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			Wisdom rises on the ruins of folly.

				—THOMAS FULLER
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			I wrote this memoir as I remembered this time in my life. I never kept a journal and there may be parts others will remember differently, but these are stories my friends and I have shared for years.

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

			The worst part of being sick, truly sick, was the night. I’d shoot awake from a searing pain that started in my toe and ran right up the inside of my leg. Within seconds my whole limb was on fire. After about twenty minutes, the pain would subside, but now I was wide awake. I’d lived in Manhattan for most of my adult life, but until I was up nightly, I had never realized how quiet Times Square could be at three in the morning: a stillness that left me defenseless against the crushing thoughts of the past and its glory, and of my present dire circumstances.

			It was 1998, I was on the good side of forty, and I was almost dead. Paul Bellman, my doctor, the man who was known for pulling patients off the edge of doom, later told me that when he saw me for the first time, he thought, “This person has three months to live.” I didn’t know it, but his treatment plan wasn’t to cure me, which looked impossible even to a man considered one of the best AIDS doctors in the world; his plan was simply to make me comfortable in my final weeks.

			A few friends and ex-assistants came to visit. I could tell by their startled faces I must have looked a wreck. I was a skeletal one hundred pounds, covered from head to toe in purple, AIDS-related Kaposi’s sarcoma sores, with my once thick mane of blond hair now wispy and thin. I greeted my guests in a frayed nightshirt as I sank into a foot-high feather mattress in my antique brass bed, made for McDermott and me by Iskobel Iskowitz, where I spent my days and sleepless nights. The bed was one of the few remnants from my days of grandeur.

			
			Even if I wanted to leave my apartment—which I rarely did—I could barely manage the stairs. Without savings or livelihood, I was living in the only place I could afford: a glorified attic, five crooked flights of stairs above Forty-Sixth Street in Midtown Manhattan—“Little Brazil”—in a slanting nineteenth-century town house. And, for the first time in my adult life, I was living alone.

			Only a few blocks away from the stone lions of the stately New York Public Library, the street floor of this once grand house was now a Japanese restaurant for the lunchtime business crowd. From my sickbed at night I could hear the rats fighting over the scraps of mid-priced sushi in the back garden. The second floor had a Brazilian hair salon that specialized in bikini waxing. The sexy Latino proprietor would stand in the window with his uniform of skintight black jeans and a form-fitting dark T-shirt, overseeing the needs of his clients and his coterie of beautiful assistants. The third floor was an “Asian Beauties” massage parlor. I painted a sign and taped it to my door that read, WHORES ON 3RD FLOOR! DON’T BOTHER TO KNOCK!, to stop the familiar, soft tapping from their late-night clientele. After a raid closed the massage parlor I broke the police lock and chain on the door to see what was there. The Victorian ornament around the ceiling, now crumbling, was painted black like the walls and the indoor/outdoor–upholstered cube where clients waited for attention. I peeked into the sad little single rooms where men would get massaged. As though frozen in time after the raid, there were still large plastic bottles of economy-sized body lotion and rumpled sheets. At the end of the hallway was a washer/dryer that had stopped in midwash amongst a pile of dirty sex towels. A bok choy dish was still on a dirty hot plate, and melted votive candles were strewn about the soggy-carpeted floor.

			Above this pleasure palace, on the fourth floor lived a thin, pale artist, Chivas Clem, who had told my friend Jane Rosenblum about the apartment. I could always tell when it was eleven a.m. because his alarm clock would ring for an hour while he was in deep, medicated slumber. Chivas was the director of the Pat Hearn art gallery, aka PHAG, in Chelsea. It was one of the first three galleries to move from SoHo to Chelsea, along with Matthew Marks and Morris-Healy. I showed with Pat in the eighties when she was in the East Village. After Pat’s death in 2000 her husband, Colin de Land, took over the gallery space.

			Chivas’s apartment also doubled as a gallery he called “the Fifth International,” where he put on exhibitions. One evening Chivas heard me in the hallway and invited me in for a drink. I noticed the remains of drugs on an overturned Artforum magazine with an ad for my former Swiss art dealer, Bruno Bischofberger. Chivas was just finishing dinner with two young artists on the rise, Rob Pruitt and Elizabeth Peyton. I stayed a bit to be polite and begged forgiveness for leaving so soon. I couldn’t bear how embarrassed I felt about how far I had fallen and that my looks foretold how ill I was.

