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Chapter 1 October 29, 1988
Sometimes you don’t know something, really know, until it slaps you in the face and knocks you down. You might have suspicions, and fear, but not until reality’s grip tightens around your neck and shakes you with a mighty force are you sure of what the truth is.
I'm terrified of losing my kids. The custody hearing which will decide the fate of my two children is only three days away. My life seems to hover in slow motion, a limbo that I had hoped might end when I finally revealed the truth about myself, emerged from the cocoon of fear and shame that had silenced me for most of my precarious life.
I’d worked my fingers to the bone to prove to the world, and I guess to myself, that I could be a winner. But sacrifice came with that success. I’d become a human sacrifice, relinquishing all honesty, my own identity, to be normal. Somewhere in the course of the years, in the midst of the web of lies I’d spun, I lost myself. A high price to pay.
Then, the burden had finally become too great, my conscience weary from carrying such a massive load. I owed it to my wife and kids. My God, I owed it to myself. Instead of slowly seeping from my manufactured life, the truth burst from my lips, the cork no longer able to contain the secrets inside. Blurted like an obscenity for all the world to hear, and fear, and run from.
I’d been a prisoner of myself.
It should have been a relief, coming clean to the world, after all those painful years filled with secrets in the dark and the deception that had become all too easy. Not hiding anymore; a prisoner released.
Instead it’s been a nightmare. I’d just moved from one set of shackles to another.
Three days to D-Day – my court day. Our court day. Louise is suing me for sole custody, and I am countersuing for joint custody. Happiness and agony both see-saw around November 1, battling for control, for victory. I wait in a dark tunnel, looking at the date. Feeling that I’ll never get there, but at the same time, being scared to get there.
So I sit in my empty apartment with a glass of Jack Daniels in my hand, my loyal companion, looking into the brightness of the fire. The scene of a good commercial. I am once again trapped in the vicious circle of searching for who I am, and trying to figure out what will happen in my life. Harvey Dunne, the successful accountant. Harvey Dunne, the divorcee without his children.
Harvey Dunne, the successful failure.
I'm losing it all. Whoever said honesty was so great?
Staring into the flames, I see the blurry rerun of my life, the sparks igniting all the pain and confusion of growing up. I wonder who in the Master Plan chose which children would have to bear a burden such as mine, to grow up this way? Surely it was a random selection, a careless game of Russian roulette played on a universal scale. A careless mistake. Surely no Loving Power would inflict this nightmare on a child intentionally?
I know where my life has been. I not only see it but can still feel it, every morsel of anxiety and shame. Hiding where I thought no one could find me; hiding for forty-two years. I’d spent the majority of my adult life trying to determine when I’d passed the point of no return. But then one day it just dawned on me, like the light of elemental knowledge being plugged into my brain, shining a universal truth: There was never a point in time I could have turned back.
I just always was.
Chapter 2 My Life – 1954
In 1954, everything was black or white. At least for most of the world. But not to a nerdy kid like me. I was a fair-skinned, freckle-faced boy of eight with an asinine cowlick in the middle of my forehead. A kid who passionately loved to play the piano, probably the only thing that I was really ever good at in my life. It was a natural talent, a skill I picked up very easily, and ran with. And I was a boy who loved to read, and would get lost in those stories of adventure, and pretend I was the masculine hero I would read about on the pages. A kid who had a whole life of opportunity just waiting around the corner for him, or so all my aunts and uncles told me as they pinched my cheeks. My parents professed to the world that I was the persona of normal, apple-pie Americana. I always wondered guiltily why this was so important to them, secretly knowing they were wrong. But in their heart of hearts, I think they had some reservations about me even then. Something nagged at the pits of their stomachs that they just couldn’t place, but I’m sure it got its start with my unusual interests – so odd for a boy of eight.
I loved to sit and watch my mother sew. She could create masterpieces with a needle and thread, a Michelangelo of the Singer world. In those days, it was especially fashionable to make your own clothes, a woman’s self expression of the times. And she loved to make herself pretty dresses, the kind Mrs. Cleaver wore in Leave It to Beaver, but with her own personal twist. She embroidered a small angel on each of the lapels; her own assurance that her guardian angel would watch over her every day. (To this day, every time I see the image of an angel, I think of her.) Mom would get so involved in her sewing, pinning the material to her mannequin and making all the right adjustments. I would just sit and watch her, and marvel at how she could fit all those pieces together so perfectly. Mom was a perfectionist, and I constantly wondered how this concern with the meticulous had seemed to always miss me. I never could figure out why I was such an uncoordinated klutz.
After the piano, cooking was my passion. I begged Mom to let me make cookies, the chewy peanut butters with the Hershey kisses on top. Mom always loved the idea of me helping her in the kitchen; she had always dreamed of having a little girl. Of course, when Dad ended up with two boys, he was ready to stop. I guess the joke was on him. Although Mom had never gotten her girl, I usually did a pretty good job of filling-in - I guess I was the next best thing. But Dad sure wasn’t very pleased, always telling Mom that she was making a sissy out of me (as if I’d had a choice), and always reminding me of the things I should be doing instead. I could spend all afternoon measuring and mixing, and having a great time. I never even gave a thought to the activities I was supposed to do, and expected to do. My father would sit quietly in his recliner, simultaneously reading the paper and listening to the news, and casually glance at me now and then, his disappointment plastered across his forehead. And he definitely never smiled during my escapades in the kitchen, his granite jaw remaining in the don’t-push-me-I’ve-had-it position. I baked so much the summer after second grade that I could make better cookies than Mom. She was awfully proud of this fact, and so was I.
My dad wasn’t.
Truth be told, I’d been a constant source of irritation for my father, the John Wayne of Enderby Street. He was the All-American male. Dad had always been perplexed with my interests, in specific and in general. His male ego would cringe at witnessing me at my favorite pastimes. As soon as my piano music filled the house, his bedroom door would immediately close.
My older brother James was a great guy, following right into Dad’s footsteps, leaving me to watch from a far distance. He knew it, my parents knew it, and the world knew it. And believe me, I knew it. We were only three years apart chronologically, but light years apart in every other way. He was already the Greek idol of my life, my measuring stick for personal worth for many years to come, though I didn’t hold it against him. He was just one of those people for whom everything works out well, the predestined chips always falling into all the right places. I, on the other hand, had apparently been born running the race to the masculinity goal backwards.
My dad could sure see the difference in the two of us. He never told me this in so many words, but the perplexed look he frequently wore let me know easily enough, and I knew he wondered where he’d gone wrong.
But that was O.K. Often enough, I wondered the same thing.
Even at the young age of eleven, James was a great athlete. The best. He could pass, and catch, and kick. The words coordination and talent radiated from him like a neon sign. I, on the other hand, thought it a miracle just to catch a ball one out of ten times. I think all of the athletic genes accidentally ended up with James, and there were none left over for me. It wasn’t that I was particularly scared of the ball, although I must admit I never enjoyed having a football wedged between my nostrils, but it just slipped right through my fingers every time. Every time. My breadbasket did most of the catching for me – it was a larger area to hit than my outstretched hands. Needless to say, my father knew then, when I was eight, that he’d have to struggle to get me to fit in. Little did he know, though, what a terrible struggle it would be. Especially for me.
James had always wondered what to do with me too. I think he felt sorry for me, and protective, and disgusted, all at the same time. The emotional triangle that constantly permeated my life. When he’d walk into the room and see me reading a book, he’d gently punch me in the arm and call for a game of catch.
“Come on, Harv. We need to practice on your throws. You’ve got to get them down before you start playing teams at school.”
He and I both knew that my arm acted like a wet noodle when it came to throwing a ball. Gumby would have been better at it than me.
“But James, you know I can’t throw a ball. I can’t even catch one. All it does is make me mad.” And James mad, for that matter.
He gave me the look.
“Harvey, all I know is, you stay in the house too much. All the other kids your age are always outside playing, while you’re in here, either playing the piano, or reading. Or making cookies,” he said, with his usual edge. “You need to be outside with them, playing something. Anything. Now come on. Go get your glove.”
I would lackadaisically retrieve my glove, as stiff as it always was and would remain. Anything to fit in, I thought.
At least I was happy that he wanted to spend time with me, even if it was on his terms. My idol up to that point. I loved James, and would never intentionally do anything to
make him angry. I really wanted to please him, suffering through countless hours of dropped catches and wild throws, just to see the acceptance on his face, the smile that appeared when I occasionally caught the ball (of course, quite by accident). I didn’t care about the ball, but I did care about James.
Looking back, I know that James was really just trying to help me adjust. Maybe my dad put him up to it; maybe he just did it out of concern. I don’t know. But I do realize one thing now - at that time, I didn’t know just how important fitting-in would one day be. How much it would mean to me and to my later life. Eight-year-olds aren’t yet equipped with the intuition of the crystal ball. But school yards are brimming with a cruelty that should only be reserved for the adult world, as if it didn’t already have enough.
In the following years, I would come to know it quite well. But my one saving grace was Kathleen.
* * * * *
“Come on, Harvey. Be serious.” The command Kathleen would frequently bark as we played in her driveway on the hot afternoon asphalt and in the cool evening breezes. Two peanuts in a shell. Kathleen Turrelli was my down-the-street neighbor, and my self-professed best friend, much to my father’s chagrin. We spent hours making up stories and acting them out, our personal expressions of our early views on life. We proudly referred to them as plays.
“Harvey, if you’re gonna be a knight, you better act like a knight. You have to act like you’re real strong and not scared of anything.”
I was running around the sword as it twirled in its place on the cement, more a balancing tool than anything else. “Well, what do knights do? I mean, how do they act? I know I’ve never met one. Have you?”
Kathleen’s eyes were in her habitual squint position, and her lips were pursed together. Her exasperated look, which she wore frequently when she was with me. But that of course is what I had been trying to do – frustrate Kathleen. It was nice to be able to affect her that way.
Her hand went to her hip in that see-it-all-know-it-all way I loved so much. “Everyone knows how knights are supposed to act,” she answered, with her head cocked to one side, seriously wondering if I’d had my head buried in the sand and had just dug my way out. “Brave and handsome,” was her official answer.
“But why can’t this one act different? Why do all the knights have to be the same? I wanna be a silly knight.” I knew what would come from her lips next, but it felt good to yank her chain just a little bit harder anyway.
“Harvey, don’t be a doofus. Knights all have to be the same. They all do. That’s just the way it is.” And that was that. Her vision of the world, at least when she was eight. How little did she know that those few words were a prophesy to our future, and the prophesy to the struggle my identity would have for the majority of my life. Have to be the same. Have to be the same. The refrain that would be sung over and over again in my world.
I guess the joke was on me.
“Now go over there and act like you’re gonna kill a dragon, then save the beautiful princess and marry her. I’m the princess,” she added matter-of-factly, as if it were
plainly obvious. I just stood there and stared at her, my feet cemented to the driveway, and she just looked at me as if the nut police would snatch me at any minute. Everything had to be perfect for her, in its proper place and proper order. “Harvey, please!”
And I would ultimately do what she asked, although slowly, as a pouting child grudgingly minds its mother.
But even through our tug-of-war charades, Kathleen and I were best friends. I somehow managed to get along with her better than any of the boys in my class. She was more fun. Plays and make-believe were much more appealing to me than studying the strategies of baseball and army men. And she loved to listen to me practice the piano – something no boy would ever want to do, or at least admit to.
My dad stayed in a constant state of frustration over our friendship, a mood from which he seemed either unable, or unwilling, to shake himself, although I could never figure out which. He was the General George Patton of my life. A man’s man. And a real man did not play with girls.
Oh, well. I already knew I wouldn’t pass the test any time soon anyway.
In spite of my father, Kathleen and I were pretty much inseparable. Together, day in and day out. Until, of course, fate would one day turn our individual hopes and dreams in opposite directions.
Chapter 3 Friends - 1957
“We don’t want Harvey. He’s a sissy. He trips over his own feet.” The words again uttered from one of my classmates, unwilling to pick me for the dodge ball team. Of course it didn’t matter what team – it was always the same.
How many times had I heard those words as we lined up to call teams for basketball, or baseball, or whatever the sport for the season was? Didn’t teachers know that this was a humiliating way to operate, at least for some of us? The game of popularity shouldn’t be confused with other sports, intermingled. A thread of either acceptance or rejection which ran through every choice of teammate and every pitch thrown. And in 1957, my life was such a web of confusion: lack of self esteem and insecurity, uncertainty and fear, all entangled in what seemed an impenetrable veil. My sensitive spirit was just lying in wait for the tarantula to strike.
“Jimmy Don, he’s not that bad. He just needs some practice. Come on Harvey. Come be on our team.” Tommy Jacobs again came to my rescue, my white knight in seventh-grade gym class, always saving me from the medieval barbarians I went to school with.
“All right, Tommy. But you’re gonna be sorry,” Jimmy Don, our class Bluto, blurted from a mouth trained to kill. But his barbed darts just seemed to roll off Tommy’s back, like beads of water sliding off a freshly waxed car. I wished with all my heart that I had been so weather-proofed. Tommy always welcomed me to his team and never seemed to be sorry I was there. Or maybe he just covered it up well. After all, I had seen him wince once or twice before when I’d tried to shoot a basket and missed even the backboard by about a mile.
Tommy was the brother of James’s best friend, Tony Jacobs, and he was even cooler than both of them. James and Tony were always together, both in school and out. The Siamese twins of Mayfield Junior High, and later Mayfield High. My mother had commented more than once that they would someday have to be surgically detached. They were, of course, the born athletes of what-ever team they were on. I’d always thought it must be great to be so close to someone else, so alike.
And sometimes Tommy tagged along when Tony came to our house. Tommy was just like his brother, and just like James. I knew in my heart that he was the brother James always wished he’d had. But I don’t think I was ever jealous of him, just awed by the fact that he was all the things I wanted to be.
Tommy was always in the middle of everything, while I was always on the outskirts looking in. He was a beacon in the sea of activity and acceptance, and the other kids liked him there. He had natural charm, the Cary Grant of our class, and was probably the most popular boy in the seventh grade. Whatever Tommy said was fine, with everyone. And truth be told, especially with me. He was the perfect person to have on my side for a change. I don’t know if Tommy really liked me or if his friendship was just an extension of his sympathy for me. I was a piano-playing, art-loving introvert, not knowing what to do to be like the other boys. But Tommy didn’t seem to care. He was just plain nice, the peacemaker. Willing to accept me while everyone else seemed to avoid me like I was the primary carrier of the bubonic plague. He was a rare find among mean twelve-year-olds. My misery was over-shadowed by a transient pride when he smiled at me, that one expression telling me that it would be O.K.
Once Tommy came over with Tony when their parents had gone to visit an aunt, an all-day trip. I was practicing the piano, when he snagged me by the shirt. “Come on, Harvey. I’ve got to show you something.” He walked past me toward the front door, and of course, I auto-matically rose and followed in his every footstep.
“Now, Harvey, you have to move your glove to where the ball is. It just won’t fall into the glove. Like this. Throw me the ball.”
And I did. Not an impressive throw, coming from an arm that usually imitated a slinky, but at least it made it into his glove. Amazingly.
“Now pretend the next one’s a pop fly.” I launched the ball into the stratosphere, or at least as far as my puny arm could hurl it.
I watched Tommy raise his glove and follow the ball with his eyes, running backwards. A cat in perfect motion, his eye on its prey, his body synchronized with the flight of the ball. As it descended, he moved his arm so that the glove was in the perfect position for the perfect catch. The flowing movement of a dancer. Oh, how I envied him his ability to do what I was now witnessing. And although I’d been recruited to practice catch many times before, I remember that particular day distinctly. As I watched Tommy’s graceful demonstration, I couldn’t help but think how handsome and strong he was, the muscles tensing and releasing under his skin. It was beautiful, really. I could feel an attachment to Tommy that didn’t seem to feel exactly like friendship. Something more. An attraction; a mesmerizing, captivating quality. I didn’t quite under-stand it at the time, but it felt comfortable to me. Admiration, I was sure, for everyone else seemed to be drawn to Tommy, too. He was a magnet of adoration and respect.
