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FOREWORD

BY CAROL QUEEN & ROBERT LAWRENCE

CAROL: I talked to a videographer from Brazil today about queer language. I was, perhaps, a good person to discuss this because, one, I have lived so fucking long by now that I remember when words meant different things than they do today, and two, because I have myself embraced most of the sexual identities known to woman, man, and all those in between. I believe this might be why Janet reached out to me to contribute this foreword: because I know them when I see them.

So, queer. It began as an epithet . . . well, before that, as something else, a word meaning to describe that which was, variously, twisty or weird or wise. Later, as we know, it became a word we took back; at least, some of us did. Then it became the sexual identity of a generation, which has no fixed definition beyond “non-heteronormative,” or, maybe, “I’m basically open to anything.”

(“Oh, Johnny! You’re such a rebel! What areyou rebelling against?” “Whattaya got?”)

And then, fag.

Before it was an epithet, before a cigarette, it was a stick of wood, they tell us: a faggot which could fuel a flame foul enough to burn a witch. But most of us have things in mind far distant from the Malleus Mallificarum when we contemplate this term. We might not like it — it may trigger in us the taunts of schoolyard enemies, or we may be old enough to think about, say, the dubious but of-its-moment sociology of The Boys in the Band. Or we may understand it more neutrally — no, wait, this is never really a neutral word; it might evoke splendid images of Radical Faeries, Cole Porter or Oscar Wilde brilliance, or my favorite link, the men of my youth who gathered together as Faggots Against Fascism.

But the people who don’t like it . . . to them, it’s always hate speech. Its own twisty history contains so much opprobrium, and “fag” as epithet begins being hurled when we are so vulnerably young, that to some of us, it has never been on the agenda to rehabilitate. If the “It Gets Better” Project is right, perhaps these men are thinking, we will manage to scrub the word out of everyone’s consciousness, along with the “What kind of a queer-ass, nellie weirdo are you?” undertone it has always, to them, seemed to carry.

But listen: The way its queer proponents use “fag,” it is a deeply useful word without a close synonym. It tends to telegraph that the man in question is not butch, and may indeed be quite fey. (The deep-in-closet men of my mother’s day might have been called “sweet” instead, at least by people who were being nice.) Fag implies head-held-high rebellion in the same way that queer does: You may try to use this word against me, but I’ll cloak myself in it with pride, and it’ll repel all your sticks and stones and insults. Like a certain N-word, often used as hate language, when it is reappropriated it becomes an IN word, used to separate friend from foe, used to solidify bonds of community and cultural like-mindedness. For that matter, slut (whether or not the Slut is Walking) has been used the same way. It’s telling, I think, that all these slangy, it’s-ours-now-we-took-it-back terms are controversial and never really proper speech both within and outside of the communities they reference: homosexuals, African-Americans, and women may embrace them or find them hurtful, hateful, and offensive, and this demonstrates to us that these identities, much less the underground nomenclatures associated with them, are not monolithic and singular, emotionally or culturally.

What word, therefore, given this on-the-hoof definition, would fag-deniers like us to use instead? “Gay man”? It doesn’t automatically bring the fey; it’s too general. Today there are so many variants on the gay male model that it does not paint the sort of picture that “fag” begins to do. It has little specificity. “Homosexual”? Too retro! And also not sufficiently specific. Even if people in the old days of “homo” and “homosexual” believed that gay men were by definition effeminate — which only meant that a) they were too ignorant to possess finely tuned gaydar and b) they were too straight to figure out where the really interesting gay bars were — they were always wrong: after all, Walt Whitman used to fall in love with trade every time he got on the trolley.

Maybe “queen” comes closest, but honey, that’s mine. Not only that, it’s so closely associated with its related term “drag queen” that it retains a touch of specificity in defining a non-butch queer man that “fag” does not. Plus, in real-life usage, “queen” is a sort of all-purpose queer suffix: not just “drag queen,” but also “drama queen,” “rice queen,” “leather queen,” and so many more iterations of personality and desire can be packed into the baggage this word carries. As such, it’s as indispensable as “fag,” but not exactly a synonym.

And if Janet had called her book “Girlqueen,” you would not have received the etymological message that she wishes to introduce before you even picked the book up at a bookstore (provided there remain any of those ancient institutions where you are, and provided you are reading a tree-derived item and not something made out of bits, bytes, light, and plastic): “Queen” is a female-coded term, whereas “fag” (lately) isn’t. “Girlfag” works as the opening line of a flirtation, a conversation, a manifesto, or a memoir because, in our binary culture, it’s guaranteed to make everyone but the other girlfags themselves go “Huh?” And this, perhaps, opens the door to wonder: How can a girl be a fag? How can a woman identify herself so far outside the borders of what a woman is told, in this opposite-sexed culture, she can be? Some people will want to know more.

To which I have no clarification to make; curious ones, Janet will explain. Wait — first, let’s let Robert tell you more about it.

ROBERT: Girlfags are quixotically both more and less masculine [than boyfags]. Cis-ter or otherwise, their knowledge and bitchy loving support for the human condition provides acceptance in any milieu. I love the quick-witted loving sauciness of girlfags. They own the space they are in with the fresh-faced gentle-mindedness of Whitman, while having the promise of a special place in their heart to care for the fragile thing I am as a male. Easily not mistaken as fag hags, they confidently wander open-faced into places where they should be unwelcome yet find space, stand fast and are admired. I envy girlfags; as a fey male I regularly face the butch shun from The Gay because of my challenging long hair, soft voice and quick wrist. But with a girlfag standing next to me I am safe from the opprobrium of the male-only folk and having one next to me allows for a second pair of eyes to look and see if anyone is interesting or interested. We can team them and they never know how it all happened so fast.

I was told a while back by a local sex club owner that bringing a girlfag into a sex club would be insulting to men — so I did. That girlfag is now the only cis-female to be an honorary member of The Trough, a men-only piss club here in San Francisco. She impressed the club folk there so much, they adopted that girlfag in and changed history. In fact we went to the Blow Buddies the very next week.

When did girlfags come to the fore in my life? As the HIV plague hit, it was they who held onto the fag traditions while people were so very busy dying. It was the girlfags who held us and washed us, fed us as we all screamed not so quietly while our creative and very-much-unwilling-to-be-assimilated people disappeared back into the earth. They knew that if we ran out of men, someone had to hold the faggot tradition, so they stepped in to cover the need for holding love, beauty and creativity while being able to laughingly flay your skin with one bitchy word. Oddly, looking back, they’d been there all along, but we were too busy being us to notice.

CAROL: I lied. I do have something to say about the liminal identity of the girlfag: I am one myself.

