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        “Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.” – Karl Marx
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        * * *

      

      “Humor is reason gone mad.” – Groucho Marx

      I don’t know when Karl Marx first landed on my parents’ young romance, but he settled there a while, a red butterfly with translucent fragile wings. At some point during the marriage of Stanley and Doreen Vincent I fell out into this world through a badger hole. I’ll explain the badger hole later. Most pregnant women in 1951 hoped and prayed for a healthy boy or a healthy girl on which to hang their dreams and aspirations. After all, aren’t children our toys to play with? However, I truly believe my mother didn’t want a child at all. I think she wanted to give birth to a new Bendix automatic clothes dryer. The ads in Woman’s Weekly magazine read: “Dries Fresh … Dries fluffy … and takes only minutes in any weather.” When my mother saw I was a six-pound, eight-ounce lump of flesh covered in mucus and blood and realized she couldn’t stuff her wet bras and panties into me, I was promptly filed under “D–for disappointment.”  However, even though I wasn’t a new-fangled Bendix automatic clothes dryer, my mother still put me through the wringer head first, day after day, after day.

      There was no picture of Jesus Christ hanging on our sitting room wall. No dead Jewish man bleeding from the palms, mother and whore weeping helplessly at his feet. No Roman centurion jabbing his naked torso with a spear. On our sitting room wall were three plaster mallards flying in formation toward the window, and freedom. There was, however, the image of Karl Marx staring out from an ever-present book cover lying on a coffee table, the arm of a chair, or on the sink next to the toilet. I remember confusing Marx with God, an easy mistake to make. Both were wrinkled old men with white beards, do-gooders with a maniacal vision.

      "Die Religion ... ist das Opium des Volkes."

      Religion may be the opium of the masses, but Karl Marx was the opium of my parents. The red butterfly with translucent fragile wings followed us everywhere. It even came on vacation with us to the seaside. Not only did I confuse Marx with God, but also Santa Claus, another old man with a white beard. Marx, God, and Santa Claus, a trinity of aging deities, starred in more of my boyhood nightmares than any zombie, vampire, or werewolf: The Attack of the Fifty-foot Transvestite Karla Marx, God Demons From Planet Nazareth, and 50,000 Leagues Beneath the Sea Trapped in Nazi Santa Claws. I was wary of Marx because he thought he was God, and I was scared of God because his teachings resembled those of Marx. Santa Claus was just creepy.

      It was 1958. I was seven years old and homosexuality hadn’t been invented yet. Not my homosexuality, anyway. That would be invented later and reinvented every opportunity I got. I was born Darryl Michael Vincent September 16, 1951 in Bath, Somerset, Great Britain, a mere stone’s throw from Stonehenge. I fell out of the badger hole into the waiting arms of fairies, where I suckled on the pagan tit of Wicca until the sun came up. King George VI sat on the throne–i.e. toilet. He was teetering between life and death. I was seven days old when the King underwent a pneumonectomy, the removal of a cancerous lung. He coughed up his last nicotine-soaked glob of phlegm February 6, 1952. Somehow he managed to stop smoking cigarettes and die on the same day. Coincidence? I think not.

      The coronation of Queen Elizabeth II took place June 2, 1953. It would have had little impact on the goings-on at la maison des imbéciles, the madhouse we called home. The event was televised but we had no television in 1953. While the aristocracy crammed their overfed buttocks into the hard wooden pews at Westminster Abbey, my mother was most likely in her kitchen massaging suet and flour in a bowl for steak and kidney pudding, a staple in her repertoire of culinary songs that sang sweetly at the dining table. My father would have been at the Cross Keys Inn, a local 18th century alehouse, with Reginald, his brother. Together they made a rough-hewn duo carved from the granite of a previous decade. They both cradled jars of frothy beer and sat in silence, conversation between them having ground to a shuddering halt years before. Any meaningful exchanges they ever had now lay like dried-up dog turds on the gravel path of their sibling history. For as long as I can remember, my father and his brother frequented the Cross Keys on weekend lunchtimes for three pints of beer. I would tag along and sit in the pub’s walled garden or climb the apple tree that hung heavy with red and green fruit around the time of my birthday. I never once heard the two brothers speak to each other. I often wondered if either of them knew the other was there. They behaved like two strangers forced to share the same table, twiddling their thumbs, awkwardly averting each other’s gaze. If my uncle was away or under-the-weather, I was invited to accompany my father through the sacred portals of the Cross Keys and enter the inner alcohol-soaked sanctum. The owners allowed children in the pub as long as they sat quietly and nobody complained. I would sit opposite my father with my stone jar of ginger ale and study his face as he stared out into the wild blue yonder. He was miles away. Behind those crapulent eyes, he contemplated a preferable life for himself on the other side of the hill where the grass was greener, wealth was distributed equally, and the monarchy was dead. A life where large-breasted–nay, ENORMOUS-breasted–Naiads with rosehip nipples peeked through torn diaphanous threads and emerged from streams, ponds, and babbling brooks, and never, ever spoke.

