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MORE PRAISE FOR The Nearest Exit May Be Behind You: 

“Life having the unpredictable crossroads it does, I’ve often wondered how memoirists handle the problem of writing a second book. Thanks to Bear Bergman’s The Nearest Exit May Be Behind You, I know the answer: one goes about it with good-humored smarts, candid humility, and a queer and delightful generosity of spirit.” 
—Hanne Blank, author of Virgin: The Untouched History 

“If we could just clone Bergman’s brain and manners, the world would be a much better place, indeed. This new collection of meditations, essays, and stories about living visibly queer is complex in beautifully simple ways.” 
—Helen Boyd, author of My Husband Betty 

“Bear Bergman writes circles around most people—circles that enclose so many identities, and so much insight about all of them, that you’re bound to see some of your own selves newly, and beautifully, reflected there.” 
—Carol Queen, author of Real Live Nude Girl 
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For my husband, Ishai 
(there’s a lot more to say, so if you don’t mind, 
I’ll just take forever).
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The Nearest Exit May Be Behind You 

There I am in my seat, on a small commuter plane from mumble-somewhere to home—at this point, the travel details are lost to memory. What’s still clear is that it was the last leg of a flight after several days of touring, that I was tired and somewhat wrung out from several universities-worth of hard questions and long performance days and explaining myself and my life and my loves over and over again, and that all I wanted was a little room, and a little quiet. I had aspirations of napping, or failing that, maybe some quiet time to respond to my always-on-the-verge-of-explosion inbox.

Neither one is possible, at my size and shape, with a seatmate on a Dash 8, which is one of those propeller planes with two-by-two seating up both sides of the aisle. I was seated toward the back, having chosen as usual to sit in row eighteen, seat C. Eighteen is a lucky number in Hebrew; since Hebrew numbers are also letters, the number eighteen spells out the word chai, or life, and I am a somewhat nervous flyer. The Dash 8 has twenty-three rows, so I was most of the way back, in my seat, and hoping to be left alone.

I had performed all of my usual magic to keep the seat next to me free. I hadn’t buckled my seatbelt or moved any spare items into the free seat. I hoped, as I always do, that if I behaved as though I might gain a seatmate at any moment the sprites of air travel would be kind to me, and allow me to travel the last hour and a half from Wherever to home in relative peace and comfort. It often works. I was full of optimism.

And then I saw her. Coming up the aisle in a pastel twin set, those sweatery markers of women of a certain class, and some sort of frosted-bangs situation on her head, with a gold cross catching the dull airline fluorescent light. With the instinct born of long experience, I somehow knew that she was holding a ticket for Eighteen A. I watched her make her slow progress up the aisle, holding her bulging tote bag and wearing an expression of general superiority, scanning ahead to see who her seatmate might be.

Her eye fell on me. Her lips tightened, her eyes narrowed, and I thought I was seeing the single woman’s customary response to the information that she was sitting next to big dude. I confess that I sometimes like to see this, actually—I have very good non-encroachment skills for such situations, and I was imagining quietly to myself how relieved she would be to discover that I could and would fly the entire way with my arms folded (to reduce shoulder span) and my hips shifted away so I could lean slightly into the aisle. I wasn’t all that pleased to be gaining a seatmate, but I figured at least she and I could coexist quietly in the small space, and maybe the next time she was consigned to the seat next to a Big Fella she wouldn’t make such a terrible face. What can I say? I’m an optimist.

I made as if to get up, so she could settle in without having to climb over me (just one more service we provide here at House of Fatboy), when I realized she wasn’t slowing down at all. She was continuing past me, into the galley, to where the second flight attendant was waiting for us to sit the hell down so she could get back up front and do her preflight things. I assumed that she was going to take the long view of the cabin, to see if there was a free seat someplace that she could swap to where she wouldn’t have to sit next to anyone or, failing that, perhaps someone with less specific mass. I wasn’t offended—hey, I’ve done it too—and, in fact, I was a little grateful to think I might get a reprieve after all.

But when she got to the back, she addressed the flight attendant instead. “I can’t sit there,” she announced. “What other seat may I use?”

I barely had time to admire her correct use of the word may when the flight attendant asked the next reasonable question: “What’s the matter with that seat?”

“I can’t sit there,” she repeated. “Anywhere else is fine.”

“Ma’am, I can’t help you unless you can tell me what the problem is,” the flight attendant responded with a hint of impatience. 

“I won’t sit there. I don’t want to put myself at risk of . . . catching anything.”

The flight attendant looked puzzled. “Catching anything?”

My frosted erstwhile seatmate hissed, “The Gay. I don’t want to catch . . . it.”

My eyebrows flew up into my hairline, and I turned around. There was Miss Sweater Set, back to me, shoulders tense and arms akimbo, and the flight attendant wearing an expression I’m guessing matched mine. We were both dumbfounded.