			In my fifth-floor apartment above Chivas I had a kitchen and three large rooms which I painted in blue, green, and white to hide the cracks and cheap plaster repairs. I didn’t have any furniture but my bed, so I borrowed two rooms of antique furniture from my friend Ricky Clifton who was decorating artists’ apartments. I promised to buy them but kept putting him off because I could barely make the rent. I set up a white-walled painting studio in the front parlor with the easel and art supplies my friend Walter Fleming bought me and where—when I had the strength to get out of bed and my bedroom—I started to paint again. The rest of the time I painted from my bed, finishing watercolors for a show in Paris.

			My bedroom was in the back, where I could see a jeweler (the Diamond District was the next block) working diligently through the night, his room illuminated by the blue flames of his trade. My friend Mary Bertold from FIT was so horrified after seeing where I lived and how I looked that she bought me a small refrigerator, which she had her friend Liz drag up the five flights so I could keep food there. Mary would burst into tears with each visit or phone call. A lot of people cried when they visited. I felt terrible that I upset them.

			
			“How the hell did I end up here?” I’d sigh at night as the fumes of burning flesh filled the apartment from the fast-food burger place below. I had watched so many friends die miserable deaths from AIDS and now my number was up. I felt damned and cursed. As I passed people on the streets I wanted to change lives with any of them. I’d take their lot. Anything was better than this death sentence.

			

			—

			Only a little more than a decade before, in 1986 a painting I made with my partner, David McDermott, was on the cover of Artforum, at the time the international bible of the art world; and in 1993, a picture of us and our assistants in our studio was the cover of Art in America. We had sold-out shows in the best galleries in New York and Europe and endless invitations to museum openings, art parties, society events, and movie premieres. Our life was seemingly a never-ending one of fame and luxury.

			After the financial crash in 1987 we lost our 1840s town house on Avenue C in the East Village, lit by candlelight and heated by fires in the hearths. We had filled the two floors above an old storefront with mid-nineteenth-century antique furnishings right down to the drinking glasses. Our mattresses were foot-high striped ticking, fluffed into mountains full of feathers. We covered the cracked walls in period papers and hung vintage prints, paintings, and mirrors for our nineteenth-century “time experiment.” Every object had to fit perfectly—no modern element was allowed there, not even a telephone. As a part of our time machine, we wore detachable starched collars and cuffs, high-button shoes, silk top hats and capes, and carried walking sticks—among our vast period wardrobe.

			We also lost our studio in 1994 which had been the Kings County Savings Bank, an intact 1865 three-story Second Empire limestone building on the corner of Broadway and Bedford Avenue in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. We had acquired it in 1989, decades before the arrival of frat boys and Wall Street financiers. The bank’s first floor housed our offices that we furnished with period manual typewriters, candlestick telephones, and oak office furniture, all under a grand ceiling lit by six hanging cast-iron early electroliers. At noon each day a chef would arrive with a vegetarian lunch to feed the staff. Our British secretary, Jane, also wore period antique clothes. We forbade our studio assistants to wear printed T-shirts and had them wear smocks while they worked, to cover their modern dress. The second floor was our sun-filled painting studio, with many assistants stretching and preparing the canvases. And above that was our photography studio, with a twenty-three-foot-high ceiling and pumpkin-colored walls piled high with our antique props, period costumes, and large wooden view cameras. There we published the one issue of our magazine, The Cottage, Protector of Hearth and Home, and had it printed in New York with a hand-set letterpress.

			
			But perhaps what I missed the most was our “miniature mansion,” as we called it: an untouched brick house from 1790 with no heating, plumbing, or electricity. The only heat source was the fireplaces, where we cooked our meals, and the water was from a hand-pump well outside the kitchen door. The house was next to an 1880s general store with an apartment above it and a Greek Revival two-seater outhouse with wallpapered walls. It was set among tree-shaded barns and a carriage house alongside a flowing stream in Oak Hill, in the Catskills.

			We also gave up our 1913 crank Model T Ford touring car, our 1926 Model A truck, and a plush navy-colored 1930 Graham-Paige luxury car with silk window shades, a bud vase, and a brass blanket bar for the backseat. Not to mention our horses, carriages, handmade saddles and riding boots. After the IRS seized our property, they had a three-day auction in Albany of all the antique furnishings of the house, the general store, the apartment above it and the contents of the barns. I begged the local antiques dealers, whom I knew well, and those who came from far and wide, not to bid against us, so I could buy back the contents of my life. My pleas fell on deaf ears. The highest bidders left with our furnishings, eighteenth-century clothes, carriages, and an 1880s wooden, horse-drawn omnibus with a Hudson River scene painted on the side which held eighteen passengers. All that remained were our feather mattresses and a few old American flags since they couldn’t sell them legally. I had to remind them of that fact.