I didn’t really realize it then, because I didn’t even know it was possible, but I had a huge crush on Tommy Jacobs. But in all honesty, wouldn’t anyone?
“Now, did you see how I did that?” he yelled with a questioning look. I nodded with a half-earnest smile, my mind filled with his image and not the ball’s. “Now you try it. Pop fly!”
God how I hated pop flies!
And with that, he threw the ball high up into the sky, a guided missile in my direction. I squinted as I raised my face to the sun, looking desperately to find the ball, blinded as though I’d watched a solar eclipse at close range. There it was, going over my head. I raised my glove into the I-hope-to-God-I’ll-catch-it position and began running backwards, the graceful cat. Just like Tommy had done. Well, almost like Tommy had done. I tried like hell to catch that ball, and just when I thought it might go into my glove; my feet seemed to entwine themselves with each other, my legs two limp rubber bands with a will of their own. God, what were they doing? I collapsed backwards with a terrible thud. The ball then ended its meteoric descent on my inviting forehead (my body part that always had HIT ME HERE written on it). I was, in fact, in pretty good position. Lights out.
The next thing I knew, Tommy was bending over me, calling my name and trying to shake the fog away, pulling me back to consciousness. The face that stared into my eyes with care was so captivating, dark green eyes concerned about me. Me, Harvey Dunne - the class weenie. I felt such gratitude for Tommy’s concern, I could have hugged him around the neck. But I didn’t. I just lay there, moaning like an old dog, relishing the attention.
“Harvey!” Tommy called my name, trying to shake me back to Enderby Street. “Harvey! Come on, Harvey. Get up!” he commanded. “Let’s get you into the house. We need to put an ice pack on that shiner. You look like you’ve gone ten rounds with Floyd Patterson.” And with that, he gently squeezed me by an arm and helped me to my feet. Back in those days, no one would have thought to call an ambulance, just for an injury from a runaway baseball.
It’s funny that I noticed the tingles all over my body more than my throbbing head, the little pricks of excitement that seemed to explode just under my skin. We walked into my house and I prayed that my mother wouldn’t see me and get hysterical. I was, after all, her little baby.
I collapsed on my bed; Tommy fetched the ice. Why did I feel this way about him?
Tommy laid the ice pack on my forehead and sat in the chair beside my bed, like a parent worried about his sick three-year-old. “Well, I’ll hand it to you, you really tried.” It seemed the overstatement of the year, but well intended.
I appreciated him trying to make me feel better about my clumsiness. Baby Huey in sneakers. He didn’t seem to mind too much, and I really didn’t either, if everyone else in the free universe would just stop trying to force me to be an athlete. We sat there quietly, thinking our own private thoughts, until Tommy’s voice cut into the silence.
“What’s that?” Tommy pointed to the wall over my bed, his voice wrapped in curiosity and interest.
“It’s a painting,” I replied hesitantly.
“I can see that. I mean, how did you come to get it? It looks like one of those paintings I saw in the museum when our class went last year. I’ve never known anyone with a painting like that in their room.”
And I had never met another twelve-year-old with a painting like this either. “It’s a Renoir. You know, the painter.” Madame Charpentier and Her Children, I thought, but didn’t dare tell him and again run the risk of being nerd-king of the seventh grade. “It’s one of his most famous paintings.”
Tommy studied it a few more seconds, and then looked in my direction, studying me like he had the painting, like I was an abstract he couldn’t quite figure out. But I guess I was pretty much used to that. But his look did not convey repulsion, as did those steely glares of my classmates when the subject of art came up, mental needles that would stick me like I was a voodoo doll. I loved art, like I loved the piano. And I made the huge mistake of showing it. When our class studied famous painters, I thought I’d tell them what I knew. I guess art was another of my weird quirks, at least according to them. I still can’t figure out why it should have been. It’s beautiful, just like music. I suppose the other kids just didn’t think it was too normal to understand and appreciate it at twelve. I should have been interested in comic books and football and roughness. The picture of normal boyhood.
“I like it,” Tommy finally said, “It’s really cool.” He smiled a knowing smile, as if I’d discovered a trunk filled with gold, opened by the magical key to life. And that was one of the many things that set Tommy apart from the other boys at school. From that day on, my already high regard for him had probably tripled. He hovered high above my head, somewhere with my hopes and aspirations. Along with my brother James, he was my hero.
When Tommy left my house that day, a cocoon of loneliness quickly wrapped around me, isolating me even further from normal boys my age. I was an alien from another planet, trying to blend in, but not having much success. Confusion held my mind in a vice. What exactly did I feel for him? It seemed to me that I loved Tommy, but I knew that couldn’t be. Boys loved girls, not other boys. Maybe that’s why I was so different from everyone else. I’d certainly never met anyone else like me, and surely other kids hadn’t either. Maybe this was why I was such a phenomenon to them, the circus freak of Melville Intermediate, always appearing in tent number one. I knew I was the only one in the world who felt this way about another person, and decided it must be a mistake, an oddity of nature. I also knew I couldn’t tell anyone about it. So I’d keep it a secret, my own little strange confession to myself. A burden which one day would hopefully dissolve into normality. I hugged my pillow that late afternoon as I lay on my bed, trying to grab hold of the boy I was supposed to be, trying to convince myself that I was O.K. My muffled sobs, lost in the goose down, were a lullaby that finally exhausted me into sleep.
I didn’t know it then, but later the same week, my life would take an unexpected turn.
* * * *
“Harvey, this is Warren Robertson. He and his family just moved into the Hamilton house today.” My mother’s hands were on the shoulders of this new kid on our block, welcoming him into the neighborhood, welcoming him into our lives. Warren smiled at me that day, a premature gesture that I was sure he would not remember he’d made. He hadn’t yet had a chance to find out that I was not the ideal friend. But, of course, I was sure he would. Oh well, I might as well enjoy the company as long as it would last. “Hey, Warren” I said in greeting, and awaited his invitation to throw the ball around. It never came.
“Why don’t you boys go out to the backyard, Harvey.” A subtle command from our sergeant-at-arms, my maternal expert on getting two boys to talk. And as we walked through the back door, into the sunlight, into a friendship that I thought would last about two seconds, I still wondered when he’d produce the baseball glove and ball. He must be hiding them somewhere, I thought. The dreaded symbols that would again remind me how I hated the game, and how I despised myself for hating it.
“Where’d you move from?”
Warren looked me square in the eye, no smile on his lips. He gave me only a bland stare, the empty look of a 90-year-old man who’d survived his own family only to be miserable. “My parents got divorced. We used to live in Waco, in a really big house.” He looked down at the ground as if wishing he were still there, and his life were still in one piece. “I think my dad really screwed things up for us. My mom said he just didn’t want to be married anymore. I don’t even have any friends here.” Warren’s brow furrowed, as if the weight of the world were sitting there; his mouth a thin line of anger and self-defense. I wasn’t sure if he was ready to burst out into tears or punches.
But neither happened. We just sat there, the two of us, on my back porch, squashing ants with our fingernails. At least we had some control over something. We talked about everything and nothing.
My heart went out to Warren. It was just he and his mom. No brothers or sisters. He seemed to be a lost soul, just like me. We were specters searching for our rightful place. I almost reveled in his loneliness, not out of meanness, but desperation in trying to find someone who needed me as much as I needed him. I hit the jackpot in Warren.
Warren and I soon became close friends, even much more than friends. I’d found my soul mate. He was quite slight of form and didn’t seem to care too much about football, or basketball, or any sport. He liked to read and daydream just like I did. And he loved to listen while I played the piano. He was content to just sit there and listen to the music.
Warren, Kathleen, and I soon became inseparable.
And then the following summer, it happened.
Chapter 4 The Beauty of Innocence 1958
It came to be as easily and swiftly as an action planned for many years, a predestined event. A moment in my history that would shape my life forever, for better or worse.
The day was hot and muggy, and seemed to wrap around us like a wet and sticky blanket. Kathleen had gone somewhere with her mom, so it was just Warren and I. We’d been playing cards in Warren’s room, and had decided that a romp in the sprinkler out back was the best way to keep ourselves from smothering.
We flew down the stairs two at a time, and burst through the back porch door, two inmates finally escaping their claustrophobic cell (and society’s prison, although we didn’t know it at the time). Our swimsuits even a burden to our sweaty skin. And then Warren got a gleam in his eyes that I hadn’t seen before, a spark from his cerebral light bulb - one-hundred and fifty watts of pure mischief.
“Harvey, let’s run through the sprinklers buck naked. Like they do in the movies, when they swim in the ocean in the dark. We can pretend we’re on a desert island or something.” The smile that crossed his face was so mischievous that I just had to laugh, and go along with his request. He looked like he’d just planned the perfect crime.
“But what if someone sees us?” I asked, in fear of my parents’ wrath if they ever found out, a hazard of showing the free spirit.
“No one’ll see. Remember, Mom’s at work. And look at the bushes. You can’t even see into my backyard from the front.”
Warren did have a point. I looked around just to make sure the coast was clear, then looked at Warren and grinned in impish agreement. Wild giggles spilled from our throats as we pulled our trunks down around our ankles and stepped into the land of unrestraint, a strange world neither of us had visited before.
As Warren ran to turn on the sprinkler, I looked at him closely, making mental comparisons of his parts to mine. For some reason, I’d always been certain that my penis was certainly at least two sizes smaller than those of the other boys my age, although I’d never actually seen any of the boys at school naked before. Only James, and he was older anyway. This terrible belief had lived inside my brain for a long time, another hidden truth to prove I was so different from the rest. But when I saw Warren, it was as if the great tide of relief spontaneously filled my whole body to the tips of my toes, then carried one of my biggest fears away with it when it rolled away. He was about the same size I was, if not maybe a little smaller. At least one of the square pegs of my life had, at that moment, disappeared. The word happy could not begin to describe how I felt. I was elated, overjoyed, almost carefree. The burden of my singularity was at that minute of that day not so sharp and piercing. Maybe I wasn’t so weird after all. I ran out into the water a little happier to be myself.
We kicked the soccer ball around under that sprinkler for awhile, more to pass the time than to enjoy the game of soccer. We didn’t seem to notice that the clouds overhead had turned to dirty cotton balls, ominously threatening to drench us any second. And then the sprinkles came, big splattering drops that promised the downpour which soon followed. For some reason, Warren and I thought this was the funniest thing that had ever happened to us. A rain shower while the sprinkler was on. The biggest example of world waste since paper plates.
And then another wicked grin crossed Warren’s face, like the Grinch storming Who-ville. “Mud wrestling!” he yelled as he lunged at me with all the strength his hundred- pound frame could carry, ready to bury me in the naked flower bed. He’d seen mud wrestling on the Zenith on Saturday nights before, and knew just how to do it. We both fell with a splat, and I was determined not to let him get the better of me. We rolled round and round, grunting as we each tried to be the victor, the mud sucking at our skin. As we tumbled, we were alternately covered in gooey brown and then rinsed by the rain. I’d never felt so free and unrestrained in my life, a canary who’d escaped his cage.
And then the rolling suddenly stopped, as if a silent timer had at that instant gone off in our brains. I’ve never been able to explain to myself exactly why, in all the years since. We just seemed to stop in mid-motion, one body reading the other.
Warren was on top of me, pinning me to the ground, breathing hard. I could feel his erection, his penis pressed against my leg. And then in no time, I had one too. As if by some predestined design, Warren put his hand on me and began to rub, ever so slowly, so gently. I could only lay there and breathe, short excited breaths. A blanket of excitement wrapped around me like a steaming towel; my skin was on fire. It felt so incredibly good, I thought I would explode.
And then I did. And so did he. And it was over, almost as quickly as it had come to be.
How simple it had been to give each other such pleasure, to show such pure affection. Afterwards, we rolled over and just lay on our backs in the mud, letting the rain wash the proof of our acts away, enjoying each other. We weren’t embarrassed or ashamed. Just happy. The utter joy I felt at that moment was more comforting, more serene that anything I’d felt in my life up to that point. And since, for that matter. It was the first time that I knew I wasn’t alone anymore. There was at least one other person in the world like me. Lying there, I could almost feel the weight of my burden jump from my body to melt in the rain, an unwanted shadow I hoped I was finally rid of. Surely this was the way things were supposed to be.
His touch left an indelible legacy on both my body and my spirit.
It had been peaceful lying in the rain that day. The gray thoughts hadn’t yet entered my brain. They seemed to have been washed away in those summer showers. But returning home that night was like putting on an old coat I couldn’t seem to replace. I was once again the different one, the weak one. And the word queer kept flitting through my mind, teasing my conscience. Was I one of those? The butt of one of James’s jokes or Dad’s insults? How many times had I heard that word hurled across the room at the television, if the image of a man who didn’t seem quite a man filled the screen? I wasn’t even positive I knew what it meant, but I knew it was bad.
A blanket of guilt seemed to settle over me that night, permeating my thoughts, choking my already low self-esteem. I hoped that I’d grow out of it, whatever it was. Maybe those kinds of things were supposed to happen in childhood, kids experimenting. I kept trying to tell myself that it was normal, just a phase, like my mother always labeled those whiny periods in my life.
But why had it felt so right?
Fear set in - heart-stopping, throat-choking panic. What if someone found out? What if my parents found out? Or James? How would I explain what had happened? Or would I even get the chance?
I hoped and prayed to God that I would never have to find out.
And so the beautiful experience I’d had with Warren was nicked by the swords of guilt and fear and self-loathing, those all-too-familiar self-defeating weapons. Why can’t something beautiful just stay that way forever? Or even just for a little while?
I was convinced I was a bad person, but I honestly wasn’t sure exactly why. It was just a feeling that I was soon to realize would stay with me night and day.
My secret shadow had found its way back, and it would continue to follow me relentlessly.
Chapter 5 Teenage Beginnings - 1959
Thirteen. The age of infinite confusion - about myself, and about the world. But one thing had been quite constant during my years on Enderby Street: my friend-ship with Kathleen and Warren. And it hadn’t taken long for Kathleen, Warren, and I to become an inseparable trio, the Three Musketeers facing the challenges of the world together. Eighth grade had been yet another difficult year for me, another hurdle jumped in the wild race of my existence. The summer afterward was a welcome break that I had wished would last forever.
Warren and I had never again mentioned our romp in his backyard the previous summer. I guess we both thought that if we just pretended it hadn’t happened, the scene would be erased from our history, the slates of our young lives wiped clean. We seemed to know at that tender age what many older people had known for eons, and had built their lives around – that denial is a won-derful thing.
1220 Enderby Street - our preferred address that summer. Kathleen’s house had evolved into our refuge. We spent hours talking, walking, and doing anything else that would occupy our time without adult interference. Kathleen had never known her dad. He’d been a long-haul truck driver who’d apparently decided one day that the best thing to haul was his ass out of town. She knew he’d deserted his wife of six years and his beautiful three-year-old daughter, and that was all the information she had about him, and all she cared to know. The truth hurt far more than just pretending he had never been there at all. The theory of immaculate conception suited Kathleen just fine.
Kathleen’s mom, on the other hand, was one of those rare species who was cool. She gave us our space, and respected Kathleen’s privacy. Wow. I had never known that a parent could act that way. It sure beat the crap out of being at my house.
Kathleen’s room, first door on the left at the top of the stairs, was usually our target destination right after breakfast.
Upon our visits, Kathleen usually lay across her bed on her stomach, her head held in her hands, legs bent backwards in the air with ankles crossed. Her usual pose for relaxed conversation. But today was different. As Warren and I crossed the threshold to her room, she was ready to pounce, like a vulture who had zeroed-in on its prey. She pulled us in by the arms and closed her door. I heard the click of its lock and knew that misbehavior lay tucked right under her sleeve.
“Guess what?” she asked with a tilt of her head and a serious gleam in her eyes. “I went into Bob’s room to hang his shirts in his closet – little pissant that he is - can’t even do his own laundry – and guess what I found?” She was trying her hardest to keep us in suspense, but if she didn’t let it out soon, she’d explode.
Kathleen held up a Playboy magazine with a half-naked woman plastered on the cover. Her older brother, Bobby, would have killed her had he known, and a shiver of fear ran down my spine. My wimp-warning went into full gear that day – I was always terrified of Bob. And with good reason – Bob would kill all three of us if he found out.
