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Synopsis

“Different is a brave thing to be,” a mother tells
her five-year-old daughter. During the 1960s and 1970s, when things
for gays and lesbians were starting to change in larger cities, in
the Midwest, different was not a safe thing to be. A memorable cast
of characters, a sympathetic, believable, tight-knit community of
friends and rivals fill out the interconnected stories with
butches, femmes, go-go dancers, and drag queens who try to find
their way in an unaccepting culture by becoming a family of choice.
Anyone who has ever been on the outside looking in will feel at
home on “the levee.”


What Reviewers Say About Tales from the
Levee

“Butches and femmes, go-go dancers, strippers, and
drag queens: they worked and played together at the bars in the
Levee District of Springfield, Illinois, creating their own
families of choice. Author Martha Miller’s collection of
fast-paced, bittersweet stories is a glimpse into 1960s and 1970s
Middle America, a time when cryptic, coded information about gay
life and a life outside the confines of small-town suffocation
passed from one older, closeted generation to a younger, bolder
one.”—Martha E. Stone, MS Literary Editor, Gay & Lesbian
Review I Worldwide

“As related by Martha Miller, the Levee District of
Springfield, Illinois, was a microcosm of the delicate balance
between tolerance and homophobia that still plagues America, with
femmes, dykes, gays, straights, and drag queens forming nurturing
alliances and uneasy rivalries. In Tales from the Levee,
Miller paints a vivid and valuable portrait of an overlooked part
of queer history—gay life in the 1960s and 1970s—populating her
Midwestern landscape with colorful characters conducting their
ordinary lives in quietly courageous ways. In these absorbing true
tales of love, lust, and life, readers will find themselves smack
dab in the middle of smoke-filled bars listening to Patsy Cline
wailing from the jukebox, and will realize that Levee is the latest
‘L’ word.”— She Magazine
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Author’s Note

Tales from the Levee is an attempt to recapture and
recreate a specific time and place through creative writing. The
novel is based on a real place and on real characters. Some
characters’ names have been changed and other characters are
composites of more than one person. This book is the author’s
attempt at a gay mythology rather than a gay history. Like all
mythology, it’s an attempt to explain through stories how things
were and how they got the way they are.


Prologue

The Fifth Street Levee ended because of urban
renewal, tearing down the old and building the new. There’s a
high-rise there now, red brick with black iron gates and a
courtyard. There’s a park with a fountain across the street: a
grassy lawn, benches, and a play area that’s usually empty. Nobody
goes there but the homeless, or tourists come for the new
presidential library and the rebuilt Union Station.

A Springfield poet wrote about a famous ghost that
walked at midnight. Some people think that Levee ghosts still haunt
Fifth Street, no matter what the city tried to turn the place into.
They call from decaying hotel windows on summer nights. Drunk.
Laughing. They parade in sequined gowns on cracked cement
sidewalks, past the open doors of bars, beneath the flashing beer
signs. Young. Innocent.

The district perished, its denizens scattered to the
winds. And I am an emissary, telling tales told to me by the
shadows.


Chapter One

End of an Era—1965

 


Was there a feud? Some folks will tell you they were
bitter enemies. Competitors. Both with an eye on the money, both
trying to squeeze a living out of a couple of bars in a “bad” area
of town, the two women, while very different, were connected by one
thing. In the days before the kids started calling Helen “Mother,”
before anyone ever heard of Smokey, something happened. Both agreed
it was the saddest thing to ever take place on the Levee, a street
with enough drama for a network of soap operas. Through the years
when they’d had a little too much to drink, they would quietly
raise a glass to the summer of 1965 and the “End of an Era.”

*

“Drive up banking,” Helen sneered. “What’s that, I’d
like to know?” She sat on her lawn chair outside the door of the
Gee-I, fanning herself with a folded section of the Springfield
Sun Times.

“It’s the wave of the future.” Ethel set her bag down
and looked with Helen toward the theater. Ethel had stopped, as
usual, on her way to work the three-to-eleven shift at the bus
station. She came by every afternoon but Tuesday, her day off.

A fan inside the tavern door blew warm air toward the
street. Helen wiped her forehead. She was short and squarely built,
with a mop of over-permed, gray hair. Sitting in the webbed lawn
chair, her feet barely touched the sidewalk. She wore a faded
housedress and nylon stockings rolled beneath her knees. Sometimes
in the afternoon there was a breeze from the west. Today there was
nothing. She’d go in later. Turn on the air conditioner and the six
o’clock news.

“TV’s taken the place of movie shows,” said Helen.
“Maybe someday they won’t even have theaters.”

