vivian Oates Haum, had scrawled along the report card’s left-hand margin. Can you help us in reducing his piercing screams? Perhaps he could substitute laughter to express his enjoyment, please! My father shook his head. “She’s underlined that one twice.”

      “Underlined what?” my mother asked, nuzzling my blond buzz cut.

      “‘Please,’” he grumbled. “She’s underlined ‘please’ twice.” My father paused for the knock on the side of the house that signaled the end of our coal delivery—“Okay, Mr. Sims, see you next month. Yes, yes, I’ll drop a check in the mail right away.”—and tossed the report card onto the kitchen table. “I won’t sign it. I can’t. It isn’t right.” He pulled a fountain pen from the plastic pocket guard of the dress shirt I’d watched my mother iron the previous afternoon and placed it on the Formica table top in front of her. “This time, you’ll have to.”

      My mother put on the reading glasses she kept on a chain around her neck and ran a red manicured nail down the report card’s mimeographed column of boxes. “I don’t know why you’re so upset,” she murmured, breezily ignoring the handwritten “more” Mrs. Haum had added after “Self-Control” or the exclamation point she’d placed next to “Excitable.” “Everything else seems to be fine.”

      Shifting me onto a knee, she took my father’s pen and signed her name in the gently sloping cursive that was, like her nails and perfectly coiffed hair, a mark of her undying faith in the power of appearances. As she’d often said, when something looked good, it generally was. And as nearly everyone said, I was a beautiful child: blond, blue-eyed, dimpled, and, around her anyway, deliriously happy.

      Handing the pen back to my father, she smiled bravely and assured him I was merely going through a phase. “He’s only five. Lots of boys his age are like this. He’ll grow out of it. You’ll see.” She took my father by the hand and, drawing him in closer, whispered in pig Latin, the language my parents used whenever I wasn’t supposed to know what they were saying, “I promise.” Eye-yay romise-pay.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      When, over my father’s strenuous objections, my mother bought me a tutu, she made me promise I’d wear it only indoors. “Within these four walls,” she demanded, standing beside the Magnavox hi-fi that she said proved, along with the basement Maytag and the garage’s Hudson, how blessed we as a family were. I slipped on her gift and, fluffing out its ruffles, beamed. I was blessed too. My mother loved me no matter what—even in a frilly pink tutu.

      “Cross your heart and hope to die?” she asked, the hi-fi’s needle poised over a 78 recording of Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake. Eager to begin my dance, I made the sign across my chest and took the vow that, even at six, I knew I’d be unable to keep.

      Satisfied, my mother placed the needle at the start of the record’s final cut and watched me take my first leap. “Oh, isn’t that pretty!” she cried. “Just beautiful,” she purred when I broke into my first pirouette. And so, she continued until, by the end, I was a quivering heap of pink tulle in the middle of her living room floor and she, a proud mother applauding her sissy son’s first dress rehearsal as a tutu’d and toe-shoed prima donna ballerina.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      Crinkling his nose, our next-door neighbor, Billy, handed the photo back to me and said he didn’t know; it didn’t seem right.

      Trembling, I took the picture from him. “Shhh,” I whispered, nervously looking around to make sure my mother wasn’t nearby, “it’s a secret.” My most prized possession, I’d cut the photo out of Look magazine and hidden it inside a coloring book. I’d brought it out just for him. Boyishly handsome, Billy was eight and I, two years younger, was about to enter first grade.

      Smoothing out its crumpled edges, I stared at the cut-out longingly. A beautiful ballerina clutching a large bouquet of roses swooned in the arms of her handsome mate. I sighed. She was so lovely in her feathery cap and white frilly tutu, so serene in his strong arms. I looked at Billy and flushed. Only he could make me feel like her—a real prima donna ballerina.

      “Ooh, she’s so pretty,” Billy’s older sister, Janis, murmured. Disabled from polio, she had limped into the shady cave of a shrub border we used as our clubhouse. “I don’t see anything wrong with it. Oh, come on, Billy. Go ahead!”

      “Yeah, so what’s a girl and what’s a boy, anyway? The only difference is down there,” I said, pointing at Billy’s crotch. “Everything else is dress-up.” I reached for the tutu I’d hidden inside a yew and told them it was a gift from my mother. “She says it’s fine. I dance for her all the time. She says in make-believe you can be anyone you want.”

      “Yeah,” Janis giggled, “let’s play make-believe! We’ll be the swans,” she said, pointing at the two of us, “and you’ll be the handsome prince, Billy. Just like here,” she cried, grabbing my photo.

      “Oh, all right,” Billy replied. “But don’t tell anybody.”

