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Introduction



The 25th Anniversary of

Running Fiercely Toward a High Thin Sound







Twenty-five years ago, when this
book was written, there had once been a town in Western Massachusetts with a
large and growing lesbian population. There was a feminist film collective, a
feminist bookstore, a collectively owned and run women’s restaurant, a mostly
lesbian-populated rooming house, and a few miles away in two directions
lesbian-owned women’s land. A course of study at the state university that is
now known as some version of Women, Sexuality and Gender Studies was then known
simply as Women’s Studies. In the bigger universe there had been women’s
recording companies, women’s music festivals, a half-dozen dedicated feminist
and lesbian-feminist publishers, theater companies, little magazines, news
rags, literary reviews, and filmmakers. The Stonewall Riots had incited a
movement by then and ACT UP was clearing the path for AIDS activism. Ellen
DeGeneres was not yet out as a lesbian—when she took that step she would call
herself gay—and we would have to wait another twenty-five or so years for Jill
Soloway’s Transparent to make its way to what we now call television and
delight and disturb us with all kinds of queer and Jewish family brilliance.


Back then, the terms cisgender,
gender non-binary, gender-fluid and gender-queer were just a
twinkle in some graduate student’s parent’s eye. We women who were attracted to
and slept with other women called ourselves lesbians, and, much to the
consternation of women similarly inclined who were a generation older than us, dykes.
There was often considerable misgiving—read judgment—among middle-class white
women my age around women who named themselves butch and femme.
Drag queens were viewed with suspicion, and transgender was seen by the general
public as a medical term, not a political one. This was a period when lesbians,
coupled or single, were choosing to have babies by turkey baster or otherwise,
and while some women were joining together in ritualized ceremonies, not only
was the idea of state-sanctioned same sex marriage a different gleam in some
future legal eagle’s smarty pants eye, it was spurned as an attachment to
patriarchal values by many of us because, as Joni Mitchell put it in her
cisgender song, My Old Man: “We don’t need no piece of paper from the
city hall . . .”


So this book reflects the language
of the time in which it was written—fifteen years ago an irritated cisgender
male student of mine once went through and actually counted the number
of times the word “lesbian” appears in this book. The central plot of Running
Fiercely Toward a High Thin Sound clearly reflects the fact that in 1992
marriage was a privilege “enjoyed” by heterosexuals where a certain type of
lesbian might be considered held captive by the expectation that she
participate in the ritual as a bridesmaid. At the same time, another type of
lesbian might feel outraged and wounded to be left out of the ritual and cause
the kind of trouble the bride’s sister Nadine makes when she is left out (kept
out?) of the wedding altogether.


Who knew that just a few years
later so many of us would be able to get that piece of paper from the
city hall, and enjoy the celebration and legal protections that go with it?


When I finished writing this book
in the early 1990s, Sarah Schulman’s The Sophie Horowitz Story had
been out in the universe for eleven years; and Elana Dykewomon’s Riverfinger
Women for twenty. By the time Nancy K. Bereano published the original
edition of Running Fiercely Toward a High Thin Sound in 1992,
that brilliant, farsighted publisher had made sure that works by visionary
activist-artists such as Audre Lorde, Jewelle Gomez, Dorothy Allison, Alison
Bechdel, and Leslie Feinberg among so many others had seen the light of day.
Work by Jewish lesbians appeared in anthologies such as Nice Jewish Girls (Evelyn
Torton Beck, editor) and The Tribe of Dina (Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz and
Irena Klepfisz, editors). Lesbian poets, Jewish and otherwise, for whom the
personal was absolutely political such as Klepfisz, Lourde, Judy Grahn, Gloria
Anzaldua, Cherrie Moraga, and Adrienne Rich found homes in both mainstream and
small presses. It was a rich and glorious time in feminist and lesbian
publishing.


And then, what Bereano called
“rapacious capitalism” reared its head, and for a number of years small press
publishing of any stripe and independent book selling became extremely
difficult. Hopefully, some graduate student in some gender-fluid journalism
program not too far in the future will write their master’s thesis on what
happened to small press publishing and independent book stores between the late
1990s and early 2000s at the hands of mega bookselling and publishing
operations, which stole the market and some of the authors. Yet now, some years
later, thanks in part to e-publishing, self-publishing, and determined small
press folks like the women of Bywater Books, other thriving independent
publishers, and bookstore owners who refused to give up, we stole the market
back.