Her friend Ethel was a large woman in a frayed white
uniform that was somewhat yellowed by Clorox. Though she was
younger than Helen, wiry gray hair escaped from beneath a sideways
hairnet that gathered in the center of her forehead with a tiny
brown knot. She wore scuffed white orthopedic shoes and dark
nylons, over Ace bandages, which covered her varicose veins. She
carried a large purse and shopping bag that held an umbrella (even
on the driest days), a newspaper, and Poli-Grip.

Ethel had worked at the Post House Restaurant for
years. She never missed work, never got promoted, and never
complained—much anyway. She had strong shoulders and a thick round
body. Her eyes were cornflower blue—childlike, and it was in them
that you could see her frailty.

“You can’t stop progress,” Ethel said to Helen that
day. “The Orpheum’s been there a long time. It’s old.”

“Ain’t nothing’ wrong with that building.” Helen’s
voice rose. “Why, a month ago they had an elephant on that stage!
It didn’t even shake. It was built as a vaudeville theater. My
husband and I went there on our first date. Now vaudeville is dead,
folks stay home and watch TV, and they won’t get out of their cars
even to do their banking.”

“The end of an era,” Ethel agreed. “Just like that
party they threw, ‘The End of an Era.’”

“Goddamn crime, that’s what it is.” Helen rolled the
newspaper and swatted at a lazy fly. “Besides the movie theater,
look at the other businesses they put out of that building.”

“Aw, the drugstore got a better place down on
Monroe,” said Ethel. “And Jack Robinson’s moved right across the
street.”

“They were fine right where they were. You don’t know
how many times I needed that drugstore. And what about the bowling
alley? Gone.”

“We should get a bunch together and go to the last
show,” Ethel suggested.

“Include me out!” Helen’s words were punctuated by
the slap of the newspaper on the arm of her chair. “I refuse to
believe that someone won’t do something to stop them.”

Ethel shrugged. “Anyway, we’ll have seen a
movie.”

“What’s playing? Another of those damn Disney’s?”
Helen looked toward the theater, then back to Ethel. “I don’t need
no damn Pollyanna telling me to find the good in this.”

Ethel laid a hand on Helen’s shoulder dramatically.
“You got to accept progress...”

“Goddamn,” Helen shouted. “There she goes!”

“Who?” Ethel looked one direction then the next.

“There.” Helen leaned forward and pointed at a young
blonde woman who had come out of the Tropical Isle across the
street and was heading north toward Madison. “Across the way. It’s
that Lou. The one that dates the strippers.”

“She dates women?”

“Brings ’em right in my bar.”

“No!”

“She’s tending bar at the Alibi, says she’s going to
buy the place from Rose and Jenny. Meantime, she brings those women
to my place to buy them beer.”

Local gamblers were Helen’s regulars, along with an
assortment of cab drivers and prostitutes. Helen didn’t mind the
strippers, but their companion upset her. “First time she come in,
I slammed her beer down on the bar and threw her the change,” said
Helen. “She just drunk the beer and come back the next night.”

From across the street, Lou waved.

“Drat.” Helen cursed. Then, nodding and waving, in a
much louder voice she called, “How you?”

“How you?” Ethel echoed Helen sweetly.

“You don’t know her.”

“Just trying to be friendly.”

“I tell you what,” Helen said, frowning. “This
neighborhood is going to really go downhill with that theater
gone.”

“Oh, there goes Miss Opal,” said Ethel, swinging into
motion. Her boss was on her way to wake the three-to-eleven
cashier, who drank and frequently overslept. That meant Ethel was
late too, and Miss Opal would be mad.

“See you later,” Helen called as Ethel hurried
away.

*

There was a special closing program on the last night
at the Orpheum, with intermission entertainment on the pipe organ
at nine and again at eleven-fifteen. A very forgettable Disney
movie had run all week, but for the last night there was the
premier showing of a Jimmy Stewart western.

From her bar stool, through the open tavern door,
Helen watched movie patrons. It was early evening and the air was
hot and muggy. A sudden downpour made the early theater traffic
seem chaotic. Patrons caught without umbrellas rushed for cover
under the lighted marquee. The Gee-I was empty.

At eight o’clock Charlie brought Helen’s supper, cold
fried chicken and potato salad left from lunch. He sat at the bar
nursing a beer and reading the newspaper. Helen ate alone in the
back booth, licking chicken grease from her fingers and listening
to the last intermittent drops of rain.