“Kathleen, Bob will murder us if he finds out you took it. I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head, very certain that our mischief wasn’t worth losing my life over.
“No, he won’t. If Mom ever found out he had these, she’d kill him first. It’s called blackmail, my friends, and I’m the best.” She grinned at the disclosure of her devious
plan, and moved toward the door that led to her makeshift patio on the roof. “Come on boys. We have some serious reading to do.”
The sun shown in my eyes as I leaned against the shingles of her sloping roof. This was our special place, our hide-away. It was as if the rest of the world couldn’t reach us there.
Kathleen sat between me and Warren, our bent knees pointing to the sun-lit sky, the Playboy outstretched on her lap. As the pages turned, glistening naked bodies beamed up at us, an open invitation to our pernicious minds.
“I know there must be some men in here someplace. I know you guys don’t care, but I sure do.” Kathleen slowly thumbed through the pages in search of her fantasy. “Kimberly told me that some men in porn movies have penises that are ten inches long. I’ve got to see one.” She continued her search as she flipped from one page of females to the next.
So far, watching the large, naked breasts flit across my line of vision, my attraction factor registered somewhere around National Geographic. No stirrings, no tingling. What was wrong with this picture? Nipples glaring at me from each page fell upon silent disinterest. My God, what would Kathleen think, or Warren? What did I think?
I stole a glance at Warren, who kept his gaze on the magazine, but didn’t register anything in particular on his face. Kathleen seemed like the only enthusiastic one of the bunch. I chalked our disinterest up to fear, and tried to leave it at that. But mortification finally won out, and I had to do something about it.
My acting ability suddenly kicked in. I transformed myself into the mad ogler, opening my eyes wide and drooling at each breast and curve, trying to pretend I’d sell my soul for just one touch. I hoped I was convincing enough.
Warren just looked at me, as if I were insane. And actually, I wondered the same thing.
Kathleen continued to flit through the pages, searching for the penis that apparently every girl dreams about, her dirty mind in full throttle. No telling what thirteen-year-old girls thought real men looked like. "There's gotta be a guy in here somewhere," she said, with an air of desperation.
And suddenly it occurred to me that I was also hoping for a male body hidden somewhere between the pages with the bare breasts and arms and legs. Crap. Why did I think that? And instead of feeling my penis shrivel up at the thought of its size compared to what Kathleen was looking for, I started to get an erection. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. I was terrified that either Kathleen or Warren would notice. Then salvation - huge breasts winked at us from the centerfold. In those pages I could pretend that women’s bodies were more exciting, pretend for Kathleen and Warren. And pretend for myself. My hard-on would now be permissible. It was safer here. I wanted no more searching for pictures of naked men, those insidious images that again made me wonder how I was so turned around.
I looked at Warren, and his face was neutral. I wondered what was going though his mind.
And then Kathleen turned to the last page. There hadn't been one huge penis in the entire magazine. Well, actually no men at all, not to mention those who were well-endowed.
"Well, damn. I can't believe there's not one picture of a naked man in this whole stupid magazine. What a waste," Kathleen declared.
"Kathleen, there probably aren't any men in there because it's called Playboy, not Playgirl," I suggested, hoping that she wouldn't smack me.
"Shoulda known," was all she said in answer, her sails of expectation quite deflated.
How little did Kathleen know that her fantasies seemed to be mine as well. The conspiracy of my body to reveal my oddities had almost won.
We sat for another half-hour, going back through the magazine and reading all the dirty cartoons. Our way of believing we were young adults.
Later that night, I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking of the pictures that Kathleen and I had been searching for. Why did I have no interest in the breasts, as I knew I was supposed to? Why were women not in my fantasies and dreams? I tried to chalk it up to teenage hormones – who knew what was supposed to go on in the minds and bodies of thirteen-year-old boys?
I finally closed my eyes, thinking of nothing at all. Sleep usually came easier that way.
Chapter 6 Summer Days
The next afternoon, Kathleen, Warren and I decided to kill a few hours at the golf course which sprawled across a good part of our end of town. Mayfield didn’t have a lot of prime activities to offer, but it did have a killer golf course. The clubhouse served great cheeseburgers, greasy fries, and Dr. Pepper, our favorite lunch. We sat and ate and watched the golfers waltz in and out, meeting partners and arranging tee times.
“Have y’all ever wondered why golfers wear so much plaid?” Kathleen asked, in her contemplative, slightly bemused way. We looked around and noticed that the clubhouse looked like a plaid clothing factory outlet. We were the only ones not wearing it, and giggled to ourselves, inwardly making promises that we’d never, ever dress that way.
We stuffed down the last bites of cheeseburger, and grabbed our Dr. Peppers, Kathleen buying a big, fat sour pickle on the way out. We exited out the back, and made our way to the edge of the course, our own personal walking path. Or so we thought. We just had to keep our heads up in case disobedient golf balls made their way in the wrong direction. Sometimes it seemed they had a will of their own, flying by with a whoosh of air, close enough to make us fear potential brain damage.
“Harvey, I heard Tina Hanson is going with Willie Tarrell. Can you believe it? He gave her his I.D. bracelet and everything. I can’t believe it. Tina’s a slut.” Kathleen’s philosophy on life. If a girl she wasn’t friends with went with more than one boy in a three-month period, her reputation was damaged for life.
“Well, maybe that’s why he’s going with her,” I answered philosophically. Then, being serious, “She always seemed nice enough to me,” I said matter-of-factly. “I mean, what I know of her.” My attempt at neutrality. I didn’t even really know the girl. Kathleen shot me an I-can’t-believe-you’re-a-traitor glance, then swung her hair to the other side as her silent rebuff of my opinion.
“I’ve never heard anything bad about her,” said Warren, backing me up as much he could, without escalating Kathleen’s annoyance to an even greater level.
“Well, all I know is she’s gone steady with Freddy Gordon and Timothy Scurley. Now Willie. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s already necking with him.”
The smell of sour grapes filled the immediate vicinity. I knew, in truth, that Kathleen just wished it were her. All three boys were athletes, extremely popular, and had been the focus of Kathleen’s sights for the last year. Of course, she hung around with me and Warren, so needless to say, they didn’t even give her a glance.
“Yeah, I guess that is kind of loose.” My inadequate consolation. What else could I say to my best friend? Kathleen wasn’t exactly the picture of a swim-suit model. I didn’t even think her skinny frame would hold a bikini up, much less look appealing in it. Her mousey hair was usually mussed by the wind, or activity, or lack of good brushing, and even brushed, it resembled dry straw. Although she’d inherited that gorgeous olive skin, the features it covered were less than perfect: a long thin nose that was a tad crooked at the end, with a crooked thin-lipped smile to match. And as Kathleen’s mother was fond of saying, her “flowers weren’t in bloom yet.” Her euphemism for the flat chest that tormented Kathleen constantly. Once I was even asked to critique how the padding in her child-like bra made her look. Like a bra stuffed with Kleenex, I’d said. Well, it was the truth.
And that was the last time I was asked to comment on her breasts. Thank God.
“Well, I’m glad I have a good reputation. I’d hate to start high school with the boys thinking I was loose. I actually feel kind of sorry for Tina, to tell you the truth.” Kathleen’s own consolation for her lack of male attention.
“Yeah, you’re right. I’d rather have the good reputation,” I acknowledged. “And in the opposite-sex department, you’re light years ahead of me,” I admitted with a touch of self pity. I was pretty pathetic.
Warren again just didn’t comment at all, his usual style.
“Harvey, you just have to loosen up and talk to people more. I mean, you never even come within twenty feet of a girl. You’ve at least got to try.”
“I talk to you,” I said, a fact she couldn’t argue with. “You and Warren are my best friends.” And you’re safe, I thought. I could be myself with Kathleen, without running the risk of being called a sissy, or weird, or any other words in the conglomeration of the usual synonyms for Harvey Dunne.
“Harvey, that’s different, and you know it. We’re just friends. I mean talking to other girls who might become your girlfriend. And that’s definitely not me.” And then she turned her head to look at me. “Don’t you want to have a girlfriend?”
The question was a catalyst for the familiar chain reaction in my stomach, the one that made me scared that I wasn’t what I was supposed to be, that something might be wrong with me. I didn’t know what I thought about having a girlfriend. I hadn’t been that interested or that attracted, and usually managed to push the subject right out of my mind.
Who said a thirteen-year-old boy had to have a girlfriend?
“I don’t know,” was all I managed to say, was all I could offer at the time. It was the truth.
“Who’s James dating these days?” Kathleen tried to inquire matter-of-factly, as an old woman asks about one of her friend’s grandkids. But I could hear the interest in her voice, lurking just beneath the surface, ready to pounce on any promising word.
“He’s in-between,” I replied, and waited for the hope to radiate from her face, which it promptly did. Kathleen had had a crush on James since we were little, and he never gave her the time of day. To him, she was just the enemy of my masculinity. Although truthfully, she was more masculine than I had ever been. But nonetheless, Kathleen had never given up.
“Really? I haven’t seen him around much. Where’s he been hiding?” she asked, as if she were ready to go and find him.
“He’s been in and out. I mean, with baseball season and all. You know, he’s just not home much.” And her hopes again were put on hold. If she didn’t see him, she couldn’t talk to him, and if she couldn’t talk to him, he’d never notice her. But it had waited for the last four years, so it could wait for a while longer yet. It would have to.
“Let’s go this way,” Kathleen said as she squeezed between the hole in the fence that separated the green from the adjacent woods. Warren and I dutifully followed, as always. And as we made our way through the dry grass, we each heard a crackling sound that didn’t come from us. We stopped in our tracks.
“What was that?” I whispered in Kathleen’s ear, imagining that we were in the middle of a mystery book.
“It came from over there,” she said, pointing to a small stand of trees. “Let’s go see. And you guys be quiet,” she softly commanded. She knew our clumsiness all too well.
We tried hard not to crackle any leaves as we walked, drawing attention to our presence, and made our way down the side path. And in the distance, we saw a quilt spread on the ground behind two rather large bushes. But the bushes weren’t large enough to hide the drama evolving behind their thin curtain. A boy on top of a girl, moving up and down, breathing hard. Legs and arms all intertwined, an octopus of passion.
The three of us didn’t quite know what to do, so we did nothing. Nothing but stare in a state of both disbelief and voyeuristic attraction. We were mesmerized by the X-rated display we were watching, a fantasy being acted out right before our very eyes.
And then he saw us. He locked eyes with mine, just for an instant, but it was long enough. I grabbed Kathleen’s arm, and turned to run. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
We made tracks as fast as we could, none of us wanting to confront either the couple or our own embarrassment. We squeezed back through the fence to the golf course, lucky that our clothes didn’t snag on the sharp edges that were hanging like barbs, protecting the narrow opening.
“Can you believe that? I can’t believe they were doing it right out in the open!” Kathleen just shook her head in amazement, her cheeks flushed from what she wasn’t supposed to have seen. She feigned outrage, but I knew that she was really titillated by such raw passion. But of course, I wasn’t going to say it.
“Well, it wasn’t really like it was right out in the open. I mean, they were in the bushes. It’s not really like they knew anyone was going to just walk up on them.”
We squawked on and on about our amazement and embarrassment, but just beneath the thin skin of our words, we wondered when our times would come, and what it would be like. We knew we were moving closer into the adult world, and didn’t yet know what it would hold. We were unsure of what would be expected of us, and at the same time, unsure of exactly what we could produce.
And although we didn’t know it at the time, our ignorance was truly bliss.
We arrived back on our street as if by magic, none of us paying much attention to time or space. Just it. We hadn’t noticed that our sunny day had turned to a blanket of gray rain clouds that were about to lose their load. A drop of rain hit my cheek with a splat, and I looked up in surprise at how the day had changed without my realizing it. I wondered if the couple in the bushes would be drenched on their quilt. I wondered if they’d even care.
And then the few drops turned to many, coming faster until they weren’t individual drops any more. But none of us ran for cover. Kathleen just walked to the middle of the street and held out her arms, welcoming the comfort of the water. Her feet began to move - she was tap dancing.
“I’m sing-ing in the rain. Just sing-ing in the rain. What a glo-ri-ous feel-ing. I’m hap-py ag-ain.” She was a female Gene Kelley, doing her best to imitate the performance we’d seen many times before.
I ran to the street and interlocked my arm with hers. We tap-danced in unison, trying to synchronize our moves, singing at the top of our lungs. And then Warren joined us on Kathleen’s other side, three lunatics drenched in the middle of the street.
It felt great, and I was so thankful to have Kathleen and Warren. At that particular moment in my life, there was nothing wrong. Everything was perfect. Our words and movements momentarily pushing our worries back to the depths of our minds, back where they belonged.
We were soaked to the skin, but didn’t mind. In fact, we loved it. We were free, alone. After all, no one else was crazy enough to stand in the middle of a rain shower. I hoped my dad wasn’t watching. He’d probably think I’d finally reached the point of being committed.
I took a mental snapshot of this perfect moment in my history, and would remember it forever.
The next afternoon, I was again at Kathleen’s, drinking a Dr. Pepper with lime (our newest discovery – everyone else did lemon), and watching her try to sink the eight ball to win her third game of pool. She was right – I sucked at this game. Warren had left early in the morning to go to Galveston Beach with his father – his dad had a timeshare there - and wouldn’t be back for almost a month. Kathleen’s family poolroom was our second favorite place to hide. No one but her brother played much, and he was never there.
Kathleen leaned over the table, deep in concentration. Bank shots were her specialty, and she was trying to decide just where to hit the queue ball. Then snap! Balls collided, and the eight ball sped across the felt. It was over. I had dubiously maintained the honor of being the worst pool player in history. Chalk up another one.
“Well, I win again. Harvey, when are you going to get serious about this game? Doesn’t it ever bother you that you get beat by a girl almost daily?” She took a long swig from her Dr. Pepper bottle.
I’d told Kathleen all summer that I didn’t really care much about pool, but of course she never listened. “I don’t really think of you as a girl.” I thought a minute. “You’re just you.”
Kathleen never understood my rationale. Boys and girls could be great friends, but as far as she was concerned, we were still isolated by gender, regardless of our friendship.
Kathleen plopped onto the couch next to me, her bare thighs squeaking against the faux leather that was so much in style back then. “Hey, I wonder how Warren’s doing. It sure would be neat to spend half the summer at the beach.”
“Yeah. Unless you’re spending it with a father you can’t stand. Man, I don’t know what he’ll do for four weeks.” I slurped the last sip of Dr. Pepper from my bottle, and thought of my own dad, and how much I loved him.
Although my dad certainly had his insensitive moments, more often than not, he couldn’t hold a candle to the criticisms and complaints that Warren’s dad had constantly hurled at him, with the force and frequency of a pitching machine. I didn’t’ know how Warren coped. And I knew, neither did he.
After his parents’ split, Warren didn’t hear from his dad for months. Not a phone call, not a letter. Nothing. And then out of the blue, his mom announced that she and Warren’s father had finalized the custody arrangements. He would spend one week at Christmas, the entire spring break, and four weeks during the summer with his father. That was all. No interim weekends, no evenings at a baseball game. The end. Apparently, this arrangement had suited his dad just fine.
Spring break had been a disaster. The resentment Warren had for his Dad was so great it almost oozed from his pores, like an odor that permeated whatever room they were in together. But his Dad either didn’t notice, or didn’t care. He never inquired about Warren’s feelings. He was the cold fish of Warren’s life.
How terrible for Warren to hate his own Father. And how terrible that it apparently didn’t affect his father in the least.
“Well, if I were him, I’d just ignore my dad and live on the beach. Boy, that would be great. I’d swim all day and concentrate on the lifeguards. What a life.” Kathleen definitely knew where her priorities were – with male muscle and flesh being at the top of the list. But some-how, I couldn’t imagine Warren taking this approach.
The next day, and the next, and the next, I spent with Kathleen. Hot summer days and almost-as-hot summer evenings. The pressure from school was off. Fitting-in took a back seat in my mind in these lazy days of long walks, frivolous talk, and wasted time. Even my dad didn’t seem to make too many bones about my activities. Or lack of them.