Now, airlines have policies about such things. They will not reseat you because you don’t like the look of your seatmate (perhaps I should say, they historically will not, though now that Flying While Muslim or Merely Appearing to Be Muslim or Perhaps Just Bearded has become such an issue, sometimes they flout this rule). But there are rules to prevent this kind of general-duty bigotry from being acted out, and both the flight attendant and I knew it.

She looked over Miss Sweater Set’s shoulder at me, and sort of waved her hands questioningly. I could tell that she was leaving the choice up to me, either for reasons of personal values or to protect herself from a violation of airline policy, I couldn’t say. Regardless, she was clearly bouncing this particular homophobic ball into my court.

I considered my options. On the one hand, I had the choice to more or less trap Miss Sweater Set between me and the wall of the airplane for the better part of ninety minutes, all told. I could read gay books, write gay smut on my laptop, discourse helpfully about the life of the modern homosexual. I could give a little ex tempore speech about Gays Throughout History, perhaps focusing on characters she would recognize. A little speculation, maybe, about the preferences of Eleanor Roosevelt, or the water-jug carrying man (a highly gender-non-normative behavior for a man of the time) who leads Jesus to the Last Supper as referenced in the Gospel of Mark, chapter 14. I could read to her from the collected speeches of Harvey Milk, or share some of the excellent research my wonderful friend Hanne Blank was doing for her upcoming book about the origins of heterosexuality. Or perhaps I could just take the opportunity to cough on her a great deal, complete with much apologetic touching.

Listen, I’m not a saint. It would have been a lot of fun.

But then I realized that if I relinquished this particular set of pleasures, I could have my seat to myself again; that the putatively sympathetic flight attendant was extremely unlikely to make someone else move to accommodate the homophobic wishes of what’s-her-name. I could spread out my things, and my body. I could probably work or sleep.

In that moment, if I am being honest, I have to report that I had no compassion whatsoever for Miss Sweater Set. I like to imagine that I can act with generosity even toward people who avow themselves my enemies, and sometimes I really can, but in that tired moment I didn’t care about her. I didn’t even consider her. I thought only of myself, and how tired I was, and how much I was not equipped for any more toxic energy or misguided nonsense, and I waved her off. The flight attendant grumblingly reseated her (immediately in front of a screaming infant, I was pleased to note) and I buckled my seatbelt and raised my armrest and let my arms down.

Just after that, the usual safety demonstration was given. I generally tune these out, because I hear them twice a week on average, and they don’t really change very much—one needs to be admonished only so many times to put on one’s own oxygen mask before assisting one’s companion before it sinks in. Likewise, I’m pretty sure that if you woke me from a drunken sleep at three a.m. and asked me where my nearest emergency exit was, I would mumble “it may be behind me,” before glaring at you and going back to bed. I know all the words by rote. But somehow that day, after Miss Sweater Set’s Catch-the-Gay hijinks, and my torrent of reaction to it, when the flight attendant said, “Please take a moment to locate your nearest emergency exit. Remember that the nearest exit may be behind you,” I heard it in a whole new way, though it took a while for me to figure out exactly what had sent a shiver up my spine.

I considered it as I sat there. The flight was otherwise uneventful. The flight attendant tried to apologize to me and I said firmly that it wasn’t in any way her fault, and then I had a little nap. In comfort.

Of course, immediately after the plane landed, I called everyone I knew to tell them this story. They were all suitably, satisfyingly, both horrified and amused. People asked what I was wearing, what I was reading, if I had spoken to her or made some sort of eye contact, all of them dancing around the same question—how did she peg you as queer? Not only that, but what kind of queer did she think you were?

I have no idea, really. I wasn’t wearing an expressly gay T-shirt, and my books and magazines were all still stowed. I don’t know if she read me as a dyke or a fag or a tranny; have no idea what signifiers she was responding to (which, in retrospect, would have been the right reason to ask the flight attendant to seat her next to me). I don’t know if it was my hair or glasses or clothes, comportment or demeanor, or just my general homotastic being. But something about me was clearly too queer for her comfort, and triggered a full-fledged Gay Panic that splattered all over me. 

It’s the nature of Gay Panic to do so. Even though the whole phenomenon is more or less entirely about the person experiencing it and their fears about homos (what if it talks to me? what if I like it? what if I, you know, like it?), it nonetheless is almost never contained where it belongs. Being visible in the world as a queer person comes with a whole set of these free-gift-with-purchase experiences, where you never quite know what you’re going to get, or what it will end up doing. Indeed, this entire book consists of stories and essays written and told because the experience of being so identified on a plane made me start thinking in a whole new way about what it means to be visibly different, visibly queer in the old sense of the word, visibly and knowably Other.