At nine, when the first show let out, Helen listened
to the hiss of tires on the wet street. A few people stopped at
Jack Robinson’s for twenty-cent hamburgers. The smell of fried
onions floated on the heavy night air. Couples walked past the open
door, glanced in, and kept going. Helen put a nickel in the jukebox
and selected a slow song. Sometimes folks were lured in by a Ray
Price ballad. This night, they weren’t.

Ethel, finished with her shift at the bus station
restaurant, came in shortly after eleven.

“That girl who works the register left work at nine,
drunk,” Ethel complained. “When they put her on the cash register,
she started keeping gin and Squirt under the counter. Hell, I don’t
think she’s even old enough to drink legally. She gets away with
everything.” Ethel slurped her beer, smacked her lips, leaned
toward Helen and confided, “She’s young, and she puts out.”

“I thought you were going to the show tonight,” Helen
said.

“You know I can’t get off work,” Ethel explained.
“Besides, I guess I forgot.”

Helen set a beer on the bar. “Trouble is, the whole
town forgot. They had their ‘End of an Era’ party in June. They put
everybody in town on the stage with an elephant thrown in for good
measure. I guess they figure they said good-bye proper.” 

“Why, there’s people there. All the parking places
are taken, and those people sure ain’t in here.”

“You don’t understand,” Helen muttered, shaking her
head. “This town has sold its soul for $350,000.”

“What don’t I understand?” Ethel demanded. “That’s a
right nice price for a soul.”

“That theater cost over two million dollars to build
back in the twenties.”

“They didn’t sell the organ,” Ethel continued to
argue. “It’s going to be at the high school auditorium, where they
can have concerts whenever they like. Though I don’t care for organ
music myself.”

“Don’t you know nothing about the acoustics? That
theater was built for concerts. It has almost three thousand seats.
It’s the biggest auditorium between St. Louis and Chicago. This
pissy little town will never make up the loss.”

“You’re just getting old,” said Ethel.

“Yeah, maybe.”

“Folks tend to cling to things when they get old,”
Ethel mused as she turned and looked out the open door. The
conversation was over.

A police car, red lights flashing, headed south on
Fifth Street. The women watched. The sound of the siren faded.
Ethel stood up stiffly and walked to the jukebox. She fished a
nickel out of her uniform pocket. The machine whirred to life.
Ethel danced back to her bar stool to the first lines of “King of
the Road.”

“Do you have to be in such a good mood?” Helen
sighed.

“You put me in a good mood.” Ethel continued to hum
along with the song.

“Music these days …”

“It’s modern,” Ethel laughed. “Modern music. Modern
banking. Get with it before someone puts you in a home.”

“Thank you, Shirley Temple.” Helen rested her head in
her hands, her elbows on the bar.

When the song ended, Ethel finished her beer and
left.

*

Near midnight, alone again, Helen was watching a
television revival and turning over cards in a lost game of
solitaire. The crowd from the last show at the Orpheum was nearly
gone, and the street out front had quieted down.

Helen gazed at the salt and pepper shakers that were
lined up on the opulent shelves behind the bar and wondered if she
would have to buy a new roll of toilet paper before the weekend.
She’d cleaned the place up for closing, emptied the dented
ashtrays, and wiped down the split vinyl seats in the booths. On
the snowy black-and-white TV a female gospel singer was strumming
“Amazing Grace” on an acoustic guitar and singing the slow alto
melody. Helen hummed and snapped down three more cards.

A noise startled her.

“You alone in here?”

Two cards fluttered to the floor. Helen caught her
breath. “Lands, you scared me to death.”

Lou was dressed in a black T-shirt and wheat-colored
jeans. She wore black western boots and a wide leather belt. Her
light blonde hair was combed back Elvis-fashion. She stood in the
doorway, her arms folded across her chest. “You all alone?” she
asked again.

Helen nodded. “You?”

Lou jerked her thumb toward the open doorway and
said, “I just came from the last show down the street. Couldn’t
find a friend interested enough to go with me.”

Helen slid off her stool and waddled stiffly around
the end of the bar. “Come in then. Take a load off.”

Lou sauntered to the bar and threw two quarters down.
“Give me a beer. Miller’s, in a bottle.”

Helen pulled a beer out of the metal cooler, knocked
off the cap and slid the quarters back. “I’m buying the first one,”
she said. “How was the show?”

Lou shrugged. “It was a goddamn shame. That’s how it
was and that’s what it is.”

Helen opened a second beer for herself—her favorite
little Schlitz. “You stayed for the organ music?”

“To the last sweet note.”

