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 Raised by Lesbians:

Early Education of

the Hinton Heathcliff

Hinton, West Virginia, is a southern Appalachian
town of about 3500, scenically set along the banks of the New
River, a stream many regard as the second oldest river in the
world. The town itself developed in the late 1800’s as railroads
begin to cut into the Appalachian mountains, and by the turn of the
century it had become a busy spot. However, as the railroad began
to dwindle, so did the town, and in 1970, by the time my family
moved there from Covington, Virginia, when I was ten years old,
Hinton was like many mountain towns these days: poor, insular,
uneventful. In the past thirty years it has become even more so,
full of empty storefronts, the elderly, and the unemployed.

Hinton is where I came to adolescence and
where I began to realize that I was gay. Now, Virginia Tech
students in my gay and lesbian literature class tell me cheerful
stories about coming out in their suburban Northern Virginia high
schools—what acceptance they found, what groups they joined, what
beauties they dated—but needless to say, gay teenagers in southern
West Virginia in the mid- 1970’s were most often isolated and
unhappy souls. Like many gay men and lesbians of my generation, I
look back on high school and wonder how I ever survived it.

I was quite lucky in one respect. My father,
a man with three passionate loves—classical music, literature, and
the outdoors—had brought me up on Emerson and Thoreau. Influenced
by these thinkers, he encouraged me to follow a defiant
nonconformity. This proved very handy when I began to realize just
what kind of nonconformist I was.

In the tenth grade I had a wonderful biology
teacher. My father had already encouraged me, through many a walk
in the woods, to love nature, and Jo Davison only deepened that
enthusiasm. Eventually I became one of a group of misfits who
collected about her, occasionally spending time at her house on the
weekends. Most of us were members of the Ecology Club she’d
founded. We called both her farm and ourselves “The Colony,” after
a novel Davison was writing. In the novel, set in the
not-so-distant future, free thinkers, trapped in a society where
fundamentalist Christians have seized governmental control, take to
the wilderness of the Canadian Rockies to found a colony of their
own where outcasts might live free of theocracy. The theme of this
novel in progress fascinated me. Though we lived in the midst of
the Bible Belt, my parents had never forced any sort of orthodox
religion down my throat, and I shared their contempt for
evangelical Baptists and conservative religious fanatics. Reading
the latest notice posted by Hinton High School’s Bible Club, my
friend Kaye, another Colony member, used to say, “Hinton is enough
to turn anyone communist, atheist, and queer!” Though I was too
much of an aesthete to be involved in communism, my interest in
Wicca was sufficient for my high school peers to dub me an atheist
at best, a Satanist at worst. And next I was to enter the third of
those outcast states.

I had been called queer for years, long
before I recognized that those feelings of envy and admiration I
felt for good-looking boys and certain student teachers were
sexual. I was quiet, scholarly, polite, shy, fearful of groups. I
had no interest in sports. I read books on the occult and lost
myself in historical novels. Until I joined The Colony, I had few
friends. Even straight boys with such traits would have been called
queer in such a town, where nonconformity came with a high
price.

By a stroke of amazing God-sent luck, by the
time I realized I was queer, I was surrounded by a support group of
good friends, all of them lesbians. In the second novel of The
Colony trilogy Davison continued to work on, two of the female
characters became lovers. This was a bit of a surprise to me (and
what a risk for a high school teacher of that time to take, showing
such a manuscript to a student). But once again my unusual
upbringing kicked in: I hardly blinked. When Davison then gently
came out to me herself, I was impressed by her courage. I was
already too much of a misfit in that rabidly religious town to
disapprove of sexual outcasts.

Certain pieces came together after her
admission. She lived with another woman, Robbi, and had for years.
Her female friends in Columbus, Ohio, who occasionally came to
visit, always appeared in pairs. And my favorite Colony members,
previous students of hers, “Bill” and Kaye, spent all their time
together and were the subject of much sneering high school gossip.
“Bill,” whose real name was Karen, was blithe, masculine, and
assertive; Kaye was feminine, quiet and intellectual. They shared a
locker, and one day someone anonymous carved “She Loves Her” on
that locker door. This was no doubt meant to be an insult, but I
think of it now as an inadvertent tribute. Theirs was one of the
first same-sex relationships I came to know, for me the first proof
that homosexuals could find love together, despite the loud
opinions of local Baptists.