Dusk brought some relief from the heat as we sat on the ledge in my front yard, swinging our legs, and trying to dodge the mosquito bullets that were constantly fired at us from an unknown and unwelcome assailant. Back then, parents didn’t have to worry about their kids roaming the neighborhood unsupervised, or being out-and-about after dark. And we weren’t concerned in the least. Being late for dinner and suffering our moms’ wrath was the only thing we had to worry about.
“Did you ever used to catch fireflies and take their lights off?” Kathleen suddenly rose from her perch and cupped her hands, trying to catch a lightening bug that had alighted a foot from her face. She turned in circles as it tried to elude her hands in the five-second intervals of darkness. “Bobby used to do it all the time when he was a kid.”
“No, I never did. Cruel and unusual punishment.” I never understood how anyone could get a kick out of hurting animals, even if it was just a lightening bug.
“Harvey, don’t be so square. It’s just a bug, for God’s sake. You act like a girl.” And then she thought of herself. “No, worse than a girl.” She rushed a foot ahead and made a scooping movement with her fist. “Harvey, you’re too nice. You know nice guys always finish last.” Another swipe of her fist.
Boy, did I ever know it! Another of my cardinal flaws.
“Got it!” she finally screamed in satisfaction. Kathleen was definitely a winner, or at least tried with all her might to be.
I just never quite got there.
I took the book she’d just given me and scanned the pages, as she peeked inside her cupped palms to see the lantern blink.
“Kathleen, where did you get this book?”
“Bobby. Where else?” she stated, as if I had asked the dumbest question of the year so far.
A sex trash novel, with an anonymous author. I should have known. I hadn’t decided yet if I was bold enough to read it, although Kathleen said it was great. (She was the only sex fiend I knew.) Just the sort of book you definitely did not want your mother to find under your mattress. But of course Kathleen praised anything with an ounce of sex in it, the highlights of her young life. I usually preferred not to think about it; the key to that deep closet inside me was usually better left unturned. But I took the book anyway, just to see. After all, I was supposed to like it.
“Harvey, dinner. Come now!.” My mother’s vocal dinner bell rang through the kitchen door and all over the lawn. My one and only call for food.
“Well, better go. Do you want to eat?” I asked Kathleen.
“No, that’s OK. Not hungry,” she said, uncharac-teristically. “Bye Harvey. See you tomorrow.” And with that, Kathleen rose from the ledge with firefly in hand, peering inside as she began her short trek five houses down. I didn’t know what she’d do with the poor bug, but I didn’t think I wanted to know.
“Thanks for the book,” I called after her, and then went inside to eat. I was happy that so far those lazy summer days had held nothing monumental.
But who knew what tomorrow would hold.
Chapter 7 The Camp From Hell – 1960
Throughout my life, it seemed the really life-changing events had always happened to me during the summer. And the summer after ninth grade was no exception. You could even say the summer of 1960 was actually my turning point in the grand scheme of things.
My father and my brother James had spent the entire spring discussing the baseball camp to be held in June. They thought it would be the perfect opportunity for me to get some real exposure to the game they loved so much. The picking of teams was not a subjective matter, everyone would play. Including me. And although Ellis was only thirty minutes to the south of our town, I would stay there for a week, living, eating, and breathing baseball. I was going to learn to love baseball through osmosis, whether I liked it or not. I knew that it would do no good to argue my point. They’d decided years ago that I would play, and now I would have the golden opportunity. It would be my chance to redeem myself, to finally escape from the Weenie Hall of Fame, at least in their eyes. So I listened in silence as the plans were made, the schedule determined. My bags had metaphorically been packed for months.
“Harvey, just go and enjoy it. There’s nothing you can do anyway. Right?” Kathleen tried her best to make me see the positive side of my planned trip to Hell. Licking the melted chocolate from her fingers, I could tell she was extremely concerned. I just sat beside her, watching two ants battling over a crumb on her front sidewalk. “It’s only for a week. Anyone can stand anything that long.” She crumpled the wrapper of her Baby Ruth bar. End of conversation.
Easy for her to say – she’d never actually been a square peg forced to fit in a round hole. At least not one with such sharp edges.
“I thought I had this thing licked last year. Dad didn’t say anything all fall and winter about me and sports. I thought he’d finally realized that the two didn’t mix. He must’ve been silently planning his attack. Geez, I should have seen this coming.” And I shook my head as I wondered how I had let myself get into this situation.
“Come on, Harvey. How hard can it be? My God, you act like he signed you up for the marines.” And Kathleen rolled her eyes, as if to say I can’t believe you’re such a wimp in one graceful gesture.
But I was ready to defend myself. “Don’t you remember what happened at the block picnic last spring? How could you forget it? I looked like a raccoon, or batman, for God’s sake. How could anyone get two black eyes with only one line drive? You forget who you’re talking to.”
She looked up to the sky, as if contemplating the clouds, but in fact remembering the freak accident that could only have happened to me. A smile slowly crawled across her face as she shook her head, trying hard not to burst out into uncontrolled laughter. “You’re right, Harvey. How did James miss the catch like that? It was almost as if he wanted the ball to land right between your eyes. Well, at least him tipping the ball with his glove kept you from getting permanent brain damage.”
Oh boy, some relief, I thought.
“You’re right, Harvey. It could only happen to you. Two shiners at once.” And her head again shook in disbelief as the giggle slipped out of her mouth.
Yeah, funny.
I’d been the talk of the neighborhood for a week. I couldn’t even go to the store without total strangers staring, and finally asking if I was the one who’d gotten two black eyes from only one hit. Two for the price of one. As if the color of my face hadn’t already given it away.
Dad sure hadn’t been impressed. He and James both had a hard time living it down. You’d have thought my injury would have put a stop to any more talk of athletic ability (or more accurately, disability), or opportunity for improvement. But thinking back, it probably was the straw that strengthened their resolve. Now was my chance to redeem their pride.
Or so they seemed to think.
Or my chance to be the only kid in history getting another set of double black eyes in one game. I sure didn’t look forward to another chance at earning more bruises the hard way.
I surely didn’t have anything to prove. But I assumed my father did.
“What am I going to do, Kathleen?”
And Kathleen looked at me with compassion in her eyes, the humor disappearing into her concern for my self-respect, or lack of. “What can you do, Harvey?”
And that pretty well summed it up. We looked at each other in silence. There was nothing more to say.
But I was always glad I at least had Kathleen to talk to.
I sat in the dugout with eight other boys, at diamond number one. One of six. I looked at all the other faces, eyes resolved to play the game as they knew how to play it, caps covering heads, cleats firmly set on the sandy concrete, uniforms ready for action. No one seemed to have much to say, at least not to me. It appeared as though a good portion of the other guys were friends, paired in twos, buddies arranging their summers together. I imagined Kathleen here with me. Better yet, I imagined Warren. I shuddered to think how frightened he’d be. He was twice as scared of the ball as I was. Of course, given the choice, he still might have picked baseball camp with me as opposed to the beach with his father.
No, it was just me here. Quiet Harvey Dunne. Just watching, and waiting for my time to screw up.
And then my gaze rested on a boy at the far end of the bench, barely visible. I imagined he was trying to push himself out of sight, his attempt at invisibility, the invisibility that I so desperately wanted. He was scrawnier than I was, with coke bottles for glasses and acne that appeared to have captured his face. He looked terribly out of place, a reject from the baseball camp hall of fame. But just seeing him made my spirits lift. The thought of another player as untalented as I was gave me hope in my time of athletic depression. Two klutzes were much better than one; we could split the wrath of our teammates between us. The cloak of embarrassment is never as heavy when two sets of shoulders can carry it. And I was desperate to have someone to talk to. To escape the friendless vacuum that I felt I’d been sucked into. So I resolved myself to break the ice.
The crack of the ball colliding with the wooden bat filled the air, a lethal shot into the outfield, right in my direction. It was sky-high, daring me to catch it, daring me to do something out of the ordinary. I set my sights on its colossal arch, its slow-motion descent in my direction.
Oh God, oh God. Please let me catch it.
I ran to the right, its path seeming to change in mid-fall. Down, down. My total concentration was on this small white missile falling from the sky. I knew that if I just focused hard enough, I could do it, should do it this once. I was almost there; I was going to make it. I was going to save my pride from the inevitable embarrassment that was sure to strike me as it always had. I straightened my arm into the air, the glove my extended body-part, the only part that mattered at that crucial point in time.
Then all I felt was colliding flesh, a head-on collision in right-center field. A collision that ended in two bodies on the ground, and the ball only God knew where. My mind jerked to attention as the screams of my teammates filled my ears. “Get the ball, you idiot!” was all I could hear. I hadn’t escaped their ridicule after all, the sharp blade of the tongue slicing me into tiny pieces as I seemed to know it would. The short stop had run to shag the ball, and threw it lamely to the pitcher. The play was over. Two men home and one on third. I thought I’d recovered quite nicely after slamming into another body and landing on the ground. But no one else seemed to think so.
I pulled my cap down as far over my eyes as I could, and rested my palms against my knees, leaning forward, knees bent. Trying to look like I could do it if I needed to, that I was ready. But I prayed to God that I wouldn’t get another chance.
And then the inning was over. Three runs in record time, thanks to me and the centerfielder. I looked in his direction, and saw that it was the boy who had looked so out of place. Funny that the only two weenies on the team would end up knocking each other down and giving up two runs. Well, not actually funny, but appropriate. Baseball camp flunkies. He was walking in my direction. Well, I guessed I was going to get my introduction. The dramatic hand of fate.
“Hey, I’m really sorry. I thought I had it.”
“Yeah, me too,” was all I could manage to say, shaking my head.
“Next time,” he said with a smile, as if it weren’t the end of the world. “My name's Howie,” and he held out his hand.
“Mine’s Harvey,” and we shook on it. Two birds of the same feather, or so I thought.
“Is this your first year here?” Howie asked me, as if it weren’t as obvious as I knew it must be. A good sign – he had pity on me right off the bat.
“Yeah, my dad wanted me to come. I don’t really have much interest in baseball,” I added, as if expecting this explanation to pardon my poor excuse of an arm.
“Another one of those, huh?”
I looked at him with a familiar dread, suddenly expecting to have to defend myself as part of the male gender. Again. Another heckler.
“Oh, no. Don’t get the wrong idea. I understand completely. My dad’s sent me here for three years in a row. Expecting a miracle, I guess,” he said with a smirk. “Of course, my dad’s never been great at miracles.” And with that, Howie laughed his size and frailty and clumsiness away.
I liked him.
And much to my surprise, it seemed he liked me too. I said a little prayer of thanks. At least I wasn’t totally alone. I finally had someone to talk to.
The next morning had been like the others before it. No one else had said a word to me, the familiar cold shoulder from a bunch of guys I knew I’d never be like. Not in a million years. Surprise, surprise. Not unless a sudden handicap changed their lives. I took my lunch tray and sat at a table by myself. It was lonely this way, but safe. After all, I’d had lots of practice. It was much less humiliating sitting by myself than trying to fit into a conversation I knew I’d really never be a part of. Somehow, the ears of athletes had trouble listening to Harvey Dunne.
I held up a spoonful of sticky baked beans to begin my solitary meal when Howie appeared at the bench across the table. “Do you mind?” he asked with much sincerity, as if I might prefer always eating in total silence.
“No,” I managed to say in spite of the beans, with a quick prayer of thanks between the bites.
“Those jerks eat like hippos. I’ve nicknamed the one with the crew cut Henrietta. Doesn’t he look like a Henrietta?”
He was one of the biggest, meanest-looking guys I’d seen in a long time. But the name Henrietta did seem to fit. Or at least it gave me a chuckle. He did eat like a hippo.
“Don’t let those overgrown garbage disposals get to you. Their thumbnails are bigger than their brains.” Howie stuffed a third of his hot dog in his mouth at once. The way he talked, he was the world’s expert on table manners. Not quite, but all the better. “They couldn’t figure out an algebra problem if their batting averages depended on it.” And he stuffed another bite into his mouth, talking with his mouth full. “Hot air.”
I couldn’t help but appreciate his nonchalance at being the puniest guy in the room, including me. “They don’t bother you?” I asked Howie in amazement, and awe.
“Well, they did the first year, until I showed them who was the smartest fish in this pond.” He showed his teeth as I looked at him dubiously, and he pointed to his chest with a thumb. “Me, of course!”
Howie began to laugh as he remembered his moment of glory, and his eyes shown with mischief. “I shot his baseball with a dart gun from sixty paces. I scared the shit out him! He thinks I’m crazy.”
And that was all it took for Howie to gain the respect of those mountains of flesh and muscle who were supposed to be my age; the bodies I feared so much. And just knowing that skinny Howie could overcome his weenie exterior made me have more faith in struggling through the battle to survive the war. My war with baseball.
It was Thursday. I’d survived three days of my trip to the Camp From Hell. I walked into the rec room to find Howie sitting with someone I hadn’t seen much of, but I knew he was a counselor. Howie was throwing peanuts five feet into the air and catching them with his open mouth, one of his favorite pastimes I soon figured out. A seal catching his minnow treats.
“Hey, Harvey. What’s shakin’?” Howie glanced in my direction as gravity pulled a peanut into the cave of his mouth.
“Hey, Howie. Where’ve you been?”
“Here, shooting the breeze with Doug. Oh, by the way, Harvey – this is Doug. Doug, Harvey.” Quick introduc-tions between peanuts.
“Doug’s in charge of the batting cages. Remember, he turned the machine off after it hurled three pitches at you at once?”
My whole being winced as I remembered Tuesday’s debacle in the batting cage. The headline Boy Gets Battered by Runaway Baseballs raced through my mind as the humiliation rose up my neck. “Thanks a lot,” I said to Doug sincerely. “You really saved me.”
Shit, I thought. I was such a wimp.
And Doug held out his hand with a smile. As I shook it, my brain whispered in the back of my mind that his squeeze was just a bit too tight, his smile a little too friendly.
Stop it, Harvey!, I told myself. My imagination was always in overdrive, apparently the stress of camp had been a little too much. But the familiar tingle ran up my spine.
How could that be my imagination?
I let go of Doug’s hand and quickly turned my gaze away. The rosiness of my embarrassment continued its familiar journey to my cheeks.
But Doug just smiled. “Nice to meet you, Harvey.” And then, “Howie told me you’re not much of a baseball fan.”
A mild understatement, I thought. “No, not really,” I said as I paid my respects to the ground. But Doug didn’t seem to think this odd at all. In fact, he seemed rather amused.
Doug continued to smile, and the tingle ended its course deep inside my stomach, lingering in the depths of both my flesh and mind. That dreadful reminder of the anomaly that was me.
We rattled on for another few minutes, whatever came out of our mouths to pass away the time. Guy talk. Howie seemed to like me. And just having a counselor on our side was great. Another feather in my baseball cap that symbolized my summer, the constant struggle. I’d take what I could get.
“Well, see you later Dougie,” Howie said as he slapped Doug on the back, and turned to leave the rec room. And as I tipped my hand to signal goodbye to Doug, he winked at me, and smiled. The gesture that I knew would somehow determine my fate. I could feel the blood again rushing to my cheeks. I was on fire.
Oh my God, I thought. Had Howie seen that?
I spun around, almost toppling over, and met the back of his head with my gaze. Thank God, he was turned the other direction. I turned one last time toward Doug as I made my way to the door. He just stared and smiled, and I just knew he must be laughing inside. What kind of idiot did he think I was?
Or maybe he meant it?
I took a shower and slipped under my blankets in the darkness of the bunkhouse. Safe, secure darkness. The mask that could almost hide the confusion, and cover up the tears. I was at least safe in the dark.
I looked at the beams of the ceiling. The heavy, raw skeleton of wood made me feel at once protected and afraid. How did I come to be here? Me, Harvey Dunne? Not a camper “wanna-be,” but a camper “never-to-be.”
And again I thought of Doug, as I had many times after our meeting at lunch. His wink seemed a million light years away, and yet I couldn’t help but think of it. It scared me and thrilled me all at the same time, pins and needles everywhere. My body was again on fire. Was it real, or a taunting joke, the pattern of my life thus far?
But what if it was real? What would it mean?