      I promised to keep our game a secret and, donning my tutu, recalled the dressing-down my father had given me after I’d danced ‘The Dying Swan’ for my grandmother Nanny’s sixty-fifth birthday, an event attended by both sides of our family: the Potts’s as well as the Mitchells. I was, he’d warned, “skating on thin ice.”

      I took the photo of the ballerina from Janis and sighed. I didn’t care how thin the ice or deep the water; I’d danced alone long enough. It was time I swooned in the arms of a real-live boy.

      I explained to Billy and Janis my ballet’s plot. A handsome prince falls in love with a beautiful peasant girl. The prince’s mother, the evil queen, is horrified and pays a witch to cast a spell on the girl. The witch entices her to drink a cup of magic brew she concocts from poison yew berries, worms, and frogs’ eyes. The girl instantly turns into a swan and, in distress, flies to a faraway lake.

      Abandoned and forlorn, the prince goes on a hunting trip. He comes upon her lake, mistakes her for prey, and shoots her. Mortally wounded, the swan flutters frantically across the surface of her pond. Realizing his mistake, the prince rushes to her side and watches helplessly as she swoons in his arms. As their lips touch, the swan flutters one last time and expires. The grief-stricken prince collapses across her and dies too. The music swells; the curse is broken; the lovers arise, embrace and, to thunderous applause, slowly ascend into heaven.

      “Now, I’m the swan,” I instructed my fellow dancers. “Janis, you’re the evil queen. And, Billy, you’re my handsome prince. Okay?”

      “This is stupid,” Billy sneered. “Who ever heard of anyone kissing a bird? Ugh!”

      “Yeah,” Janis cried, suddenly hesitant. “Remember?”

      The three of us looked anxiously at each other. Earlier that week, Billy and Janis’s father had invited us to watch him kill a goose a farmer friend a few miles outside of town had given him. Grabbing the bird by its neck, he’d spun it around until the body ripped from its head and landed on their garage’s sawdust floor. Headless, it had chased us into the alley behind our houses before finally collapsing into a pool of its own blood.

      “Bodies can live off their own energy,” their father had said of the goose’s terrifying stamina. “But only for a while. To survive, the head and the heart must be connected.”

      As he’d drained the blood from the bird’s neck into a battered coffee can, he’d explained we’d just witnessed something called “centrifugal force.” “When you spin something around real fast, it separates into its individual parts.”

      As the coffee can filled to overflowing, I’d wondered if centrifugal force might work on me too. If I spun around on my ballet shoes fast enough, might I be able to separate the girl on the inside from the boy on the outside? After all, only girls were supposed to feel the way I did about boys, Billy especially.

      “Oh, come on,” I exclaimed, determined to shake the goose’s bloody hold. “This is about love, not some stupid old bird!”

      When Janis agreed to join in, Billy shrugged and signed on too. “Great!” I said as my cheeks burned. Soon, I’d be in the arms of a real-live boy.

      Billy and I flapped around our front yard to music I hummed while Janis hobbled after us in her rickety brace. Swooping back into our hiding place, Billy crouched down, pulled out a cap gun, aimed it in my direction and went pow! Falling into a swoon, I called for my lover. Darting out, Billy dropped to my side and, as I quivered in my tutu, nestled me in the soft down of his little-boy arms.

      “Now kiss me,” I whispered.

      Startled, he scowled.

      “Go ahead, Billy. The curse won’t be broken unless you kiss the swan!” Janis cried, flapping about me like a fat, worried hen.

      Bending over, his lips softly swept mine. “Ooh, yuck,” he snarled. Wiping his mouth, he jumped to his feet and raced for his front door.

      “Billy, Billy, wait a minute,” Janis cried. “The story’s not over. You’re supposed to die in each other’s arms.”

      Billy stopped and turned, his face contorted with rage. “I don’t care. Boys aren’t supposed to kiss boys. This game is for sissies. I’m going to tell.”

      Certain I’d get my father’s belt if he learned what I’d been up to, I ripped the photo to shreds and buried it in a shallow grave I dug with my fingernails. Tearing off my tutu, I threw it across our front lawn and burst into tears. “Why me?” I cried at the cloudless blue sky. “Why do I have to be so different?”

      “It’s okay,” Janis murmured, running to my side. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure Billy doesn’t tell.” Stooping down, she told me she didn’t care what I was—girl, boy, or something in between—she liked me no matter what. Then, she bent over and gave me the kiss that was supposed to release me from my curse.