I was to become great friends with Bill and
Kaye, who had my sexuality figured out long before I did. And my
reputation, about which I cared little, was soured further when I
appeared so often at school in their butch/femme company.
“Associating with known ducks,” as the saying goes. At this point,
I suppose I was the only person in Hinton High School who didn’t
know I was queer.

Then, the spring of my junior year, one
evening at Davison’s house up Madam’s Creek, I asked her if she had
any books about male homosexuals. Was this an unconscious movement
toward sexual awareness, or just more of the intellectual curiosity
I welled over with? Who knows? What was deliciously appropriate was
that I, the great reader, was about to discover my own sexual self
in the pages of a novel.

She lent me a fairly tattered paperback copy
of Patricia Nell Warren’s The Front Runner,
the story of a track coach’s passionate affair with an Olympic
runner. I read it quickly, and when I finished it, I realized what
all my friends and foes already knew: I was gay.

What I remember feeling in the face of this
epiphany was excitement and relief. Already surrounded by lesbians,
I felt an intense sense of camaraderie, as if I’d discovered a
whole new world that had been waiting to be found. It was wonderful
finally to belong. And I was eager to explore gay life.

In retrospect, The Front
Runner was not the best book for a young romantic like me to
read as my first gay novel. Several years earlier, I’d read
Wuthering Heights and had identified
strongly with Heathcliff, another brooding, passionate outcast.
Before that, in childhood, I’d already discovered my first role
model, also in the Byronic mode: Barnabas Collins, the tortured
vampire in Dark Shadows, ABC-TV’s
long-running Gothic soap opera, to which many kids of my age were
addicted. So high drama, tragedy, savage conflict, intensity and
unmitigated passions were already in my blood. Bad preparation for
the prosaics of real life and the possibilities of healthy
relationships. For the next twenty years, I was to yearn for an
affair as ardor-drenched and devoted as those Warren and Brontë
depicted. Always on the lookout for another Heathcliff, I fell in
love with one mistake after another. This search was to make me
both perpetually unhappy and artistically productive, and to this
day I fight a rather self-destructive penchant towards operatic
passion. I’m guessing this is a problem for many who read romantic
novels in their youth.

But before the wonders of gay life could be
explored, I had many months of high school yet to survive. Then as
now, small towns can be dangerous for gay youth. Everybody knows
everybody, so there’s no safety in anonymity. One night I was
punched on the street (ironically, as I was escorting a straight
female friend home). One night a crew of disguised men drove
drunkenly up into The Colony’s front lawn, yelling “Come out here,
you queers. We’ll change you!” until one of
our crew opened the door and stood on the front porch with a
shotgun. One afternoon, during lunch break at the school, a pompous
Mr. Popularity, secure in his social position and Kaye’s quiet
demeanor, began singing “My Girl Bill” as Kaye walked by. She
turned and without a word threw her Coke all over him.

Only the self-reliance Emerson preached
allowed me to endure my senior year. All my Colony friends, a year
or two older than I, had graduated, and the intolerant principal of
my high school had made life so miserable for Jo Davison that she
found a teaching position in an adjoining county. After
experiencing the great camaraderie of the Colony—a feeling common
to oppressed groups, that strong sense of shared identity, and
perhaps the only consolation for being oppressed—I had little use
for my run-of-the-mill classmates. I offended as many people as
possible by championing the theory of evolution; I sneered at the
Bible Club. One afternoon in my last semester, Ruth, a kind young
woman I knew, wordlessly plucked off my back a note some clever
cretin had stuck to my shirt: “Kick me, I’m queer.”

When I became valedictorian, I wrote a speech
preaching nonconformity and resistance to authority. My homeroom
teacher read it and shook with outrage (the reaction I’d dreamed
of), word got around, and several acquaintances advised me to stay
off the streets until graduation night. At graduation, when I gave
my valedictory address, all the references to Transcendental
philosophers so confused the crowd that they assumed my speech was
good and applauded mightily. Afterwards, I rode around town with
Sally and Sarge, two lesbian friends of mine who were briefly in
town, and felt free. The next morning I woke to the headlines that
Anita Bryant had won the vote against gay rights in Dade County,
Florida.

Those isolated evenings pouring over
textbooks paid off. My position as valedictorian had won me a
scholarship with full tuition waiver to West Virginia University in
Morgantown, where Bill and Kaye had already escaped. Throughout my
lonely senior year, I’d hunched with anticipation over their
letters, in which they described the gay bar, all the gay and
lesbian folk they’d met, and eventually, to my horror, their
breakup. The couple who showed me how love could exist between
members of the same sex also taught me that love of any kind is
difficult and often doesn’t last.

Nevertheless, the Hinton Heathcliff was hot
to fall in love, not with Catherine, but with another Heathcliff. I
detested Hinton, Appalachia, the rural South. I dreamed of
glamorous and romantic gay life in distant cities.

That summer after graduation, I visited
Morgantown with my wild friend Sally. I was eager to console Kaye,
bereft after Bill left her for Cin, a butch like herself. (So far,
the lesbianism I had encountered was strongly of the butch/femme
variety.) I had expected Kaye to hang herself, or something equally
drastic. Luckily, she must not have read the same novels as I.
Instead, she began sleeping with as many men as possible, an
infinitely more practical response.

In an attempt not to take sides, I met Bill’s
new lover Cin, my Southern politeness standing me in good stead.
They escorted me that evening to my first gay bar, the Washington
Café, known locally as Augie’s. At first I must have been rigid
with paranoia. Jo Davison had told me horrible tales of gay life in
the 1960’s in Columbus, Ohio: police raids, beatings with rubber
hoses. She’d advised me always to find the rear exit in a gay bar,
so if the cops came, I’d be prepared to flee. Dutifully, I made
note of the back door in Augie’s (plus a small window over the
men’s toilet only the emaciated might wedge through), then returned
to my booth for a Coke. The tabletop jukebox, to my approval, had
Joni Mitchell’s “Help Me” and “Just Like This Train.” I popped in
my coins, listened to the lyrics about love, ignoring that warning
about “hot hot blazes/Come down to smoke and ash,” and waited for
mutual fascination. Surely someone schooled in the
Heathcliff/Barnabas Collins school of Darksome Wanderers would
attract an audience.

Of course no mysterious stranger was to
appear with burning eyes and ask me to dance. Neither was the door
to be burst down by hordes of murderous rednecks, frat boys or
rabid policemen. Instead I met several of the friends who were to
make up my undergraduate years at West Virginia University and who
would provide my entrance into gay life.

Alan was the sole man I was to grow close to.
The lack of profound physical attraction between us allowed us to
become buddies and eventually, my sophomore year of college,
roommates. He was tall and handsome, with an intellect and a wit
equally sharp, the son of a coal miner in Beckley, West Virginia.
In him I saw a natural refinement, a nurturing kindness, an
artistic temperament. I’d been surrounded by lesbians for years, a
situation in which my sex was rather irrelevant, so I had not yet
really come to terms with my inchoate manhood. Without even trying,
Alan expanded my ideas of what a man could be.

That first summer evening at Augie’s, I also
met Laura. She had quite a presence, sweeping into the room clad in
a long black dress. This woman, I was to discover, was not only a
chemist and a classics scholar, but was simply and defiantly
herself, and thus thoroughly uninterested in the butch/femme roles
most lesbians I knew felt obliged to follow. She flirted elegantly
with both Bill and Cin, then retired to a corner with Alan to
compare no-doubt-deliciously-caustic comments on the drunken young
woman who suddenly unpeeled her blouse, revealing a skin-tight
Danskin tank top, and who began flinging herself around the room in
some mad version of interpretive dance. Augie’s must not be
entirely gay, I thought, for several elderly men kept giving the
maenad quarters for the jukebox, no doubt enjoying the spectacle of
her shimmying breasts. Another new concept for me: gays and
straights side by side, neither group armed with baseball bats.

In August 1977, I drove to Morgantown for my
freshman year in college. Barry Manilow’s “Looks Like We Made It”
was popular that summer, and as the huge clamshell of WVU’s
Coliseum appeared on the horizon, I hummed that song and was
jubilant. I’d escaped Hinton High School and rural West Virginia,
and the gay world was mine to explore. After I’d unpacked, Laura
took me out to a vegetarian restaurant in Sunnyside, Morgantown’s
student ghetto, and we celebrated. Before the second day of
classes, I’d lost my virginity, courtesy of a wickedly intelligent
but orangutan-like RA, who must have found it delicious to ravish a
child so eager and yet so terrified, an initiate whose body shook
like an aspen leaf.