In certain circles I am best known for my book The Leather Daddy and the Femme, in which a crossdressing woman named Miranda (Randy, when she’s in drag) falls for a gay leatherman named Jack Prosper. This book is not, as many have assumed, my autobiography, except insofar as the deepest fantasy shows the way to one’s truest desires, the person that lives inside the person we cook up to live our public lives for us. I’m not much of a crossdresser, at least I wasn’t then (I didn’t look old enough to go to the bathhouses I’d have wanted to sneak into). But the men I love most have always been fags. Not all gay men are fags, and not all bisexual men are either; it takes a special guy to both embody Big Faggitude and also want to square his shoulders and stay in the same room with hot pussy. But a few good men have made that space for me, and for themselves.

I complicated this by identifying as a dyke for many years, and parenthetically, I’d like to offer the Facebook Generation the insight that “It’s Complicated” is a great sexual identity as well as relationship status. Ooops! Digressed. Where was I? Oh, yes: Dyke — another hate word that has been very successfully reclaimed! But in my case, saying I was a dyke was only true insofar as “dyke” is an identity that can incorporate both a fierce love of, and identification with, women — plus in my case, a fierce love of, and identification with, fags. There really is no actual word for the thing that I was. But that is so true of so many of us: it’s the reason we now just say “queer.”

For a minute, after a youth full of bedpost-notching, the kind of frisky experimental fucking that teenagers do best, I tried to stay stable and lesbian — well, that was never going to take, but I subsumed my desire for male bodies, my delight at sparring with men as a prelude to fucking them, into erotically charged friendships with gay men. One after the other, I created gay activist events and groups, my love for my co-conspirators floating like oil on top of the water that was my connection with my women lovers. I might have gone on forever this way, my girlfaggy bisexuality (and of course, a girlfag is a variety of bisexual, whether or not she embraces that larger term) living mostly in frantic masturbation sessions fueled by gay porn.

Until James Campbell, a gay man who should have pretended not to notice my crush, instead kissed me goodnight until the windows of his Volkswagen steamed. Until this one safely unattainable man turned out to be polymorphous enough — or enough in love with me too — to allow acknowledged, not silenced, erotic feeling to float in the air between us. And how could a queer activist not take seriously the challenge and dilemma of forbidden love? We would never have wanted to be seen as any kind of straight, but the freedom to love is what our whole struggle was about. AIDS was the reason I went from lesbian to bisexual: that I might lose James made me see that the heart of my turn-on was pure love.

James opened the door to everything: queer men, queer sex, a newly (re)embraced bisexual identity, San Francisco — because of course once I’d become that weird a dyke in my small university city, I had to get out of Dodge and head to the only place that would have me — which, in turn, let me grow into the person I have become. (Visiting San Francisco with my girlfriend Ellen during Pride Week in 1979, we walked the block from Market to 18th Street after the march, and it was so thick with men, bare-chested, Izod-shirted, tight-Levi’d, chaps-assed, nipple-ringed, drunk on Gay Pride and brotherhood, that we had to cling to each other’s hands like swimmers fighting rapids to avoid being split apart and losing one another. It was the first time I had ever been surrounded by men with no feeling at all of fear. We were pressed in like a scrum of sardines, we were held securely between sweaty men, and I was so happy, I have no idea how I mustered the strength the next day to leave the city and go back to the mundane world where dykes played softball and argued about whether it was male-identified to read On Our Backs. San Francisco was NewJerusalem, as my fag friend Will called it — it was Oz.)

James wrote me a letter of recommendation when I applied to be the first woman working at an AIDS service organization — I didn’t get the job, because it was still too soon for women to really be part of the change that would change everything, but James said this: “Carol is more comfortable with and for gay men than most gay men I know.”

That’s not the definition of girlfaggitude — it leaves out the erotic charge — but it is central, I think, to the POV of a girlfag to understand fags as a superior kind of man, nay, human, and to live that belief.

James did not live to read The Leather Daddy and the Femme, to watch Bend Over Boyfriend, to realize that I did walk through the door he opened. Robert’s right, I think, that some of us female-bodied and faggot-souled folk had to step up to help live lives that threatened to go extinct. Many men since then, especially Robert, have offered me the opportunity to explore pomosexual pleasures, the space between gay and straight and male and female that allows the people who occupy it to construct their humanness with any building blocks of gender identity, personality, and sexual desire and play that fit the life they want to build.

But this isn’t the time for my story, really. Janet will show you how it’s done — you’ll see. Read on.


OVERTURE

I am two months shy of my sixth birthday, and I have been promised a special Christmastime treat: tonight I will be allowed to stay up late to watch Peter Pan on TV.

In honor of the occasion we eat dinner in the den: grilled cheese sandwiches, tomato soup in mugs. My sister, still in diapers, is already in bed. I sit in front of the black-and-white TV in my best nightie, knees drawn up to chest so my feet stay warm inside the flannel, arms wrapped around my legs. My hair, released from its two tight daytime braids, falls in waves down my back.

Peter’s fists are on his hips. His legs are spread wide. He leans backward and crows like a rooster, Er-er-er-er-ERRR!! And then his feet leave the floor, as though gravity never existed, and he flies, over the city, through the bright stars, brave and beautiful in the cold night air. I am flying with him, wide-eyed and breathless, leaving my body behind on the suburban carpet, parents half-remembered on the couch behind me, sandwich cooling on the melamine plate by my side.

We are in Neverland. I have learned to placate fairies and to avoid mermaids. Peter has built me a house — no, wait, he built the house for Wendy.

We hear grownup male voices coming toward us, jovial and threatening. Pirates.

We’re bloody buccaneers — HUH!

And each a murderous crook — HUH!

We massacre Indians, kill little boys,

and take them to Captain Hook!

Yo-ho, yo-ho, the terrible Captain Hook!

Captain Hook has long black ringlets and a velvet coat with gold on it and deep lace cuffs that almost hide his glittering sharp hook. I am mesmerized by his mouth, the way his lips move with each exquisite word. His eyebrows rise and flutter and so do his hands. His tall boots have silver buckles on them and he takes tiny steps like a dancer.

Captain Hook is sad: No little children love me, he mourns. I am a little child and I love Captain Hook, I love him so much. I want to punish him for all the bad things he has done — no, wait, I want Peter to do that. I want Peter to hold him while he cries, to feel pirate tears on his shoulder. I want to live in Neverland with Peter and Wendy and Captain Hook. I want tall boots with silver buckles. I want a little house where I can tell stories. I want to fly.

•


1

TALL BOOTS WITH SILVER BUCKLES

This is a book about dissolution, in all the senses of the word. Lawyers call a divorce a “dissolution,” and there’s a divorce in here, although a rather anticlimactic one. And some people say you’re “dissolute” if they think that you’re morally not quite up to par, and, well, there’s a lot of that in here too, mostly with me at its center.