      Lying in the grass, I watched her hobble off to join her brother and burned with envy. Why couldn’t I have a sister too? I listened to the creak of her brace and longed for one just like her, as crippled in her own way as I was in mine. With a sister like Janis, I’d have someone who’d love and understand me, no matter what. We’d be allies, united against a world that demanded we be someone we weren’t.

      I closed my eyes against a flood of tears and recalled my father’s rage over the Betsy Wetsy doll my mother had gotten for me. “This is the last straw, Jane, I’m telling you,” he’d fumed. “All this mollycoddling has got to stop!” A sister, I told myself, would help shore my mother up too, make her stronger, keep her from buckling under the pressure for me to conform—to be someone she knew I wasn’t—someone even she’d never really wanted me to be either.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      I had only a brother. Ten years older than me, he was my father’s junior, the bearer of his name, although everyone called him Dean, after my father’s father, the editor of the town newspaper who drank himself to death when I was only two. In high school when I was in kindergarten, Dean was a dark shadow haunting my childhood, a manly rebuke to my own obdurate effeminacy. Strangers, we eyed each other warily.

      He was a tall, lean, good-looking blond with fair skin, a square jaw, and dreamy blue eyes. Model airplanes hung from his bedroom ceiling like trophies. He played the trumpet and marched in Jeffersonville’s high school band with gold epaulets and a white plume in his hat. He bought junk cars and souped them up into hot rods that roared down the street on their way to our back-alley garage. He wore t-shirts with rolled-up sleeves, listened to Elvis Presley records, and slicked his hair back into a ducktail, real cool.

      He always had a girlfriend. I’d befriend each one, hoping she’d end up my big sister. None of them ever did, mostly because he’d break up with them just as we’d start getting close. As my mother liked to say, Dean preferred getting girlfriends to having them. “Playing the field,” she called it.

      Halfway between my brother and me, my mother had twin girls. They were my would-be big sisters, Nan and Jane, the latter named after my mother, the former after a maiden great aunt. Shortly before they’d been due, my mother felt a stillness sweep over her womb and, rushing to her doctor, learned her babies had died. No one knew why or how, but then no one talked much about Nan and Jane either. After a while, it just seemed like a curse befell them—or at least that was what “stillborn” sounded like to my impressionable, young ears.

      My mother had wanted nothing so much as those girls. Growing up, she’d been repeatedly tormented by her two younger brothers. When she was ten, they’d tied her to a pole in the basement and lit a fire around her. Smelling smoke, her mother had rushed down and stamped out the flames right before they’d engulfed her. Her brothers had claimed it was only a prank, but my mother knew better. Girls had to watch out for boys. They were ticking time bombs, set to go off without a moment’s notice.

      She’d hoped her firstborn would be a girl but Dean had turned out all boy—as moody and demanding as her husband, Hardin, the spoiled son of one of Jeffersonville’s most prominent families. Sometimes, cleaning up after the two of them, she’d recall growing up, laughing and giggling with her girlfriends, the secrets they’d shared, the dressing up and the play-acting. Married, she’d made sure she always had a special girlfriend, but she was almost always the wife of one of my father’s colleagues, and my mother had to be careful what she said and did around her. With a daughter, things would be different. With a girl, my mother could be herself—as silly and giggly as she wanted, as she had been when she too was a girl.

      Right on schedule, Nan and Jane had dropped from her womb—two inert lumps of broken dreams. While my mother recuperated in the hospital, my father and her mother, a stern, no-nonsense evangelical, had struck down the girls’ bedroom, boxed up their dolls and piled them into a pink ruffled heap next to the two rusty trash barrels out by the alley. By the time she returned home, there was nothing left to remind her of her lost little girls. It was almost as if she’d never been pregnant. She’d said my father and grandmother hadn’t meant to be cruel. They’d simply wanted her back, like she had been, before the death of her dreams.

      No one had bothered to ask if she was okay or what it was like delivering two dead babies. No one had comforted her or held her hand when grief overwhelmed her. Such things were not done back there, in southern Indiana, or then, during World War II, when people were expected to just buck up and get on with things. As my mother liked to say, she’d gotten through it like a real trooper, without any fuss or bother—“all by my lonesome.”

      Returning to her role as a loving wife and doting mother, my mother had quietly dropped her grief over her lost twins like two stones in a pond. Disappearing into the deep, they silently haunted our family life, dark and mysterious—two tiny faces lurking behind the façade of our middle-class contentment, screaming for tears.

      Five years later and on the cusp of forty, my mother decided to try again, one last time. Hoping to regain what she had lost, she again prayed for a girl. In her place, she got a boy who loved pink, played with dolls, and announced his delight with ear-splitting screams. Watching him grow, she often recalled the irony of the old adage: beware of what you ask for, you just might get it.