A shared dorm room in Boreman Hall was not my
idea of gracious living, and so that first semester I was
constantly borrowing friends’ couches, especially when my lumplike
roommate began doing laundry at 3 am and displayed Miss November’s
splayed parts on our wall. I had nothing against female genitalia;
in fact, I curiously asked my lesbian friends about them. But my
mother had brought me up to be enough of an old-fashioned Southern
boy to believe that genitals and their representations did not
belong on walls or mantelpieces. Bill, Alan, Cin, Kaye, Laura, all
took me in until I was able to finagle a single room in the
dorm.

Only blocks from campus was the Fox, a cellar
bar which, since Augie’s had abruptly closed its doors, now hosted
an uneasily mixed crowd of gays and straights. There my friends and
I sampled the questionable pleasures of barfly life. In retrospect,
I believe the young and desperate romantic I was every evening
expected That Other Heathcliff I dreamed of to walk in. Instead I
met men with beautiful moustaches and monstrously dull conversation
for whom I was apparently invisible save as a face who would smile
politely, nod, and pretend to listen. One night I took a man back
to my dorm room only to discover that he worked there as a janitor.
He was obviously not the one to provide me with a grand and gothic
house on the moors, but at least he helped briefly to calm the
hysteria of my teenaged hormones.

At the Fox, pressured by the presence of
other gay men, I began to develop what had been unnecessary in high
school when all my friends had been lesbians: a sexual identity, a
way of being a gay man among gay men. This second stage was much
more difficult and complex than the initial coming-out had been. I
had to come up with my own definition of manhood, an amalgam of my
father’s teachings, images from late-seventies gay culture, and, I
see clearly twenty years later, the attitudes of my native regions,
Appalachia and the South.

My father, fortunately, had never forced me
to obey the dictates of mainstream masculinity. In fact, he himself
had never taken such social expectations seriously. As a lover of
classical music and literature, he encouraged the same interests in
me, informing me that athletics were the tail that wagged the dog
and implying that most traditionally manly attributes were the
province of fools. While I get my savage scorn of bad breeding from
my mother, I get my contempt for convention from my father. This
attitude made inventing my own concept of manhood far easier than
it might have been. I’d imagine for some gay youth, being a man and
being gay appear at first irreconcilable.

My coming-out in the late 1970’s was well
timed in that gay male culture was developing the butch clone look.
I had realized in high school that a masculine appearance was a
fine form of protective coloration in small towns, and in the Fox I
made two related discoveries, as I sipped my tequila sunrise and
other beginner drinks: I was not attracted to, and could not at all
relate to, the self-conscious and apparently carefully staged
effeminacy of most of my fellow gay men. And, the necessary
obverse, I found the few masculine men there very appealing.
Obviously, I surmised, masculinity must be attractive to anyone
with any sense, and so the quiet and asexual scholar from high
school embarked on a course in How To Be Butch. The teacher was to
be his infamous lesbian buddy Bill, a woman so masculine that her
first girlfriend in high school was known to have run up one day
shrieking, “Bill, you won’t believe what folks are saying about
you. They’re saying you’re a girl!!”

I practiced being insensitive. I bought a
T-shirt that had MACHO printed in big black letters on it. I
admired the Village People. Bill coached me in the fine arts of
sitting in a masculine manner, descending stairs as a butch ought.
I let my beard grow wild. I began to lift weights. I began to
curse. Bill and I strode grimly about Morgantown, affecting poses
in the Fox, gulping Southern Comfort straight. I bought my first
harness-strap boots and my first black leather jacket.

Here again novels were to prove an important
influence. With The Front Runner, lesbian
writer Patricia Nell Warren had helped me realize I was gay. Now,
with The Fancy Dancer, she gave me another
brooding Byronic type to pattern my young and developing self
after: Vidal Stump, a darkly handsome gay hero who wore a black
leather jacket and tore around on a motorcycle. In her next novel,
The Beauty Queen, she gave me Danny
Blackburn, another leather-jacketed role model through whom I first
glimpsed sadomasochism and the leather world.

If I couldn’t find a Black Leather Heathcliff
to settle down with, I could become one. I could metamorphose
myself into the man I wanted. Sympathetic magic, I suppose: like
attracts like. In leather bars, as I discovered at my first, Cy’s
in D.C., I had more of a sense of belonging. (At my first drag
show, I discovered, to my horror, that like sometimes attracts
unlike, when Miss Charlotte took to my butch look and sat on my
lap.)

My fascination with masculinity, both other
men’s and my own, was heavily influenced by my childhood in the
Highland South, it seems clear to me now. Most of the men in Hinton
and the surrounding countryside still drive pickup trucks, sport
beards, wear jeans, baseball caps, flannel shirts, and boots. It
seems logical that I’d be attracted to the sort of men I spent my
early youth around. And what began as protective camouflage, as
mimicry, Viceroy butterfly pretending to be Monarch, eventually
became identity. I was proud of my leathers, my beard, my slowly
collecting crop of chest hair, my hardening pectorals and biceps.
Far too shy to be an effective bar-predator, I remained a
wallflower despite my newly won butch persona, but at least I had
developed a sense of self I could be comfortable with. And when my
new convert’s zeal wore out, I realized I could choose what seemed
viable among the traditional images and attributes of manhood and
discard the rest. I could cook for friends, love poetry, express
emotion and compassion without compromising my masculinity.

In this apparent inconsistency my lesbian
friends were also influential. Due to the complex networks created
by “lesbian incest” and “lesbian drama,” Jeff’s Sapphic Harem, as I
amusedly called it, had many members after a few undergraduate
years, and they all took care of me, as my mother, sister, and
grandmother had at home. Some were butch, some were femme, most
were what I’ve come to call “normal women,” displaying neither of
those extremes. All were androgynous when it came to their
interests and skills, and all were willing to share their
knowledge. Cin played beautiful folk guitar and hiked about the
nearby mountains with her forestry pals. Laura crafted pottery and
Ukrainian Easter eggs, cooked omelets and stir-fries and fixed her
occasionally ailing car. Robin ran track and embodied the finer
points of Southern breeding. Kaye suffered no fools, studied law,
and created picture-perfect Baked Alaska. Bill practiced karate,
wrote verse, and strode into the Fox in crushed velvet blazers and
cowboy boots. Cindy served up fine winter soups, sang alto,
immersed herself in history and sexual politics and couldn’t be
bested in any argument. When I finally finished reconciling my
manhood with my homosexuality, I began to realize how enviable such
androgyny was. Talk about self-reliance: these women could do
anything. And as an Appalachian, I’d been brought up to believe in
the freedom such independence allows.

For a long time, busy hammering out for
myself gay identity, I was unaware of the importance of regional
identity. Only when I left the South to attend college in northern
West Virginia did I realize just how much of a Southerner I was. In
Hinton I had begun coming out as a gay man (or boy, rather); in
Morgantown, mere minutes from Pennsylvania, I began to come to
terms with my identity as a Southerner.

My background was as Southern as they come.
My father, Perry, a West Virginian, had gone to college at
Washington and Lee and the University of Virginia, two of the most
prestigious schools in the South. My mother, Clara, had grown up in
Virginia, as had I, my first ten years, where I’d breathed in,
without consciously knowing it, stories of the Civil War, Robert E.
Lee, and antebellum life. Alongside my father’s instruction in
Emersonian nonconformity and Thoreau’s simplicity, my mother strove
to raise me in the old-fashioned Southern manner: to be polite and
gracious, to avoid confrontation, to be hospitable, to appreciate
elegance and refinement. When we moved to Hinton, little changed.
The culture was Mountain South, not Tidewater South, but a
Confederate statue stood impressively near the courthouse
nonetheless.

In Morgantown, out of my regional element, I
was torn. Gay culture, as I read about it in the Andrew Holleran,
John Rechy, and Edmund White novels I began devouring, appeared to
be an urban phenomenon, developing in New York, Fire Island, San
Francisco, and Los Angeles. As pleased as I was to have escaped the
small-town homophobia of Hinton, I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave
the South entirely and move to the frightening chaos of a major
city. After all, I was a small-town boy, who up till now had been
brought up to believe that the city was the center of all danger
and evil in the universe. Yet now the gay world I found myself
entering emphasized the city as That Place Where Everything
Happens. I imagined Heathcliffs in bathing trunks littering the
beach at Fire Island, strolling the streets of Greenwich Village.
Even in Morgantown, the big gay excitement was to abandon the Fox
and head to Pittsburgh, an hour and a half away, to hit the bars
and the baths. How could I be a Southerner and a gay man at the
same time? Didn’t my regional identity, which grew more important
and more identifiable when I left the South, need to be shucked
like a sycamore sloughs off its skin? For a time the two identities
seemed mutually exclusive.

When, in Fall 1985, I taught freshman
composition for a semester in Washington, D.C., this crisis
deepened. I realized that I was not only a Southerner but an
Appalachian. I had connected Appalachia up to this time with the
homophobes who had made my high school existence miserable, with
the fundamentalist preachers and the jeering streetcorner rednecks.
In the midst of the Metro buses and commuter traffic of D.C., the
urban rudeness and manic hurry, I began to see Appalachia as
including not only those narrow-minded longtime foes of mine, but
also my father, tapping his maple trees and planting his corn; my
grandmother, baking biscuits and frying country ham, training her
morning glories to climb along the porch; my aunt, chopping her own
wood, feeding her geese and ducks, raising a field full of
spaghetti squash, far more than any one person could ever eat.

Yet even as an undergraduate I sensed in the
gay community hostility against the regional quirks I began to
recognize in myself and in my family, qualities I found more and
more appealing, more and more worthy of respect. My accent was
occasionally a source of amusement. My attachment to the landscape
was regarded as a quaint and archaic quality at best, an
affectation at worst. Who wants to chop wood, weed gardens, and
walk in woodlands when big city discos and bars await? My pride in
my Southern heritage was regarded with horror. Robert E. Lee did
not sit on the right hand of the Father, as
I had always believed, having as a child visited Lee Chapel and
absorbed the awe. And, I was told, the Confederate flag, to reverse
a T-shirt slogan, was not about heritage but hate.

Fortunately, I have always had a high
tolerance for ambiguity and more and more am delighted by
juxtaposed contraries: the leatherstud with a teddy bear in his
back pocket; the lipstick lesbian in the arms of her dyke-on-bike
lover; a bearded man roped to a chair, a spray of roses flaring in
his bound hands. Gay life is rich and delicious with these
sometimes perverse contradictions, fascinating as the brilliant
facets of gemstones. Today, new acquaintances are surprised to see
the Confederate battle flag hung over my guest room door, the CSA
key fob in my pocket, my poems about New Market Battlefield and the
Confederate cemetery in Fredericksburg, Virginia. They point out
that I share my respect for the Confederacy with Jesse Helms, a man
I detest. Old friends, Jeff’s Sapphic Harem, those many lesbians
who are still in my life after twenty years, know I pride myself on
my complexity. I learned ambiguity from them, after all.

And I learned courage. From my lesbian
friends, as well as from Civil War tales, stories of coal miners at
Matewan and drag queens at Stonewall (a word in which, of course,
both gay and Southern history coincide). The courage to be
inconsistent, I suppose, which has allowed me finally to reconcile
Southern, Appalachian, and gay identities, to learn to love the
mountain town I used to hate. And the courage to keep coming out:
in graduate classes at West Virginia University; to a string of new
friends over the years; in my first published collection of poetry
Bliss; and, most recently, on the job at
Virginia Tech, where I teach, depending on the semester, Southern
Literature, Appalachian Literature, or Gay and Lesbian Literature,
and where my lover and I recently slow-danced at my department’s
winter holiday party. Recently, my father outed me even further.
Responding to a Baptist minister’s savage attack on gays and
lesbians in The Charleston Gazette, he
wrote a stinging rebuttal beginning, “My son is gay.” The essay was
published in the same newspaper, one of my favorite professors from
my WVU undergraduate days promptly published a letter in support,
and now my boyfriend calls me the “Official Homosexual of the State
of West Virginia” (O-HOTSO-WV), a title which I, with my
characteristic ego, delightedly accept.

Honesty is a kind of nonconformity, I
suppose, being open about issues which most folk would prefer to
shroud in silence, the honesty I’ve admired in all my favorite
writers—the Transcendentalists, Andrew Holleran, Patricia Nell
Warren, Sylvia Plath, Joni Mitchell—and all my best friends. It is,
however, one thing to be true to yourself in private, quite another
in public. In the late 1970’s, still in my nervous teens but
determined to show some of the bravery my Confederate heroes had
once displayed, I attended my first big gay march in Washington,
D.C. These days, I would be annoyed by the crowds, but then I was
jubilant with community pride, delighted with the monumental
turnout. As we marched along, jeering at the “Repent, Ye Sinners”
signs and chanting “Sin, Ye Repenters” in response, feeling heroic
as we strode weeping through a brief tear gas cloud tossed by some
sideline coward, Laura turned to me and affixed a button to my
T-shirt. “What’s this?” I asked, craning my neck. It read “Honorary
Lesbian.” “Well, darling,” said Laura, ever the classics scholar
and this afternoon with Romulus and Remus on her mind, “you were
raised by lesbians, after all.”

 


 



Watching
Dark Shadows

She threw herself from the cliff here, I’m guessing,
here at the highest point. I stand as close to the edge as I can
bear and look down to blue and cream surf breaking and boiling
against sheer stone. In my past, abandoned by various men I’ve
loved, I have contemplated suicide myself, but leisurely, never
even getting down to choosing a method. Something aesthetic,
preferably—it would be rude to leave a mess. But she had no such
leisure, she had little choice. Her lover had become a monster, and
as he moved toward her, she realized what she would become after
his embrace. Rather than accepting that fate, she pushed him away
and leapt over the cliff edge, meeting her death on the foamy rocks
below.

 


I can see him still, that homely child with
thick black hair, pimples, and nerd glasses. It is 1970, and he is
in the fifth grade at Bellepoint Elementary School near Hinton,
West Virginia. Like many of his classmates riding the school bus
home, he is wishing the driver would go a little faster. It is
3:30, and if he gets home in the next five minutes, and if his
father is ready to head up to the farm, then he will arrive at his
grandmother’s in time to catch the last fifteen minutes of
Dark Shadows, the
Gothic soap opera which starts at 4:00 p.m., Monday through Friday.
His grandmother gets ABC-TV, but his family does not, for it will
be several decades before cable television becomes common. Today,
his father is in an accommodating mood—a rare occurrence—and so
they arrive at the farm in time. He dashes in, switches on the
television and watches his favorite character, the vampire Barnabas
Collins, shift from bat to human form before a beautiful
knife-wielding gypsy and mesmerize her with his hypnotic powers.
She can cure his cousin Quentin of his werewolf curse, Barnabas
believes. Though he is a vampire, he is so reluctantly. He is
masquerading as a cousin from England, hiding his monstrous side as
best he can from relatives who are too self-absorbed to notice that
he never appears during the day.

Barnabas is brooding, charming, courtly,
aristocratic, tormented, and heroic. The homely boy wants to be
him. He rushes down to the nearest drugstore as often as possible
to pick up the comic-book version of the show, and occasionally he
even finds a new novel based on Dark
Shadows, thirty-two of which will eventually appear, all
written by Marilyn Ross. These he gobbles greedily, then discusses
the plots with his best friends Richard and Larry. Today Richard
has glimpsed, on the drugstore shelf, one copy of Barnabas, Quentin and the Sea Ghost and gets to it
first, claiming it for his own. The homely boy pouts and makes
Richard promise to lend it to him.

Like most adolescents anywhere, this child
does not want to be who and what and where he is: an unattractive
kid in rural Appalachia. He is bright and bookish, which does not
add to his popularity in a backward town whose inhabitants regard
budding intellectuals as weird at best and queer at worst. He
realizes very early that there is no way he can fit in, so he tries
to pride himself on his differences. He makes straight As in order
to excel in the only way he can and in order to make clear to
others what he regards as his obvious superiority. He studies the
occult and dreams of revenging himself on those classmates who have
mocked him, as the witch Angelique on Dark
Shadows so beautifully dispatches her opponents. He
recognizes his outcast status, a position he shares with
Barnabas.

As he watches his favorite show, he notices
that Barnabas owns three distinguishing items: an onyx ring, a cane
with a silver wolf’s head, and a caped coat which the Marilyn Ross
novels call an inverness. In order to borrow what attributes he can
of his fanged hero, he searches long and hard for a similar ring,
never quite finding a match. He wears his coat over his shoulders,
rather like his elderly aunts wear their shawls, in order to
imitate the inverness, and he buys a cane on which he fashions a
wolf’s head of aluminum foil. Anything to feel closer to that
fictional world, to take on the power and the nobility of his hero.
His relatives and friends regard him with either consternation or
amusement. His mother, who is concerned with What People Think,
tries to discourage his interest in the supernatural, but his
library on witchcraft, ghosts, vampires, and ceremonial magic
continues to increase.

A few years pass. Then in the tenth grade, he
discovers that several of his friends are lesbians. This is
followed by a realization of his own. Suddenly he realizes why he
finds the chests of his more muscular phys ed classmates so
fascinating, why several handsome student teachers have inspired
devotion in him, why he feels both fear and interest around the
local bearded rednecks driving around shirtless in their pickup
trucks. He puts away the occult tomes and begins to deal with the
many practical problems of being a gay teenager in a small town.
Dark Shadows is no longer on the air, the
Ross novels are no longer published, and now he has more worldly
concerns: how to survive amidst the local homophobes and religious
fundamentalists till he can flee his hometown and escape to
college. Though his passion for Dark
Shadows has receded with childhood and Barnabas is no longer
a role model, the boy still can relate to the vampire, now more
than ever. He has his own dark secret, like a coffin hidden in the
basement. How vividly he relates to the monster, whose appetites
are reviled by the world, who is hunted down by the average and the
self-righteous, who is destroyed by a mob of peasants waving
torches and crosses.

 


I can see him still, that young man attending
West Virginia University in the late 1970’s. He has replaced his
enthusiasm for witchcraft with an eager curiosity about gay life.
He pores over gay novels. He buys his first leather jacket, loses
his virginity to an apelike RA, and cruises the town gay bar every
weekend. In a survey of English literature, he discovers the
Byronic hero—a dark, tormented, brooding character, cursed,
misanthropic, lonely and passionate, a perpetual misfit. As he
hovers hungrily in the corners of bars, he wishes he had the
magnetism of such a man, he wishes life were more like Gothic
fiction. Striding home alone in the night rain, he studies his dim
reflection cast in store windows by street lamp light—a boy just
this side of manhood, with dark hair, sparse beard, and black
leather jacket—and suddenly remembers Barnabas, suddenly realizes
why Wuthering Heights has for many years
been his favorite novel. He feels like Heathcliff, out on the
moors, raging, bereft of love. If only he were on the Yorkshire
moors, or the cliffs off which Barnabas’ love Josette flung
herself. He wants grand settings for his grand passions. He wishes
he had a lover—bearded like himself, muscular, with big biceps and
a hard, hairy chest—into whom he might sink his teeth. The yearning
he feels is like blood thirst.

In his senior year he is introduced to the
poetry of Sylvia Plath. It is as angry, dark and intense as he is.
The year after graduation, he studies her work further and then,
inspired by her example, returns to West Virginia University for
graduate school, determined to become a poet. One summer night he
meets a red-moustached bartender named Steve, on whom his ardor
fixes its fangs. They flirt for several nights, then, miraculously,
the bartender asks him home. In the light of votive candles, Steve
strips. His chest and arms are thick with muscle, his skin is pale
and smooth, his cock is huge. With a belt, the boy ties Steve’s
hands behind him, knots a blue bandana in his mouth, then rolls him
over and, in the candlelight, feasts. What he feels is like the
hunger of a vampire, the boy realizes in the aftermath, after Steve
has been untied and soft snores filter through his bushy red
moustache. The body stretched beside him is beautiful, and he wants
to devour that beauty, to incorporate it, to consume it
utterly.

 


From the distance of decades, I think of that
boy now as a younger brother. I look back on his loneliness, his
pain, the ardor he felt for one unworthy and thoughtless man after
another, and wish I could go back in time, to protect him, to
strike down those who were so careless of his feelings, to teach
him not to fall in love so unwisely and so fast. But somewhere in
the late 1980’s, that boy becomes some version of the man I am
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