But “dissolution” is the noun form of the verb “dissolve.” Moviemakers use a “dissolve” to transition from one scene to the next, so that they can jump all around their story, sometimes to things that seem irrelevant at the time but that start to make more sense as the movie progresses. And physicists mean “dissolve” to mean the softening of edges, the loss of boundaries, the point where the lump of sugar becomes smaller and smaller, and then the sugar is liquid, and then the water is sweet.

And that’s really what this book is about: dissolving, dissolution, solution. Edges softening, edges disappearing, edges so far gone that you realize they never existed and that you’re standing like Wile E Coyote in midair. Don’t worry, you’ll only fall if you think too much about how you got there in the first place.

•

At this point it seems as though I should introduce myself. But given that I’m no longer confident of the edges of most words, I’m not quite sure how to. Let’s just say that the occasional stranger who, registering my closely barbered hair and deep speaking voice, addresses me as “sir,” probably has not observed the size of my rear end.

At the time most of this book was written, I was living in Oakland, California, home to throngs of San Francisco refugees driven out of the city by upward-zooming rent or downward-pressing fog. (I now live in Eugene, Oregon, which is where Californians go when they can’t hack California any more.) Oakland has the highest lesbian population and the third-highest gay population of any major city in the U.S. Whatever that means, I felt utterly at home there. There, when I mentioned my spouse, people asked how long she and I had been together. I rarely corrected them; they had the right idea even if the facts weren’t quite accurate.

I have raised two sons. I run a small business that has careened wildly, as such enterprises will do, from terrifying failure to temporarily reassuring success and back again, several times. I am a sadomasochist. I am currently in my third and fourth long-term relationships. I am not yet a grandmother but I bake like one. I listen to a lot of show tunes.

You may now feel that you understand me less than you did before you began this introduction. That happens a lot when I try to explain myself.

•

I have always wanted in.

In: to the twisty humor and campy adulation. In: to the why-not sex and effortless fabulosity. In: to the lost-soul neediness, the fuck-you self-definition, the endless streams of gossip and in-jokes and flirtation and sheer raw Eros.

I recognized it long before I understood it. Even as a child I responded to vague cultural referents and deeply coded television characters, recognizing my place in a world that danced just beyond the reach of my ineluctably female fingertips.

The other girls all had crushes on some Beatle, or perhaps David Cassidy or Bobby Sherman or a Monkee or, for the bad girls, a Rolling Stone. Here’s who I had crushes on: Cyril Ritchard as Captain Hook in Peter Pan; Jonathan Harris as Dr. Smith on Lost In Space; Roddy McDowall as the Bookworm on Batman; Charles Nelson Reilly as the captain’s nephew on The Ghost and Mrs. Muir; Vincent Price as everything, in everything.

If you look up the biographies of the men I had crushes on, you may be surprised. Harris was married to the same woman for sixty-four years. McDowall’s homosexuality was one of Hollywood’s worst-kept secrets. Price was married to three different women, the first for ten years, the second for twenty-four years, the third for seventeen years until her death. Reilly anticlimactically came out at the age of 69.

You never can tell.

•

Paul kneels above me, his slim form in a halo of moonlight. His long curls tumble over his creamy, narrow shoulders. His erection is long and slender, although I don’t know that because it’s the first one I’ve ever seen. It is soft to touch but firm to grasp. He can move it by tensing and relaxing his tummy muscles, which makes me giggle.

If Paul could read this, he’d be hugely amused to be remembered this way. And it’s not like I don’t have a lot of other memories of him; it’s just that this is the one I like best.

But since this part is a story and should be told in order, I’ll start at the beginning. Honors Freshman English, 1969, Palos Verdes, California. Someone says something, someone else laughs, the next day a note gets passed, some other time we sit together at lunch, and then we’re boyfriend and girlfriend. I’m pale and stocky, a recent East Coast transplant with an outsized vocabulary, and I ostentatiously write poetry in teensy vertical script in the margins of my notebooks. He’s small, puppyish, not quite clear of puberty, with a curvy mouth and a spray of freckles and hair longer than most boys our age dared wear it back then.

We rarely touched one another. I know we didn’t kiss because I remember my first kiss and it was with someone else several years later. My best friend Candi said she’d already kissed him, but I was afraid to ask him if that was true or not.

I remember going over to his place one day, lying to my parents, telling them his mother was going to be there, but she wasn’t. I’m pretty sure she left us alone there on purpose. He cooked for me — as the only child of a divorced mother he’d learned to cook, and he sautéed some spinach, and taught me to sprinkle it with vinegar, which I’d never had before but is the way I still eat spinach now. We chased each other around the apartment and played tickle games. We lay together on a couch and talked about what it felt like to lie right up next to another warm body. I interpreted the feelings in my pelvis as needing to pee, and kept having to get up and go to the bathroom.

One day soon afterward we were talking to Connie, the only cheerleader who was also in Honors English. Connie had long blond hair and innocent blue eyes; she seemed like the sort of girl who ought to dot her i’s with little hearts, or at least circles, but she didn’t. She also seemed like the sort of girl who didn’t talk to people like Paul and me, but she was actually very nice.

“Wow, where’d you get those bruises on your arms?” I asked her.

“Oh, you know — Bill and I went to the drive-in Saturday night, and I spent all night fighting him off,” she said, avoiding my eyes and Paul’s too. “You know what boys are.” A lot of girls would have sounded a little bit proud when they said something like that, especially since Bill was that year’s star quarterback, but Connie didn’t; she sounded sad and tired and a little scared. Paul and I never talked about this conversation again: if that was what boys were and what girls were, then what were we?

Nevertheless, soon afterward I decided I had to go to the Soph Doll Dance: I think I wanted to prove that I could go if I wanted to. Paul wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but I pleaded until he gave in.

That was soon after Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet and the girls were all wearing empire waists and scoop necks, and so was I, in royal-blue velvet. Connie, in yellow satin, was crowned Soph Doll. Paul wanted to wear his Sergeant Pepper-style gold-trimmed bandleader’s jacket, but his mother made him wear a tux.

Instead of a corsage he gave me a homemade beanbag: a little fox, made of scraps of felt, that he’d run up on his mother’s sewing machine. He wasn’t much of a seamstress and all the beans soon leaked out and made a big mess in my bedroom. Now I wish I’d kept the felt skin.

We danced to the slow numbers. We were exactly the same height and his cheek was soft and nearly beardless against mine.

A month or two later we were talking on the phone. I remember twisting the long black umbilical phone cord around and around my finger as we talked.

“I have to tell you something,” he said. “I’m gay.” I was the first person he told. Soon afterward he told everybody. If he got beat up or humiliated because of it, he never said so.

So I got another boyfriend. Alec didn’t touch me much either, although he did eventually get around to kissing me, in a rather tentative and bruise-free way. His mother often left us alone together. (I think these mothers imputed to me a magical gay-boy-converting ability that was totally out of proportion to my charms, then or now.)

Paul’s mother made him go spend the summer with his uncle, a minister, in Waco, Texas. I tried to write a poem about it but my imagination faltered at the idea of beautiful, fey little Paul in barren Waco.

Before he left, he signed my yearbook. As I look at it now, Paul’s handwriting is chaotic, vertical in one sentence, almost illegibly slanted in the next, and it wanders all over the page. He’s written, “We had a really good year together, even though you hated me at the beginning of the year.” I don’t remember that. I guess I must have gotten mad at him about the being-gay thing. I know that by the end of the year we were still spending a lot of time together.

In the yearbook, Paul also wrote, “Please come to my housewarming party,” and I do remember that. As soon as school was over Paul moved in with his lover and his lover’s wife, into a tired-looking ranch house in the Silver Lake district. Five or six of us rode down together to the party, in someone’s father’s enormous beige station wagon that we’d borrowed because we didn’t all fit into Candi’s Beetle.

We were younger than anyone else there except Paul. Everyone else except the lover’s wife was gay. We sat on the floor and passed a bottle of wine and a joint. The lover’s wife, who wore her hair in a single long graying braid, kept putting out trays of food, and didn’t talk to us.

Candi made me guess what she was thinking. “Five words,” she said. I guessed for a while and then got part of it: “You’re in love with someone.” “Right!” she crowed. But it was a long time before I guessed the last part: “Me?”

We lay, drunk and dizzy, on the floor, and necked for hours, but I wouldn’t let her unzip my leotard.

•

Later that summer Paul invited me to visit him and his new lover, EJ — I don’t know what became of the one with the wife. EJ was a lot older than Paul or me, but since I was seventeen and Paul was sixteen that wasn’t too surprising. We spent the whole afternoon on EJ’s bed. Paul lay on his back between EJ and me, his head on EJ’s shoulder, my head on Paul’s chest. EJ murmured into Paul’s ear, so softly that I could barely hear it. He asked Paul about men, about being a man, about wanting men. His voice was gentle and insinuating and each question led with inexorable logic to the next. It went on for hours. None of Paul’s answers were right and EJ’s questions got more pointed, nastier. Paul writhed and cried and there was nothing I could do about it. He was being punished because of me and I couldn’t help him. I put my hand on EJ’s arm but he ignored me. “You’re not really gay,” EJ cooed. “You’re just playing around with this. Come back when you’re serious.” Paul cried harder. I put my hand on his heart and felt it hammering but I was invisible and I couldn’t slow it down. The tension was building in his muscles and I thought he might be about to leap up and run away from us. And then EJ stopped, and told him he was a good boy, and of course he was gay, and held him while he sobbed, and I patted him on the back and wiped away a tear or two when I could reach his face.

•

The pornographer and sexual philosopher Marco Vassi wrote, “Sex is, as the traditionalists have it, a vehicle for making babies, and nothing else. . . . However, there is a vast realm of erotic behavior which falls outside this stricture, and for that I have designated the term metasex.”

He adds, “As against my massive involvement in metasexual activity, my experience of sex has been limited.” Mine too, on both counts. By Vassi’s definition, I’ve only had sex — which “involves a male and a female, penetration by penis into vagina, and ejaculation at the period of fertility” — twice in my life: that’s how long it took my first husband and me to conceive our second son, the one we had on purpose. I’ve had almost every kind of metasex you can imagine.

Here’s the thing: Once you wrap your brain around the idea of metasex, it gets kind of hard to tell when you’re having it and when you’re not.

•

Not too long after the EJ afternoon, I decided I needed to have intercourse, maybe to prove that I could if I wanted to. Alec had kissed me a few times and touched my breasts once, and there was the afternoon with Candi, and that was about it for my sexual experience. I was on The Pill, though, because my mother had asked if I wanted it and I’d told her yes.

Alec was off being a camp counselor for the summer. Paul was the one I asked. He thought about it for a moment, grinned, and said, “Cool!”

We waited till my house was empty. We used the foldout sofa in the guest room because my room only had single beds.

We tried and tried. His erection was rubbery and unreliable. It seemed impossible that anything would ever get into my tiny hole. We’d try, and he’d bend, and I’d yelp in pain, and he’d wilt, and we’d cuddle for a while and touch each other and giggle, and then we’d try again.

Finally it was dawn and we still hadn’t fucked. We were sweetly sore, and sleepy. We dozed for a while and then got dressed and hugged and he went home, and the summer ended soon after.

•

There are many things I wish I’d known back then. Here’s one of them: I am not what you’d call a passionate person. Horny, yes, often for rather extreme forms of gratification, but that’s different. Horny is no harder to take care of than hungry, which sounds similar and is.

What I mean by that is that I’m not the sort of person who stalks, or attempts suicide, or dumps my spouse and kids to run away to Rio with my yoga instructor. I rarely lose my temper. I have never met a person I can’t live without and I doubt I ever will. I like three cups of strong coffee with cream every morning, a down comforter on my bed, a well-stocked kitchen, and the warmth of another body against my back when I go to sleep. I hate discomfort and conflict and unhappiness.

And another: There are a few ways in which I need to be loved, but there are a lot more ways in which I don’t.

•

In the record-setting cold snap of November 1972, I was a freshman at the University of California at Santa Cruz, and Paul was at UC Santa Barbara, three hundred miles away.

UCSC at that time was past its first idealistic glories, but it was still the most radical school in the University of California system; the students called it Uncle Charlie’s Summer Camp, and the locals called it the University of Communists, Socialists and Crazies. Tucked back in foggy redwoods, its widely spaced buildings were angular constructions of distressed concrete, tall glass, raw wood. It was divided up into colleges — Crown, Cowell, Merrill, Stevenson, several others — each with its own area of study; the newer colleges were called by number until a donor purchased naming rights.

My roommate, blonde and sunny and bewildered, packed up her stuffed animals and hot rollers and moved out after our fundamental incompatibility became obvious: some guy who needed crash space had come to our door one night, and he seemed nice enough, so we let him sleep in our room. Since there were only two beds, she stayed over with her friend next door. But when she came back the next morning, she found the two of us curled up together in my bunk. An empty bottle of wine, which he’d purchased in a vain attempt to loosen up my recalcitrant hymen, lay on the floor next to us. Although technically, in the language of the time, “nothing had happened,” she decided she’d be happier next door permanently.

With her gone, days went by in which I spoke to nobody, and there was nothing to stop my piles of unwashed clothing, crumpled-up poems and unread textbooks from filling the room like the snow that was making its unprecedented appearance against the edges of the campus pathways.

The walk from my room in Crown to most of my classes at College Five took a brisk fifteen minutes or a meandering twenty, usually through icy fog, and I could rarely face it. Santa Cruz didn’t have grades and there was no such thing as failing, so I simply didn’t pass: logic, anthropology, history . . . anything that started before noon, or that required research, or that involved any activity besides drawing pictures and writing first drafts.

I lay awake at night humming the soundtrack to Jesus Christ Superstar in rhythm with my little electric alarm clock, whose fake pendulum swung in 5/4 time, then slept through the actual alarm and all my morning classes. I wrote dozens of poems, presented them in my creative writing workshops, ignored everyone’s suggestions, and stashed the intact, dreadful drafts carefully away in a file box that was the only tidy item in my room.

I tried to paint a cheery mural on my closet door, something with a rainbow in it, using cheap poster paint from the supermarket. The paint sagged and ran. I soaked a towel in water over and over again and wiped it all off, then sneaked the muddy towel into the communal bathroom sink to be someone else’s problem.

I cut my hair ultra-short, grew it, cut it again, bleached it, braided it to mute its brassy glow, but nothing worked; I didn’t even know what “working” would look like.

I got a couple of letters from Paul, scrawled in ballpoint on typing paper, nearly illegible, the lines dropping precipitously downward as they approached the right margin. He was lonely and unhappy, but then, so was I. I wrote back when I thought about it. The letters slowed and then stopped.

•

I must have been cutting class the day they told us about George Sand.

Born Aurore Dupin, product of a hasty marriage between a nobleman and a birdseller’s daughter, George developed a preference for men’s clothing in her teens, when a family friend, a local doctor, began taking her on his daily rounds. Nobody else, the doctor argued, had as steady a hand with an amputation or as gentle a way with a sick child, and trousers were simply easier for riding and working. George found that trousers also gave you adventures that a skirt simply couldn’t: people offered to sell you houses, women offered to sleep with you. But trousers wouldn’t get you married to Casimir Dudevant, illegitimate son of a baron, so when she turned eighteen the trousers had to go.

She and Dudevant had a baby, then another. She did her best to be a good wife and mother. She spoiled her kids devotedly — ruining the kids but not filling her heart. On vacation at a spa, the children still toddlers, George fell passionately in love with a young magistrate. Ecstatically she proposed a ménage à trois to her appalled husband . . .

George’s story would fill many books, and has. Fearless and tireless, she cherry-picked the best that 19th-century France had to offer both men and women. Her unmistakable heavy-lidded dark eyes, which look weirdly like mine, stare out of editorial cartoons, portraits by the era’s finest artists, and, later, posters for the revolution of which she was a champion. In most of these, she’s back in her trousers.

Dudevant divorced her after her third or fourth scandal. With her next great love Alfred de Musset, George was an avid sadomasochist (like me!), writing with glee of the bruises and bite marks on her flesh. The first time they met in private, de Musset entered George’s drawing room to find her smoking a long pipe, wearing a dressing gown and embroidered Turkish slippers; he fell to his knees to caress the delicate embroidery. Their stormy affair lasted several years: he called her “the most womanly woman.”

Next came Frédéric Chopin, with whom she was the tenderest of fag-hags (like me!). She was infatuated with Chopin’s fey fragile beauty and prodigious talent, but he found her unfeminine and was terrified of her obvious carnality. George finally bullied him into couplehood, bundling him onto a ship bound for what she intended as a romantic retreat in Majorca and then nursing him through the dysentery he immediately contracted. George always got what she wanted, not always to her benefit (like . . . well, you can decide for yourself after you’ve read the book).

Offered a choice between manhood and womanhood, marriage and promiscuity, domesticity and passion, lust and maternal tenderness, George’s answer was always and wholeheartedly: yes.

She died in 1876, after a final visit from her last great love Gustave Flaubert, who greeted her, as usual, “Oh you, of the third sex!” She was survived by her children and by many, many lovers.

I wish I’d gone to class that day.

•

Once a month or so I’d Greyhound across the mountains and spend the weekend with Candi — now calling herself Cat — in her dorm at Stanford. We’d lounge around her room smoking her excellent pot and listening to David Bowie and the New York Dolls on the stereo. “I’m soooo huuuuunnnngry,” I’d moan. Cat would laugh and give me yet another set of directions to the student union where cookies could be purchased, and I’d stagger blinking out into the quad. Sometimes I’d wander for hours before finding my way back.

Cat’s friends — the rangy girl-jock we’d gone to high school with, the round little androgyne she’d slept with once before he decided to stick with boys — often joined us for a toke or two. Everybody knew that I’d tried several times to lose my cherry and hadn’t, and they teased me about it, usually when I was too stoned to notice that they were kidding.

After one of these weekends, I walked into the campus health clinic and had the offending bit of tissue breached by a scalpel-wielding doctor. The next night I grabbed Mike, the guy down the hall who painted his tennies with white shoe polish and hated everything about Santa Cruz and missed his girlfriend back in Visalia, and we tested out the new improved orifice. It still hurt and I bled a lot, but I had unquestionably had sexual intercourse.

•

There are three ways to have a penis between your legs. You can be born with one. You can fuck one. Or you can give birth to one. As of February 1973, my score was one out of three.

•

One night back at school, as I was leaving the cafeteria, trying to figure out where I could go that wasn’t my empty, messy room, I saw a card on the bulletin board:

BRIDGE PLAYER WANTED

THREE PLAYERS LOOKING FOR A FOURTH
 FOR WEEKLY GAME—CALL SCOTT, x8743.

Scott, it turned out, was a tall blond econ major with an ambitious vulpine grin, the kind of guy who would have been a superstar at UCLA but at Santa Cruz just seemed odd. Maureen was dark and slender, one of the few female math students in the college. Frank, studying chemistry, was short, broad-shouldered and heavy-browed, with angry eczematous skin, and spoke only to bid. The four of us wound up playing cards — gin or hearts when we tired of bridge — almost every night, often piling into Scott’s Beetle for a trip downtown for doughnuts at 3 a.m. and more cards afterward.

I’d tried coming on to Scott, who’d gallantly pretended not to notice, so I was more or less “with” a guy named Barry who lived in the next dorm over from mine. The most appealing thing about Barry was that he thought I looked like Marthe Bonnard, the wife/muse of impressionist Pierre Bonnard — nobody had ever thought I looked like anybody before. Barry and I drew pictures of each other, and slept together, curled in the curve of each other’s bodies, taking turns on the outside. We’d had sex twice, and since then Barry had always had a reason not to have it again.

Leaving his room after an argument on this subject one evening, I walked by the music practice room. Through the window I could see silent Frank playing the flute. The room was soundproofed and I could only hear the ghost of the tune, but with his lips pursed to make music, Frank had deep, humorous dimples in both cheeks.

I slept with Barry that night. I was still pissed off about the sex, but a warm bed is better than a cold one, and anyway I was pretty sure I was hatching a yeast infection. I was thinking, rather speculatively, about Frank, though.

•

If my life were a musical, it wouldn’t be one of the big, crowd-pleasing ones like Oklahoma or South Pacific, that tells you what you already know and gives you a little bit of safe controversy so you’ll be able to tell your friends it had a message.

Instead, my life would be a cult favorite, off-off-Broadway at best. It would have a small cast, the kind where one person pops up over and over again in a different costume each time. Nobody would be relegated to the chorus and nobody would play a bit part; everybody would have their moment in the spotlight.

Two people might watch it together, on a date perhaps, and at the end one would think it was the stupidest thing they’d ever seen, and the other would walk home alone with her heart pounding and her brain buzzing, and there probably wouldn’t be another date after that.

For that person, it would never again seem artificial for people to burst into song in the middle of a conversation. What would seem artificial is that they don’t.

•

Yup, it was a yeast infection, the fourth in the year since I’d started taking birth control pills. There was one doctor in town who was willing to give the new effortless birth-control device, the Dalkon Shield, to girls who had never had a baby. His receptionist told me that I was to come in during my period, and that I needed someone to drive me home afterward.

Cat had a car. I called her. “Sure, I’ll come,” she said; I couldn’t tell over the phone whether she was stoned or not. “But I need someone to fuck. If I’m going to come you have to get me someone to fuck.”

This seemed sensible enough to me, but the logistics of the thing were a bit daunting: Mike and I hadn’t spoken since he’d compared me negatively to the virginal girlfriend back in Visalia, and now I didn’t even have anybody I could fuck. I pondered the issue and then asked Barry if he would please fuck Cat so I could get my IUD. He agreed, grinning, clearly feeling very bohemian.

She showed up on Wednesday night. The three of us ate a slightly awkward dinner together in the cafeteria. They left, holding hands, headed for his room.

I have no idea how I phrased my proposition to Frank — could I really have said “Hey, I just pimped out my boyfriend to my best friend for a ride to the doctor tomorrow, and I’m too lonely to sleep alone; wanna fuck?” — but at any rate, he said sure, why not.

He was a virgin, and my encounter with the scalpel was just a few months previous. The menstrual blood washed away whatever lubrication I might have been producing. The twin-sized steel bed somehow seemed to hold more than four elbows, more than four knees; we swore, dozed, tried again, failed. The sheets were a bloody wreck and Frank was trembling with nerves and frustration.

The next day Cat said goodbye to Barry and went back to Stanford, but that night I slept with Frank again. I was miserable with cramps from my newly installed IUD but we huddled together like kids at camp and talked long into the night. His frustration must have been nearly intolerable but he waited two more nights until the cramps subsided. Then we did it. The next week school was over and we both went home for the summer.

•

The thing about that first summer home from college is that you’ve spent nine whole months being reborn as this new person, and then you go home and nothing has changed, especially you.

It was a quiet, warm, oddly slow-motion summer after the rackety discord of Santa Cruz. I sat up every night reading science fiction paperbacks or watching old movies, and slept until midafternoon. The house was usually empty when I woke up, so still that I could see pale dust motes floating in the balmy Southern California air.

My mother, nearing forty, had gone back to school with the intention of working on an accounting degree — but then she had taken Psych 1 and everything had changed. That was the summer she knew she wanted to be a therapist, so she was spending most of her time volunteering in a battered old trailer on campus that everybody called the “Help Center.” I would come home after an afternoon at the beach with Cat or a night babysitting for the little blond toddler up the street, and see through the front window that the living room was full of earnest Help Center acolytes having an all-night encounter group — gesticulating, hugging each other, crying. I’d tiptoe around the front of the house and into the garage to let myself into the kitchen, trying to tune out the sound of confessions and shouts and sobs from the next room as I spread peanut butter and jelly on bread, then went outdoors again to take the sandwich back to my bedroom and close the door behind me.

The last time I’d seen Mom that happy, she’d been wearing yellow-tinted sunglasses and a sun visor and a khaki vest with lots of pockets, with a shotgun jauntily tipped across her shoulder: that’s what she was wearing when she won the national women’s trapshooting title early in the 1960s and appeared on the cover of Trap & Field Magazine. She wore the same proud smile in the photos she brought home from the Israeli Maccabiah Games, the Jewish Olympics — although in those she was dressed in a man’s seersucker summer suit altered to fit her plump figure (it had never occurred to the team’s uniform designer that a woman might shoot trap). She’d spent the week before leaving for Haifa frantically practicing the four-in-hand knot in her narrow navy-blue necktie.

Mom’s road to Israel had started in suburban Philadelphia not long after my birth, when one of my dad’s buddies invited him out trapshooting. The gun had kicked his face and shoulder into hamburger, he’d missed every shot, and he couldn’t wait to go do it all again. Mom, who knew an obsession when she saw one, figured if she ever wanted to see her husband again she’d better take up the sport too.

That’s how I wound up spending almost every summer weekend of my childhood bored to catatonia and mainlining Yoo Hoo Chocolate Beverages at gun clubs throughout eastern Pennsylvania, Delaware and New Jersey. But while I was running out of comic books by 11 a.m., Mom and Dad were climbing the national championship trapshooting rankings — Mom a little faster than Dad. The mid-’60s was not a time in which wives were supposed to be better at things than their husbands, but every weekend Mom shrugged off her suburban skirts and pumps, changed into slacks and a shooter’s vest, and came home with trophy after trophy.

While she was in Israel, Mom learned to make a wonderful chopped salad with tomatoes and cucumbers and hard-boiled eggs, discovered “this amazing bread with a pocket in the middle — you know, if I could bake it here we could make a fortune with it,” and fell volcanically and platonically in love with a handsome young revolutionary who was on the Israeli rifle team and who didn’t care if she shot better than he did.

Kids rarely notice when their parents’ lives have been turned upside down, but I really liked that salad.

My folks hung up their guns soon after the second Israel trip; when anybody asked, they said trapshooting had gotten too expensive. Mom messed around with macrame sculpture and then with home-baked bread, but she didn’t find anything else she was really good at until nearly a decade later, when our move to Southern California and the complexities of the free-love-cheap-drugs era put her at the front desk of the Help Center.