			
			McDermott departed for Ireland in the summer of 1994, on the QE2 with a one-way ticket his grandmother bought him, saying he wanted to live in a country that protected its artists. At that point Irish artists didn’t have to pay taxes. I thought he’d return after a year, but he didn’t—and that was how years later I found myself living alone in a fifth-floor walkup off Times Square, trying to stay alive and revive our floundering career.

			“If only I had kept McDermott under control,” I uttered to no one.

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			I was always a shy child, with a fear of strangers and unfamiliar places, and from an early age I was a target of school bullies. My mother, Susan, encouraged my interest in art by enrolling me in drawing and watercolor classes in Syracuse, where we lived in a suburb. She was friendly and kind—her Catholic faith was a big part of her life—but she also had a scary temper. Suddenly she’d come running out of a room with a large wooden spoon or my father’s army belt for a harsh lashing. I’d be livid after the beating and not speak to her for as long as possible. I once watched a 1950s B horror movie called The Wasp Woman, about a cosmetics queen who is transformed into a murderous monster—part female, part wasp—who pounced on her victims as they screamed in horror and then dragged them out of the room. That movie terrified me as a child. That’s how I saw my mother, a good-looking, sweet woman who had uncontrollable rages and too many children. I was one of seven, the fifth oldest with three sisters and three brothers.

			My parents were generally good people and the nuns at school would say, “Your mother’s a saint.” But when her fury of a temper appeared, I tried to run as fast as I could and hide upstairs till the storm had passed. If it wasn’t directed at me, it was at one of my sisters or brothers. Then one day the army belt went missing. I can’t even begin to understand how difficult it was to have a child every year with no help and little if any rest, plus a husband who most days was on the road for business.

			

			—

			
			When I was growing up in the sixties there wasn’t much to see in the way of art in Syracuse except the new Everson Museum designed by I. M. Pei. In the seventies Yoko Ono had a show there and she came with John Lennon. And there was a show of Warhol’s and Jamie Wyeth’s portraits of each other. Making art became my refuge. I lived in a fantasy world of my own making, and with drawing, I could create a place where I felt safe and in control. I’d sketch places of serenity, beauty, and joy: a clown in a hoop, or a beautiful woman walking a clipped poodle down a city street. These sheets of paper were my little kingdom of people and places where I wouldn’t be interrupted with a slap or an insult.
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					A family trip to Niagara Falls, early 1960s: my mother and father; front row, left to right, me, Margaret, John, Beth, Tommy, and Mary Susan

				
			
			
			Our all-white suburban neighborhood had four different-style houses that the owners could choose from and have built. They came with a small tree on the front lawn and a backyard. As I grew older and was allowed to freely roam the streets of infinite sameness, I noticed that the blocks of houses went from the 1950s style, like the one we lived in, all the way back to the forties, thirties, twenties, then the teens and oughts.

			I had first heard the term “colored person” as a child. In my naive ignorance I thought it was someone covered in different hues of green, yellow, and purple. When I actually saw a black person in the flesh it was in my mother’s front parlor. She was giving a tea with the local parish priests, using her best china and silverware, for a black priest visiting from Nigeria. I was introduced, smiled, and then was sent out of the parlor to go play in the yard. Debbie, the girl next door, came up to me, saying, “Your mother’s a nigger lover.” The next thing I knew, my younger sister Margaret was jumping on Debbie, yanking Debbie’s scarf tightly around her neck. I pulled her off as Debbie ran crying to her house. After the honored guest from Nigeria and the other priests left, Debbie’s mother came to our back door and reprimanded my mother about our behavior. My mother turned to us and made us apologize. We were horrified by this demand but obeyed after she refused to let us tell our side of the story. When she left, my mother said we were to pray for them. Years earlier, the father had blown his brains out with a shotgun in his bedroom, and the mother’s son ended up in prison in the seventies for selling drugs, with the serial killer the Son of Sam as his cellmate.

			My parents were active Catholics in their local cinderblock church in the shape of a crucifix up the hill from the cinderblock shopping mall. My mother was one of a group of ladies who cleaned the altar or baked bread for the homeless. My father, Tom, was a Sunday-school teacher who also brought bibles to prisoners and preached the gospel. I never heard any derogatory remarks from them against any other race or religion. Everyone was equal in God’s eyes, I was told. Except for one group, the homosexuals. “You know how your father feels about homosexuals,” my mother would inform me.

			
			When I first asked her what a homosexual was, she told me, “They’re sad and lonely people who don’t know if they’re a man or woman.” And this was from someone who had never met one. I could sense her fear that I was one with such remarks as “If you go out dressed like that, then they’ll really call you a fruit.” With my limited wardrobe of my two older brothers’ hand-me-downs, I somehow still looked fruity? I must have, since sometimes my father would address me by the name Shirley, probably to keep me from acting too swish. It didn’t work. I was just being myself, but these words stung. Was I a bad person because of my attraction to the other boys? I didn’t think there was anything wrong with me, and I didn’t pray to be changed. But I knew I had to keep this a secret. I also suspected something was up with my mother by her reactions to what I would try to watch on TV. One afternoon, I was settling in to the movie Days of Wine and Roses, with Lee Remick and Jack Lemmon as alcoholics, when she came into the room and ordered me to turn it off, and after I protested she went up to the TV and did it herself. Another time a news program was doing a segment on child molestation. She demanded that I switch channels. The same went for The Naked Civil Servant, a film with John Hurt playing the flamboyant homosexual Quentin Crisp. It wasn’t just about her being protective, but rather her own issues. She had this odd answer when she didn’t want to talk about a subject: “Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies.”

			It was my sister who clarified matters when she told me our mother had recently figured out from birth records that she was a “love child” and that her parents were forced to marry. Our mother’s father was an Irishman who had the “drinking curse.” Her parents were servants from Scotland who worked in the big houses in Main Line Philadelphia. Bessie, my grandmother, was a cook; my grandfather was the butler. Gran’s sister, Helen, was the nanny and her red-headed husband, Ben, was another butler. I remember Ben was walking me to the beach in Avalon, New Jersey, one summer, and as we stopped by a cottage with a sign that said WEE BUTTON BIN (meaning the size of a button box) over the door, my granduncle touched my shoulder to get me to look up at him. I must have been nine, and he said, “Don’t ever become a servant, son. It’s a horrible, horrible life—working for pennies for the wealthy.” When I was older, my mother would tell me a story about how her parents lost their jobs due to my grandfather’s drinking. His employers would find him passed out drunk in their parlor. In the Great Depression my mother and her sisters, Tessie and Lizzy, were sent over to Scotland to live with Granny Cairns; her own parents were to follow—until the relatives there said the poverty was worse in Scotland and to stay in America. My mother slept with her adored Granny Cairns and her other two sisters in a bed in the kitchen. Her uncle and cousins were across the room in a bed sleeping four abreast. The rest of the family slept upstairs. Years later, when I was living in Dublin and she came to visit, I suggested we go to Scotland to visit where she came from. “No,” she replied, “I have enough memories.” I felt for her having such parents, an alcoholic father and the harsh taskmistress Bessie. To see my mother cower in front of her mother, wanting her approval, was saddening.

			
			Bessie was bossy and highly critical. When she was coming to visit, my mother would get hysterical trying to clean up the house. “Susan—your house is out of order!…Susan—your children are running wild!…Susan—get ahold of yourself!…Susan—you’ve gained weight again.” Gran was tough and expected everyone to live up to her standards. On the other hand, my father’s mother, Mamie, a tiny redhead gone white, was lovely. “Look at your beautiful drawing,” she’d say to me, or “What a lovely singing voice you have!” Mamie had moved to America during the Easter Rising in Ireland and left her tiny eighteenth-century home with its rose garden. When I was in Dublin, at the foot of the Royal Hospital, which is now a museum, I would look over the stone wall of her abandoned house and see the roses she often spoke of still in bloom among the brambles and weeds.

			Decades later, at Bessie’s wake (she died at 102), my mother burst into tears at the casket. That sobbing turned into a howl of pain. My heart ached at the sight. Her deep sobbing connected all the dots of their relationship for me. Like my mother, I have my secrets, my fears, and my rage but keep a façade of what she would call “nicey-nice,” a role perfected to hide pain and loss. I’m very much my mother’s son.

			

			—

			
			I have a vivid memory of my father on the phone in the kitchen begging the bank not to take our house as my mother stood frozen, wringing her hands. My father lost his job in Syracuse because when asked to get “girls” for the visiting executives from out of town, he refused. My father told them, “I don’t pimp for anyone.” That day he came home, I was sick and in front of the television. As usual he took off his hat and put it on the closet shelf, hung up his overcoat, and placed his briefcase on the floor below the coats. My mother sat in silence in the kitchen, holding a cup of tea. When I asked why he was home so early that day, he replied, “I lost my job.” He then went into their bedroom with my mother and closed the door.

			

			—

			My mother was very encouraging about my art, and even with our meager financial resources she always found money for art supplies. I feel she was the one who made me into an artist. When I was a teenager and wanted to become an actor, she discouraged me and advised me to continue with art. I always felt she was saying to me, “You don’t belong in a place like Syracuse, you have to get out.” My sister Beth became an art teacher, but the rest of them took normal jobs. I was never interested in sports or other things boys are supposed to be interested in. “I don’t want realism. I want magic,” as I heard Blanche DuBois say. I was always looking for a protector who would rescue me from the straight life. Where was that life I saw on TV?

			By high school my wardrobe became my statement. I bought a favorite belted wrap sweater at the shop Tops and Bottoms down the hill at the cinderblock mall because it reminded me of the one Marilyn Monroe wore in a beach photo. I was obsessed with her. I would always check the paper’s weekly TV schedule to see if any of her films were playing. With only one old television in a house of nine family members, I had to carefully plan any takeover of the television. What I found so alluring about Monroe, aside from the way she looked and spoke, was her brilliant sense of comedy, but even as a kid I felt there was something else. She had that lost, vulnerable look in her eyes. She seemed so insecure, just like I felt. I remember riding the school bus one day after I had just seen Kim Novak in Vertigo on TV the night before. I thought about her character’s vulnerability and how she had two personalities. Judy was the real person, a cheap brunette who lived in a single-room-occupancy hotel, and Madeleine, the rich, sophisticated blonde. I felt like her characters in that I also had something to hide. I wanted to be with those women I saw in old films on TV. When they cried, I cried. As they waited by the phone for their blasé lover to call, I waited with them. Though I adored these women I didn’t want a girlfriend. Nor did I want to be a woman. I wanted my English teacher, and I joined the gymnastics team just to be near him, his black hair and mustache. Once I stupidly gave him a homemade valentine card. That ended my being on the team.
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					A crayon drawing by David and me on butcher-block paper for our last show at Massimo Audiello’s gallery. I am drawing on our patio, ignoring the pleas to play sports.

				
			
			

			—

			
			I have hated waking up early for as long as I can remember. Each weekday morning my father called out our names, from the oldest to the youngest. I dreaded the idea of having to face another day of school. I’d drag myself down for breakfast as my mother was making our lunches. I’d rush to get dressed in my uniform and to catch the school bus that luckily stopped in front of our house. In class I couldn’t seem to concentrate. I’d be drawing women’s faces in my notebook instead of the lesson on the chalkboard. I also had bullies to avoid.

			Ron, my best friend in grammar school, at least I thought so, was a wide door of a person, with a massive head topped off with frizzy white-blond hair that he tried to comb down with a side part. One day in fourth grade I sat down at my usual perfectly organized desk. When I opened it, I found a total mess. Someone had destroyed my carefully arranged papers. I knew it was Ron. I could tell, but I never said anything. On the first day of fifth grade I stood with the cool kids hoping to be a part of their group. I thought I had finally made it from their friendly smiles and questions about my summer vacation. Then Ron accused me in front of the other boys of hanging out with girls the whole summer since he saw me at the mall with my sister and her group of girlfriends. He said he saw me at the makeup counter trying on lipsticks. I was just looking at the lipsticks. Right there and then I knew it was over. I was branded with a capital F for Fag. And my dreams of being friends with the coolest and best-looking boys vanished. Rumors spread fast, and I was left with the other outcasts and big-boned girls. So, I made the best of it as I slid along the hall lockers trying to avoid punches from the cool boys who were now my enemies.

			
			Unfortunately, I soon realized I had another opponent in the guise of a strongly built redheaded girl named Amber-Anne. Amber-Anne liked to fight, and she always asked me to battle her on the playground at recess. I kept thinking, “She’ll tear my clothes—or worse spill my blood—or maybe both!” One day Ron came to school with a terrible sunburn. (“White blonds can’t take the sun,” my mother told me when I repeated the tale of horror to her.) His sunburn covered his neck and went down his back, glowing through his white poly-cotton shirt. While a nun with a whistle herded us off the playground in two straight lines, boys in one, girls in the other, to return to afternoon class, I watched Amber-Anne raise her hand while she walked in line across from Ron saying, “Hey, Ron, how are ya doing, man?” and letting her palm fall loudly on his back. He let out a pitiful, piercing screech and fell to the concrete sobbing. Some of us in line drew back in horror, while the others laughed at this cruel attack. The nun came over to see what the commotion was. No one dared rat out Amber-Anne, not even her latest victim, who still lay there weeping.

			I felt sorry for Ron but I was also somewhat happy watching my burnt-flesh persecutor, and former best friend, writhing in pain on the playground destroyed by my own soon-to-be-annihilator, Amber-Anne. For the next thing I knew, just as we were getting into our assigned seats, she passed by and placed a folded piece of notebook paper on my desk, sneering as she headed back to her desk.

			With much trepidation I opened the folded document. I read the crude printing. “WILL YOU FIGHT ME TOMORROW? YES OR NO. CIRCLE ONE.” Panic ensued. I hated that I had to answer her demand and return her fiendish missive. I looked over at my redheaded persecutor. She was squinting, staring straight into my ten-year-old heart, nodding as her hand was clenched in rage toward me. She tilted her head and raised one eyebrow that demanded my reply. I knew I had to answer her or else be shamed by the whole class. I looked at my punisher’s coterie of female miscreants whispering and giggling as they stared back and forth between us, so as not to miss a scene in this schoolyard drama. One tiny mean girl caught my fear-stricken eyes and let her wrist go limp mocking my feyness. How I wished Amber-Anne would pummel her right there and then, and understand that I was the truly desired friend!

			
			“How can I fight this amazon?” my mind raced. “This devil’s twice my size!” But I had to answer her note somehow. I slowly picked up my pen out of the groove in the plastic desktop. I looked at her masculine hand on the scrawled note. “Yes” meant I’d have to lose to her for a lifetime of shame all the while surrounded by the others in their blue plaid Catholic uniforms taunting me as I had witnessed others before on the parking-lot playground. “No” meant I was a coward. Surely I was a coward! But the other option was that I would be beaten up and still be shamed. I couldn’t win either way. “Oh, I hope she doesn’t hit me in the face!” I thought. She’d also wreak havoc on my uniform. Then the answer “No” kept resounding in my head. “No, no, no!” But “Yes” was blood and bruises. I looked at her note more intently: YES OR NO. CIRCLE ONE. Shaken, I exhaled deeply and whispered a prayer. Then, out of nowhere, a flash of genius befell me: I circled “Or.” I proudly folded the missive and held it out to one of her waiting handmaidens. I watched, trying to read Amber-Anne’s face as she went over the note. “She’d have to think it was funny,” I said to myself. But before I knew it I was under her massive shadow as she towered above me. I quickly thought of ducking and hiding under my desk. But before I could move I felt the whopping thunder of her fist pound into my arm. My mouth opened with a whimper as I fell in a clump onto the cool linoleum floor, clutching my limb as my eyes smarted with the pain.

			At school I had enemies to avoid; on my neighborhood street I had some admirers. My hair had grown to my shoulders into a thick blond mane which the nuns did not approve of. But I was the envy of the neighboring housewives. I would often go down the street and sit with one of them on beach chairs in her driveway. Soon more housewives holding cups of tea or coffee and offering cookies would join us. Days later I read in the “Dear Abby” column about a mother asking for advice about how to tell if her son was a homosexual. Abby answered that one sign would be her son hanging out with a group of women. From then on, I avoided the ladies’ coffee klatsch. One day when I was on my bike one of the neighboring ladies stopped me and asked why I wasn’t coming by anymore. I made up some excuse, but I was sad because I had really enjoyed our talks.

			
			That summer we called on my rarely visited uncle Bill in Philadelphia. Looking over at my sisters and me, he said to my father, “Tom, I thought you had three daughters, not four.” I don’t remember my father’s reply, but I do remember the look he gave me. Later he took me to a barber and ordered him to cut off all my hair. I didn’t put up a fight because I knew the answer could be a lashing. “Now you look like a boy is supposed to,” he said later, as we drove home. I didn’t reply, I just pressed my head against the car window, looking out as we drove along the highway. Tom, my father, was a good-looking black-Irish jock from Philadelphia who had been the captain of his college and army basketball teams. My eldest brother Tommy, named after my father, was closeted about his sexuality and his drinking. I caught him taking sips from a liquor bottle kept in a lower cabinet in our kitchen when he was about thirteen. I was shocked that he was doing it and he threatened me not to tell on him. He was a kind and quiet person who usually had his face in a book, but he was an alcoholic from an early age, and I remember being frightened when he was in high school and got into a physical fight with my father over his drinking as he stumbled into the house. Eventually, he became sober.

			At the end of the summer just before the start of seventh grade, I suddenly didn’t feel well. I couldn’t run around, and I kept complaining I was sick. “You just don’t want to go back to school,” my second oldest sister Beth said. Of course, I didn’t want to return to the bullying and the boredom. She was right, I hated school with its daily taunting and physical harassment. But I had never felt so ill. I was sitting on the living-room sofa wrapped in a blanket because I was so cold. My mother had called the doctor and he said there was a flu going around and not to worry. When she hung up the phone and came back to see me still slumped on the sofa with my sister Margaret next to me, I screamed, “I have to throw up, I have to throw up!” My mother picked up an old stone pot and dumped out the dry flower arrangement. Then a wave of acid-green vomit spewed out into the pot, on me, and splattered my mother’s dress as my sister jumped aside. My mother screamed for my father to get in the car while she quickly bundled me up and put me in the backseat with her as we sped to the doctor’s office. After a brief examination, he said to get me to the hospital immediately because my appendix had burst. I must have passed out because the next thing I knew I was being rushed on a gurney through busy hallways to the operating room clutching my mother’s left hand and staring at her diamond engagement ring sparkling under the fluorescent lights. Later, I woke up in a hospital room to the tall, handsome priest from our parish reciting Latin prayers as he anointed me with oil. I was being given last rites. With blurred vision, I saw a dark shadow of my parents and could hear my mother softly crying as she prayed along. This was my first experience of being seriously sick and isolated. It would not be my last.
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					Just out of the hospital: the eighth-grade picture that caused the nickname “Peter Permanent”

				
			
			
			For the first few weeks of my six-month stay, I was kept drugged and was in and out of consciousness. There was a second visit from the priest and more Latin prayers and oil. I was put on beds of ice to bring down my temperature and I ended up with pneumonia. A nurse would come in every day and give me many shots in the thigh until it hurt too much. Then the daily shots went in my behind. I looked like a skeleton and all my hair fell out. Then I slowly started to get better. The bandages were changed daily on the hole that had been cut in my right side, which oozed green pus. My nurse was a buxom dark beauty from Eastern Europe who fawned over me. Somehow a baseball game was on my TV set and a curvaceous girl in a bikini ran out onto the field and kissed the pitcher. The nurse was shocked at such a display of flesh and cursed her for being so vulgar. I loved it and thought the bikini beauty was fantastic. My mother came every day while my brothers and sisters were at school. I was in a room with another patient but the TV was on my side (a curtain divided the room) so I could look at old movies and my favorite shows. I had never had such luxury. To my amazement, presents, cards, and flowers kept arriving. Puzzles and game boards and more and more and more—and they were all for me! I had never seen such loot. “Now this is living,” I thought. I was sharing a room with another child. He died and a new one came in. There was a blind kid who’d push another in a wheelchair down the hall. A beautiful blond jock from my brother’s class was across the hallway. He broke his leg playing football. I prayed he would visit me since I was bedridden. Sadly, he didn’t.

			The nun from my seventh-grade class brought in a white cloth dog with the signatures of all my classmates. I feigned that I didn’t feel well so I wouldn’t have to speak to her. She had the reputation of being the meanest teacher at school, but she was also quite beautiful from what I could see. “What’s she being a nun for when she’s so gorgeous?” I thought. The week before, my sister Margaret came and told me the scandal that had the whole school talking. A pretty mean girl in this nun’s class came in wearing lip gloss and mascara. The nun ordered her to wash it off with a sponge that was used to clean the blackboards while she stood in front of the whole class. She apparently cried as she washed with the water from the bucket that held the large, dirty sponge. After my initial shock at the nun’s heinous sadism, I laughed. That pretty girl always snubbed me. After my mother gave the nun my health report, the nun filled us in on how the class was going on without me: “They miss you,” she said, and walked out of the room with my mother as she called out, “The whole class is praying for you!”

			
			“Yeah, right,” I thought. I faked a smile and looked over the names on the little dog. Mary, my good and mostly only friend in school, was the first name I spotted. It went downhill from there. And then, there it was, the mark of Lucifer: “AMBER-ANNE,” written in ballooned large capital letters. The nerve of that beast! I seethed at her bold name standing among the childish scribbling and threw the dog across the floor. My mother returned and picked it up and looked at me curiously. “It fell,” was all that I could say, and I turned on the TV, using the greatest invention ever made in the eyes of this seventh-grader: the remote control.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			In high school I was desperate to meet a real homosexual, not like the ones on TV or in movies who were always being arrested or committing suicide. My best friends, Kevin and Michael, were as closeted as I was, so I took it upon myself to see how the other half lived in the shadows. In my sophomore year I called my mother to say I was staying after school to finish an art project. I took a bus to downtown Syracuse and stood across the street from the notorious gay bar called Gotch Carr’s. I didn’t know what the name meant, but it was the place that kids would crank-call all the time, as in “Is Seymour Butts there?” And a common insult to kids like me was “Going to Gotch Carr’s tonight to see your boyfriends, faggot?”

			Back at the bus stop I saw my dream man coming toward me down the sidewalk. He stopped and stood with the others waiting for the bus. He had feathered blond hair parted in the middle and a Fu Manchu mustache framing his handsome Nordic face. Tightly fitted across his muscular torso was a spotless white zip-up hoodie with a high waistband. Dark gabardine bell-bottom slacks accentuated his eye-catching crotch and muscular behind. His cream-colored platform shoes made him tower over my frail, youthful frame. A bus arrived, and he got on it. I quickly followed, going through my pockets for change. I took my seat across from him trying to catch his eye through his aviator sunglasses, hoping he’d stop looking out the window and notice me. After an eternity he called to the bus driver and stood up to exit. I followed and I found myself in another, unfamiliar suburbia. I don’t think I had ever been this far from my house alone. I could feel my heart beating with desire. I followed him for a block then summoned the courage and called out softly, “Hello.” He turned and looked at me. I stared and looked at him against the bright blue sky. It was very quiet. All I could hear were the birds and the wind through the trees. “Hi,” I said. As he stood looking at me, he asked, “Do you live near here?” I shook my head. “Then what are you doing here, man?” he asked as he put his hands on his slim gabardine-covered hips and stared at me. The heat rose up my face. I wanted him. I lowered my head, paused, and whispered, “You know.”
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					Gotch Carr’s, the Syracuse gay bar I stood across the street from in hopes of meeting a real homosexual

				
			
			
			He tilted his head, asking as he stepped closer toward me, “Know what?” I cleared my throat and repeated much louder, “You know.” I knew he knew what I was after. He toyed with me: “I don’t know what you’re talking about, man. Whatcha looking for?” I stood there in silence waiting for him to take the lead. He just stared at me silently. Humiliated, knowing I couldn’t seduce this erotic god before me, I gave up and asked where I could get a bus back to downtown. “Across the street, man,” he yawned as he held out his thumb like a hitchhiker and turned and walked away. I crossed the sunny, hot highway and waited for the bus, reprimanding myself for being so foolish and now humiliated as I began my long journey back home to make it in time for dinner.

			A month later, I was back downtown. I again stood at the bus stop across the street from Gotch Carr’s and waited. I could see men drinking above the curtained brass railing that covered half the window in back of a faded bouquet of paper flowers. I heard a voice addressing me with something about the bus line. I turned to answer a pale blond man with aviator glasses framing his soft blue eyes. On his round face his straight blond hair stuck to his forehead dotted with perspiration. He was wearing a denim leisure suit and carried a plastic shopping bag. He kept talking to me about different subjects and asking me questions. Then it dawned on me that I was with a homosexual; I felt excitement and terror. He said he had a room down the block at the local YMCA where he took naps. Before I knew it, we were in his narrow nap room. After an uneventful act in the nude I lay there planning my exit. I enjoyed the new experience of lying around naked, but I couldn’t be late for dinner. I feared my mother might call the school looking for me. She didn’t even let me cross the highway till I was thirteen.

			Breaking the silence of the room, I asked the inevitable “What do you do?”

			“Well…” He paused and then declared proudly, “I’m in show business.”

			“Really?” My interest peaked.

			“Oh, yeah,” he gleefully answered and turned to face me, leaning on his elbow with his head in his hand, staring at me. I noticed his pale stomach sagged toward the mattress. “Yes, I’m an actor on television.” He smiled.

			
			“Oh, wow!” I murmured, thinking how I was with a real, live actor and he’s on TV.

			“What show are you on?” I asked excitedly, fantasizing about how this pudgy actor would scoop me up and I would live in Hollywood, escorted to film parties, laughing and drinking with my newfound famous actor friends, going to movie premieres, away from this boring suburban world I lived in.

			He cleared his throat. “Well, have you ever seen the show The Enchanted Tree House?” I could feel the red carpet being pulled out from under me. “Of course,” I answered glibly. “I used to watch it. It’s a kids’ show.” My dreams of meeting an actual star immediately fell flat. And the disappointing sex added to my dismay. It was my first time (with an adult), and I thought somehow it would be different, or at least pleasurable.

			“Well…yes,” he stuttered. “Do you know the segment when Cindy and Bobbie”—the stars of the show—“go visit Bumblebee’s Backyard?”

			“Um, yeah, I know it.” I knew this was a bad omen. Now I just wanted to leave.

			“Well, I’m Chucky Chipmunk, who dances in Bumblebee’s Backyard,” he said staring and smiling.

			“So much for show business,” I thought. After a long pause, and I guess my obvious disappointment, he leaned in flirtatiously, asking, “And what do you do?”

			By this time, I was annoyed. I dryly stated, “I’m in high school.”

			His eyes widened as he sat upright on the thin bed. He seemed very much like a frightened child now. “What?!” he shrieked. “Wait, just how old are you?”

			“I’ll be sixteen in June,” I said, pushing his fear to the edge. I was now the spider with the fly.

			“What? You’re fifteen!” he cried. “Oh, my God…Oh, my God!” he whimpered as he put his sweaty round face in his hands. I saw I was in a position of power. For the first time I felt the thrill of it mixed with a feeling of pity for this man sitting on the edge of the bed with his washed-out, pale body. And then I noticed the thin band of gold on his
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