So twenty-five years later, what
is this book?


This book is a 1970s Jewish dyke’s
reflection on the town she came out in, and the family she grew up
in—fictionalized, of course. It is a riff on the work of well-known Jewish
storytellers like I.B. Singer, his brother I.J., Anzia Yezierska, and
especially the beloved creator of the town of Chelm where all men are fools,
Sholem Aleichem.


I wrote this book at a time when
work by lesbian writers was nurtured and exploding into a welcoming and thriving
culture. With that in mind, I invite you to imagine me, the writer, twenty-five
years ago, sitting at my computer in a T-shirt and a pair of well-worn
overalls, high tops on my feet, wild hairs flying in all directions, blasting
Joan Armatrading and the Klezmer Conservatory Band on the stereo, as I made
this story of one Jewish lesbian who never really left home and another, her
sister Nadine, who was forced to flee.


Mostly I invite you to enjoy.





Judith
Katz


Minneapolis,
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July
2017


Prologue



The
Amazing Human Torch







In the beginning was the fire, ha esh, which
burned in my sister Nadine Pagan’s eyes, then lit up like a burning bush around
her head and took with it most of her hair. It spoke to us like God spoke unto
Moses. In a high thin voice it sputtered, Your sister is a lunatic, your
middle child has gone mad. For who else but a crazy person would steal the Shabbes
candles from off the kitchen table and with them light her own head on fire?
Who else would run as she ran through our house, shrieking like a blue jay
until my mother caught her by the arm. “You dybbuk!” she screamed at the
top of her mother lungs, and shook my sister as if she could put her out like
some match.


Around in circles my father
spun, first in one direction, then another, pulling at his chin as if he wore a
beard. “What to do what to do what to do,” he muttered, and still Nadine burned
from the hair down until I myself came running and screaming, and poured water
on her head, dumped it out of a waste basket until she was quiet and the fire
in her head went out.


We all of us stopped and stared. The house smelled
like someone had burned at the stake. Nadine’s eyes were huge and hot. She did
not cry, neither did she shout. We stared at her, and she stared back. For the
first time since I could remember, the house was absolutely quiet. Suddenly my
mother took matters into her own hands. “You want something to cry about, how’s
this?” she shouted. She slapped Nadine first on one cheek and then the other.
“It’s not enough to set yourself on fire like a Buddhist nun, you had to do it
with my grandmother’s candlesticks, and on Shabbes! Whoever heard of
such a thing?”


My father looked deep into Nadine’s hot face. “See how
you’ve upset your mother!”


I couldn’t stand it any longer. “Nadine just tried to
burn herself up! Call a doctor! Get an ambulance!” The words stuck in my throat
like mud.


My father spun toward the telephone.


“Sure, call a doctor,” my mother spat. “Call the
hospital and a million psychiatrists. While you’re at it, call the fire
department, too. This is your older sister Nadine, Jane. Take a good look at
her. She’s a real beaut.”





◊ ◊ ◊





It wasn’t the first time Nadine ever exploded, but it
certainly was the most graphic. Ever since Grandma Minnie gave her that violin,
Nadine and my mother rubbed against each other and made dangerous sparks. I
believe Nadine’s problem is inherited insanity. My sister Electa is not
scientific, so she doesn’t agree. Why aren’t I crazy then, she argues, why
aren’t you? Electa wasn’t there when Nadine lit herself up. She can only
imagine it.


When Electa returned from the library that night the
whole house smelled like burning flesh. All the windows were open even though
it was thirty degrees outside. I was sitting in a corner of the living room
crying. My mother paced back and forth in the kitchen and talked to herself.


“Where’s Dad? Where’s Nadine?”


“Ask your sister.”


Electa stared at me. I stared back. “They’re at the
hospital.”


“Is someone sick?”


“You could say that,” our mother answered from the
kitchen. We could hear her foot tapping.


Electa pulled the story out of us, sentence fragment
by sentence fragment. “It makes perfect sense,” she said.


“It was clearly the act of an insane person, Electa. How
could it make perfect sense?”


“Well it does!” Even though Electa always left the
house before things escalated to tonight’s level, she fully understood the
drama played out in our mother’s house. Besides, our Grandmother Minnie had
this violin.