      My father never knew what to say to women, or to men, for that matter. He certainly didn’t know what to say to me, a nancy-boy he/she half-and-half and an affront to manhood. But to be fair, what could he say? Even now, when I look in a mirror, all these years later, I still render myself speechless at the sheer nellyness of what I see reflected before me. I suspect my father was cognizant of my homosexuality years before I even knew what it was. The door to my closet was blown off when I insisted I be a bridesmaid at a cousin’s wedding. My father’s refusal and my subsequent tantrum only confirmed his suspicion. After twigging the truth about my sexuality, my father decided the best course of action was to ignore it. It was the big pink limp-wristed droopy-eared Dumbo in the room. My homosexuality hung frozen in the air as if zapped by a wicked witch in a spell that could only be broken 100 years later when a princess hacked her way through the thorns to plant a kiss on my lips. Then … Ping! The heterosexual magic could now begin.

      It wasn’t until 1958 that I watched a rerun of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II on a black and white TV my parents bought in one of their periodic stabs at being up-to-date and modern. That’s also how we acquired the gramophone player and the pop-up toaster, the former to quench my mother’s thirst for Buddy Holly, the latter to feed my father’s almost fetishistic need for a slice of burnt bread on which to spread his marmalade. As I watched the young Princess Elizabeth trailing through the streets of London in her gold coronation carriage, to my seven-year-old eyes she resembled an old woman wrestling with her clothes and jewels. I could not, for the life of me, understand why I was not the Princess heading for Westminster Abbey. Surely, as I was born just prior to the King’s demise, wasn’t I destined to be Queen? Isn’t that how they picked the Dalai Lama? Wasn’t a new Dalai Lama born just before the old one died? Or was the Dalai Lama-ship the first prize in some kind of Buddhist Bingo in a Lhasa temple? Oh, I don’t know. However, I do know that Princess Elizabeth, uncomfortably wedged into her carriage, waving her Anglepoise-lamp white gloved hand at the crowds, was a shoddy substitute for the pageantry I could have brought to the celebrations. I would have been magnificent. My coronation would have been more regal and more majestic, with just a hint, a smidge, of down-to-earth sexiness. An Eartha Kitt sexiness. If Dr. Geoffrey Fisher, the Archbishop of Canterbury who officiated the wedding, handed me, Darryl the First, the four symbols of authority, the orb, the scepter, the rod of mercy, and the royal ring of sapphire and rubies, I would have purred softly like a three-day-old kitten with happy-pussy Eartha Kittiness. And then, when Dr. Fisher placed St. Edward’s Crown upon my head, I would have risen to my feet with a low feline growl that echoed around Westminster Abbey, filling-up that cavernous cruciform of Godliness. Then I would have thrown back my head and roared with the ferocity of a lioness whose cubs are threatened by poachers. The 8,000 invited guests, the prime ministers and heads of state from the Commonwealth, and the crowned heads of Europe and the World, including Tonga's rather plump Queen Tupou III, would exit Westminster Abbey in an orderly fashion with little damp pee-pee spots on their underwear. If a Queen’s coronation doesn’t have enough pizazz to induce the guests to spontaneously urinate then, quite frankly my dears, she doesn’t deserve to be Queen of the Realm and Territories, Head of the Commonwealth, and Defender of the Faith.