Lou didn’t bother with the glass. She tilted the beer
bottle up and swallowed. “I got a friend who can play that thing,”
she said. “He works piano bars mostly. Plays soft music for boozed
up rich folks at the Southern Air. He told me that organ was
something to see. A three-manual, eleven-rank Barton, with piano
and several different percussions. It can sound like anything.”

“I love how it comes right up out of the floor,” said
Helen. “He plays the thing, you say?”

“I said he could play it. They only pay ten
dollars a night,” said Lou. “Ain’t worth it to him. He has to drive
all the way from Lincoln. Give up an evening of tips at the piano
bar. No, it’d cost him money. ’Course now, no one will be playing
it.”

Helen scooped up the cards from the floor, and then
hoisted herself back on the bar stool. “Someone should stop them. I
know I sound like a broken record. I know folks stopped listening
to me months ago. Everybody just goes on like normal. You know, I
heard in Europe they’re saving some of their rare old buildings.
’Course the Orpheum ain’t really old. Nothing’s old compared to
Europe.”

“This town is changing.” Lou tapped a filtered
cigarette on the scuffed bar. “Diggin’ that hole under the old
courthouse for parking, opening fast-food restaurants. What does a
town need with two McDonald’s I ask you? And now they’re taking
down that beautiful old theater.”

Helen sighed. “What’s gonna be left on this
street?”

“Nothin’ but bars.” Lou’s Zippo had a clear base that
showed a picture of hunting dogs immersed in lighter fluid. She
snapped it open and on the third twirl of the wheel, it lit.

“And worse … ” Helen moaned, reaching for her little
Schlitz. Lou exhaled smoke out of both nostrils, like a dragon.
“You mean folks like me?”

Helen didn’t apologize—she simply stared at the
handsome woman. “Ain’t my money as good as the next?”

Silence.

Lou drained her beer and slid off the stool. “I don’t
need this tonight. I’ll be goin’.” She threw two quarters on the
bar, hesitated for a moment at the door, then plunged into the
sultry night.

She was almost to the alley when Helen called,
“Wait.”

Lou stopped. Fifth Street was empty. There were only
the streetlights and the shadows.

“Come back,” Helen said.

Lou turned and looked at the old woman.

Helen, short and stout like an aging elf in a
housedress, stood framed in the dimly lit doorway. She motioned
with her arm and called out, “Come back.”

Lou took a step toward her. Her voice had a soft
Southern drawl. “What you want?”

“Your lighter,” said Helen, holding it up. “You
forgot your lighter.” Soft yellow light fell through the open door
onto the dark sidewalk. From several blocks away a church bell
rang. Lou slowly retraced her steps.

Helen dropped the hunting dog lighter into Lou’s
outstretched hand. “I’m an old woman,” she said. “Set in my
ways.”

“Times is changin’,” Lou said softly.

Helen nodded, walked back inside, and let the door
whoosh shut.

*

The theater sat still and empty through the heat of
August. Weeds grew up and broken windows were covered with plywood.
It was rumored that someone got into the lobby and carried off the
last cases of Good & Plenty, Milk Duds, and Slo Poke suckers
from the deserted concession stand. Several nights later there was
a windstorm. The next morning every alley and doorway on Fifth
Street was littered with candy wrappers.

Helen swept the sidewalk in front of the door of the
Gee-I only after the mailman tracked wet Slo Poke wrappers in on
his shoes. “When they dry off they’ll blow over to Sixth Street,”
Helen told Ethel, “if I can just keep ’em away from the door ’til
then.”

“The paper says they’ll prosecute anyone caught in
that theater to the full extent of the law,” Ethel said.

“Looks like it.” Helen swept candy wrappers toward
the gutter. “Wonder how many cases of stuff they got?”

Ethel mused. “Better to feed the hungry than the
crane.”

Helen shook her head slowly. “Of all the things to
steal. Sure lets you know what kind of values people have.”

After the candy theft, a Pinkerton security guard was
hired to watch the building. Business fell off some without the
nightly theater crowd. Weekends were worst. Lou dropped by from
time to time, always with one woman or another. Some of Lou’s
friends started coming in with her—young, pretty-looking boys.
Helen didn’t like the bunch, but noticed that they spent more money
than her regulars.

One afternoon, Lou introduced Helen to a man. “This
here is my friend Bill.”

Bill was a clean-cut, handsome man in his thirties.
He had dark hair with flecks of gray, and a mustache.

Helen said, “Hello.”

“Remember, I told you about him?”

“Can’t say as I do.”

“The organ,” said Lou. “I told you I knew someone who
had played the organ at the theater.”

Helen perked up and eagerly extended a hand. “Glad to
meet you.”