Our Grandmother Minnie had this violin. It belonged to
her father, our Great-Grandfather Yitzhach, who carried it with him on his lap
to America all the way from Poland. He treated that violin better than he
treated his own kids, that’s what Minnie told us.


When he got to Ellis Island the customs officers made
our great grandpa take his violin out of the case to make sure it was really a
violin. This was, after all, a time of American gangsters with Jewish last
names. Our great-grandpa obliged, but then the customs men wanted to break the
violin open to see if he was smuggling anything inside. “Any one with two eyes
can see we don’t have a pot to pee in,” Zaideh Yitzhach told them, but
the guards insisted. Our zaideh refused.


Before they could snatch it out of his hands, Zaideh
Yitzhach put the violin up to his chin and played. In the middle of our tired,
our poor, our huddled masses yearning to be free, our great-grandpa played a
Yiddish lullaby. For a fleeting moment, perhaps the only one in its history,
all of Ellis Island was quiet but for the sweet, sad music he made.


Needless to say, the violin stayed intact. The people
in line behind Zaideh Yitzhach applauded enthusiastically, then all
became chaos again. My great-grandfather was declared a musical genius by two
customs guards and his brother-in-law Tutsik. He collected his wife and five
children. Tutsik found my great-aunt and their children, and together they
boarded a train for New England.


In their new home, my zaideh played violin for
weddings and bar mitzvahs. He also taught his oldest daughter, my
Grandmother Minnie, to play. She was a good student, and when she learned
enough, she gave lessons to the neighbor children and earned extra money for
the family. She met her husband, Grandpa Irving, when he brought his little
brother to learn from her. He brought her a piece of fruit from the family
store at each visit, and over weeks, months, then years, Irving courted Minnie
with apples, bananas, oranges from Florida, until finally they wed.


By then Irving had his own store, and he and Minnie
lived above it with their children—in chronological order, my Aunt Miriam, my
Uncles Davey and Mike, and my mother, Fay. Irving ran the store and Minnie gave
lessons and between them they made a decent living and their children did well
in the world.


But Fay, my mother, was unhappy. She saw my
grandmother teaching all the neighbor children to play the violin. She admired
the cases they carried and the delicate instruments within, and she longed to
play as they did, as her mother did, on Zaideh Yitzhach’s violin.


Grandma Minnie, however, refused to teach her.


“I didn’t refuse. I saved her from grief. Simply put,
your mother had no talent. I knew this from the day she was born. Her hands
were all wrong. Why frustrate her? I only told her I didn’t have time.”


Whether or not my mother had talent, what was nature
and what nurture, this we will leave for the psychologists among us to decide.
The fact of the matter was that every time a neighbor child came for Minnie’s
lessons, my mother fumed inside. She was a good girl and never complained.
Instead she bore her rage silently. It dropped anchor inside her. It grew and
spread like a fungus. From time to time it leaked out my mother’s eyes.


In the meantime, my Aunt Miriam taught my mother to
play the piano. Fay was competent, but she lacked inspiration. It was the
smooth wood and catgut, the bow in her hand that kindled my mother’s
imagination. The cool touch of ivory under her fingers did nothing to fire her
up. What passion she might have let loose on a violin became detached technique
when she sat at the piano.


Time passed.


My mother Fay met my father Mel. She was buying shoes
at his family’s store. He was impressed with the turn of her ankle and the fact
that she spoke intelligently on several subjects. She was enamored of his
soft-spokenness and the gentility with which he slipped her foot, with the aid
of a shoehorn, into his latest styles.


“Your mother was a regular Cinderella to my Prince
Charming” my father used to tell us when we were small. “Can’t you girls see it
even now?”


Mel knew Fay, and they begot Electa and then Nadine
and then me, the youngest sister, Jane. Electa and I had moderately happy
childhoods. Nadine was silent and far away from the day she was born. Even
though her face wasn’t scarred until after she set herself on fire, it seems to
me that that purple ring had always been there. Electa and I played with the
neighbor children, we read, jumped rope, and went to the movies. Nadine sat and
stared, with that wild look in her eye, out the window, into the woods behind
our house, up at the moon and stars.


All of us visited Grandma Minnie, but it was only
Nadine who was allowed to play her violin. “Of course I let her play it. She
has a gift. I knew it the minute I touched her tiny hands. That girl will win
prizes, I said. I knew what I was talking about.”


So while Electa and I ferreted through Minnie’s
closets for fancy dresses and costume jewelry from another time, Nadine sat in
the living room, plucking and pulling at the strings on Zaideh
Yitzhach’s violin.





◊ ◊ ◊





One year for my mother’s birthday, Minnie made a big
party. She cooked the whole dinner herself and invited all of us over, and my
Aunt Miriam and her husband Al, and even the families of Uncles Davey and Mike,
who traveled to us from Boston and Hartford. The meal was delicious: vegetable
soup, baked fishes, kugel, and sour cream. For dessert we ate honey cake and
strudels. The grown-ups had brandy with their tea.


After dinner we all sat in the living room and gave my
mother presents. I gave her earrings I picked out myself. My uncles gave her a
sweater, Miriam gave her a skirt to match, my father gave her a bracelet with
many colored stones in it and signed the card, With love from me and your
three jewels. When the gifts were passed around and the wrapping paper
folded up or thrown away, my grandmother cleared her throat and clapped her
hands. “Now Nadine and I have a special gift for you, Fay. I taught her the
tune, but it is her own ability which gives what will follow the magic I know
you will all perceive.” With that, Grandma Minnie nodded her head and Nadine
left the room. When she came back, Nadine stood before us all and tucked the
violin under her chin.


“And now,” said Minnie, “a birthday frailech.”
She waved her hand, and Nadine began to play.


And what music! For three generations and four
families time stood still. Though a frailech is a happy tune, by the
time my sister Nadine was done there was not a dry eye in the house. When she
first finished there was complete and stunned silence. Then my uncles and aunts
hooted and clapped. They stomped their feet, they pinched Nadine’s cheeks. “A
prodigy!” Uncle Dave declared. “Ought to be on Ed Sullivan,” said my Aunt
Miriam. “What do you say, Fay, aren’t you proud of your daughter?”


All eyes, including Nadine’s, which smoldered, were on
my mother, who sat with her arms crossed in front of her, tapping one foot. Her
lips were pursed, her eyes narrow.


“Who taught you how to do that?”


“I taught her,” my grandmother said.


“You taught her but you wouldn’t teach me?” 


“That was years ago.”


“But you wouldn’t teach me.” 


“The girl has a gift!”


“And me, I have nothing, isn’t that true, Mameh?”


“I wouldn’t go so far as that—”


“Happy birthday,” my mother muttered as she walked out
of the room. “Happy birthday to me!”





◊ ◊ ◊





After that there was no peace between my mother and my
sister Nadine. Minnie gave Nadine the violin to bring home. The secret was out
now: Nadine had a talent, she needed to practice. But the fact of the matter
is, when the violin came home with Nadine that day, my mother went mad.


Whenever Nadine practiced, my mother always found a
reason she should stop. Either she must clean the bathroom or wash the dishes
or vacuum the carpets first, even after Electa or I had done that work ourselves.
Or sometimes when she began to play my mother developed sudden migraine
headaches and Nadine must stop, she must, the music made my mother’s pain too
great.


When Nadine did chores as she was told, my mother
complained that the job wasn’t done well enough. When Nadine ignored her and
continued to play, my mother nagged at her until she had no choice but to stop.
My mother whispered at night to my father that Nadine was torturing her on
purpose, deliberately trying to give her headaches. She paced about the house
and muttered just under her breath that Nadine was a rotten child with no
respect for a mother’s aches and pains. According to my mother, Nadine was
rebellious and callous. She was selfish, had no consideration. How would she
like to be in pain and have violin music played in her face all the time, hmmm
hmmm hmmm?


Soon the violin went back to Grandma Minnie’s. Nadine
was to practice it there. But this did not make my mother happier. Now she
complained that Nadine was never home. “You like that violin of yours more than
you like me. You care more about your grandmother than me, your own mother.
Well, get this through your head, sister—your grandmother will die soon and
you’ll have me to contend with for another forty years. You better get used to
it. One mother is all you get.”


Eventually Nadine stopped practicing altogether, and
her life became pure hell. My mother shifted her displeasure from the way
Nadine did chores to the way she looked. Her clothes needed mending or else
ironing or else my mother told her they were out of date. Even when Nadine
managed to get her clothes looking just the way she thought my mother liked
them, a new shoe dropped: No matter what Nadine did, no matter how she combed
it, tied it, or tucked it behind her ears, my mother always hated my sister’s
hair.


I cannot name the exact day it started, but one autumn
morning when Nadine was fourteen, she began to rebel. “Your hair looks like a
rat’s nest,” my mother told her. “Go comb it.”


Instead of leaping from the kitchen table as she
usually did, Nadine stuck a piece of bread into the toaster and waited for it
to pop. “I said go comb your hair.” Electa and I looked at each other across
the jam and butter. My father poked his head out from behind his newspaper. The
toast came up cheerlessly. “Did you hear your mother?” my father asked.


Nadine picked the toast out and began to butter it.


“You heard your mother, now what are you going to do
about it?”


Nadine smiled at my father and began to chew. For a
few minutes there was no sound around the kitchen table except for the
crunching of toast and the nervous clatter of Electa’s and my silverware
against our breakfast plates.


“She smiles!” my mother finally boomed. “If you think
I’m going to let you out of the house looking like that, you’ve got another
thing coming!”


I looked at Electa and Electa looked at me. Compared
to some of the girls we knew, Nadine’s hair looked like it was set in a beauty
parlor.


“What’s wrong with it?” Electa ventured.


“Wrong? Look at it—it looks like a swamp full of
leaves!” My mother grabbed Nadine away from the table. “I’ll show you to
contradict me!”


Into the bedroom they went, my mother wielding a comb.
She pulled it through my sister’s hair as if she were raking the lawn. When she
was done, my mother came back to the kitchen rubbing her hands, triumphant.
“Nadine!” she shouted over her shoulder, “hurry up, you’ll be late for school.”


Nadine crept in with her coat on. Her shoulders were
up around her ears. The edges of her hair were smoothed down, but her eyes were
red from crying. “There, doesn’t she look much better?”


Neither Electa nor I said a word. From that day on,
I’m not sure Nadine spoke either. At meals her head was always bowed. She
glared when anyone spoke to her. Still my mother kept on about her hair, which
she had recently taken to wearing in a tight ponytail. The more my mother
picked, the darker Nadine’s eyes grew, the more silent she became. She stooped
when she walked and spent hours in the basement doing only God knew what.
Electa thought maybe she was developing mass murder plans. “You watch, Jane,
she’s going to explode one day and kill us all, wait and see.”


I didn’t want to wait. I went down in the basement
myself to see if I could find any knives or axes. Instead I found a long, thin
board nailed to a cigar box. Beside them I found music notebooks filled with
Nadine’s own compositions. The notes inside them were wild and complex. But how
could she hear them if she played plain wood? It reminded me of deaf Beethoven.
Suddenly she came up behind me and whispered, “Put them down, Janie. They’re
mine. Put those notebooks down.”


“How do you hear the music?” I asked, gingerly handing
them back to her.


“It’s in my head,” she whispered, and with a bony
finger poked at her temple again and again.





◊ ◊ ◊





Electa and I made up this story. One day when I was
just a baby in the carriage, Electa took me for a stroll across the park to
Grandma Minnie’s house. We hadn’t gone far when a naked girl, half human, half
wolf, covered with dirt and mud, came up to the carriage. Her hair was matted,
and she smelled terrible, but we could tell from the way she whined and
whinnied that she wanted to be our friend. So we took her with us to Grandma
Minnie, who bathed her and clothed her and took the snarls out of Nadine’s
hair. When she was groomed and well-kempt, we brought her home to our parents.


“Please, please, let us keep her!” we begged.


“I don’t know. Is she a nice girl?” my mother asked.


“We’ll train her, we’ll teach her!” my sister and I
swore.


My father looked at my mother and she back at him.


“Well, if you promise,” my father said in a sweet,
fatherly voice.


“We do, we do!”


“She does seem awfully nice,” my mother said.


“Yes, you can keep her,” said my father. So without
further ado, they adopted Nadine, who
































































































Chapter 1


History
Lessons







You were the new dyke in town, Nadine. Me, Rose
Shapiro, I brought you there myself. In my own arms with my own hands, although
at the time I was myself under water, the underwater life I made by rolling
sticky green pot between thin sheets of paper and smoking it like some grade-B
movie lesbirado. But I remember your arrival as if it happened yesterday. The
story goes like this.


I was driving back from Cambridge at three in the
morning with a pound of homegrown Vermont sinsemilla which I purchased from my
friends Verna and Leslie in order to sell it to the dykes of New Chelm to help
get them high and also pay my rent. I sampled the pot and sampled it some more
and by the time I finally picked my smoky way out of Boston, I had given up all
hope of ever seeing the Mass. Pike or any of my girlfriends in New Chelm again.
So you can imagine my relief when I finally saw a sign that said Route 9 and
remembered from my frequent trips back and forth across the state for purposes
of buying high-grade lesbonic weed for the good of the people that if I
followed it west, Route 9 would take me all the way into the tiny town of my
home, New Chelm.


One look at any map will show that an inevitability of
Route 9 is the city of Worcester, of which I can say not one good thing.
Except, that is where I found the hero of our story, the aforementioned—you,
Nadine Pagan.


On that night, Nadine, you looked like a wolf if ever
I saw one. You stood with your thumb out under a street light in a flannel
shirt, jeans, and high-tops, your wild hairs tied back to make you look like a
boy, but I wasn’t fooled. Years of looking at women in moonlight showed your
true self to me. I pulled over and pushed open the door of my little bug and
into it you slid.


You are a small woman, but there was a heaviness to
you then, Nadine. Not a heft, but a great weight that seemed to be lodged
firmly on your slight shoulders. You wore a knapsack and carried a violin case
which you put carefully on your lap like some baby. Then you bundled my twisted
seat belt around you both and stared straight ahead.


“Where are you going?” I asked. I was tempted to give
you a lecture about the dangers of middle-of-the-night hitchhiking for women,
but here I was with a Volkswagen full of marijuana, stoned out of my mind, so
really, who was I to talk?


You turned your face to me, and there in the street
lamp light I saw it, that big purple ring around your face that was your face.
I gulped a little because it was awesome and I reached my fingers to touch it
but stopped short because—did you flinch? Did you duck? Did I remember that I
was a lesbian and were you one or not? How could I know? Instead I put a hand
on the steering wheel of my little yellow bug, let out the clutch, and we were
on our way into the woods that stretched between dreaded Worcester and home.


“I don’t care where you are going,” you said in a
voice that sounded like fingernails running down a chalkboard. “I have nothing
to lose.”


I twisted the radio dial this way and that until I
found something that sounded like music. The pickings were slim as it was far
into the middle of the night and we were in Worcester after all. But now, with
you my companion, it became a fine night to travel. I rolled down the window on
my side and realized I knew this road and, better yet, how to get off it and on
to a more magical one. And so, with a flip of my blinker and a turn of my
wheel, we began to sail through the beautiful and curving roads that brought us
from Worcester to Ware to Belchertown, New Salem and points west, with rises
and falls, dips and turns, until finally we crossed the concrete bridge that
carried us over the Chelm River into the New Chelm Valley and up the rickety
alley of a street that was the center of town.


“This is where the journey ends,” I told you. “I live
down that street over there. Do you have a place to stay?”


You unlocked your seat belt and gathered your violin
to you. You looked with your ringed face into my own and leaned toward me.
Then, with a fierce glint in your eye, you kissed me on the mouth. Oh, Nadine,
I was yours from that minute on.





◊ ◊ ◊





The love we made was animal. Biting, chewing,
untrimmed fingernail sex, sex that scratched and pulled me in the wrong places,
but how could I say no? These were the early days of public lesbian life. No
one was even sure if they knew the right way to go down on someone, let alone
talk about it or ask for it a different way. We had sore cunt sex at its most
enjoyable, the kind I thought about two days later and my cunt clenched, my
knees got weak, and I couldn’t wait to be biting and sucking and chewing you
again.


I know now I was your first woman lover but I couldn’t
tell that then. I was marveling because your enthusiasm and clumsiness were no
different than that of the other six women I’d been with so far. What was
different was your passion, Nadine, which was wider and stretched me further
than any of my other lovers. And a sorrow that I sensed just under your snarly
surface, a sadness so vast it begged me to jump into it and soothe you. I
wanted you more than any of those other women, who were sweet enough and smart
enough but never quite poked at my heart the way you did. You were so far away
so much of the time, Nadine, but I viewed you then as I view you now—my first
and truest love.