One of the Help Center guys turned out to be the one person in the world with the patience to teach me how to drive a car. He was hoping to have sex with me, but I turned him down. Several of the others had similar ambitions — possibly hoping to connect with some aspect of my mother, without having to confront the physical reality of middle age or the oedipal reality of my dad — and took me to beach parties and movies. I liked getting taken to things, but it was just too creepy to contemplate having sex with a friend of my mother’s. Nobody shared my bed that summer, but a few of the beans from the beanbag Paul gave me were still rolling around in the corners of my bedroom.

•

This morning, once again, the whine of the clippers separated me from me — in strands, then in small clumps, finally in a sifting itchy powder that clung to my neck and shoulders as if trying to climb back up and reattach itself.

I tipped the mirror this way and that, gauging my progress. I craned, searching for the proper angle, the one that shows what I want to see.

It wasn’t there; it never is. Sighing, I swept myself up into a furry dustpan nest, and tipped myself into the garbage.

•

Frank and I wrote each other all summer long, that first summer. He was on the first rung of the ladder of the family civil engineering business; he drove for hours in the valley heat to California’s dustiest, most rural locations, then spent his day supervising the function of a gigantic machine that pounded a huge auger into the earth with a skull-ringing crash, over and over again, all day long. He wrote that he had actually sunburned his eyelids. The margins of his letters were full of little drawings and jokes in his tiny crabbed printing. Sometimes the letters themselves were dusty. They arrived almost every day, postmarked Colusa, Gualala, Yreka. I cherished them as evidence: it was the first time a guy had ever actually seemed to want to be in a relationship with me.

•

Now, in my fifties, like many formerly plain girls, I’ve learned to play the hand I was dealt: in a good light I might be called “handsome” or another of those middle-aged adjectives.

But I wonder sometimes what my life would have been like if I’d been pretty. Not handsome, not striking, not interesting-looking — pretty.

I try to imagine it: maybe a slight reshuffling of the chromosomes, maybe an early taste for green salad instead of Mystic Mints, maybe a benevolent fairy — subtracting an inch or two from my waist and adding it to the length of my legs, tightening my jawline and bumping out my cheekbones and fluffing up my hair and narrowing my forehead.

What then, I wonder?

Would I have been the kind of woman who waits to be asked, instead of the kind who does the asking? Or would I have still craved the power of being the initiator?

Would I have discarded men according to whim, trying out a dozen or a hundred or a thousand instead of grabbing the first amenable one? Or would I have projected that pretty-girl-don’t-touch vibe, so that the first man courageous enough to approach me would be in fact the right one?

If I’d been pretty, would I ever have wondered, for one unguarded moment between sleep and waking: Whose woman-body is this? Where did these breasts came from, these soft thighs, this plump slitted pouch?

Or is it only plain girls who do that?

•

Sylvia, daughter of a Brooklyn dentist, was plain: plump, long-nosed, coarse-haired. David, the dentist’s assistant, was redheaded and gangly, with a bright grin and nimble, longfingered hands.

A decade later, they had become a team that would last until death parted them: Danny Kaye, comic superstar, and Sylvia Fine Kaye, his composer/lyricist, accompanist, manager and wife.

Sylvia wrote Danny’s breakthrough hit, “Anatole of Paris” — in which he sang the part of an effeminate hat designer, back in the heyday of outrageous hats for women, when a hat could indeed cause “six divorces” and “three runaway horses.” Danny sang “Anatole” as a young Catskills comedian, he sang it on his first record, he sang it in The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, he sang it to standing-room crowds at the Palladium. It’s not too much to say that “Anatole” made Danny who he was.

Sylvia went on to write many more songs like this, songs that cast Danny as — not to put too fine a point on it — a screaming queen. Danny’s curly red mop, graceful body and elegant hands made her task an easy one. Moss Hart finished the job when he cast Danny in the role that made him famous, as the epicene fashion photographer in Lady in the Dark.

Nobody knows who Danny would have been without Sylvia. He didn’t need her romantically: they say his lovers included comedienne Eve Arden, dancer Gwen Verdon, and, most notoriously, Sir Laurence Olivier. Yet he was married to her till the day he died.

Hart’s words in Danny’s mouth in Hans Christian Andersen: “You’d be surprised how many kings are only a queen with a mustache.” (I wonder if the original script said “beard.”)

Here’s what I think. I think Sylvia made Danny the star she could never be — graceful, androgynous, legendary. I think it was Sylvia who dressed Danny in stunning drag, as the cabaret singer Kay Thompson, to appear in front of Olivier at a charity benefit.

I imagine Sylvia’s blunt short-nailed fingers smoothing the sleek jersey sheath down over Danny’s taut buttocks. I imagine her tenderly massaging pomade into the red mop, slicking it back into a stylish auburn bob. I imagine her applying lipstick to the mobile mouth, then kissing Danny quickly on the cheek and sending him out into the lights.

I imagine Sylvia standing backstage, face impassive, watching Olivier laugh and cheer and applaud.

•

The other thing about that first summer home from college is that the you-shaped hole in the family has been slowly closing for nine months, and you don’t quite fit any more. Another year and it may be gone, although you don’t know that at the time.

A lot of my music that summer was the kind of angsty folk-tinged stuff that young white girls with poetic aspirations listened to back then — Leonard Cohen, Joni Mitchell, Cat Stevens. But some combination of need and irony kept drawing me to the handful of Broadway cast albums in my parents’ record cabinet. Most of these were the usual Golden Age standards — My Fair Lady, Camelot, Carousel. Milk and Honey as a nod to my mother’s ancestry. Jesus Christ Superstar for a touch of hipness. Annie Get Your Gun because it was about shooting. I played them all.

But the one I reached for most often was a white-jacketed album featuring a cartoon of a man with his face painted like a mime, standing on a little globe. He was trying to walk forward, but a female hand was reaching in from outside the frame, grabbing his suspenders and pulling him backward: Stop the World, I Want to Get Off.

One weekend when I was seven or eight, my folks had hired a sitter and taken off for a romantic trip to New York — visiting my aunt and uncle, eating in restaurants better than the suburbs could offer, seeing the hottest new Broadway show, and, I’m sure, enjoying the short break from my sister and me. They came home with boxes of fancy candy for us, and a new album for everybody.

I loved this record, begging for it over and over, long after everyone else was sick of it. I was fascinated and envious: my parents had seen with their own eyes these actual people, singing these same songs, on a stage, in a real theater, in New York! I suppose some vestige of that glamour must have clung to the album a decade later, because I was still listening to it in the summer of ’73.

I am now roughly twice as old as my parents were when they spent hard-won money on the romantic-weekend-alone-together solution for a failing marriage. I’ve been listening to that show for four and a half decades. The tunes are all grooved deeply into my brain cells: “Once In a Lifetime,” “Lumbered,” “What Kind of Fool Am I?” — big songs about a little, ordinary life, disquisitions on the era’s newly-spoken unhappiness.

The last time I listened to this album, just last week, I noticed something for the first time. Stop the World is about a man who impregnates a woman from a different social class, is forced to marry her, has daughters with her but no sons, and trashes the marriage by obsessively having affairs. How could I have missed this?

When I listen to Stop the World from now on, I won’t picture Anthony Newley and Anna Quayle. I’ll see my parents, heartbreakingly young, my mother’s round oliveskinned face and my father’s narrow pale one, lit from above by the footlights. I imagine them holding hands.

Was it Mom or Dad, I wonder, who decided to buy that album and bring it home? And what passed through their minds as I insisted on playing it again and again?

The chorus in that musical is sung by the couple’s daughters. I suppose that’s me, now.

The show ends with the hero realizing that he’s loved his wife all along and that his true source of happiness has always been his home, wife and children. That’s the theater part, I guess.

•

That summer we had an invited visitor, my father’s brother, an Episcopalian minister. And then we had two uninvited ones: Paul and his current boyfriend, a shy dreadlocked lad whose dark skin shone almost purple because the two of them had been sleeping on the streets like the Lost Boys in the southern California sun.

They crashed in my parents’ back yard that night, snuggled together in an old half-zipped sleeping bag, their four feet — clad in matching purple socks — sprawled on the carefully tended dichondra. The next morning they asked if they could use our shower — showers, they said, were hard to come by for them right now. Of course, I said, and led them to the big shower adjoining my parents’ bedroom. They began to peel off their grubby clothes and I turned to leave — but Paul asked, teasingly, “Aren’t you going to join us?”

The water made everything so sweet and simple. Three heads, curly, straight, ropy, all drenched and dripping. Six hands, coffee, freckled, ivory, all busy and soapy. Three skins, all slippery-smooth in the steamy cascade. Two penises, four balls, two breasts, six nipples. Everybody washed everybody, brazen and innocent as babies in a wading pool, giggling and squealing and kissing.

We played and soaped and rinsed, the three of us, until the hot water ran out. My parents, who loved Paul too, frantically worked to distract my uncle from the splashing and shrieks coming from the bathroom.

If I’d known I’d never see Paul again, I’d have stayed in that shower forever. No matter who he brought with him, no matter who was visiting, no matter how cold the water got.

•

The lights blaze down on the big, bare stage. The horns begin, slow, sad, seductive. The tiny figure at center stage grasps the microphone and begins to sing in a pure true voice, its edge rasped with sorrow and amphetamines.

The road gets rougher,

It’s lonelier and tougher.

With hope you burn up —

Tomorrow he may turn up. . . 

Is it Judy? Is it Rufus? Rufus wishing he were Judy? Judy wishing she were Rufus? The audience goes mad, shrieking, cheering, whistling, and it really doesn’t matter, has never mattered, will never matter: the man got away.

•

Sally Bowles, the protagonist of Cabaret, had big, dark, tragic eyes, and so did I. Sally Bowles had a veneer of sophistication that fooled nobody, and so did I. Sally Bowles wanted — men, money, fame, love, glamour — and so did I. If Sally Bowles could do it, I thought, so could I.

Sally, I knew, had plotted the seduction of her roommate Brian, choosing a slip of lace-trimmed champagne silk and a pair of Cuban-heeled pumps, feigning a chill to ask for a cuddle. Although my old high school buddy Russell resembled Brian — both were reserved, blond, slightly epicene university students — and although I’d known Russell much longer than Sally had known Brian, I had a feeling that he’d run screaming from the room if I showed up in anything that revealing. And besides, I reasoned, Russell hadn’t had a couple of months in Berlin to warm him up; he was just coming over from Stanford for one night. I chose demure white cotton at the fabric store, sat up all night trimming it with flirty lace, and hemmed it long enough to provide plausible deniability if my nerve failed me.

We came back from the movies and I disappeared into the bathroom. When I appeared in the bedroom door, makeup freshened, bob brushed to shiny perfection, white lace fluttering around my thighs, Russell looked up briefly, nodded a casual greeting and went on unrolling his sleeping bag.

“I . . . I thought we might share my bed,” I said. (Sally, at this point, sprawled in an odalisque pose practically in Brian’s face, and purred, “Doesn’t my body drive you wild with desire?” It helps to have a screenwriter in these matters.)

“I think I’d be more comfortable here,” Russell said, not meeting my eyes.

“But I thought maybe we could have sex,” I whined.

“What is there about the word ‘gay’ that isn’t clear to you?” Russell asked.

So I began to argue. That’s how young I was: I thought you could argue someone into bed. I argued for hours. I even cried a little, which worked for Sally, eventually, but Russell slept in his sleeping bag.

•

I dropped out of Santa Cruz and moved to Davis.

I proved that I could get married if I wanted to.

Some combination of need and irony made me ask Frank to marry me, and he said sure, why not. I picked the church, the bridesmaids, the groomsmen, the rings, the reception hall, the menu. Someone wanted me enough to marry me, and I wanted everyone to see, Cat and Barry and Russell and, well, everyone.

Frank was fine with whatever I wanted, coming along on appointments when I asked him to, staying home when I didn’t. The morning of the wedding, though, he shaved his sensitive skin to a fiery glow, and looked callow and handsome and uncomfortable in his tux.

The ceremony was in his family’s church, a little building so modestly Presbyterian that it was almost invisible. I hadn’t wanted to buy my dress in a bridal shop because then it would look like a dress someone else was wearing somewhere else, so I’d found someone to sew one for me. In the end, though, it looked like anybody else’s bridal gown: mandarin collar, princess seaming, ivory satin. My hair was too short to hold a headpiece, but I wanted a veil, so I attached one to a plastic headband that I’d covered with trim to match the dress.

My parents flew up from LA for the wedding. It was the last time I ever saw them together as a couple. They gave us a new queen-sized bed.

There was a murmur when Frank and I cut into our cake and everybody saw that it was chocolate. I’d figured that nobody really liked white cake anyway, and as long as it had white frosting on the outside and looked like a wedding cake, who cared what was on the inside?

All the people who had ridden in the station wagon to Paul’s housewarming were at the wedding. Paul wasn’t there, though, because I’d had no way to reach him. “I heard that he committed suicide,” said Cat, and I didn’t have time to feel sad, because after all it was just a rumor, and besides, I had to go dance with my new father-in-law.

•
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