Sometimes this is lovely. Sometimes it means recognizing your tribe, or knowing where to turn for shelter from a storm. But it also breeds a certain watchfulness. Once I finished chewing on the phrase, I recognized that I nearly always know where the nearest exit is, metaphorical or actual, when I am interacting with new people. I am nervous if I feel I don’t.

So thank you, Miss Sweater Set, wherever you are. Thank you for sparking an entire volume of stories about how being readable as queer, as transgressive, as different, informs and shapes a life. However much you might not be delighted to have contributed to 200 pages of thought about queer and trans topics, I am nonetheless grateful, and hope the readers of this volume will be too. 



While You Were Away 

As a kid, I went to overnight camp for eight weeks at a time with a bunch of other Jewish kids from the Tri-state area who were also relatively happy, for one reason or another, to be separated from their parents for quite a long stretch. We spent our eight weeks doing arts and crafts, taking swimming lessons, evolving and disbanding highly complex preadolescent social structures, and trading the junk food our parents sent us for the junk food other people’s parents sent them. There wasn’t all that much to do, but there was a lake and long periods of indifferent adult supervision, so we managed just fine.

While we were safely away, making lopsided bowls in the ceramics shed, our parents tended to take advantage of our absences to do whatever needed to be done. More benignly, it was a kitchen renovation or a move across town. But for several years my bunkmates left for camp from one house, in one town, and were taken home to a different state. There were more than a few off-season divorces, a couple stints in rehab, and one of my more startled contemporaries returned home to discover that she was henceforth no longer living with her mom and dad, but instead with her mom and mom’s new lesbian lover.

And now that you and I have had this little hiatus since you read my last book, it seems only fair that I should bring you up to speed on the changes in the last four and a half years since I finished Butch Is a Noun, got divorced from my wife Nicole, wrote and premiered Monday Night in Westerbork, lived alone for a couple of years, started this new book, fell in love at a conference in Milwaukee, moved to Canada, and got remarried—legally, this time, thank G-d for Canada—to a tender and brilliant activist and educator named j wallace (to whom I refer in this book by the fondest private name I have for him that’s not too embarrassing: Ishai, his Hebrew name). Somewhere in those developments I seem to have gone from being someone people generally experienced as a dyke (or sometimes a straight guy) from an old suburban area of Massachusetts to being someone people generally experience as a fag (or sometimes a straight guy) from a big city in Canada.

Yeah, it’s a little weird for me, too. For one thing, I use hair product now, at which suburban-dyke-me would have completely rolled my eyes, but somehow city-fag-me finds it essential.

When I write it out, it feels very far to have traveled. Much like it did when I was eleven and came home from camp to discover that the entire downstairs of my house looked completely different. My parents hastened to reassure me that it was mostly the same—even the same stove—but the paint, wallpaper, and carpet had all changed. Similarly, I have moved out of jeans and T-shirts and into capris and a summer fedora, but most of the underpinnings have stayed the same (and, in the end, it’s still the same things that heat me up, too). I’ve let my little goatee grow in, started wearing earrings again, and painted my study a summery blue-green; it’s all true, but this has not stopped me from also worrying all day about everyone and assuming everything is all my fault, though that last may be more about being a Jewish husband than being either a butch or a transguy. Sometimes these things are difficult to unpack.

I get a lot of questions, these days, about whether I’m still a butch or if I am now a transman. Truthfully, it’s hard to say, a statement I make knowing full well that it just caused hundreds of readers to say, “Well, if you’re not sure if you’re a butch, you’re not,” and further hundreds to say the same thing, but substituting “transman” into the equation. I have to say, from where I’m standing, the lines are not nearly as clear as some people would prefer them to be, and the longer I hang around at various crossroads and deltas of gender, the more I notice that nothing is clear enough to be easy. Nothing about gender, or orientation, is clear enough to police or defend without circling the wagons so tight that we’re all pissing in our own front yards within six months.

We all, perhaps especially those of us on the transmasculine spectrum, are sort of feeling our way along and sorting it out as we go. Me included. I talk a bit in this book about how hard it is to live so near to the site of so much battle, and how much I have been hurt by people’s categorizing or dismissing or assuming about me. Mostly, what I have done is live into myself, into my faggot butch ways, from hair product to ass fucking, and frankly it’s very nice here. And who knows what may yet come? If the last almost-five years have taught me anything, it’s that I should be far more careful about the words never and always.

It’s the sort of thing that happens, as we grow up and change. Maybe especially it’s the sort of thing that happens to queers and transfolk because a lot of us spend our adolescences and early twenties—when straight, cisgender people are cutting loose and trying on identities left and right—figuring out how to survive and who in the world might possibly like us or love us or even just fuck us (and who we have to be to get that). The world opens, and we change a little more; someone from the other coast uses a new word that’s like walking through a door into a whole different kind of possibility. Books are published, shows are mounted, art is displayed, poems are slammed, and stories are told, and each of these expands our understanding of identity a little more and better. Every one of them—every new story, every new word— creates a kind of opportunity to see ourselves anew.

The first one for me was the story of my great-grandmother, Bergie. She was named Rose Bergman, my father’s father’s mother, but she insisted everyone call her Bergie. I’ve always known about her, of course, but she died when I was small. Over time, though, facts have emerged. I know that she was the only one of my great-grandparents born in North America, the only daughter of the owner of a small hotel. She married in her late teens, had one son (my grandpa), and then abruptly divorced her husband and headed down to the Carolinas where she lived for years, leaving her son to be raised by her mother. No one knows what she did there, but when she came back she told her son that his father was dead, insisted everyone call her Bergie (not Mom, not Rose, and nothing else at all, ever) and never, as Grandpa told me, went near a man again. I also know that she was built broadly, with big hands—my dad tells me I have Bergie’s wide-palmed hands—and used to row dory races and beat all the men in town in her funny wide little wooden boat. When I began to display my array of masculine behaviors in my teens, my grandparents told me a couple of stories about her. Before, I was awkward and odd and freakish in a bad way. But after? After, it was as though I was taking my place in something. Like I wasn’t an ugly duckling at all, just a different kind of bird (though I don’t think anyone would compare me to a swan, except for how noisy they are).

So welcome back. More adventures to relate, more thoughts to rattle hopelessly around in until I save myself or get spat back out, more stories to tell. Here’s hoping you see yourself, in a good way, in some of them.



Wrap/t 

The problem with the tallis I wanted was that it didn’t match my dress. My dress, which had been chosen by my mother at Bloomingdale’s from the Belle France collection, because Laura Ashley didn’t make dresses in my size. My size, which by then was almost my current frame, including the collarbones my orthopedist once rapped his knuckles on and whistled over, the shoulders that forced the removal of shoulder pads from every women’s garment I’ve ever owned. My shoulders, across which my tallis was supposed to rest gracefully, and somehow femininely, when I was called to the Torah for the first time, at thirteen, to take my place as a woman in the society of Jews, capable of adult authority and bound by adult responsibility.

But not, apparently, in matters of my own comportment. A campaign had been mounted to turn me from a bookish, sturdy girl into a Young Lady; it began with a new hairstyle complete with permanent wave, a hairstyle maintained with a round brush and a can of hairspray. With ears pierced long enough in advance so that I could wear “nice” earrings on the day of my bat mitzvah, delicate gold shapes that were a gift of my maiden Aunt Flora, the musician and scholar. And the dress, long shopped for and finally chosen, in blue and purple flowers, a delicate crocheted lace keyhole neckline, a slight bow at the back to nip in a waistline (or to create the illusion of one). The shoes, heels, black patent pumps so profoundly inappropriate for the occasion that I have no idea, to this day, what we could have been thinking; any homosexual in attendance surely spent my entire haftorah  snickering under his breath. None of which I wanted.

I did not want the hair, the earrings, the dress, the shoes (or the imaginary gay ridicule, though that only in retrospect). I did want the tallis. I knew exactly which one—richly embroidered, with lions of Judea in relief on the decorative part of the shawl and a muted rainbow in the stripes. I couldn’t describe it accurately in less than a page if you’ve never seen a tallis; if you have, you know exactly which one I mean. The point here is: that’s the one I wanted. I understood, from previous conversations and the experience of my friends, that it was my choice—that, and the invitations. That was it, but still. My choice.

Instead, I got a cream and silver tallis, perfectly nice, the silver thread a little gaudy, but basically not bad. Neutral is how I have thought of it, and it is—neutral for a girl, especially a girl whose mother quite rightly discerns that she is unlikely to add a bit of glitz to an outfit on her own. My mother was looking ahead in her mind’s eye to the photos, to me captured for posterity, photos that she would probably have to live with; maybe to future Rosh Hashanahs during which I would, of course, be glad. My mother, who has never owned or worn a tallis as far as I know. Twenty years later, the photos are in a lovely book that no one ever looks at, ever, and the photographic proofs are at home interleaved into my copy of Bar Mitzvah Disco, which I sometimes trot out for people who can’t quite believe I ever wore blue eye shadow, or a blue-and-purple-flowered dress with a lace neckline, or gold seashell earrings that hung from rounded posts, or my parents’ hopes about my femininity.

When I was first shown how to put on a tallis, it was by my old teacher Joe Yordan, a great teacher if perhaps a somewhat odd man. I have no idea how much his sense of mysticism influenced what he taught, but I remember him showing me how to pronounce the blessing, Baruch Ata Adonai Elohaynu Melech haolam asher kiddishanu b’mitzvota v’tzivanu l’hitatayf b’tzitzit, and then pull the piece of cloth over my head and let it rest there for a long moment—a breath, he demonstrated, two full theatrical beats— before settling it on my shoulders. I remember that we practiced and practiced, and that my movements were somehow not quite correct. My Hebrew was flawless—my Hebrew was always flawless—but it was a lot of weeks before he deemed my mechanics appropriate. He would show me again and again, and I would imitate him with all the skill a short but devoted life in theater had honed, but still it wasn’t right. He would shake his head and sigh, and we would try again.

Again only in retrospect, it becomes clear to me that the incorrectness of my movements was gendered. Mr Yordan needed for me to perform a young woman’s gestures, and now when I replay the moment in my mind’s eye and think about the other bat mitzvah girls my age, they all did it the same way. Like grooming birds; a tender kiss each for the words baruch and tzitzit, a small motion of the arms, head ducking under the cloth and then up just in time for it to skim the tops of their heads. Elbows held close, chin slightly down, motions very restrained, they would wrap themselves in their tallisim in barely more space than they stood in (which, by the way, wasn’t much. They all had Laura Ashley dresses).

And me? I was doing what my father did. He had, at the time, a long and slim tallis, a prayer shawl of somewhat retiring character, which he wore with great pride and a big man’s motion. He pecked at the beginning and end of the blessing, quick and masculine, and then swirled it over his head in a movement that was in part commanding and also part kindergartener-learns-to-put-on-his-own-winter-jacket. He donned his tallis at full wingspan and with a kind of defiant pride, a post-World-War-II pride, a sense of himself as a Jew in a room of Jews. He would settle the tallis on his shoulders with a short tug, and when I was a kid I was amazed at the effect. My dad, my cranky overworked dad with his big head (a family trait) and mouthful of criticism suddenly looked . . . different. Calmer. When I was older, I would say that in his good suits (because, by then, he was wearing very good suits, tailored just right) and his tallis he looked like the king of a small but culturally rich nation. It remains true.

Nevertheless, my imitation of his tallis-donning behaviors was all wrong. I only know it now, because I can see it in hindsight and through the lens of what I now understand about Mr Yordan (and teachers in general, and also Jews, and also gender). I can see the disconnect, unbridgeable and unholy. At the time I was red-faced and frustrated, unable to understand what the problem could possibly be. In retrospect it’s clear that this failure of behavior, of movement, was the same failure of my entire adolescence, wearing a different hat.

Truthfully, however, it must be said: if he had just told me to look more like a girl, I would have been able to save us both a lot of trouble. This was an instruction with which I was already familiar, and I had, by then, practiced with and gained a moderate amount of success at it (though, it also must be said, not so much success as all that). But either Mr Yordan didn’t realize that’s what he was asking or he somehow found the instruction odious; either way, he never asked that of me, just shook his head and showed me again, either unwilling to make the instruction explicit or unable to recognize the crux of the problem.

Regardless, I was always very attached to my tallis and, in the absence of specific instruction, probably went back to my tomboyish tallis-wrapping ways rather quickly, about which, after the bat mitzvah, I never heard another criticism. I don’t think my parents wanted to fight that battle in addition to all the others—clothes, hair, school, and the rest of it, in the midst of which they may not have even noticed the tallis. I was not in company of great numbers among my contemporaries in continuing to attend Shabbos services and study after my bat mitzvah was over; I suspect that my parents were so pleased to see me close in the fold of Judaism that the angle of my elbow as I wrapped myself in my prayer shawl was beyond, or possibly beneath, notice.

If anyone else at shul noticed, they didn’t say a word. Part of my experience as a gender-transgressive Jew was, and remains, in my family name and reputation. When we moved to Connecticut and joined our current temple, it was dying. I mean that literally; the elders of the shul were dying off or moving away, no young families were coming to take their place, and the building was crumbling around us. My family, along with a half-dozen others, worked tirelessly to turn the place around, holding fundraisers, firing the old rabbi (a mean man with no real rachmones and not much sechel either) and hiring a much better new one, scraping and painting and laying carpet and tile, teaching in the school. I worked alongside them starting when I was about eight years old and very earnest about it, setting up chairs and selling popcorn and scraping paint, and working in the kitchen with my father making platters every year to break our fast after Yom Kippur. So if anyone had anything to say about my problematically masculine tallis-wearing behaviors, they kept it to themselves.

Today, I accompany my family to shul for the High Holidays in a suit and tie, goatee trimmed and tidy, new tallis on my shoulders. My mother (Rabbi Search Committee, Building Committee, Board of Trustees) and my father (Ritual Committee, Building Capital Campaign, past Treasurer for seventeen years) introduce me (with an annually increasing note of insistence) as their daughter, Sharon, and it’s not my first name that matters in that moment but my last name, my family name. It’s the Bergman that trumps, that gives me the space to show up and be whatever gender of Jew I am. It’s the family name that sees me through, again, and anyone who might still call into question the gendered behaviors of a fellow Jew in a Reform synagogue probably doesn’t have the chutzpah to say it to me, a Bergman. So I sit with my family, in a whole row, with my folks and brother and grandmothers and cousins and, these days, my husband Ishai and sometimes even my ex-wife. I wear my tallis and hold hands with my relatives and kid around with my brother and cousins and help a grandmother up and down from her seat and, again, or maybe still, I am accepted for what I do, for having shown up at all.



Today, I Am a Man 
(And Other Perorations of the Tranny Jewboy) 

When the last (and best) of my great-uncles died, his youngest grandson, who was twelve at the time and almost six months to the day away from his bar mitzvah, cried inconsolably for three days. That’s what my mother told me after speaking to his father; that he barely ate and hardly slept, alternated between refusing to leave his room and refusing to be separated even by one room from the rest of his family until the end of the first day of shiva, the Jewish week of mourning. All he did was cry, she told me, and no one could comfort him; he missed his grandfather so much already.

By the time I heard the story, over dinner with my parents a few weeks later, that cousin—the soccer star, the effortless charmer—was feeling better. On the third night of crying, he came down to the kitchen and helped himself to a huge plate of food, ate it all, killed some bad guys with his brother on one of their video-game systems, and then went to bed and slept twelve hours. After hearing the whole story, I commented, between bites of spinach salad: “Very Jewish.”

My parents, who pretty much only get gender theory when I bring them some, looked puzzled. I swallowed and explained that I found it very Jewish to be hearing this story, told with great sympathy by my mother and his father, about a teenaged boy who cried for three days. About a teenaged boy who was allowed to cry, for three days, without reproach. Whose tears were explained with the sentence “Ezra and his grandfather were so close,” and were only explained, not excused or erased.

I started to see understanding in my father’s forehead, but my mother wasn’t following yet, because she was never on the receiving end of the Boys Don’t Cry experience. I admit that I forgot who I was talking to for a minute, and started sketching out a list of ways in which this was culturally anomalous within the standard North American, gendered culture. Teenaged boys are not allowed to show that kind of emotion, they’re not rewarded for being demonstrably close with their families; usually they’re derided as sissies or faggots for their “weakness” as evidenced through crying over a loss. Approval of men showing an emotion that isn’t anger is a Jewish cultural value, I explained. So is the idea that being close to one’s family is a quality of manhood.

(Please note that I am not suggesting that this or any other value is singular to Jews. When I talk about Jewish masculinity and enumerate its values, I am not suggesting that no other cultural group values these same things, nor that all Jews do so without exception. As ever, I am reporting and extrapolating from my experience of Jewish life.)

But let us acknowledge: in the vast landscape of American masculinity, from the Marlboro Man to Barry Bonds, Jewish men are not all visible in the same ways. We have the stereotype of the brainy Jewboy, the physician or accountant, who spent some portion of his boyhood learning to use his textbooks to ward off kicks. And while certainly there are exceptions, I am not the first to note that Jewish men, culturally long shut out from the kind of expressions of masculinity that define a more mainstream North American manliness, have created our own standards that depend more on academic achievement than athletic success, that favor being well-attired over being commercially attractive. Jewish men do not typically hunt, fish, shoot, drink, or fix cars; nor do they use force or even the threat of force to exert (or imply) dominance to get their way. However much this may be about class, it is also about the legacy of culture: Jews have historically not been permitted to compete openly with the culture of the ruling class in its own areas of achievement. In the thousands of years during which this has been true, we have adapted and come to value other qualities: intellect, skill at argument or debate, being bound to the family, storytelling (and, especially, good comic timing), and a certain sartorial flair, among others.

There are exceptions, of course. My father played football and lacrosse in college and used to drive an eighteen-wheeler; we have a family friend who is a total car gearhead and carries (and knows how to use!) a handgun. But my father’s also the one who taught me the make-a-bunny-puppet-out-of-your-napkin trick for amusing small babies, and the guy with the handgun adores his family with an exuberance that is wonderful to watch and is also not, let us just say, prone to exerting much dominance over his wife.

But these exceptions lead us inexorably back to the rules. And in the rules, the advantages of Jewish heritage to the gender-nonconforming become clear. In the process of becoming a man, whether from boyhood or from some other gendered location, we model ourselves on the men around us. When we have good role models, we ape them, and when we don’t, we take on the masculine characteristics we see modeled around us. Some of them are based on the actual behaviors of real men, and some on the cultural ideals of manhood we see or remember from childhood. My young cousin, on the brink of manhood, will always be influenced by his grandfather’s tender and engaged love of him, and he will also be shaped by the events surrounding his grandfather’s death: that for three days, his father, uncles, and cousins gave him space to grieve, and that no one ever suggested, even once, that his emotional reaction was incompatible with his movement into manhood. That his brother and boy cousin, as well as his sister (all still children), also witnessed this will also bear out. When they are grown and faced with loss, none of them will think that their tears of grief, or the process of healing from them, are the exclusive province of femininity.

There is, always, the myth of the Jewish husband, much lampooned by comedians, a stereotypical man who might go off to work and be very much in charge, but who, upon his return home, is entirely under his wife’s thumb (see, there’s that storytelling thing again). The borscht-belt comedian Jackie Mason’s well-known “comparison” between the Italian husband and the Jewish husband is not precisely a nuanced model of cultural sensitivity, but he does represent the stereotype well. Mimicking the Jewish man’s workday full of people murmuring, “Yes, sir, yes, sir, anything you say, Mister Rosenfarb, Mister Goldenberg, yes, sir,” he then contrasts this with the cry of this fictitious businessman’s wife as he walks in the door at home, “You schmuck! You forgot to take out the garbage!” It’s a known location, for me. I certainly know—hell, I have been—the model of the Jewish husband entirely in the thrall of his wife, taking a secret pleasure of ownership in accepting responsibility for all things up to and including bad weather, catering to her whims, and generally allowing myself to be always at fault. (My father’s joke on the subject, usually announced in exclusively Jewish company, is: “Lincoln freed everyone but the Jewish husbands.”) Living with that relationship model allowed me to move into a location of Jewish masculinity that I knew, and even if I did not always enjoy the individual moments of it, it felt familiar and, probably more importantly, I felt masculine. Manly, by a certain standard, and it was rather wonderful.

More than a hundred years ago, James Freeman Clarke, a Unitarian minister, abolitionist, and essayist, wrote an essay titled “True and False Manliness.” A beautiful and profoundly feminist document, it says in part: “All boys wish to be manly; but they often try to become so by copying the vices of men rather than their virtues.” When people ask me at lectures how my Judaism has affected my gender, I have the sense that they’re usually hoping for some insight into Jewish law and ritual, gendered spaces, and the ways in which my particular Jewish community has, or has not, supported me in my gendered movements. But really, my gender was affected by my Judaism long before that, in the particular ways that being a Jew raised in an East Coast, Ashkenazi Jewish family with a fresh memory of the Holocaust pulled at me, at my gender.

As a girl child, I was never asked to be seen and not heard. I was chastised for being mouthy or a smartass, but never with any real force since family meals always included, or perhaps required, a lot of people talking loudly and all at once. Poppy, my mother’s father, used to predict that I would grow up to be a lawyer every time I tried to get out of trouble by way of a technicality, but I knew that my commensurate punishment was always lighter if I either made my case, or made my inquisitor laugh (I assure you that no one to whom I am related, however distantly, is a bit surprised that I ended up being a writer and storyteller). This is not to say that I got an idyllic pass from all insisted-upon femininity—I did not, as anyone who has ever seen my bat mitzvah photos will tell you. In fact, I got a big dose. But Jewish girls, even Nice Jewish Girls, could be pretty and smart, at least in my Reform Jewish upbringing, at least in my family. I could have been a lawyer, doctor, or a nuclear physicist even, if I had liked math at all, or even been able to manage it. (And before you try to tell me that the math business is about inequities in teaching styles, let me assure you that all manner of people tried to teach me math, and to this day, the best I can do is calculate a tip quickly and accurately. In my case, this is not a limitation of gender.)

I honed my argumentation skills early and often, growing up in a family and a community that held friendly, even warm conversations at a decibel level that in other cultural contexts means the will is being rewritten as soon as the doors have been slammed. Any point could be debated, any story could be interrupted, and anyone might be able to jump in and either prove that they knew more about it or had a better idea. At age seven, my brother Jeffrey entered a family argument about nocturnal creatures (sparked, if memory serves, by some raccoon hijinks) and flatly contradicted my father’s assertions about bat behavior by announcing that whatever-my-father-had-said couldn’t be true because bats found their way around primarily through echolocation. My relatives shouted (yes, always with the shouting) with pleasure that he knew a good fact and a big word and had furthermore been able to make himself heard in the din, and he was promptly hugged and tousled while predictions of his future career as a doctor were made. It was some kind of surprise to me to learn as I got older that some people did not consider any part of this either normal or good behavior.

It is worth noting, I think, that in those childhood moments when my brother and I spoke up similarly and were wrong, we were shouted down, but hardly ever shouted at. It wasn’t necessarily a sin to be wrong; you’d be corrected but not chastised for being mistaken. Later, in high school and university, I discovered how much this confidence and the relative fearlessness it created served me. A wrong answer? In front of everyone? Feh, I could do that five times before dessert.

This, then, was the location of dominance and jousting for position—in the war of golden brains and silver tongues. While some of the men of my family probably could have knocked someone down if they’d had to, in general, these debates reflect the Jewish value of argument and intellectual superiority as the way to master others and grow into adulthood. Where other cultural groups might be playing football in the yard or sparring in the basement or honing their marksmanship on the cranberry-sauce cans, the Jewboys are inside arguing about bats, practicing our own eventual ways of exerting our power in the public sphere.

The private sphere, a different matter. Jokes about overbearing Jewish wives aside, there is some strong legal language in Judaism that installs men firmly above women in public, legal, religious, and social hierarchies, and further: in an unfortunate but common response to the difficulties of being a lower-status person in the public sphere, some Jewish men exercise dominance over their wives and children because they feel emasculated in their business or public lives. I wish I could say that this has disappeared as the stigma of being Jewish has begun to ease, but I am not sure either of those things is true in enough places to assert it. When I was a Jewish girl I was keenly aware of the way I was encouraged to be smart and to learn to argue someone else into submission, but in my conversations with other young Jewish women of my class and denominational background, I’ve discovered that some of them were quite policed, though not as severely as is enculturated, with regard to their gendered behaviors in argument and debate. Still and all, as a Jewish value (if not visible in every family), women’s learning and powers of argument cannot be denied.

As a woman, I was the third generation on both sides of my family to graduate from college, (and the fourth in the lines of two out of four great-grandmothers). We were born into a culture where girls and women have been taught to read and write for as long as we have history to tell. As a person learning to emulate manhood, the virtues available to me to copy seemed much more compelling than the vices, and also, in some cases, similar to the virtues held up to me as a Jewish girl, like academic success and financial stability. When I am asked, as I sometimes am, why transgendered Jews—and especially transmasculinely gendered Jews—appear, anecdotally, to be more likely to remain religiously affiliated, I say that this is part of the answer: It seems to me that we do not have to go as far, nor do we have to climb into places that seem quite as foreign to us. We can still cry and read and be sweet on babies; we do not have to learn how to spit or like beer (which is a good thing, as my fondness for babies is roughly as strong and unlikely to shift with gender presentation as my general distaste for beer).

In addition to emotional connectedness and intellectual success (with a heaping side order of argumentation skills), Jewish masculinity also tends to prize storytelling. I began this essay by telling the story that was told to me by my mother, as she heard it from my young cousin’s father. As a people of diaspora, a people with a staggeringly long oral tradition, even considering our equally staggering literacy rate, there seems to be some . . . genetic selection at work. I have known good storytellers of many cultural or ethnic backgrounds, for certain, and I have known some Jews who could not find the beginning, middle, or end of a story with both hands and a flashlight, but I will say plainly that sitting down to dinner with a tableful of Jews guarantees good storytelling.

As an adult who is a professional performer, I am often asked about my training, as in: “With whom did you study storytelling?” Evidently, there are schools, and it is assumed that I am a graduate of someone’s program. I always say with some seriousness that I studied storytelling with Arnie Friedlander. This reply has been published a few times, much to the delight of Arnie Friedlander, who is one of the best storytellers I have ever known in my life and is, by trade, in the building supplies business. Though I have taken a few storytelling workshops, I have not yet logged anything close to the hours I’ve spent listening to my dad and Arnie tell jokes and stories, entertaining a room. My brother and I (and a number of the other kids our age) have developed great comic timing thanks to them and all of the other less polished but still hilarious storytelling men of our family. This is something I have come to associate indelibly with masculinity; a man sitting back in his chair at the dinner table with a glass of something in his hand, smiling slyly, and saying, “I got one for you,” in just exactly the right way. This is followed always by a short pause (which I now can measure out at roughly three beats, but I had to count my natural pause to know this) so that the laughter from the previous story can settle, and then, into the new quiet, a conspiratorial: “So.” And the room is hooked again, knowing there’s another belly laugh around the corner.

I can do these things. I can argue, explain, tell a good story, and love my family. I do it that night at dinner, the night my mother tells me the story about Ezra. I make my case and explain what I mean while my father questions me insistently about gender roles and what exactly that means, and how can you measure it, until dessert comes. I am halfway through the third illustrative funny story of the evening, which is actually about my recently deceased grandfather and his particular habit of doing all the dinner dishes before anyone else had gotten up from the table yet. I’m telling the story to make the argument about the complicated concept, and in the same moment that my parents get the gist of what I’m saying we all start to miss my grandpa, and we all tear up. I sniffle, my mother smiles the peculiarly lovely smile she gets when she’s trying not to cry, and Dad looks down and away, tears flowing freely down his cheeks. I think, but do not say: Very Jewish.
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