      My mother loved me nevertheless. After all, I was her last child and heartbreakingly sensitive, a crybaby from the start. Perhaps, her devotion simply derived from the fact that I was hers. Or, perhaps, in my piercing screams, she’d heard the far-off cry of her lost Nan and Jane. Protecting and nurturing me, she pretended not to see or, when she did, care how unalterably different I was. After all, she’d paid her dues with Nan and Jane. God couldn’t possibly expect her to endure more, at least certainly not something like that—the dirty, ugly thing people snickered about when talk turned to the new hairdresser in town or another item in the Evening News about the men busted late at night down by the river. “Sodomy,” the newspaper called their crimes.

      My mother mentioned her twins only at the cemetery. There, on a hill overlooking the Ohio and, to its south, the rolling green of Kentucky, she pointed to their stones, flush with the grass and big enough only for a doll. “There are Nan and Jane. Someday, we’ll all be together,” she’d whisper, her grip tightening on my tiny hand.

      Transfixed, I’d look down at their stones and feel our spirits comingle. Neither one or the other but both—a girl as well as a boy—I was the mistake through which my mother’s longing for female companionship was sated, the gift she’d prayed God would bring her and which somehow He’d botched.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      I waltzed out of my mother’s closet and twirled in front of her full-length mirror. Her petticoat floated around me in a cloud of billowing crinoline. Thrilled, I turned to face my audience. “Look!” I cried, strutting before them like a proud, preening peacock.

      Across the room, propped up against the pillows of her four-poster bed, lay my mother, a pale, five-foot-two protectress who kept the world at bay while I explored the frilly contours of my secret self. In her presence, I was the giggly, playful child she’d once proudly declared the happiest ever born. Away from her, the effects of name-calling had started to show. Shy and nervous, I’d become what my first-grade teacher, Mrs. Callahan, a kind, portly older woman who kept the bullies at bay with a whack of a ruler, called ‘painfully sensitive,’ a schoolmarm euphemism for what the boys at recess and my father in the basement with his belt put far more succinctly. I was, they all agreed, a crybaby, one of the worst.

      To my right, sitting in a large wicker chair in a sunny bay overlooking Maple Street, one of Jeffersonville’s busiest thoroughfares, was my great aunt Kitno. Married but childless, she was a jolly bear of a woman who, despite crippling arthritis, regularly got down on all fours to play Tiger with me. “Back! I’m not afraid of you,” I’d shout as she’d lunge at me, claws bared and growling menacingly. Slowly bending to my will, she’d eventually relent and return to her cage, where she’d resume being my pet. “Meow,” she’d purr, nibbling on goodies I’d feed her by hand.

      Of all the grown-ups in my life, Kitno was the only one I played with. While my mother protected me, Kitno empowered me. She made me feel strong and brave, like I could take on my enemies and win. She also claimed, with a conviction that stunned even my mother, that I was a child who could do no wrong, a message I loved to hear, mostly because my father made me feel like I could do no right. “Bullheaded,” he called my refusal to act more like a boy.

      “Ooh, aren’t you pretty,” my mother cooed, looking up from her dog-eared, underlined copy of Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking. A quilt of blue and pink calico my grandmother had made for her after Nan and Jane had died covered her feet and, on the nightstand to her right, was a photograph of my father in a fedora and tweed suit taken when he was a student at Indiana University, the first on either side of the family to go to college. She turned to Kitno and, smiling, nodded at me, “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?”

      Kitno pulled a bobby pin from between her teeth and beamed. “Just about the cutest thing you’d ever want to see,” she cried in her harsh Hoosier twang. She jabbed the pin into the giant gray bun at the back of her head and beckoned me with fat, pendulous arms. “Come here, you little angel,” she bellowed, “and let me give you a big hug.”

      I squealed with delight and instead darted back into my mother’s closet. On tiptoes, I pulled a polka-dot sun dress from its hanger, slipped it over the petticoat and, after making sure the straps were properly crossed in the back, fastened them to the giant red buttons on the front of its bodice. Tearing through a mountain of shoe boxes, I found the open-toed sling-back pumps with Lucite heels and rhinestone straps that were my favorites and flushed. A few weeks earlier, when I’d modeled them for my mother’s mother, Olive, a stern teetotaler who canned her own vegetables and made her own clothes, even she’d agreed I was a beauty.

      The shoes flopped against my heels as I pranced back into the bedroom. Lighting a cigarette, my mother cried, “Oh my, Kitno, look at this!” Kitno glanced up from the stockings she’d rolled down to the tops of her black orthopedic shoes and, rubbing her swollen knees, nodded. “Have you ever seen anything so adorable?”