      I was crushed. How could my own people reject me? After everything I’d done for them. Queen Elizabeth II is an imposter, a pretender, her wrinkled regal ass keeping my throne warm until my stiletto-spiked heels click down that long aisle at Westminster Abbey and I bitch-slap Her Majesty, then finish her off with a sucker punch to the jaw. Then I will ascend the throne and take my rightful place in history. And as for Elizabeth II waving her Anglepoise-lamp white gloved hand at the crowds, she had to learn her place. For me, that wrist-swivel action came naturally. Even as a published author, it’s hard for me to find the words to describe how limp-wristed I am. Perhaps the words don’t even exist. Who knows? Elizabeth II had one chance to be fabulous before a worldwide TV audience in 1953 and she blew it by playing it safe. Then look what happens to her haute couture post-coronation. If proof were needed that I should be the reigning monarch, just look at the wardrobe of Elizabeth II over the years. Let us weep together for a moment. Let us huddle in small groups and sob helplessly at the dreadfulness of it all, because what happens after the coronation is that Queen Elizabeth II spends the rest of her life looking like she’s just been fired out of a cannon.

      Even though I was destined to live in Buckingham Palace with my parents and Karl Marx, the red butterfly, I never shared my dreams with Stanley and Doreen. They would have been appalled by my aspirations to being a member of the ruling class. I would have been bundled into the basement with the other bedraggled Romanovs and riddled with bullets.

      “But I would turn Buckingham Palace into a hospital.” That’s what I would tell my parents with my fingers crossed behind my back. “And I would sell the Crown Jewels and use the money to educate the lumpy proletariat … sorry, lumpenproletariat.” And my parents would have beamed with pride and patted me on the head. I can see their faces now, smiling from ear to ear like Cheshire cats. I imagine myself as a baby, my father’s face hovering over my crib. Him saying in his gruff, manly voice, “Who’s daddy’s little Marxist, then? You are … yes you are. Yes, you are. Who’s daddy’s bestest little Marxist in the whole wide world? It’s Darryl, isn’t it? Who’s going to storm the Winter Palace for daddy? Darryl is … yes he is.”

      I don’t remember a pivotal moment. But my art of “not listening to other people” developed over an extended period of time. By 1958, aged seven, I had perfected the art. When somebody spoke to me I would start to listen, then be distracted by the slow distant drumbeat of utter boredom. Ba boom ba boom, ba boom ba boom, ba boom ba boom, it’s dull, so very dull, ba boom ba boom, ba boom ba boom. I would hear the gentle lapping of water as I rowed a boat on the river of my mind. I would be consumed by a white silent void in which I would float in the air like a Chinese kite. I would only reel myself in and plant my feet on terra firma, when the person speaking either 1) stopped, or 2) died. The real skill was making the other person think you were listening. In the early days, when I was a novice at “not listening to other people,” I wasn’t good at this. Sometimes a person would speak to me and, while floating like a Chinese kite in the white silent void, my eyes would glaze over, my face would go limp, my jaw would sag, and I would drool at the sheer monotony of it all. There was a period when the powers-that-be pegged me as an idiot.  I sat through numerous appointments with “experts” on the subject, earnest young men with medical degrees who were under the impression they knew what they were doing. But I sensed fear and stupidity in their eyes. In the same way that blind people can smell colors, I can smell stupidity. Stupidity smells like an old sweater left out overnight in the rain. And fear? It didn’t take an Einstein to realize these “sincere” young men were scared I might scratch their thin mahogany veneer of “medical expertise” and expose the cheap plywood of their ignorance underneath. The diagnosis of these over-educated Punchinellos was always the same, that Darryl Michael Vincent was intellectually advanced for his age but socially backward. I believe the phrase “pathologically shy” was bandied about, passed around from teacher to parent to doctor to teacher to parent to doctor like a reefer at a student nurses party. In short, I was a social leper.

      The truth was that I had no interest in other people’s opinions. I never saw the point of other people having opinions. Other people’s opinions cluttered up the planet and made the place look untidy. Close your eyes and imagine the renaissance Madonna and Child painting by Giovanni Bellini. Now pin two yellow condoms to the eyeballs of the baby Jesus, then slit his throat and fill the hole with rubber penguins and toilet paper, tape a Band-Aid over his cherubic lips and then poop on the Madonna’s face. Focus on that ugly image for a moment. That’s how ugly other people’s opinions are to me. I toss other people’s opinions onto the pyre of my own personal auto da fé. At the tender age of seven, I saw myself standing before a pyre dressed as a pagan priest with a white rabbit emblazoned on the chest of my vestments. In one hand I’m clutching my bible, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and in the other a box of Swan Vesta “light anywhere” matches. I place my copy of Lewis Carroll’s masterpiece on a lectern before me, open it to John Tenniel’s drawing of Alice playing croquet with a flamingo, and then I strike a match and set fire to the kindling. Whooosh!! I didn’t just burn “other people’s opinions,” I also torched “other people’s suggestions
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