How did you manage to come out while you were living
with your grandmother or with such a dark scar etched into your crazy face? Did
you plod through the card catalogues in the Worcester Public Library to find
books about lesbians, homosexuality, inversion, and deviance? Did you wolf
around the one gay bar in Worcester to find others like you? I still don’t
know, and in those days I never thought to ask.


I just figured based on how you kissed me that you
always had and always would be a lesbian like all the other dykes I knew by
then. Before you came around I was kind of a big shot, one of the famous New
Chelm lezzies who came out in an undergraduate clump over at the University. I
was in charge of refreshments, provided lovely weed and exotic trips that came
on squares of blotter paper, tools to make the dancing easy. Those were the
days! How we rubbed each others’ backs and got crazy jealous and high. How we
horrified ourselves by tossing our ex-lovers’ keys down the sewer right before
their eyes, or sleeping with someone one night and then not speaking to them for
months, maybe years after. How we marveled in the taste and pull and
differences in each others’ spicy cunts.


By the time I brought you to my bed, Nadine, I was
already part of the five-year dyke club. Had my own room in the New Chelm
lesbian rooming house on Vick Street, my own collection of lesbian tracts and
theories, and a dozen posters on my walls, all artifacts of our new-forming
lesbo archeology. Dated and lovely ornaments of our earliest struggles to
locate not only others like us, but even ourselves.


I never questioned your credentials, Nadine. The fact
of your landing your mouth on mine just an hour after I met you was proof
enough of your queerness for me.


I got you a room down the hall from my own in the Vick
Street house. To call it a room is generous. It was in fact a gable with enough
floor space to contain the thin piece of foam that was your bed, your music
stand, and the world’s tiniest desk. You kept your clothes rolled up in balls
and tangles in the cubby that passed for a closet. It was lucky you had hardly
any possessions and no one to visit but me.


In those days, as you know, I supplemented my
pot-selling income by working as a prep cook and cashier at New Chelm’s dyke
restaurant, Lechem V’Shalom, a Hebrew name that translated into Bread
and Peace—in any language, two necessities of life. It was an enjoyable job
which met all my social needs. Through those doors, six days a week,
practically every dyke in the world came for herb teas or soups full of the
vegetables I chopped with my own two hands, eggs over easy, potato latkes,
black beans and rice, or any of the other delicacies of vegetarianism we
collectively rotating cooks might provide.


You took a job as dishwasher at Lechem V’Shalom,
first for free meals and then for the small check that paid your rent
(twenty-seven dollars a week) and provided some extra for the necessities of
your life, which included, among other things, tampons, violin strings, paper,
and pens.


It was hard work to get you that job, bottom of the
lesbian pile though it was. Because your voice was tightly strung you hardly
spoke, and some women thought you mute. Because your wild hairs flew out from
every side of your purple scar with a Health Department-regulated babushka
tied around your head, some suspected you were berserk. The scar itself made
you monstrous to some, and for these reasons you were relegated to the back of
the restaurant with the garbage and cracked plates. It was months before you
proved yourself sane enough to wield a knife against carrots and onions, green
beans and tomatoes, in the society of our kitchen.


Yet through this all, you seemed almost cheerful. You
slept into the morning, wandered the streets of New Chelm for exercise, then
went back to your little room and played on your violin for hours and hours
until it was time to make your way to the back door of the restaurant. You ate
your dinner, then paid it off by spraying down dishes and shoving them into the
washer. Then you came out to the back stoop to smoke a hand-rolled (tobacco)
cigarette with me, emptied the clean dishes, and started all over again.


We hardly spoke at the end of those nights, but still,
I loved you better than all my other girlfriends. As we strolled back up to
Vick Street, a lit joint passing between us, there were times when for no
reason at all you started to laugh like the maniac most of New Chelm feared you
to be. But that didn’t bother me, Nadine. I loved how we’d holler up to the top
floor of the rooming house because neither of us remembered our key. Before long,
some dyke or other in a flannel shirt and a pair of overalls, with hardly any
hair and a crabby disposition, came to let us in. When together, usually in
giggles, we made our way up the creaky stairs and into my bed, we had more sore
cunt sex, more laughing and howling, until one or both of us fell asleep. I was
determined to let my other lovers go. I dreamed of a life with you alone,
Nadine, the two of us ragged outlaws against the rest of the whole sad world.
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