My lids finally closed as I drifted down a river in a fishing boat, not being able to stop, but not necessarily wanting to either.
Chapter 8 Doug
Two more days at camp had passed, and I’d managed to keep my cool, so far. No dropped pop-flies, no three-strikes-and-you’re-out. I was scraping by. And miracu-lously enough, I wanted to do even more. I was on a roll, and thought that some extra rounds of batting practice might do the trick. Well, hell, what could it hurt? Unless, of course, I managed to get pummeled.
One ball after the other went by my bat. Actually, through my bat. How could almost a week of intense practicing result in this? I straightened my stance and kept my eyes on the ball. Out they flew. My bat swung around my body with the force of desperation but the result of defeat. My arms hurt and my back throbbed. But on I continued - ball, after ball, after ball.
“Your bat’s not cocked back far enough, and you’re not following through with your swing.”
The voice seemed to come from nowhere. Advice from a baseball ghost, the Saint of Lost Causes. I turned to see Doug standing on the other side of the chain link cage. Embarrassment set in as I thought of someone watching this awful sight. Was he expecting to see me get popped in the head again?
“You’ve got to hold your bat way over your shoulder, elbows up, and swing all the way through. Here, let me show you.” And he held out his hand for my bat.
I watched him stand in the perfect batter’s position. And as the pitches came, his bat met each ball with a crack. CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! Over and over again. Balls being catapulted over the tent of the batting machines.
Wow. Howie had told me that Doug was only seventeen, the baseball star of his hometown high school. How could someone so young have so much talent? And why would they waste it here with guys like me?
“Now, you try.” Doug then held the bat out to me, as if he expected a miracle. All I could do was stare at it.
“O.K.,” I answered tentatively. “But don’t get your hopes up.” I took my position at the plate, bent my knees, and raised the bat as I had a million times before. The times I’d made a million mistakes.
“No, you’ve got to hold it up. Like this.” And Doug took my arms in his hands, and moved them into position. But what I felt upon his touch wasn’t the gratitude of the student, or the humiliation of a flunkie, but the excitement I’d felt in my bunk two nights before. The baseball coming at me seemed to be a shooting star, light years away from my thoughts and concentration. I swung anyway, but missed. He took my arms again, and again I tried. Five times before it finally connected.
CRACK!
I couldn’t believe my ears, or my eyes. The ball shot across the cage. It was a miracle of the Baseball Gods. And again, and again. Doug had taught me how to bat. Every cell in my body filled with energy and pride. I could finally do it right!
As I came out of the cage and took my helmet off, Doug greeted me with an arm around the shoulders. “See, you did it! How does it feel? Not too hard, huh?”
“Thanks Doug. I did do it, didn’t I? I can’t believe it! Wait ‘til tomorrow. Last day. Maybe I’ll get a good one in!”
Doug’s arm felt good around my shoulders, his hand on my upper arm. “Well, Champ, are you sore? You only batted about a thousand balls.”
I was sore, in fact, although the pain had taken second place to the joy of just being able to do it right, to shed the skin of being a failure. “Yeah, I guess so. But it doesn’t matter.”
“Well, it’ll matter tomorrow, when you can’t move. Come on, I know just the thing. Let’s go to the weight room and get you loosened up.” And with that, Doug steered me in the direction of the small gym that was nestled at the far end of the practice area, almost hidden from view. His arm was still around me, my newfound happiness so great that I almost didn’t notice his touch.
Almost.
“Now, go shower up. What you need is a good massage on those shoulders.”
And what Doug said, I obeyed. He was now my idol, the man who knew everything. I came back with a towel wrapped around my middle, and he told me to lie down on the table.
I closed my eyes and thought of my victory – over my clumsiness, my failure, my inability to please my father. And James. I had never been happier with myself. I lay in total relaxation and bliss as I felt Doug’s hands work their miracles on my back and shoulders. He the expert sculptor and I his lump of clay. He didn’t talk, didn’t say a word. And why should he? My body soon became limp under the control of Doug’s magical hands.
His kneading moved down my back in rhythmic motion, every muscle melting under his touch. Lower and lower until he moved my towel to the side. His hands moved to my thighs, then to my buttocks, and all I could do was surrender to his touch.
The tingle deep inside returned.
“Harvey, how does this feel?” he asked softly. He made his way back to my buttocks, and moved over it and my thighs in fluid motion. And all I could do at the moment was moan softly.
“So I take it you like it?” Doug almost whispered, his voice as intimate as his touch. And then he leaned into my body and placed his lips next to my ear.
“Have you ever been with another guy before?” The poisoned question.
Images of Warren ran through my mind. But that didn’t count!, I screamed to myself. I was just a kid!
“No,” I answered. How could I ever admit it to anyone? But I made no protest as Doug’s expert hands now caressed my body instead of massaged it.
And as I lay in blissful anticipation, every nerve in my body now alive with excitement and expectation, Doug walked a few steps backward. I heard the lock on the door click – the confirmation that what was about to happen would remain ours, and ours alone.
I heard him pull his shorts down over his muscular thighs and walk toward me. I turned my head back and saw his large erection, exciting me even more knowing that it was there because of me.
“Harvey, turn over,” he commanded, his gentle voice belying his desire for the ultimate seduction. And I obeyed. I felt excitement and passion and gratitude cover me like a quilt, with only a few squares of guilt sewn in for good measure.
My erection told Doug all he needed, or wanted, to know. I had never been so aroused in my life, and yearned for the erotica that was to follow.
I closed my eyes as Doug taught me what it was like to be with another man. Not just a boy. It felt right – as I had always feared it would.
I was finally able to admit to myself that I was a Queer. And that acknowledgement seemed to confirm the difference between me and the majority of the world I knew, why I’d never managed to fit-in throughout my childhood.
From that day forward, I knew I’d never be the same.
Chapter 9 Truth Revealed - 1961
May 1961. I had apparently made it through another year of school. At least I hadn’t heard any news to the contrary. I couldn’t believe that it had actually been easier this year than any year before. Maybe the bitter struggle that had taken control of my body and soul was somehow easing into just a squall, instead of the tremendous storm it had been. For some reason, my parents had left me alone for the last few months, not making suggestions or criticisms, or trying to guide my way. Was it because they sensed that I had more purpose now, more direction? Even James didn’t much intrude, didn’t insist that we practice batting or brush-up on pop flies. Maybe he was just getting ready for college. And maybe I was becoming more of my own man.
Kathleen and I hadn’t planned a thing for the summer. But Warren was again going to Galveston Beach with his father – why the man insisted on his visitation rights every year was beyond reason. Four weeks of being treated like a fence-post for Warren, and four weeks of going through the minimal motions of being a father for his dad.
Freedom was what Kathleen and I had hoped for more than anything else. Freedom to do whatever struck us as fun at the time.
I’d talked to Warren quite a bit since my baseball camp last summer. We each told our secrets, one to the other and to no one else. Who else would understand? We were barely at the point of understanding ourselves. But at least we could fall asleep without the tears of confusion staining our pillows every night, keeping us awake so that the fear wouldn’t swallow us alive. At least we could look in the mirror and not be repulsed by what we saw. At least we knew there were others like us, even though few. Thank God we weren’t the only ones. At least we didn’t feel we had to pray for forgiveness every night, and pray that God would cure us. It wasn’t peace, but it wasn’t war either. What we had was commonality, a secret that linked our souls together.
I’d grown quite tall since last summer. Five-ten at last measure. But I was still as thin as a beanpole. Mom said there was no hope. And of course my dad had given up years ago. At least I had a few muscles under my freckled skin, even though not much else.
For some reason, Kathleen and I hadn’t seen much of Warren for the past few days. Not once, in fact. He had gone out of town last weekend to visit one of his many cousins, who lived right outside of Lake Lemaster, only about an hour’s drive from our town. And we hadn’t heard from him since. I’d called him twice yesterday, but his mother said he was asleep, both times - rather odd since Warren had never cared much for taking naps.
A twinge of concern inched into my brain, but dissolved just as quickly. Warren was Warren. Moody sometimes, not wanting to socialize. I was sure he was all right, and went about my hot and sticky chore of mowing the front lawn. Now that I was older, James was happy to bestow this responsibility on me. It always gave me a chance to think, but sometimes maybe just a little too much.
“Boy that smells great. I’m starved. I love eating your mom’s food,” Kathleen said sincerely as she popped the last bit of a Baby Ruth into her mouth right before dinner. Always the rule-breaker.
“You better watch out. Mom will kill you if she sees you eating that. Rule number 636: Thou Shalt Not Eat Within Two Hours of Dinner.”
Kathleen grinned and licked the last remnants of the creamy chocolate from her fingers. “You’re a big boy now, Harvey. Keep all eyes open for the snack patrol. Don’t get caught!” And she darted her eyes around the room in search if its master sergeant.
But what she didn’t see was Mom coming around the corner from the kitchen, three feet to her rear.
“Hello, Kathleen,” Mom declared a decibel too loud, certain she was disturbing an important conversation. I thought Kathleen was going to choke on her last bite, and on her words.
You could never be sure of what Mom had heard and what she hadn’t. She was a great spy. But when she did hear something, she’d just keep it to herself and save it for later, to use against you at just the opportune time.
Kathleen swallowed hard and smiled her I-hope-to-God-you-didn’t-hear-me smile as she turned to greet my mother.
“It smells great, Mrs. Dunne. Let me help you with dinner.” And then she was gone, making a beeline for the kitchen, leaving her words behind in her wake.
When I was a kid, my mother always insisted that the family eat together. It was our special time, our time to be together. My special time to be in the family spotlight. We all sat at our usual places. Dad was at one end and Mom at the other; James and I each at one side. And much to her dismay, Kathleen’s place was always next to me, not James. Even though it was only another two feet of distance, every inch seemed a mile to Kathleen, who still desperately wanted to be as close to my brother as possible. But she didn’t dare change her place. The looks she’d receive from my mom would be way too risky. Knowing Mom, she’d bring the fact up in the middle of dinner, and speculate on its meaning as if no one else were in the room. It was much safer for Kathleen to just sit across from James and stare.
Tonight was meatloaf night. Mom thought she made a killer meatloaf, and Dad agreed. I thought it was all right – I mean, what kid is in love with meatloaf?
The memory of that night is still crystal-clear in my thoughts, as if I’d just excused myself from the table. The picture of my father picking up the bowl of mashed potatoes and heaping a mound onto his plate as his words rang out. Nothing in the world could have stopped that hurricane of prejudice and heartlessness as his news blew in gale force over our meal.
“Hey Harvey, I heard some news at the hardware store today that you need to know about. Seems your friend Warren Robertson is a damn fairy. Seems his aunt caught him in the woods with another fella’ last weekend. Goddamn queers! They think they have just as many rights as anybody else. Warren Robertson. I’ll be damned,” he said, shaking his head in pure disgust. “And to think I let you hang around with that boy. He came over here pretending to be normal. Goddamn deceitful liar. You ought to be glad you found out now.”
I just stared at my father, studying his motions; watching him spoon creamy white gravy all over his plate. Trying to let my brain glide in neutral instead of registering what I’d just heard.
“Pass the corn please,” I heard my own voice say. But it seemed as if that voice had traveled through a tunnel, traveled a long way to arrive at that moment. A huge vacuum was passing through my body, sucking my breath away, paralyzing my thinking. The only thing I could think of to do was nothing. Just pretend that I hadn’t heard it. I looked to my right and saw Kathleen’s distress, the disbelief and alarm painted across her face as if she were playing a part in a horror film. And yet she didn’t say anything either. She was waiting on me. And all I could do was try to eat my dinner.
“Harvey, didn’t you hear what I just said? Your friend’s a damn fag. Don’t you have anything to say?” His news had been his mealtime entertainment. He just knew he’d blow everyone’s socks off, of course at Warren’s expense. And mine. But as far as my father was concerned, Warren’s feelings didn’t count anymore. He was a queer. And my father knew that he’d just saved me from possibly catching the disease.
The rest of dinner was a blur. I could only listen with half-opened ears to the minor trivialities of the Dunne family existence. They all talked as if life were the same, the same as it had been just twenty minutes before. Everyone except Kathleen. She didn’t say much. What could she say?
I took my plate to the kitchen, staring at the uneaten meatloaf and the mound of potatoes still covering my plate, the thick gravy almost screaming my father’s words. How could it have mattered so little to him?
Kathleen and I were silent as we escaped into the moonlit night. The stars covered the sky and cricket melodies drifted around the trees and through the leaves of the bushes. It looked the same as any other early summer night; smelled and sounded the same. Our lives could be easily erased, but this picture would always remain the same. Forever.
“My God, Harvey. How could this happen? I had no idea Warren was a homosexual. No wonder we haven’t seen him in a few days.” And she paused in thought, as though something had just flitted through her brain. “Harvey, did you know?”
I looked at Kathleen as if I didn’t know her, as if she were calling long distance, talking to me through some sort of transmitter that garbled her words. I was a character in a play who’d forgotten his lines, or had somehow walked onto the wrong set. I just shook my head. But not in answer to her question, though this she never knew.
“What do we do now? We’ve got to try to see him. I know my folks won’t want me spending time with him. Like yours. God, how are we going to do this?”
“I don’t know. I guess I’ll try to go see him tomorrow.” Our wrestling match under the sprinkler in Warren’s backyard so many eons ago filled my mind. A shudder ran up my spine as I remembered that day and remembered my fear. I watched Kathleen listlessly amble to her house and wished it weren’t so dark. Not tonight.
I lay in bed and stared into nothing, listening to the incessant chirping of the crickets, thinking about my life. When I was a young boy, I had been so quick to take what my parents said as the gospel truth. They were pretty good parents (as parents go), who’d tried to raise my brother and me the right way. They taught us to avoid sin, send it running into the black night, running from the preacher’s righteous condemnation of evil.
The only problem was their definition of sin.
My family was Southern Baptist, as Baptist as they come. And being from the South, their necks were red; actually, more like sunburned in the third degree. Gays were degenerates who should be run out of town, or better yet, banished off the face of the earth. Poor, confused souls who were lost in their illness, no hope of recovery. And God forbid should one of them ever come near the Dunne kids. A good old-fashioned lynching would certainly follow. So my parents taught us right from the start – men were men, and Gays were perverts. God said. Amen.
And now on this sad, sad summer night, I wrestled with my understanding of who I was and who I was meant to be. My parents had long ago fallen asleep, my dad oblivious to the magnitude of his revelation, and his commentary that followed. Damn fag. Goddamn queer. My father’s words echoed through my bedroom, bounced off every wall, and each time hit my brain with more force than it had the time before. Fear for Warren quickly turned into worry for myself. We were one in the same, Warren and I. My father could just as easily have been speaking about me. I just hadn’t gotten caught yet.
I thought of the days since baseball camp, since knowing for sure. I thought I’d come to terms with who I was, what I was. The burden of guilt had lessened with each passing day. And now I would wear its heavy yolk again, and I was sure, forever. Damn fag. He was talking about me! His youngest son. Would Dad feel differently if he knew the truth about me? I didn’t think so.
My pillow again received my grief - tears of sadness and pain, of guilt and lost innocence, of deceit well hidden. For Warren, and for myself. And for all the rest like us. They were the only ones who could understand. How could you explain it to anyone else? I didn’t even fully understand it myself.
My sobs were swallowed up by the darkness, blending with the crickets. For no one to hear but me. How could this happen, Warren?
I’ll go see him tomorrow.
One last time.
Chapter 10 My Resolve
Fear is what I felt the most of. Fear of what was happening to Warren and fear for myself. Warren had been tattooed with the scarlet “Q”, wearing it wherever he went in our small town. Invisible on his clothing but blazing in big, bright, ugly letters in the eyes of each beholder. Its neon warning declared his sickness to the world, and the thought of possible contagion filled the mind of each parent whose children crossed his path. He was now the pariah of our small society.
I waited until the afternoon went dead with heat and exhaustion, when naps were being taken and cool drinks were served inside, and people were protected from the relentless rays of our Texas summer sun by the hum of air conditioning and ceiling fans. His mother would be resting, as was mine.
I knew Warren was in his room. Alone. Alone with his thoughts, and humiliation, and grief. Alone to wonder what would happen next. Escape was not possible. Escape to where?
I threw a pebble at his bedroom window and listened to it bounce off the worn wooden siding of his house. I threw another, and a third, and waited until his face appeared for an instant, like a specter wishing it could withdraw from its worldly purgatory. And then it was gone.
The kitchen door opened and shut noiselessly, its sound melting into the doorframe, wishing, like its owner, to remain unheard. Warren looked at me and smiled, the same melancholy smile I’d seen across his face on the day we met, when he told me that his father had left. Disappointment and sadness and frustration all escaping at the corners of his mouth.
“I got caught, Harvey,” was all he managed to say. He looked at me as if he were a condemned man, devoid of all hope, with hollow eyes that had aged by decades in the last few days. “I don’t know what to do.”
“What happened Warren? I thought you were being careful?”
“I was. But Curtis caught me off guard. We were just talking, down at the boat house. But then he kissed me once. Just once.” He paused as if in silent reverie of the moment, at once both sweet and so horribly devastating. “But my God, once was enough. Aunt Eileen was coming down the path to put a life jacket back on its peg, and there we were. We didn’t even hear her coming. She just stopped in her tracks. All at one time, her face was angry, and shocked, and disgusted. She was horrified; and then she turned and left, just like that. She didn’t say a word, just turned and walked back to the house. I wish she’d yelled or beat me to a pulp. But nothing. Just that horrible way her face looked. And then almost total silence for the rest of the night, and for the rest of my visit. Until my mom came to pick me up.” He paused. “And then she told it all.”
Warren’s head hung as he stared at the grass poking up between his bare toes. “Mom’s had Reverend Henshaw over three times in the last three days. They seem to think that if they say enough prayers over me, they’ll scare the devil out. That’s what’s happened to me, Harvey. The devil’s made me evil. That’s what they say. They think I’m evil, Harvey.” He paused. “And I’m beginning to think I’m evil. My God, if they only knew how many prayers I’ve said myself. But God doesn’t seem to listen, does he?”
I knew Warren didn’t want an answer, but he knew that I understood exactly how he felt. All the prayers in the world couldn’t help relieve his anguish. The way we were. Sometimes we wondered if God were really even up there at all.
“Mom’s been going to church every single day, wishing her son weren’t filled with demons. She doesn’t know what else to do.” Warren just hung his head and looked at the ground, as if he wished it would just open up and swallow him. That would take care of the problem. Then he looked at me. “I told her that God made me the way I am.” A tear then slid slowly down his ashen face. “And then she slapped me. Hard.” Warren swallowed. “She told me never to take God’s name in vain like that again. That He would never create something as vile as a homosexual. It was the Devil.
“Vile.” And he almost laughed. But the kind of inaudible, sad laugh that comes from a man about to jump from the side of a bridge. “My own mother thinks I’m vile.”
Warren’s face was a death-bed gray, as if his energy had seeped from his body and left him lifeless. I knew from the way his brows furrowed that he had more to say.
“Dad called me a fag.” Again he studied the floor, as if hoping to find answers there to unasked questions.
“He said to look at me made him sick to his stomach. He said that I was sick. A freak who needed a shrink. He wasn’t interested in claiming me as a son anymore. Not that he was really thrilled about it to begin with.
“I have to go to a psychiatrist. Dad says I’m sick, Harvey. A real mental case.”
Tears silently rolled down Warren’s cheeks, one by one, as he thought about what a pitiful excuse for a son he was, just like he’d always thought. And now he knew. He couldn’t get the words out of his head.
Warren dropped to the porch and hugged his knees, wanting to burrow into their shelter. Wondering why he was what he was, and wondering how to stop it. But knowing he couldn’t.
To hear the repulsive names rolled off a stranger’s tongue is pain enough, but to hear them from your own parents’ lips is like daggers to the heart. And my consciousness was stabbed with the very deserving fear that my parents would feel exactly the same. The thought suddenly raced through me like a firestorm, but made me cold as ice deep inside.
And then Warren’s teardrops turned into a thunder-storm of pain.
“Warren. It’s all right.” I wanted to put my arms around him and tell him it would be O.K., to protect him from the rest of the world that didn’t understand. I wanted him to know that I was his friend, that he had at least one person who loved him.
But I was too scared – a coward in the first degree.
To touch him was now taboo. I couldn’t afford to be seen talking to him, much less hugging him. What if someone saw me? What would they say? Harvey’s a queer, too. What would happen to me? My look-out-for-number-one survival instinct had kicked into full throttle with barely a thought on my part.
And I knew the answer to my own question – the same thing that’s happened to Warren.
I froze there in Warren’s backyard, just sat and watched his sobbing. I was a spectator who could no more control the outcome of his situation than I could control the world.
Although the sun was beating down on my face, the heat index over one hundred, I felt as if I were at the North Pole, chilled through to the core. Not able to move to comfort my friend of all these years; really, the person who knew me the best. Not even Kathleen knew me the way Warren did.
But I couldn’t move.
I just sat looking at the ground, and cried with him, cried for both of us, putting my fear between us. I knew I could never really be close to Warren again. I would have to keep myself at a safe distance.
We stayed there for longer than we should have, sitting on Warren’s porch, trying to decide what would happen next. I talked about Warren’s plight, but my mind kept reeling back to myself. Warren and I were the same. What was happening to him could easily happen to me. He was scared of the doctor, scared to talk about himself and his perverted desires. And he knew that he could never make it up to his parents, especially his father. He’d already failed him, and he would never have another chance.
We talked for an hour, until we heard a door close in the house and knew his mother was awake. He became a frightened boy of four as he hastily said goodbye and snuck back into the kitchen as quietly as he could, returning to the prison that doubled as his home. And I remembered the wild and crazy boy of twelve running through the sprinkler, buck-naked in the summer sun, and I mourned for the boy who would never be back.
I walked back to my house in a cloud of confusion, wondering what would become of him, and praying to God to show him mercy.
And praying for myself.
Kathleen had always considered herself such a worldly person, but she really didn’t seem to understand much of what was going on. And how could I expect her to? It was a subject totally foreign to her, totally foreign to most of the people that we knew, and our families knew. She, just like all the rest, seemed to think it was an illness, one that would eventually be cured with the right kind of treatment.
And part of me felt that maybe it was. Part of me hoped that maybe it was.
“My God, I can’t believe what’s happened to Warren. I know he’s not filled with demons, or anything as silly as that. But I hope the doctor can help him. It’s gotta be just a mental thing that can be changed. I mean, with the right kind of medicine, or something. I feel so sorry for him.” And she paused in thought, looking like she’d just lost her best friend. And in point of fact, she had; or at least one of them. “Needless to say, my parents won’t let me hang out with him anymore. At least not until he’s better,” she said, almost as an afterthought.
At least until he’s better. And when, my dear, will that ever be?
Her words pierced me as if I were a hidden enemy. She didn’t understand. Hell, I didn’t even understand. I just knew that I didn’t want to be different. And I knew that Warren didn’t either, but we were the way we were. How could I trust that Kathleen would ever understand that this was just who we were?
“I sure will miss him,” she proclaimed, shaking her head. And that was that. He was dismissed from our conversation and dismissed from our friendship. What more was there to say? I surely couldn’t speak in his defense. It was too risky. I had to watch myself, protect myself from the hell that he’d landed in, just by being himself. I certainly couldn’t act as if I understood.
So I just kept silent, a witness to a horrible crime, not being able to do anything to stop it, or even question it. And not being able to set it right - paralyzed with the fear of being discovered, just standing by to see an innocent boy punished.
I just pretended that I was as confused as everyone else.
Later that night, I welcomed the darkness, and the time to be by myself. I sat on the porch in my front lawn, listening to the crickets singing their unending song of summer, as if nothing would ever change.
When in fact nothing would ever be the same again.
The summer stars twinkled in the clear darkness. The scent of the honeysuckle that grew in monstrous vines over my fence made me think of past summers when things weren’t quite so dangerous, although never totally peaceful. The turmoil had always been there, although pushed to the bottom of my consciousness whenever possible. Or at least as far down as it would go.
My eyes were wide as I gazed up into the cloudless night. I knew what I was and knew what I thought was right. But it seemed as though the rest of the world felt something different: no one should be this way - it was evil. I thought of Warren and the hurricane that had taken over his life. My life could easily slip into the same turmoil that had devoured his, but I’d decided that I wasn’t going to let that happen. Just because I’d discovered what felt natural to me, I didn’t have to follow that direction. It wasn’t too late to change things – I had control over my own destiny.
Maybe I could chalk everything up to a long experiment? After all, teenagers experimented all the time, or so I’d tried to convince myself.
The most important thing was to keep my feelings secret, to bury them so far down that even I could almost believe they weren’t there. Almost. And maybe one day they would even go away, just vanish into normality with time.
I knew what I had to do, and Warren was the unfortunate sacrifice. It was him or me, and he’d already been found out. My instincts for self-preservation told me that two sacrificial lambs were worse than one, and I’d do everything I could not to be next. From now on, Harvey Dunne would be a different person, for all the world to see. I would make myself into the man I wanted to be. I would control my own destiny.
Or so I believed with all my heart at the time.
Chapter 11 Transformation - 1964
By my freshman year in college, I was practically a new man. I’d successfully shed the original skin of Harvey Dunne, the terminal dork. I’d promised myself I would no longer be the epitome of nerdhood. I’d convinced my parents that it was essential I go to school out of town, that I experience what it was like to be on my own. And much to my surprise, they’d agreed. Little did they suspect that a normal college dormitory would be the birthplace of my metamorphosis. I could, and would, start over, with no past. Not a soul would have to know of my deplorable reputation. I was determined to break the mold that had suffocated me for eighteen years. It was a fresh start, and I swore I wouldn’t miss the opportunity. I’d do anything to not be the Harvey Dunne that Mayfield knew.
And I did.
Over the past two years, I’d created a new wardrobe for myself that helped me blend into the crowd of regular guys my age. Mom broke down and bought me contacts, after many repeated attempts to rid myself of those thick-rimmed atrocities that have forever symbolized the unpopular since their invention - a neon sign on the front of my face which screamed “I’m a nerd!” I’d unfortunately wrecked the car twice before Mom’s resolve not to spend money backfired, and finally broke.
And much to my dad’s dismay, I grew my hair long. It was the age of the hippie and, although I never intended to actually become one, I thought the new look definitely couldn’t hurt. And that’s how I’d spent my summer before starting college, grooming the appearance that was to support the new me. I even spent those long, hot summer afternoons on the tennis court, learning to serve and volley, to finally do something athletic. And much to my surprise, and to Kathleen’s, I didn’t screw it up. It was actually almost fun, and I even beat her a few times.
My skin slowly tanned, and the muscles on my arms and legs grudgingly tightened, as if they were guitar strings pulled taut by the musician, just a small adjustment each day. But one day builds on the next, and slowly I morphed into a totally new person.
Then when school started in August and I was finally on my own, I pretended that I’d just walked through a long tunnel to a new land, and everything was different. Especially me. I’d arrived at the land of adventure, the land of normality. I finally felt the thrill of being someone else.
I was so sure it was mind over matter.
And with my transformation came an intense unwillingness to acknowledge what my life had been up to that point. Becoming a new person meant throwing away the past, regardless of how painful it might be. And Kathleen was part of my past, my best friend. Well, Kathleen and Warren. But Warren had long since been a casualty of my fear. After our talk on his back porch, when I witnessed his implosion, I hadn’t seen him again. I’d called him on the phone several times and asked how he was, in a distant, protected way. And I think he knew I couldn’t get too close. He, of all people, would know that the risk was just too great.
And then finally I couldn’t bring myself to talk to him at all. He was officially diagnosed with a mental disorder – Sexual Deviation Due to Homosexuality. The doctor referred his parents to a psychiatrist who could provide reparative therapy. He was broken and had to be fixed. Of course, his mother was now to blame as well. Everyone back then believed that homosexuality was primarily the mother’s fault, the result of raising such a feminine boy who enjoyed being in her company. Their bond was so strong because of her poor parenting; she had probably wanted a girl child, so she raised Warren as if he were one. Or so the popular theory went.
Of course, no one ever blamed his illness on his absentee father.
So the psychiatrist was treating him with the reparative therapy, and at the same time, the Robertson family preacher, Brother Henshaw from the Temple of Grace Baptist Church in Mayfield, was in charge of his conversion therapy. His campaign basically amounted to a continued exorcism of the demons inside Warren that were causing him to be a sexual freak.
My God. I didn’t see how Warren could be strong enough to go through such an attack, coming from all sides. He had to be a tough person to endure the torture. Everyone he knew believed that either his brain was totally screwed up, or that his mind, soul, and body were overtaken by evil demons.
Everyone except for me, that is. But of course, I had already washed my hands of Warren.
Although the waves of shame frequently overtook me, in the end the waves of fear rolled higher and won out. Every time.
I knew I was weak, but I accepted it as a necessary evil.
After six months of Warren battling both the psychiatrist and the minister, his parents finally gave up. His condition wasn’t improving, and Warren refused to pretend. He was who he was, and fought his private battle with the world. On the inside, I so admired him. But of course, he never knew that.
Because all hope had by then been lost, but he was still mentally ill, he was sent to Tyrell State Hospital for further evaluation., along with the other crazies who couldn’t fit into normal society. A mental institution. Or as my eloquent father referred to it, the Nuthouse.
His diagnosis was Sexual Deviation, 302.0 Homosexuality. Or so said the DSM-II - the famed Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. And that is what qualified him for the crazyhouse. Not only did his family and community think he was totally screwed up, but the medical community thought so as well. How could a person maintain any semblance of self-esteem when the whole world was telling him how abnormal he was?
And that’s when I think Warren finally became exhausted, and gave up. And who could blame him? He had no one - not even me.
That had been two years ago, the last time I’d heard of Warren. His name was never mentioned, by anyone. He was taboo. And I dared not think about it too much. My guilt over my abandonment might suddenly spring from the locked closet into which I’d thrown it.
And then I’d left Kathleen. Left her friendship waving to me from the curb as I drove off and vowed to forget Enderby Street, in my quest to find the man I wanted so desperately to be. Another casualty of my war with myself.
Now I was the new Harvey Dunne, remodeled as a normal person, with normal clothes, normal thoughts, and normal friends.
And normal desires.
I’d gotten lucky at the dorm. My roommate’s name was Stan Whitfield, and he was also a tennis player. He even almost looked like me: tall and thin, with receding freckles. And we both had a desire to improve our stamina and fitness. We went for a run every morning, rain or shine. Even the cold didn’t stop us. And that’s how we spent our semester.
“Hey Harvey, what about the dance after the football game?”
Stan’s words came in short bursts as we ran across the grounds of the campus, determined to finish three miles.
“What about it?” I asked in all sincerity. I hadn’t thought a lot about dances and social events, as if that had nothing to do with my self-remodeling project.
“Are you going? You know, you haven’t been to one yet. You go to the game and then back to your room. It’s got to be a hell of a bore.”
A hell of a bore. I thought about his words and remembered I was trying to change myself. Shunning the dance was the old Harvey Dunne.
“Sure, why not,” I finally answered.
“You should, man. You know, I haven’t seen you with a girl all year. We need to score you a chick.”
My stomach tightened at the mention of a date. I knew it had to happen eventually; I just wasn’t sure I was ready. How do you get ready for something you’ve never wanted? How do you force yourself to want it?
But maybe, if I just jumped in . . . . ?
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. I’ve just been so busy this semester, I haven’t had much time.”
After all, it takes a lot of time to create another human being.
“Hey, I heard Louise McIntire wants to meet you,” Stan announced with a devilish grin.
Louise McIntire. Where had I heard that name? “Do I know her?”
“She’s in our biology class. She sits up front by old Hargrove’s desk.”
Stan could have been talking about a scarecrow, for all I knew. I hadn’t been in the habit of paying attention to girls. I’d tried to keep my brain focused all semester - focused on lectures, and studies, and how to keep my mind on wholesome thoughts. And I guess now Louise McIntire was as wholesome a thought as any. Especially in accomplishing my particular mission.
“Is she going to be there?”
“Be where?”
"The dance, doofus."
“I don’t know,” he answered. “Why don’t you ask her?”
And that’s when I started paying attention to women.
Chapter 12 Louise
She was sitting at her usual place, at least according to Stan, thumbing through her notes. I studied her long brown hair, pulled back at the top. I looked at her slender legs, one over the other, and noticed the shortness of her skirt. I guess her legs were quite attractive, never having thought about women’s legs much before. So far, I’d only really looked at Kathleen’s and, although I loved her dearly, even I knew that hers were more like extended toothpicks with shoes.
Louise’s striped knit shirt was cut low in the front, hugging her breasts in a way I knew most men must lust after quite fervently. Or I imagined they must. I stared at the outline of her nipples showing through the fabric, and tried to feel something. What I knew I should feel.
It’s got to happen sometime. It’s got to, I told myself over and over again. If I told myself enough times, I was bound to start believing it. And to force my body to believe it, to truly feel it.
I concentrated on her breasts and imagined the way they must feel, running my fingers over her soft skin. I sat at my desk and watched the way she twisted her hair between her fingers as she flipped through the pages of Intro to Biology, 101. Then she lifted her head from the page and looked right into my eyes, and smiled. Had she felt my scrutiny?
And I smiled back. I kept my gaze on her pleasant face, and kept it there until she finally looked away in feigned embarrassment.
And then old Hargrove called his faithful class to order.
I’d ask her to the dance at the end of class.
* * * * *
I’d survived the dance. My first date with a woman, and I’d managed to hide my inexperience fairly well. I had danced before, sort of - with Kathleen, just not so close, so intimately. Louise had put her arms around my neck, and gently laid her head on my chest. Her hair smelled of honeysuckles, the honeysuckles of summer that I’d smelled on my porch at home.
Don’t think of home, I told myself. You’re not at home anymore.
I put my nose to her silky hair, and drowned in its scent. I lost myself in the music and held her body close to mine, feeling her warmth, wanting it to trigger the excitement that I’d felt before, willing it to.
I’d be patient; it would come. I knew it would, eventually.
It had to.
So autumn came and went, an endless cycle of lectures and homework and running until I thought I’d collapse. And there was Louise McIntire.
We’d gone out at least once each week, sometimes more. Our conversations carried us to quiet picnics in the park, or the art museum on Eighth Street, once even to the discount bookstore down the street after a cheeseburger and fries at Harold’s Hamburger Barn, the in-place to go when you were a freshman.
And sometimes Stan tagged along. I felt so much more comfortable when he was there with us, my security blanket I couldn’t seem to give up. In fact, I fell into the habit of asking Stan to go with us, although much to Louise’s pleasure, he wasn’t always able. Those were the times I felt a tightening in my chest, a restrictive grip that made me lose my train of thought, and seemed to squeeze what little courage I’d slowly accumulated right out of my body. The forewarning of the anxiety attack that I firmly believed I would soon suffer. Louise never actually said anything about Stan’s presence, though I could see the smile buried just beneath her delicate lips when he’d sadly decline my invitations.
Then one night I took her to the drive-in, the D-day of my immature dating career. For the life of me, I can’t even remember what was showing, other than, of course, my inexperience. My nerves were wound to the point of snapping. Everyone knew what should happen at the drive-in, and although I’d tried to suggest other plans, Louise was insistent that we go, and adamant that the indoor theatre wasn’t showing the movie she wanted to see at the time she wanted to see it.
And within only several minutes, I’d been roped and tied, and was suddenly aware of how women had manipulated men since the beginning of their struggle together. At least in one way. And I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how to loosen the knots.
The air was almost chilly, and smelled of popcorn, and hot dogs, and all the things I was too nervous to even begin to think of eating. I looked around the parking lot and was frightened to see that most of the drivers, and their passengers, had disappeared, their muted whispers melting into the voices blaring from the speaker boxes. The camouflage of choice. The actors were speaking to everyone, and to no one, at the same time. I knew the real dramas were being played-out inside the cars, more so than on the screen.
I turned to face Louise, and she looked back at me with expectant eyes. I knew what should happen next, what had to happen if I was to keep Louise’s attention. I had hoped to God I knew what to do, and when to do it. I put my arm around her shoulders, and turned my body more toward hers. The trembling inside me was from fear instead of passion, but maybe one would quickly transform into the other.
I wondered if she could feel my shaking, if she knew I’d never been in this same place before.
I bent and kissed her softly on the lips. But returned was not the gentle kiss of a frightened girl, but the passion of a woman. She pulled me down and pressed her lips to mine, opening them wide to welcome me to her body.
And when she pulled me on top of her and rubbed my crotch, my body surprisingly reacted the way I knew it should. I melted into her touch and likewise she into mine, and in one evening of passion, it was as if I’d put my past behind me once and for all.
Good riddance.
That night I went to bed happy, happier than I’d ever been. At least on the surface. Not only had I finally laid a woman and passed my test of manhood, I had actually enjoyed it. I’d told Louise that being with her had been the greatest thing that had ever happened to me.
But what I didn’t tell her, and even tried to deny to myself, was that, although my body was entwined with hers in my car that night, my thoughts had unintentionally
returned to the touch of a camp counselor in a sweaty locker room on a warm summer night.
Chapter 13 Loss - Fall/Winter 1964
Another three days, and the fall semester would end, winding down into Christmas and another year. But a year of newness, a year of change. My transformation would continue – I’d make sure it did. I was just like any other ordinary, American freshman - occupied with school, and keeping in shape, and having a steady girlfriend. Just like any other freshman male. And that’s what I loved the most – the ordinariness of it.
Until I saw Kathleen.
It was quite cold and windy, bare sweetgum branches scraping against each other in the December chill, their brittle burnt-orange leaves crackling under our footsteps. She was sitting on the concrete steps leading up to the dorm house, wearing the familiar letter jacket I’d seen her wear a hundred times before, her brother’s high school football jacket. She hugged her legs as if to squeeze solace from her blue jeans, and when she saw me approach, she looked at me with eyes devoid of the merriment and warmth that I’d always associated with Kathleen. But eyes that instantly saw the guilt in my own.
Dread and remorse attacked me at the same instant, each planted solidly in the pit of my stomach.
I hadn’t seen or spoken to Kathleen since I’d left home in August. She’d called me many, many times in August and September, but her calls went unreturned – not a one. Finally, I guess she’d just given up. When her calls had stopped, I’d dismissed her from my thoughts, once and for all. I’d decided Kathleen was a necessary fatality in my battle to erase the past, a sacrifice that I had to make in building my new identity. It had been part of the grand scheme for my reincarnation – a very necessary evil. And now I would have to stare my decision in the eye as I looked at the cheerless face of my once-upon-a-time best friend.
Kathleen didn’t bother to stand, but only stared at me as if I were a stranger. And I almost felt as though I were, because that is essentially who I had become to her.
“Kathleen, what are you doing here?” I asked in genuine surprise, instantly regretting the demise of our precious friendship, and knowing that the fault was mine alone. I should have been so happy to see her, but the feelings fighting each other inside my chest were anything but pleasant – guilt and fear and sadness, each battling for domination.
She didn’t move and didn’t speak, but when I saw tears in her eyes, I knew she was the bearer of some God-awful message, a message I knew I didn’t want to hear. I don’t think I had ever before witnessed a tear escaping from Kathleen’s eyes.
I sat down beside her on the step, our knees touching for an instant, reminding me of all the times I’d sat this close to her before. I instinctively looked for the half-eaten Baby Ruth that I knew would not, this time, be melting in her fingers. The puffs of mist our combined breaths made in the cold added an extra sense of eeriness to our meeting, like a heavy fog that had descended on our souls.
I waited for her to begin.
Kathleen’s blank expression turned in my direction. “Warren’s dead,” she said quietly, without emotion, without detail. “He killed himself yesterday. At Tyrell.”
Her voice never faltered, didn’t rise and fall. There were no hysterics, no outright crying. I guessed that she’d already mourned in private – she’d probably not wanted to
give me the satisfaction of sharing in her grief. After all, that’s what true friends did, friends who didn’t leave each other behind.
I couldn’t seem to focus, like that infamous day at the dinner table when my father had righteously announced the beginning of the end.
Mashed potatoes.
“Oh my God. How?” was all I managed to say, a pathetic reply to such pathetic news. My words were almost strangled as emotion seized my throat. How could this be? How could this be? The words reeled through my mind in a haze of disbelief.
“I don’t know,” Kathleen answered at last. “But it really doesn’t matter, does it?” Her voice cracked under the weight of what she was trying to say, sounding as though it might break into a million pieces and scatter into the wind.
“No one even told me. I had to hear it in the drug-store,” she almost whispered, more to herself than to me.
“Those damned assholes don’t have anything better to gossip about than Warren? He was one of their own.” As I said this, images of the old men at the hardware counter, chewing on their antique cigars, filled my memory. The discovery of Warren being found at the lake with another boy had flowed from their lips with the zeal of ancient storytellers. They’d discovered a real freak, and by God they were going to talk about him. My head felt like it would explode at any minute - the fuse had been lit.
“But he wasn’t one of their own, Harvey. They got rid of him a long time ago. You know that. Now it’s like they never even knew him. Never cared.” Kathleen’s gaze was steadied on the concrete at her feet, as if she were trying desperately to concentrate on something that wouldn’t make her lose her waning self control.
And wasn’t I also included in the multitude who had gotten rid of Warren so long ago? I knew I was. And Kathleen knew too, although she didn’t say it. But she didn’t have to.
I looked at the leaves blowing across the dry, brown grass, and wished I were somewhere else, not hearing this, not being without Warren forever.
Tears slid quickly down my cheeks and silently hit the step beneath my feet. Liquid sympathy, too late in coming. Liquid blame. My concern might have helped him a year ago. But not now. My face was wet with anguish, grief that wouldn’t do a damn thing now but reinforce the knowledge that I had been a most horrible friend, my loyalty to our friendship having been locked away in the dungeon of fear to which I had committed myself.
Kathleen looked at me with cold, accusatory eyes and rose to go, as if she weren’t interested in being near me any longer than she had to be. Her obligatory deed was done.
“Kathleen, are you O.K.?” The words escaped from my mouth before I had a chance to even think about them. How could she be O.K.? I’d asked her this as if I hadn’t tossed aside our friendship, essentially ridding myself of the past we’d shared. Now I could feel the pain. “I know I haven’t talked to you since I came up here.”
Kathleen bored holes into me with her reproachful stare. “You know, after you left, I’d decided that I was going to do whatever I needed to do to let Warren know he had a friend. I really didn’t care what everybody else thought any more. Being there for him was way more important than caring if people called me a Queer-lover. And I was naïve enough to imagine that you might want to help me.
“Why didn’t you return any of my calls, Harvey? I must have called you fifteen times. I know you must have gotten at least one of my messages!”
And my soul cringed. I had, in fact, gotten Kathleen’s messages. I’d heard her pleas to help Warren in his fight with the rest of the world. But I’d told myself that it was far safer for her to wage the war for Warren on her own. How much could it matter if people thought she loved fags?
At least she wasn’t one.
I, on the other hand, had too much to lose.
Kathleen seemed to wait for an answer, but I knew there wouldn’t be one. Or at least not one she wanted to hear. And so did she.
“Bye, Harvey,” was all she said, and she walked down the steps, away from my dorm, and away from my life. Just like I’d done to her.
And no mention of his funeral arrangements. We both knew that I wouldn’t be going.
“Thank you for coming.” My vacuous response, at which she didn’t even turn her head.
I’d make it up to her at Christmas break, I promised myself. And like all my other idle promises through the years, I knew it would never really happen. I’d let it slip past me in some silent excuse: too much shopping to do, the relatives are coming, after Christmas is over. Whatever.
I would stay on my end of the street, and she on hers.
I sat on those frozen steps in front of my dorm for almost two hours, wishing the cold December wind would paralyze both my body and my mind. All the memories I held in some secret reserve came creeping back; they’d never really been gone, just buried.
The look on Warren’s face that day in the yard filled my head, and my unwillingness to touch him pierced my heart. He needed someone to comfort him and love him, to give him strength and hold him. But there’d been no one, not even me.
My delinquent remorse wouldn’t bring Warren back. My friend was gone from the world forever. So I did the only thing I knew how to do at the time: I tucked his memory back into its hiding place, where I’d grown accustomed to keeping it. And as I stood to go, snowflakes began to fall. They seemed to fall from nowhere in the darkness, glittering under the streetlamp. A million tiny ice sculptures, each as unique as we were, dancing in front of my eyes, making me wonder how something so beautiful could belong in a world so ugly.
Warren had loved the snow.
Chapter 14 The Firm - Spring 1968
“Go ahead. Have as many drinks as you can handle. The Firm’s credit card goes a long way,” he chuckled, as one who is accustomed to holding the upper hand, and the limitless credit card. “You’ll get used to it.”
As I sipped my margarita and nodded in self-assurance at the recruiter sitting across the table from me, I was dumbfounded that I was actually being courted by the accounting firm of my dreams, number one of the Big Six. I’d rehearsed this night many times in my mind, in my great plan for the future. Being composed and self-assured, or at least acting like it. My aura of self-confidence was the by-product of many days and nights of practice, my skill at it now honed to perfection.
I was hoping to make the impression of a lifetime.
But somehow the reality of it all was a shock to my system. Don’t blow it, don’t blow it, I kept repeating in my head, my mantra for the new man. Steve Goldberg stared at my resume, sipping his bourbon and coke, not acting in the least like my future was on the line. And why should he? It wasn’t his future.
“Number fifteen in your class. Three-point-eight grade point average. Pretty damn good, Dunne.”
Greg Foster lifted his bottle of Guinness as he looked me in the eye, the gold-nugget ring on his finger catching my gaze, almost distracting my concentration.
Almost.
“So, Harvey,” Greg said in a somber, ominous tone. My mind raced for the perfect answer to a question that hadn’t yet been asked. “What did you think of the game Saturday? The Longhorns kicked the shit out of A & M.”
I breathed a sigh of relief as I smiled in agreement. “Yeah, it was pretty cool. I couldn’t believe the touch-down in the last two minutes. Rodgers has turned out to be a hell of a player.”
They both smiled as I came very close to exhausting the extent of my knowledge of the football team’s success. After all, football had never been one of my passions, to say the least. But it was good for the small talk. My springs were wound way too tightly, in spite of it being happy hour.
Another round of drinks was ordered up, with crazy nachos on the side, heavy on the jalapenos. I wondered if I’d be able to keep everything down. I couldn’t quite envision Steve and Greg hiring me if I puked all over their ankle boots.
“Your resume says you were Treasurer of Beta Alpha Psi. Impressive. I wasn’t even an officer,” Goldberg said matter-of-factly. I was shocked by his honesty.
“Well, I learned a lot. The seminar that we sponsored turned out pretty well.” I was glad now that I’d joined the fraternity. Stan and I. The other members hadn’t been the most hospitable people on the planet, but at least I did get quite a bit of good from it. Stan the Man was my wheel-greaser, my mediator with the more popular crowd. He was so skilled at captivating his audience and knowing how to have fun, he’d even earned the nickname Dr. Party.
And the fraternity looked damn good on a resume. Two years of labor and hell had paid off, maybe. We’d see.
I was slowly starting to relax. Tequila has a way of doing that to a person.
“So, Harvey, where do you see yourself in five years?” Goldberg asked casually, or at least as casually as he was capable. Probably a mandatory question, the answer to which he probably had little interest in.
I looked him squarely in the eye, and blurted the first thought I had, before I could change my mind. “I see myself in your job.” And left it at that. Steve chuckled as he returned an appreciative, albeit surprised, stare.
We ate barbequed fajitas and chili con queso and all the enchiladas our stomachs could hold. And I couldn’t help but complement the fine Mexican cuisine with two more margaritas. Jumbos.
I was on a roll. Me, Harvey Dunne. As a matter of fact, I was positive it was the first real roll I’d ever been a party to. Certified Public Accountant. Almost. Surely an undeniable success. I felt fat and happy as we ordered sopapillas with honey. The works.
“Where are you from, Harvey? I mean your hometown?” Greg asked out of nowhere. An innocent question, but one that made my chest muscles tighten in reflexive defense.
“Mayfield, just south of Dallas,” I answered, hoping that he wouldn’t know it, or care to.
“You’re kidding! One of my best friends is from Mayfield. Jason Dvorak. You know him?” And Greg awaited my reply as he stuffed a warm, soft sopapilla through his smacking lips.
Jason Dvorak. Almost public nuisance number one when I was in school. Second only to the infamous Jimmy Don. Jason was James’s bully-of-a-classmate who
tormented me every day he came over, and every day I saw him in school, and every day until he went away to college. Sissy, wimp, and mama’s boy had seemed to be the predominant words in his vocabulary back then, or at least the only ones I ever heard. I had hated him, and now wondered what kind of person could possibly be his best friend. And I inwardly cringed as it occurred to me who I might be dealing with.
“Yeah, I know the name. I think he was in my brother’s class.” I had no intention of bringing up that horrible past, or lying about my private disgust.
“Great guy,” Greg said, shaking his head and smiling, as if remembering so many good times.
Or the hell of someone else remembered, the price they paid, I thought. My mood suddenly lost the levity that three jumbo margaritas had induced.
The restaurant began to get more crowded as the after-dinner clientele began to appear. And then a man in tight jeans and polo shirt walked by. A clean-cut, regular looking guy - except for the dangle earring decorating his right ear.
“I’m glad they at least let you know with the earring. Shit. I probably never would have known that guy was a fag,” Steve Goldberg said matter-of-factly. “I never thought it could be so hard to tell. I guess I expect all queers to wear pink tights or something. I don’t know.”
Greg smiled, shaking his head. He tipped his Guinness bottle again as he motioned to Steve with his elbow.
“Hey, Steve, you remember that time we were recruiting in Waco? What was that kid’s name?”
“Yeah, I remember. Sedrick Smith. I’ll never forget that name,” replied Steve with another arrogant chuckle. “Damn, he conned the shit out of me.”
“You and me both. I’ll never forget Arnsburg’s face when he found out. I was expecting the ax the next day, or at least a boot up the ass,” and he laughed. “No pun intended.”
“Jesus,” said Steve as he leaned forward on his elbows, confident that he’d tell me a story I would find more than hilarious.
“You see, Harvey, we were recruiting at Baylor, and had wined and dined this kid, Sedrick Smith - second in his class, but he happened to be Black. We almost passed him up because of it, but he seemed really sharp, just what we were looking for. Except for his color. But we just decided to overlook it.”
Nice of them, I thought. The least they could do. The least.
“Well, our tax department actually did need at least one Black, anyway, so we figured, what the hell. He passed the interview as though he’d been a CPA for years. I mean, this kid had one helluva sharp mind in his head.
“But then he just about burned the shit out of us. I mean, almost got us fired. I thought my ass was grass. We’d taken him up to the office to show him around. And our Baylor recruit from the year before, Morgan Adler, caught my eye. He motioned me to the coffee room when Sedrick was talking to another new-hire on our floor. He pulled me close and whispered in my ear, ‘He’s a queer,’ so quietly I could hardly hear him.
“And I said, ‘a what?’
“ ‘A homo. Sedrick’s a homo.’ Fuck. I was shocked. I asked how he knew, and he told me that his brother had gone to Sedrick’s high school. He said it was common
knowledge there. And then he’d heard a few rumors at Baylor. Shit, my heart just about stopped. The guy hadn’t let on at all. And we kinda figured we’d be safe, since it was Baylor, for Christ’s sake.”
Oh sure, I thought. Like he’d just come out and say right up front he was queer. Just sign his own career death warrant voluntarily, offering himself up as a sacrificial lamb. His chances of being hired after that would have been about minus-ten.
Greg chimed right in. “Yeah, we had to figure out how to get rid of this kid quick, before our managing partner, Jack Arnsburg, was made a fool of in front of the whole Firm. I mean, what if the kid started dancing with another guy at the Christmas party or something? If we’d have put Jack in an embarrassing situation, we could kiss Senior Manager goodbye. Permanently.”
“Hell, we could have kissed employment goodbye,” added Steve. “At least at one of the Big Six.” He smiled, thinking back on it now, secure in his job. A Senior Manager with all the potential in the world for making Partner one day, every CPA’s end-dream.
After all, why should he care about the fate of Sedrick Smith over his own?
“So what happened to Sedrick?” I asked haltingly, not really wanting to hear, or wanting them to think I cared, but forcing myself to ask anyway.
“No way to tell, but I really don’t give a shit. It was just one of those things,” said Greg. “I doubt he’s working for any of the Big Six. He’d pretty well been blackballed by that time, by us. Kind of a code-thing with the big firms. Hey, let’s order another round.”
And that’s all that was said about Sedrick Smith. Not an ounce off remorse or concern or shame was apparent in their voices. They’d talked of this so casually, as if they hadn’t been personally responsible for putting a halt to another human being’s promising career. There was no regret in their hearts. Why didn’t they realize what they’d done?
Because it was done to a fag, I thought. And they don’t count.
My stomach felt sick as the fear again invaded my peace of mind. Would my past life ever sneak up behind me for the surprise attack?
But that wasn’t me anymore, I assured myself, and never would be again.
Never.
And no one would ever know.
I ordered another drink, and tried to forget who I was sitting with, who I might be working for, and the rest of the cruel world. And most of all, I tried to forget the past.
I put all thoughts of the injustice done to Sedrick into the secret hiding place I maintained, where I’d buried the memories of my relationship with Warren, and the remains of my friendship with Kathleen. Locked tightly away for no one to find.
And that was that.
My accounting professor had told me I’d have to kiss some ass to work at a Big Six firm. Whose ass, and how many times, and for what reasons were now the questions. But some of the answers were now apparent. Until that moment, I hadn’t really considered just how much of myself I might have to give up.
Jesus Christ, could I really learn to fit in with these guys? Did I really want to?
Then just silence as I guzzled the last of the not-strong-enough Margarita, and tried to clear my mind of any thoughts whatsoever.
“Welcome to the Firm,” said Steve Goldberg as he held out his hand to me in feigned friendship. For the Firm. I could see, everything was for the Firm. “We think you’ll fit right in.”
And that’s exactly what I was worried about, selling my soul for success. I sat and drank, and was pummeled by so many different feelings all at once: sadness, anger, shock, surprise, resignation. And of course, resentment. All in the same instant.
Where was the happiness I was supposed to feel at the beginning of my successful career?
I’d fit right in. I was afraid to think how that might just so easily be very true.
After all, I was the new, improved Harvey Dunne.
Chapter 15 Expectations - May 1968
“Harvey, you and Louise have been dating an awfully long time. I know she’s your first serious girlfriend, but you two seem to be so close.”
I knew what my mother was getting at, and I was determined to put this conversation off for as long as possible. Talking to Mom about anything so personal seemed to be as dangerous as telling a newspaper reporter that the face of the world would change any second, and expecting him not to tell. And my mother wouldn’t just listen and tell; she’d have to question and prod until what you said was just what she wanted to hear. And then she’d tell.
“Mom, you’re right. We have been together a long time. I just haven’t made any plans yet.” The honest-to-God truth.
“Well, you know that you’ll be out of college in a few weeks, and you got a great new job. You’re getting old enough.”
Old enough for exactly what I didn’t dare ask, because I didn’t want to hear it from her lips. But I knew anyway. I kept on drying the dishes as I felt her inquiring mind tap into my subconscious.
“You know what I’m talking about.” She paused, as if I’d really be foolish enough to answer. “You know how much your father and I love Louise. She’s just perfect for you.”
As if my dad had much interest in my romantic life in the first place.
Well, she’s perfect for my mom, I thought as I watched my mother scrub a plate about ten more times than it needed, trying to remove the dried-on spaghetti sauce that had disappeared about two minutes before. I could tell her mind was working even faster than her hands, and her hands worked extra fast when her brain waves were in high gear.
The word marriage hung between us like an ominous fog, clouding our conversation, preventing my mother from hearing anything else. But she wasn’t going to say it, and I wasn’t going to hear it. Not tonight. I had enough on my mind, studying for finals pushing me dangerously closer to the end of my college career, and catapulting me to the beginning of the rest of my life. Major life decisions were hovering all around me, waiting for my head to burst with thoughts of what to do with my precarious future. Expectant questions were hurled in my direction as I tried to make sense of where I was and what I needed to do.
Mom was never daunted by my silence, and neither would she be that night. That’s when her persistence usually kicked in. Her role in life: to know all there was to know. At least about her boys. That simple.
How had she missed so much over the years? At least with me. I supposed my secrecy had been better than I’d thought. I, Harvey Dunne, the master at camouflage.
“It will be so wonderful to have a daughter-in-law one of these days.” The daughter she’d never had. How many times had I heard this before?
I just looked at her with my most menacing expression, which unfortunately wasn’t very harsh. And she knew it.
“Mom, don’t.” And I left it at that. But she knew she’d gotten her point across anyway. Thank God we were finally finished with the dishes.
I lay in bed that night, thinking of Louise. Thinking of her beauty, and her humor, and her kindness, and all the remaining fifty good reasons why I should marry her. Louise Dunne, Louise Dunne, Louise Dunne. The name rolled over and over in my brain. Why did my body go numb when I thought about it? Weddings of lace and white and three-foot-tall cakes. Why could I not quite see myself as the groom? My mind said yes, but for some reason, my heart just didn’t know.
I dialed in the dark, but she wasn’t home. “Louise, I love you. I do,” I whispered as I replaced the receiver and looked out into the darkness.
But a flicker of doubt ran through me like a brief electrical surge – was I trying to convince her, or myself?
It was a really warm spring night in May, the kind that wraps around you like a snuggly blanket and makes you feel that all is peaceful and happy and right, creating a loveliness that I wished could last forever.
I was sitting by myself on one side of the booth, with Stan and Eddie on the other side, watching the door for any sign of female life. Any sign. For although I was spoken for, they were not. We’d decided to eat at the Blue Moon, a little café about two blocks down from school. Lovers’ Den, as it came to be known by some. The Blue Moon was the only restaurant that we knew of in the vicinity that had a couples section. For lovers only. And we sat directly on its edge, hoping someday to get in.
Eddie, a fellow member of the tennis team who was a buddy of Stan’s, had just buttered a saltine cracker and sprinkled parmesan cheese on top when his gaze caught the couple who had just entered, and were making their way to a table in the back, in the Lovers’ section. His face quickly twisted into a contortion of disgust and pain, and his jaw clamped down on his cracker so hard I thought that maybe he’d cracked a tooth - saltines didn’t make that much noise.
“Jesus Fuckin’ Christ! Look at those faggots. I think I’m going to vomit!”
My stomach went into its familiar spasmodic response as I heard the word that had always caused fear and torment and grief for me. I shifted my eyes, not really wanting to see, but knowing I must.
“Shit, that makes me sick!” sputtered Stan through gritted teeth.
And what I saw should have been as natural as the moon and sky. But the two people huddled in the lovers’ booth were male, and effeminate, and apparently shy. They appeared to be quite in love; I’d caught a glimpse of them holding hands under the table. They apparently hadn’t known that we’d stolen a glance at just the right time, or for them, the wrong time. Their voices spoke in whispers only lovers could understand.
Others couldn’t, or wouldn’t, understand. Not in our small community, with our small minds.
And once again, the paralyzing fear that I’d thought I’d rid myself of once and for all took control of my body, transforming me into a stranger. I heard myself speak the same words that for a lifetime I’d despised.
“Who let those queers in here? They ought to be locked up in a psyche ward.”
My own voice sounded distant in its feigned disgust, and Warren’s image came to haunt me as I unleashed those mighty words that condemned those like him to the agony he’d felt.
Warren. I’m so sorry. Again. But all I can do now is run. You’re already gone.
“Those fuckin’ cocksuckers.” And I shook my head. Stan and Eddie had no way to know that the loathing I professed was for myself.
My buddies nodded in agreement, as if I’d just affirmed the two men were the vilest of creatures. Then the guilt caused by my pronouncement was immediately buried by an avalanche of relief - they didn’t know, and never would. And as long as I pretended to hate, like my friends, and my father, and the old men in our little drugstore, I could camouflage the truth - those days had been banished to my secret closet forever.
Later, the waitress shook her head as she gave the young men their check, but they seemed not to notice, not to care.
“Hey, let’s show those queers what being a real man is all about. Come on, they’re leaving,” said Eddie as he quickly swung his feet out from under the booth and moved toward the door.
And we got up to follow. Somehow I’d managed to take the lead, for the first time in my life. And it felt good. The sense of power overtaking me, power that I wasn’t used to feeling. We walked through the door, stalking our unsuspecting prey. Just a game, I thought. But a game I’d finally won.
We walked through the dusk, which seemed to bleed bright pink sunset; and the thought of the color’s appro-priateness flitted through my mind. Pink. Pink. Pink. And as we passed an old house, I was wrapped in the perfume of the honeysuckle vines growing over its weary picket fence. Thoughts of home in my front yard on warm summer nights filled my mind and my heart with that old unwelcome fear, and my resolve grew with each inhale.
Never again.
“Hey, girls,” I yelled to the two up ahead. “Nice night for a walk.”
They looked around timidly and quickened their step. And fortunately so, for Eddie had stooped in mid-stride to pick up a rock. I knew what he would do, but had no power to stop him. I couldn’t. Not now; not ever.
Instinctively they knew, and began to run from us. From me. But Eddie ran faster, and as he did, he wound up his arm for his most important pitch. A true testament to Jesus, as his daddy had always proclaimed, as minister of the Edom Road Southern Baptist Church. Just doing God’s will.
Love thy neighbor.
The rock flew through the air, a missile of Justice, a weapon for Jesus, for all that was decent. A lesson to be learned.
I winced as it hit him in the back of his head. The sound of our hatred filled my ears, the thud as the rock connected with his skull. We stopped in our tracks as he fell to the ground, the cries of his lover filling the warm spring air. The agony of one who would never fit in right with this world. He bent over his friend and tried to stop the bleeding as best he could, crying in the dusk.
They huddled together, two stronger than just one. And they both looked at us through their tears, as if preparing for another attack. Blood covered the boy Eddie had hit, now his scarlet branding of the freak the world believed him to be. He tried to get up, to run from his pursuers, but he was only able to wobble, and sink back to the concrete.
I would steel my brain from their cries of pain, and sadness, and betrayal by the human race.
“Let’s get out of here,” Stan called, and we turned to flee.
We boasted of our glory, we three soldiers of the night, protecting our town from those perverted minds. We’d run from our deed, though supposed heroes in our own right.
But I knew I’d really only been running from myself.
I stood outside Louise’s dorm, wrapped in the darkness of my thoughts, the confusion of my mind. That night, I had proven myself to my friends. Now they knew I was decent, and mainstream, and American. What irony to call that cowardly act decent. If they’d ever had any doubt before, I was now sure it no longer existed. And even though I was disgusted at what I’d done, I swore that I would never again be anything other than the upright, all-American boy I now professed to be. I had won the battle over perversion, and secrecy, and fear, and those horrible feelings that had plagued me in the darkness of my room.
Hadn’t I just proven that?
I was now one of the boys. And I’d decided that night that my mother was right - marriage seemed right. The natural thing for a normal man my age to do. I would ask Louise to marry me.
That summer I would complete my transformation - the new and normal Harvey Dunne.
Chapter 16 Little Miracle - 1971-1972
I remember those small brown eyes looking up at me, as if both expecting something wonderful and not expecting anything at all. Calm, observant eyes, those of a scholar. Or so I imagined. But then a father starts imagining long before the birth of his first son: the perfect child that I’d never dreamed I’d be holding in my arms.
Henry was born at 1:02 A.M. on March 11, 1971. Smack dab in the middle of filing season, squeezed in between the fifteen-hour days at the Firm I’d battled so hard to land a job with. Somehow I never thought that kids would come so unexpectedly into the world. It seemed as if they should be scheduled-in, just like everything else in my busy, organized life. But it was clear from the beginning that Henry didn’t care about schedules, or planning, or well thought-out calendars. He had just come when he was ready. No more, no less.
Now, as I look at Henry through the eyepiece of my camera, I can’t believe how much he’s grown in the last nineteen months. