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INTRODUCTION



Coming out:

First desire. First awareness that desire may not be told. First awareness that another is gay or lesbian, perhaps without having words for this yet. First time being called a lesbianor lezzie or dyke or queer. First time naming oneself lesbianor femme or butch, bisexual or transgender, outlaw or not sure, but First kiss with a woman. First time making love with a woman. First time getting caught. First affirmation by another.

Coming out is shorthand for countless passages, chosen and forced, welcome and unwelcome. The same phrase can mean a long struggle to let go of sexual conformity or a single moment of remembering early stirrings, before they were labeled and censored. And coming out means the necessary, ongoing courage to be visible. To risk ostracism, violence, and loss. To embrace ones core sense of selfwhether through rebellion, defiance, mourning, laughter, relief, or tenderness.


When I began editing A Woman Like That, I invited lesbian and bisexual writers of various ages and backgrounds to write their coming-out stories. I didnt anticipate the rich complexity of experience these memoirs would encompass, nor did I begin to suspect the powerful impact they would have on me personally. These stories illuminated experiences that years of living out had blurred. I recognized feelings I thought no longer lived inside me. Reading this book, I encountered my vulnerability, anger, and optimism, my core of emotional strength.

Having read lesbian writing for twenty-five years and coedited three anthologies of lesbian and gay poetry, I thought I already knew the full spectrum of experiences we call coming out. I loved the range and variety of lesbian voices: I cannot forget the open mike night in the mid-seventies at which a lesbian ex-nun told bawdy stories of sex in the convent; the crackling intelligence of Martha Shelleys WBAI-FM radio show Lesbian Nation (the fan letter I wrote her was part of my own coming-out process: it led to out meeting and my initiation into the mysteries of lesbian bars, politics, and sex); critic Jill Johnstons original, idiosyncratic voice in the Village Voice dance column she had transformed with revelatory autobiographical writing and queer cultural commentary; and poet Adrienne Richs thrilling voice at a New York City Pride rally urging us to expand what we meant by our love for women. Unlike the previous generation of writers, who had discreetly downplayed or concealed their lesbian themes, my generation seemed to be coming out together.

Poet Muriel Rukeyser first articulated the startling idea that the core of a womens writing must be her own vision and experience:

What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?

The world would split open.

As woman-owned presses, bookstores, magazines, and distribution networks proliferated in the seventies and eighties, women found courage to break lifetimes of silence. The feminist movement that inspired us was fueled and shaped by writersmost eloquently by lesbian poets such as Judy Grahn, Adrienne Rich, and Audre Lorde, who insisted on the power of language to transform our vision, our selves, and our world. Lesbian writers, working perhaps for the first time within a responsive community, began producing a vital body of workwork by women speaking to other women of experiences that pertained directly to our own memories and moral lives. And still, in a culture that continued to judge love between women degenerate and dangerous, coming out in print meant breaking a taboo. Judy Grahn, who had witnessed the McCarthy eras vilification of perverts and subversives, and who had directly experienced the militarys witch-hunting of lesbians, kept The Psychoanalysis of Edward the Dyke in notebooks for seven years before publishing it in 1971. What would in time become the title poem of Fran Winants Dyke Jacket was first published with the less in-your-face title My New Jacket. Elly Bulkin and I called out 1975 anthology Amazon Poetry; the more explicitly titled Lesbian Poetry came six years later.



Today, coming out has supposedly gone mainstream. TV shows have their requisite gay characters, and the places where the word lesbian can be uttered without a blush or an angry stance have increased dramatically. The past few years have seen the publication of numerous lesbian anthologies, most by large commercial presses. Clare Coss The Arc of Love, Beatrix Gates The Wild Good, Lisa Moores Does Your Mama Know?, Eileen Myles and Liz Kotz The New Fuck You, Lesla Newmans My Lover Is a Woman, and Gerry Gomez Pearlbergs The Key to Everything are only a few. This wealth of books suggests that coming out in print in the tolerant, tell-all times we inhabit is no longer a challenge. But the prominence of the homophobic Christian Right, the continuing violence against us, from gay-bashing to gay murder, the absencestillof human rights protection for lesbian and gay people throughout much of the country are harsh reminders that for most, there is still a price for coming out.

Several contributors to A Woman Like That acknowledged that exploring the territory of their own coming out in writing was unexpectedly difficult. Seasoned writers told me how arduous, even painful, it was to explore coming-out memories that had long been held under pressure at a depth. One novelist said that her familys rejection of her as an open lesbian had been too agonizing to revisit; she was unable to complete her story. Another, author of a soul-searching memoir and surely no coward, wrote a haunting piece about her first erotic experience with a woman, but withdrew it when she remembered that the words lesbian and bisexual would appear in the books subtitle. These are indeed powerful words. I am deeply indebted to the writers who are free to embrace them.

Many writers in this collection recall childhood desire, embryonic lesbian hunger, and the innocence and mystery of those feelings on the brink of collision with the straight world. One writer asserts that she was born queer, while another confesses to the sin of convertingimplying that, contrary to current rules of political correctness, some feel they have chosen to be lesbians. Some write with youthful ebullience and wit of adventures as sex-positive lesbians, with almost a gasp of surprise at the seeming absence of oppression in their lives. A handful write of uncommonly loyal families that nurtured independence in childhood and remain a source of strength to their unconventional daughters.

Some contributors write of harsh punishment rendered for sexual nonconformity and of the survival skills and moral intelligence they have wrested from their experiences. Two write of their incarceration in mental institutions as young gay women, and of the exhilaration of release. Another, stunned by the abrupt firing of teachers rumored to be lesbians, learns that even a progressive environment may be unapologetically homophobic; her knowledge of danger ultimately empowers her to speak against injustice. One writer, who tells of coming out to the sons of whom she has lost custody, speaks of having cracked open their small universea shattering, but one that allows light and the possibility of new knowledge and connection.

A number of writers in this collection tell coming-out stories that are not about a single defining moment but rather about a continuum of experience. They recall many passagesa gradual shedding of false selves, an ongoing process of self-discovery and self-naming. One writer, nearly deported from the U.S. for her outspoken political writing, equates coming out with the freedom to explore deeper places in her own psyche. A writer in her seventies tells movingly of her failure to name herself a lesbian at a reunion of those who as children were transported to safety in England to escape the Nazi death camps. Next year, she resolves, she will come out to them. Another, in the form of a diary of a week in the present year, reminds us that, regardless of how secure our identities, we are forced to come out as lesbians each time we intersect with the heterosexual world, or remain invisible as we have been for centuries.



The writers whose stories are collected here range in age from their twenties to their seventies, are of all classes and races, and come from various parts of the United States. They inhabit many different places on the continuum of sexuality. Their voices are intelligent, sad, funny, and searingly honestas diverse and untamed and idiosyncratic as their coming-out memories.

I see them as a bouquet of unique blooms in dark and light shades, wild and familiar, each speaking to me poignantly of my own experience. Together, they offer a vision of coming out that is richer, more witty and courageous, more telling and memorable, than I could have predicted.

All of them move me.

Joan Larkin
 January 1999
 Brooklyn, New York











THIS SONG IS DEDICATED TO THE ONE I LOVE

Bertha Harris




PRETTY girls deserve more of the things of this world than the rest of us. They shouldnt have to do the dirty work, they shouldnt have to work hard for a living; instead, they deserve to marry up, then get treated right when they do. Sometimes, though, pretty girls are so hot they cant think straight; their brains are lodged up there between their thighs, tucked in out of sight in the tail-end of their torsos. Mary Zuleika cloaked hers in peach silk panties that were tight in the crotch, loose in the leg. Tap pants.

I lived with Mary Zuleika for only sixteen years, but we lived up close against one another. It was as if a heavy-duty band of ectoplasmthat fleshy emanation from the entranced medium to the participant in her sance, the one who wants to know whyroped us together. She used it to impress, wordlessly, certain words on me: on the tabula rasa which was my mind. She also used it like a leash; I might as well have been her dog, slavering for handouts one minute, cringing in submission at her feet the nextor going barking mad when she denied me any attention at all. Mary Zuleika was my mother. I suppose she was. I have only her word for it. The words she taught me were dirty words: fuck, pussy, cunt, etc. I overheard them; she was talking to herself. But in the spirit of waste not, want not, I wrote the words down.



I was in the second grade at St. Patricks. I was six. One day a little girl named Lucy, to whom Id given my heart, my love and devotion, wasnt there. She aint sick, said Mary Zuleika; her mama and daddy got killed in a wreck. Now shes an orphan in the orphanage. You want to go see her? John and Mary Zuleika never took me anywhere they could help not to. The Catholic orphanage was fifty miles from their front door, which was 603 Pilot Avenue, Fayetteville, North Carolina. Its parlor was paneled in golden oak; its scent was furniture polish and bouquets of flowers. It was spacious and peaceful. I thought that Lucy must like it there.

You watch that door over yonder, Mary Zuleika told me. Lucys going to come through that door.

I dont know about this, Zeke, John said. I hated how he called her Zeke. They followed a nun out the other door, then she shut it behind them.

Lucy never appeared. John and Mary Zuleika were angry when they reappeared. They wanted to have a fight on the way back to 603 Pilot, but John had to keep his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road; and to make things worse, he had to pull over and change a tire, then drink from the pint of gin in the glove compartment. It was his nerves.

The visit to Lucy was, Ive lately decided, a mind fuck: they either tried to get the orphanage to take meor to take me back, and the nuns had told them to fuck off. No wonder they felt like hell.

I didnt decide that Lucy was dead. I kept on waiting for her.



Its not so much that pretty girls deserve to get fuckedalthough theyre asking for itwhile theyre young and still pretty and tremendously hot enough to burn with the desire to get fucked: its that if they dont, theyll never get fucked at all, the same asto be fairun-pretty girls. Im nothing if not fair when it comes to pretty girls.



Mary Zuleika Jones was a pretty girl who was hot and let it show. She had a sense of humorthat is, she made fun of females who had to make do with nothing but other females, and she made fun of genuine old maids, especially the ones who had to work hard for their livings but then spent every last cent, selfishly, on themselves. She made fun of old maids because they were selfish. They didnt know the meaning of having to make sacrifices the way she wound up having to do. Every time she whipped me, she spoke from her heart: I caint have nothing, she cried out to the beat of the switch against my legs; why caint I have nothing and you think you got a right to anything you want?



In the summer of 1949, the polio epidemic happened. I was eleven. The Health Department warned everybody to keep their children in their own yards or in the house. No going swimming at the town pool or going to the picture show or church or having any contact with any other children unless they belonged to the family. This was something new. Usually, it was a typhoid epidemic; the Cape Fear River would overflow and get inside the drinking water, so we got painful inoculations that made us feverish. Just a sandy driveway separated Mary Zuleikas house from the house next door where the girl next door lived. I did what I usually did during the long, humid summers: I squatted down in the sandy driveway and used a stick to divert or destroy the industrious ants laboring to perfect their ant-hill homes.

One afternoon, Johns cousin Frances Catherine drove in the driveway. Fanny was that particular selfish old maid Mary Zuleika made fun of. Fanny was a treasured bookkeeper for a plumbing supplier. She drove her fine car fast; she bought herself diamond rings and brooches, and she lived in a big two-story white house by herself. She was always in a thrilling state of happiness. Fanny had bought me a present. To get me through the epidemic, she said. It was a book. It was Mistress Mashams Repose by T. H. White. There wasnt a single book in Mary Zuleikas house; I had never had any books but school books, which were strictly on loan and had to be turned back in to Sister at the end of the school year without a single mark or break in the spine.

Mistress Mashams Repose was about an orphaned little girl whos bespectacled, gawky, lonely, scared. Shes captured by the tiny, almost invisible, descendants of Gullivers Lilliputians, who become her loving friends and transform her fear into happiness. I already needed glasses; the world was a blur. We need a lot of other things around here besides glasses that make you look ugly, said Mary Zuleika. And Lucy was the orphan, not me. Fanny was my godmother. Youre going to turn her into a bookworm and drive her blind, Mary Zuleika told Fanny, and you spoil her. Fanny didnt take offense. I kept on tending to my tiny, almost invisible ants in the sandy driveway. My nose was to the ground, so I could see them.

The girl next door leaned on her windowsill and told me that when the polio was over her mother was going to give her toe dance lessons. Doris Lees mother went to business with her father every morning and had a cute little colored woman, Rosa, to clean and cook and look after Doris Lee Mendenhall. When there wasnt an epidemic of any kind, the neighbor womenRosa includedpitched in to give Mary Zuleika some relief from me. Rosa would invite me to eat supper with Doris Lee. Rosa served us supper in the dining room where the table was covered with white linen and the plates were china and we used silver to eat with. Thats how I found out that I ate wrong. You were supposed to hold the meat down with your fork, cut a piece with your knife, then lay your knife down and transfer the fork to your right hand before you put the piece of meat in your mouth. Doris Lee had my best interests at heart; she was benign, shed been taught to feel sorry for me. It was Rosa who discovered Doris and me having the girls sex ring we devised behind the flowered chintz skirt of Mrs. Mendenhalls dressing table. Rosa walked in and caught us stroking one anothers slippery little cunts and breathing in the heady smells while we sat cross-legged on the floor, knees touching, behind the flowered skirt. The first things Rosa saw were our underpants. We stripped, then tossed our underpants on Mr. and Mrs. Mendenhalls double bed. We didnt use their bed. Doris Lee had said: Its more fun playing when its a secret. Rosa was friendly. She just laughed, then walked out again and shut the door.

Mary Zuleika had a big crush on girls who took toe dance. She took me to their spring dance recitals to teach me how pretty a girl could be if she only smiled and tried to make people happy. Mary Zuleika had done her level best by me, but I stayed in the audience. The toe-dance teacher told Mary Zuleika she couldnt afford to have girls in her class who looked scared. Scared girls made mistakes; they ruined it for the rest. Her girls had to appear before the public confident and serene.

When the dreadful event, menstruation, got me, I searched through my bag of tricks till I came up with a more suitable explanation for the blood pouring down my legs. Ive got a condition known as amnesia, I told the nun who, rag in hand, was hurrying me from her classroom to the Girls Room. Mary Zuleika had to whip me till I bled, but I forgot till just now. Sister Mary Joseph, who was herself a pretty girl, said, No. Youve got the curse.


So Ive cultivated the curse of amnesia ever since. My ability to forget has been essential to reinventing myself. I was ashamed of myself. Mary Zuleika made it plain how I ought to be ashamed of myself. I became fiction. My secret life has always been memory in infinite detail, and its reworking. Its more fun playing when its a secret.



I must have been six or seven when Mary Zuleika brought me out, although the process began, in tiny increments, before then. Her erotic technique was rejection. She avoided touching me; she turned her head and laughed at me when I tried to kiss her. She told jokes and riddles rife with sexual innuendo in my presence to her best friend, Sally Maloney, and to her sisters. I had my first drink when I was six; I was five when I heard her tell the peach riddle, so I practiced self-control for nearly a year afterward.



Mary Zuleika believed, till she stopped believing, that she had married up. John was twenty years older than she was when they met and started double-dating with Sally and Frank Maloney. John had the looklong, lean, with mother-haunted eyesof James Joyce, so he looked intriguing; and drink still worked for him; and he behaved as if he were rich. Mary Zuleika and Sally were living at the Ivy Inn, a respectable boardinghouse for unmarried girls who had to work till they married up when, in the slaphappy reasoning of the times, they would be granted a home of their own and everything else their hearts desired.

Sally married up. Frank Maloney was in fact rich, the owner of a Chevrolet and Cadillac dealership, and the home that Frank built for Sally was a grand one, and it was enviably childless. It was pointless having a daughter, Sally once told Mary Zuleika, when you could afford hired help.

John and Mary Zuleika eloped one night by driving across the state line, from Fayetteville, North Carolina, into Dillon, South Carolina, where marriages didnt require any previous paperwork. John told her they had to elope, but he didnt tell her why. Mary Zuleika, who had been buying her trousseau bit by bit while she worked for the telephone company, took her suitcase to Dillon with her. It held thirteen pairs of peach-colored silk panties, with two slips and two brassieres to match; pairs of peach-colored satin bedroom wedgies and black leather pumps (she was wearing the red open-toed cuban slingbacks on her way to Dillon); three still-new dresses which were cut on the bias, and as  la Joan Crawford the Young as Sears & Roebuck could make them, and the red one had a pepluma little flourish that called attention to feminine buttocks. Five pairs of seamed silk stockings were in the suitcase. She was wearing the blue garters her best friend Sally had given her (something blue), and the fourteenth pair of peach silk panties, the third peach slip and third brassiere, and she was anxious about whether the seams were still running straight up behind her legs on her sixth pair of new stockings. Her Coty powder and lipstick were in her navy blue pocketbook, which almost exactly matched the navy blue suit and the little veiled hat she was wearing. She had chosen the navy blue suit because it would set off the white orchid he would give her.

John didnt go to the florist and buy her the white orchid, or any other flower. His mother, BerthaMiss Bert, they called hermight find out. And then she would know.

Im making this up. I questioned her about every instance of her life before John, and then before me. You hush, she always answered. I wasnt supposed to talk; it made John nervous.



All immigrants to America are nervous. Their nerves are hard on their children; we were born here, so even if we didnt know the score, we absorbed the nature of the scoreboard to some extent. Miss Bert had immigrated from County Kilkenny with a husband from Dublin who died young and was never mentioned, at least in my presence. Miss Bert had been a servant in an Anglo-Irish household. I know what a consomm spoon looks like; I know how to relieve a fish of its skeleton in one piece. I know the difference between the glass for claret and the glass for port. John didnt remember the voyage in steerage to the new country; he was a babe in arms, but some old thing who drank and sang with John in the front office of Frank Maloneys dealership mentioned, at Johns wake, that Johnwhod been christened Seanhad been the best little baby on board the worst of boats. Then the old thing promptly vomited all over his rosary, and I finished my pint of gin, then told the priest to go fuck himself.

After I was born, John had to tell his mother. I cant imagine where hed stashed his wife after the trip to Dillon or hid her out during her pregnancyif there was a pregnancy. The Ivy Inn took in virgins only, and John continued living with his mother the way a bachelor son ought to, and he couldnt contemplate any other way to live. He and his younger brothers had sworn an oath to Miss Bert that since they werent smart enough to enter the priesthood, they would do her the favor of at least practicing abstinence. He moved Mary Zuleika and my infant self into his mothers house by the railroad tracks; he had to, there was a baby.

Miss Berts house was big enough to hold everybody: John and his brothers, Jimmy and Jesse; my gay cousin George and his boy-friend, Mac; my gay cousin Mary Catherine and her series of girlfriends; my godmother, Frances Catherine, a lively old maid; then, my mother and I. My purpose was to soften Miss Berts heart toward Mary Zuleika and so let John have sex with his wife in a bed of their own behind a closed door. Miss Bert never had anything to do with either of us. The Immaculate Conception and the Virgin Birth were good enough for herunlike some people. During their life together under Miss Berts roof, they continued to consummate their unhappy Dillon follywho was it making happy? nobodywith hasty, dressed fucks in the tool shed in the dark of night, with Mary Zuleikas peach silk panties down in the dark on the dirty, greasy rough floorboards. Or draped on the blades of the lawnmower. It wasnt more fun playing when it was a secret. Fanny went out and hired an elderly black couple, Percy and Elizabeth, to look after me. Percy also polished Miss Berts brass and mowed her lawn.

Mary Zuleika drove John to drink (he always said so, those times he was beating her) by nagging him, nagging and nagging, for a home of her own. It was an ugly little box on an ugly rectangle of backyard and front yard. Oil heat cost money; the living room and the dining room had to be shut off during the cold months. The oil burner stood alone in the little hall that had doors to the two bedrooms and bathrooms and kitchen. It was five feet tall and made out of squared-off brown-colored tin. The cold months smelled like fuel even when we ran out of fuel. Its flames showed through its tiny glass porthole when the bill got paid. I cost money, too. Mary Zuleika, lover of new cloths and shoes, had to go without because of me. He got to fuck her, but who he loved was his mother. Somebody had to love Mary Zuleika. There wasnt anybody but me.



I made my move the summer I was four. We were walking up the railroad tracks away from Frank Maloneys dealership where wed gone looking for John to get some money. We were heading for the bus stop. Mary Zuleika was walking her fearsome walk; it was a stomp, a coming down heavy on first one high heel, then the other. She was stuck with me, day in, day out; the neighbors would think she was trash if she left me alone by myself so she could get some time. She was going to get plenty of time if she could get some time. She was going to get plenty of time if she could get her hands on him, then use the moneyit was tuitionto get them to take me at the Catholic school, St. Patricks, in the first grade. Then, in September, all she had to do was pack me a lunch, dress me, and make John get me in the car and get me to St. Patricks Church, which was just around the corner from the school, for 7:30 Mass. Then, after Mass, the sisters would walk us to school and wed have to stay there until 3:30 when John would have to pick me up and take me home to her.

Frank Maloney had told Mary Zuleika that John wasnt there, he hadnt seen him all day. I could see him. I was too short for my age, so I could see the toes of his wingtips sticking out from behind the black curtains that divided the front office from the mechanical side of the dealership with its ramps and new tires. I didnt tell on him. Sometimes, for no reason whatsoever, John would put me in the car with him and drive me way out in the country. I could remember holding on hard to the door handle on my side of the front seat because I was scared to death, every time, that why he was taking the trouble to drive me out to the country with him was to kill me. My plan was to jump out of the car door and run and hide behind the pine trees. I knew what happened to rivals for the love of a woman; Id read about that in True Detective magazine. Somebody got killed was what happened.

John was the one whod found out that I could read when he started looking for his new issue of True Detective, but couldnt find it till he finally yanked open my closet door and caught me sitting on the floor reading it. A gorgeous blonde who was no better than she ought to be had got herself murdered in Los Angeles because she was fooling around with more than one man at a time. The rest of the story was about how the true detectives were tracking the killer and would bring him in, and a jury of twelve honest men would make sure he got the chair because bad girls deserve justice no less than good girls. John made me stand up and read the rest of that story out loud to him. He took me in the car to his mothers house and made me read some of the Fayetteville Observer to her.

If she can read, she ought to be at school, John said.

If she can read, she has no need of any school, Miss Bert said. She can stay home and help with the work.

The idea being, said John, is put her in school so as to give Zeke some relief.

I hated it, how he called her Zeke. I knocked over the shot glass Miss Bert had there on an end table and it broke. Miss Bert had a shot glass and a bottle in every room in her house so that when she needed to take a drink for her heart trouble she neednt go to any trouble.


That painted whore, said Miss Bert. What is it she needs relief about?

John then got down on his knees and held on to Miss Berts skirt. Miss Bert listened to what the St. Patricks tuition was. It was five dollars a month. She said shed contribute one dollar a month. But only because I favored her, nose and eyes in particular.

I did not favor her. She had the looks of an Edwardian beauty, her neck especially. It was long, swanlike, as cheap novelists put it. It was swanlike. She contributed her dollar a month because John (to win favor) had forced her name, Bertha, onto me with the result that Ive gone through life often being mistaken, by those who havent met me, for a black woman. Bertha Harris is not an unusual name for black women of my generation: I read about one last week in The New York Daily News. That Bertha Harris was news because her son, Darrel, had gone berserk and murdered three people in a Brooklyn social club.



John found a way to get the four dollars. Every night before he got drunk enough to beat up Mary Zuleika for luring him from his mother, the three of us would sit at the kitchen table in front of packs of different brands of cigarettes and rolls of pennies and slip one cent between the cellophane and the pack. Cigarettes out of vending machines cost twenty-four cents. People dropped in quarters; they expected change back with their smokes.

Mary Zuleika was an immigrant to the town of Fayetteville from the flat tobacco-growing part of North Carolina very close to the farm town where (legend has it) boys could get the pre-movie Ava Gardner to do it in a ditch for the price of an ice cream cone. Indoor plumbing was important to Mary Zuleika; so was wearing shoes and dresses that werent made out of feed sacks.



I want you to took at her while I do. She made sure Id salvage a few things out of the ashes, and the things included a snapshot of her before John, before me, when she was a teenager. They didnt let me know that Mary Zuleika had died and that theyd given her a funeral with lots of flowers till shed been dead and buried three months. The upshot is, Bertha Anne (the man in charge told me over the phone) is she didnt want your kind of person, you, coming for this occasion, and the truth of the matter is, Bertha Anne, neither did any of the rest of us.

Shes sitting on a park bench beside Sally (who blinked). Sally has her hands tucked under skirted thighs. Mary Zuleika is giving the photographer that movie-star gaze she learned at Joan Crawford movies, and her eyes are deeply set behind their dark lids. Her lips are closed, their corners touch her cheekbones. Shes wearing a necklace and a tam. Her flowered blouse is cut low, her shoes are open-toed. Her dark skirt is covering her legs to just below her knees, but her right hand fans out its fingers in a gesture that suggests to all but the pure in heart that in the next instant they will snatch the skirt up and bare a glimpse of peach silk. The girls feet dont seem to be touching the ground the bench stands on. Theyre levitating; theyre waiting for the guys wholl get them down to earth.



After the polio epidemic was donethe cold months seemed to kill the bugMary Zuleika escorted me to the hospital to visit a girl from school who was living in an iron lung because her mother hadnt been as careful as mine was. And maybe shell turn out to be that Lucy you write all those letters to, Mary Zuleika teased. I burned inside the cold white-tiled room at the hospital. I thought Id hidden those letters, which increasingly had dwelt graphically on the passions of the body. I didnt even know the girl in the iron lung. It wheezed; the girls head stuck out of it through a rubber ruffle. There was a mirror affixed to the thing that she could look into if she wanted to see who was sneaking up behind her. I wondered if she was naked inside the iron lung.



When I made my move, it went like this. I decided to take her away from John. He had beat her the night before and, as always, she was flushed and grinning when she emerged from their bedroom the next morning. She was putting a brave face on her torment, I mistakenly believed: one book to own and read had led to the public library where a multitude of cheap novelists were represented. I sat down by her on the couch. I pulled her face to mine (Roger pulled Jeans face to his) and I said, Lets leave him. Marry me! (Marry me, my darling! blurted Frank Yerbys hero.) I tried to take her wedding ring off and put it on my finger. Mary Zuleika laughed. She said, I wish Sally was here to see this. She deftly avoided my kiss. She said, That kind of thing makes me sick.



I woke up one cold morning. It was still dark, but it was time to get up and go to St. Patricks second grade. The electric light was burning, and the flames were burning in the oil heater out in the little hallway. I was the audience in the dark watching the performance. She was warming my underclothes by the heater. They were warming by themselves. She was grinninga full-teeth appearanceat me. Her lips were wet. Her pink rayon nightgown had been ripped from stem to stern. It was soaked in bright red blood. She was happy about that; wild sex with John and getting her period always delighted her. But I chose to believe that she was grinning because she had murdered John in the night; in True Detective stories, the blood flowed and stuck and dried.

She said, arising from her perch by the stove, I got to get under the covers and get warm with you. Its cold out here.

She got under the covers with me, flat on her back. She used her right arm to hold me tight against her side. She opened her legs and put my hand down there. Down there was the first name of cunt. I didnt come last night, she said. She gripped my wrist and put my thumb and fingers where she wanted them down there, and she moved until she heaved a huge sigh, and then she got up and went back to the oil stove.

She said, You want to hear a riddle? It goes like this. Whats wet and juicy on the inside and hairy on the outside?

I dont remember what I answered, or if I answered. So at last she said, very impatiently: A peach. Thats the answer. Just a peach. Youve eaten plenty peaches. Wet and Juicy on the inside, hairy on the outside. Sometimes I think youre slow.
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1953

I was at that stage of early adolescence when the possibility that the shining black widow spider hovering near the faucet would actually bite me was grounds for a deep and thrilling meditation on the nearness of my stilled hand upon the spigot to the glistening mandibles of her impressive lower face. I was a child of the high desert of southern New Mexico, in a small town strung between the thin line of silver Rio Grande River marking the west side of town and the living wall of purple Organ Mountains majestically and moodily guarding the east.

This was the year that the sexual doings of our neighbor, Byrel, excited talk among women sipping iced tea in late afternoon lawn chairs pressed together in the scanty elm tree shade against the last scorching rays of early summer sun. His scandal and impending divorcefor he had taken up with another woman and was leaving his wife and two toddlerswas heightened in intensity by the enormity of the social illusion he was shattering. The son of a school teacher who had long watched out for me, Byrel had married his high school sweetheart in what was written in the high school annual as the worlds most perfect marriage. Around the kitchen table at his mother Jewels house, where I frequently went to hang about as if it were a social center, being a latch-key kid (though without a key, as no one locked their doors in small towns in 1953), the womens talk filled the air with a combination of outrage and musky sexual innuendo. The scandal lay all the more thick in throats for the fact that the bereft wife was a perfectly-formed blonde, well-behaved Mormon who did not even smoke or drink coffee (rules I found incomprehensible), while wayward Byrel had taken up with a tall, dark-haired woman who drank liquor and lived in a trailer up on the high breast of the Organ Mountains near St. Augustine Pass. Shes fat and old, too, nearly forty, the gossiper added, as though to cinch the young mans madness and the devilish power of lust.

The upshot of the scandal was to be to my advantage, as Jewels house, where her errant married son had been sleeping in the porch bedroom for months, now had some empty space. He moved into the tiny trailer with the new woman and the divorce moved into the court. My parents, who had difficulty providing material comforts and frequently seemed to forget that I had a body, had been promising to provide me with a full-sized bed for months. The rose couch given to them at their marriage thirty years before was now six inches shorter than I had become by this my twelfth year, and puffy in the springs, so even they noticed it was affecting my posture. The invitation came as a wondrous surprise. I was to move into an area of phenomenal luxury: my own private room, the porch bedroom at Jewels house. In exchange, the adults informed me, I was expected to be the gardener of the yard around the place. Hence my new relationship with black widow spiders. Though I had seen them in the open adobe brick garages attached to my parents apartment, I had never stopped to examine one up close. My new job gave me this opportunity, and I took advantage.

Jewel, widow of a cotton farmer from West Texas, and who now taught junior high school English, had raised her three children in this three-bedroom house. From the time my parents had moved to New Mexico when I was eight, the place and people had been my refugeas this whole family took me under their wings. The son, Byrel, would get me my first job when I was seventeen, ensuring I could go to the local college. Older sister Leela sang marvelously to me as I sat in her kitchen window every morning the year I was nine, and as her babies arrived nearly one a year, she turned her young boys over to my care. Even when she and her husband moved seventy miles away to the east to Alamagordo, various members of the family drove me over the Organ Mountains and across the Sonora Desert to visit for weeks on end. Even recently at the opening of summer, Darnelle, the youngest, who was eighteen and in college, had driven me back from Methodist summer camp on a long Sunday night. The camp was in pine-covered mountains near Alamagordo, lush rain-fed mountains with wild strawberries rousing sudden red thumbs of desire from their hiding places in the pine needle mulch. These soft mountains were a contrast to the powerful rock steepness of the Organ peaks. I still recall the mystery of that June night ride between Cloudcroft and Las Cruces, as we crossed the flat sagebrush-smelling land, tall jackrabbits slowly turning their backs to safety from our deadly headlights as we tore through the tunnel carved by their piercing yellow glow.

Trembling with the intimacy of the experience, I crouched knee to knee in the backseat of Darnelles car with two other girls my age. We were telling stories, secret never-before shared stories, especially about our fathers. I told about my fathers drunkenness, his inability to bring money home. (I did not tell, since I wasnt aware of it, of our familys excruciating isolation, or anything about my mother. We did not speak of our mothers.) Annie Ruth told a worse story, about her father breaking horses by beating them with chains. We felt united in our understanding of our mutual horror at this bad behavior. Alone in the front seat behind the drivers wheel, Darnelle covered our whispers with clear Country Western, song after poignant song delivered in her generous, bold voice. Though I loved the entire family, I felt especially privileged to be in Darnelles company. A redhead with freckles, she was athletic and interesting and going to college. She had always kept a distance from me, but now this night-time over the desert car ride told me that she would be someone I could confide in, a longed-for older sister type. A guidance of some sort in the increasing mysteries of adult life.

At night now as my hormonal pulses quickened I watched the blood-red moon with a secret piercing long eye extending mournfully and erotically into the suggestions of English romantic poetry about a highwayman in black who was repeatedly riding riding riding to the very door of a lass with a white bosom, Bess, the landlords daughter, whose parameters had leapt into my imagination as the most luscious of all possible fruits. This even though I hadnt the vaguest notion how anyone went about eating such a dish, or even that anyone went about eating such a dish. My idea of what to do with billowy bosoms was to attempt to lay my head on them. Even I did not yet notice that it was the highwayman, and not buxom Bess, whose image caught in the mirror of my identification.

The narrow porch bedroom became a place of burgeoning if unbordered dreams, as it had my first real bed and a lamp, and a little blue record player my father got me at the end of July when I turned thirteen. My first album was of Harry Belafonte singing folk songs, joyfully played over and over, especially a song called The Fox. In exchange for all this richness, all I had to do was be the gardener and keep the yard. That sounded easy enough, though I had witnessed almost none of this activity in my parents rented lives. Jewel provided me with some tools and general instructions. Unable to imagine what gardeners, exactly, do, I stood for long minutes with the indecisive brittle sheers drooping at my side ready to weep over the very thorny bristles and runaway dandelions that the family expected me to decimate in their behalf. I had no idea which were the plants and which the weeds, as I loved them all equally. Everything in the yards around here had thornsthe delicate mimosa tree and the rosebush no less than the tall thistles and spreading goats head grasses that filled my bicycle tires with hundreds of stop signals. In this land of sparsity, the lovely spiky yellow flowers of the dandelions were surely a beautiful lushness, surely as desirable as the thin wisps of bluegrass that struggled so incompetently against the dryness of the light brown adobe dust. With growing consternation I realized that gardening was escaping me, and so was keeping up my end of the bargain that had been struck between the families.

But now with summer vacation Darnelle was home for weeks from her first year at college, and had brought a sturdy-looking friend with her. The scandal around Byrel had settled down, and a slow July pace had settled in. Cumulus clouds stacked up in the afternoon sky, precursors of the August monsoon and more plant life requiring more choices. But I still had options. I remembered how Darnelle had been, driving the car that nightcompetent, present, protective, accessible. Next time I saw her I would ask her how to keep the yard, how to have the proper discernment, and what motions to make thereafterhow to dispose of the bodies of the unwanted weeds.

Late one hot Saturday afternoon, in keeping with the intense stillness of the air, I had closed the screen door silently and then instead of going into my narrow bedroom sanctuary to listen fifty more times to Harry Belafontes song about the fox going out on a moonless night, praying to the stars to give him light, I unexpectedly turned right and padded on my perpetually bare feet across the kitchen linoleum. I was six steps into the living room before even seeing them. They were lying together on the couch.

They had half risen up, their trunks twisted like young athletic trees that had grown together, and as if only one face, their two faces stared at me with identical blankness. Darnelles friend, stockier, had been on her back, and Darnelle had been lying on her side and half on top of her. They were wearing white blouses and shorts like the phys ed teachers they intended to become. I was struck by how clean they looked, and how frozen in placean ice sculpture puts out more resonance than they did.

No one was breathing. Our stillness created negative space, which drew our attention into a monstrous force-field.

They two seemed to be in a deep meditative state, long rays emanating from their intertwined and stilted lower bodies to the iris of my eye, along which their feelings ran back and forth in miniature like panicky young horses. We held ourselves within the glacier painting while my girl-self, suddenly overly important, figured out what to do with the icicle tension in the room.

The mortification, I saw, was all mine. I had made them insane and paralytic. A thirteen-year-old had frozen the two eighteen-year-olds as a black widow might have frozen me, but with mysterious potential I had not known I owned. The two did not take charge. No one spoke, the breath and need for air had vanished. We might have hung in space this way till nightfall if some highwayman inside had not ridden me to action. Placing a foot in back and then another, I attempted to erase the scene for their sakes, and in slow motion. Like a movie running backward I unraveled it for them, going backwards into nothingness with intent to leave no shadow of imprint on the floor of their fears. Screen door did not creak or slam, floor boards did not interact with each other. No ones breath got hot or sweated, no voice croaked any passionate outbreak across the slate-gray sea that suddenly united us. Screen door did not creak or slam and I was gone with never a peep to anyone, till now.

Grief married silence the next day when I arrived at the family lawn chair gathering and saw her, and was ready to accept a new status toward adulthood: I can keep secrets even without knowing what or why they are. Darnelles eyes flew away; she shifted her gaze, and left. Never spoke nor sang nor showed herself to me again.

Following this was when I began taking off the heavy protective gloves Jewel had loaned me along with the hoe and sheers of order and selection. Now I craved the nearness of my hand to the glisten of the shining black spider, whose innocence of discernment matched my own. Companionable though this friendship may have become, it was broken by my first firing and eviction. She isnt doing the job to our satisfaction, Jewel told my mother in an understatement that didnt even flicker my mothers conviction that I could accomplish anything in life you put your mind to. My parents took up again their own job, buying me a splendid fold-up rollaway bed which, when I lay on my stomach with my chin on the pillow, turned into a downward spiraling World War II twin engine fighter plane, and me a kamikaze pilot, nightly wiping out all foes in behalf of everyone I loved.
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