Bill shook her hand warmly. He looked like the
television star Guy Madison when he smiled.

Helen set up the drinks. Lou had her usual bottle of
beer. Bill drank Scotch and water. No ice. When Helen put the drink
in front of him she saw that his face was flushed. He’d already had
a few.

Lou lit a cigarette and blew smoke toward the
ceiling. “He’s thinking of making a last trip to the Orpheum
today.”

“No,” said Helen.

Lou shook her head. “They’re shutting the power off
sometime soon. Then they’ll bring in the cranes and wrecking
balls.”

“There’ll be an auction,” Bill said. “After that you
won’t know the place.”

“Ya want to see it before that happens?” Lou
asked.

“Are you drunk?” Helen grimaced, and added with
emphasis, “We could get arrested. There are signs posted. It’s
private property …”

“Humph,” said Bill. “Property of the bank.”

“I thought you’d like to go,” said Lou. “One last
look at the old place.

Helen squinted. “What about the Pinkerton security
guard?”

“Come on,” Lou urged.

“We could be shot.”

“I know what time he eats his lunch,” said Bill.
“Goes across the street and has two Jack Robinson hamburgers, an
order of hash browns, and three cups of coffee.”

“How you know that?” Helen challenged him.

“Been watching him,” Lou said. “Takes exactly one
hour and five minutes.”

“You want to go today?” Helen looked at her watch.
“This afternoon?”

“Actually, now,” Lou said. “He should be just placin’
his order.” Helen considered it. “I’m alone here. I’d have to
close.”

“That’s why I came along. I’ll watch the place for
you.” Lou shrugged. “Don’t look like you’re that busy …”

“I could call Charlie,” Helen offered.

“We got to get over there now,” Bill said. “Some
workmen have been dismantling seats and pulling down drapes.
Getting ready for the auction next week. We need to get in there
while the power is still on.”

“Go ahead,” said Lou. “Count the money first if you
want to. I won’t rob you.”

Helen asked softly, “What if we’re caught?”

“You’ll get one phone call.” Lou chuckled. “Call
Charlie then.” Helen hesitated.

“Go on,” Lou urged.

“Okay. Okay,” said Helen. “Prices is typed up and
taped to the register.”

Lou stood near her and looked at the list. Several
things were crossed off and rewritten in pencil. Lou said, “I’ll
manage. See you in an hour.”

Helen could smell alcohol on Bill’s breath as they
walked south on Fifth Street on the rough, cracked sidewalk. Helen
asked, “How much have you had to drink anyway?”

They went through the alley behind the theater,
stepping over broken bottles, used condoms, and empty beer cans.
Bill pulled a long thick screwdriver from his boot and looked over
his shoulder. “Watch for me,” he said to Helen. “If someone comes,
act like you lost something there in the weeds.” The door was
secured with a large padlock. Bill wedged the screwdriver behind
the hinge and pried.

The lock banged against the thick wooden door. Helen
jumped. “You’re making too much noise.”

“I about got it.” Bill wrenched the lock again. It
broke off and landed in the weeds. He tried the knob. The door
wouldn’t budge. “Damn it! Another lock.”

“Can’t you get it?” Helen asked nervously.

“Another damn lock. I ain’t Houdini,” Bill shot
back.

“Give me that!” Helen grabbed the screwdriver and
wedged the flat end in the door jam. She gave the other end of the
tool a firm tap. The door popped open.

Bill led the way into the auditorium through the door
that had once been an exit. Light from the alley fell across the
first rows of seats. A dry, musty smell wafted toward them. Bill
pulled a cigarette lighter from his pocket and flicked it to life.
He made his way up the center aisle. Helen waited. A minute later
the lights came up. Three rows of seats to the left were missing.
Workers had left tarps and tools scattered here and there. Somewhat
faded and dulled, the scheme of the auditorium was of ivory with a
background of magenta, turquoise, and gold. They walked up an aisle
between the rich terra cotta-colored seats.

Helen blinked as they pushed through the luxuriously
padded swinging doors to the lobby. Red carpet stretched out before
them and seemed to go on forever. One of the doors down front had a
sheet of plywood nailed over it. Other panels of glass were opaque
with a dirty white frost—soap maybe, or wax, but the sunlight shone
through. The concession stand was empty. Scrubbed clean. Some of
the glass was broken. Helen looked with shoulder-heavy nostalgia at
the ceiling and its seven-foot chandelier.

“Old place has a kind of whorehouse elegance, doesn’t
it?” Bill observed.

“Yes,” Helen agreed, “beautiful.”

It was warm. Helen pulled a tissue from her pocket
and dabbed
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