      Giggling, I ran to my mother’s vanity and rifled through her jewelry box. Pulling out the aquamarine bracelet that I wore to bed every night, I slipped it onto my left wrist and smiled as it sparkled in the late afternoon light. Aquamarines, my mother had said, were my birthstones. I pointed to my birthmark, a jagged pink moon the size of a quarter on the same wrist, and beamed. “Look!” I squealed, dazzled by the interplay of pink and blue—the latter for the boy I was on the outside, the former, the girl I was on the inside.

      “Oh, how lovely,” my mother and Kitno cooed in unison.

      Rummaging through my mother’s purse, I gathered up the tools to complete my transformation—a tube of lipstick, an eyelash curler, and a brown plastic compact with her initials, JPM, filigreed in gold on the top. I gently patted my face with powder, curled my eyelashes and colored my lips, just as I’d watched my mother do hundreds of times before. Trembling, I examined my creation in the vanity’s triptych of mirrors and let out an ear-piercing scream. Finally, I was the same on the outside as I was on the inside, a girl through and through.

      “Uh oh,” my mother muttered, glancing at the clock radio next to the bed. Putting aside her book and tossing off her quilt, she walked over to me and, throwing her arms around me, claimed she’d been having so much fun she’d forgotten all about the time. “Soon, your brother’ll be home from band practice and then, before you know it, there’ll be your father, barreling through the door expecting dinner. And I haven’t even peeled an onion.” She turned to my great aunt and smiled. “Whaddya say, Kitno, time to bring this party to a close?”

      Grumbling about her knees, Kitno rose slowly from her chair. “I don’t know how you manage it all, Jane, I really don’t,” she muttered admiringly. Striding over to me, she gave me a bear hug and again claimed I was the most beautiful little boy she’d ever seen. Engulfed by her breasts, I inhaled the scent of stale perfume and closed my eyes, certain no one was loved more.

      My mother rubbed the blond crew cut that my uncles called ‘peach fuzz’ and waited while Kitno slowly hobbled out of the room. Then she leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Now, honey, don’t tell your father about any of this, okay?”

      I noted the sudden seriousness of her tone and nodded. “Yes, Mommy, not a word.”

      “That’s a good boy,” she said and kissed me on the cheek. When I returned her kiss, I left a lipstick stain that she said would never do. “What would your father think?” she chuckled as she wiped away the smear with a Kleenex.

      I listened as she descended the stairs and then dutifully removed my make-up, rehung her sundress and petticoat on their hangers, and returned her Lucite sling-back pumps with rhinestone straps to their shoe box. By the time my father returned home from work, I was back to being the boy he demanded I be more of, while the girl my mother and great aunt had so greatly admired rejoined Nan and Jane in their hiding place deep inside me, a cave not unlike the one in which Billy, Janis and I had once called our clubhouse.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      “So, is that it, just the dance?” Randy, the fifth grader a half-block up Maple Street, asked after my audition for the neighborhood talent show he and his younger brother were organizing. He strode onto the makeshift stage his father had constructed from wood he’d found in the back alley and jotted down a note with a pencil he’d pulled from behind his ear. He looked back at me and smiled. “Got anything else you want to show us?”

      Overhead, a chorus of cicadas heralded the start of another muggy Ohio River valley summer. Tucking my tutu back into my overalls, I felt my face flush. I knew my mother would be furious that I’d danced ‘The Dying Swan’ for others, but I could no longer help myself. I’d danced for her long enough; I needed to hear the applause of others—my peers and playmates. Friends.

      “Yeah, come on, show us what you got,” Stevie, Randy’s younger brother, cried from a stool on the edge of the stage. A year ahead of me at school—he was going into third grade; I, second—he adjusted his cap and winked slyly at his scrappier, older brother.

      “I don’t know,” I replied hesitantly. Other than my mother and my two favorite cousins, Kay and Betsy, no one had ever encouraged me to let more than my inner ballerina out.

      “Yeah,” Randy chimed in, returning Stevie’s wink. “We know you got it. Maybe you’re the headliner we’ve been looking for!”

      “Headliner?”

      “Yeah, you know,” Randy replied, “the main attraction.”

      “Really?” I muttered, my heart racing. Randy and Stevie were the two toughest kids around. With their backing, no one would ever dare make fun of me again. I recalled the new taunt the bullies had started using on me—sissy, they’d sneer and then, snickering, run off—and felt my cheeks burn. Of all the names
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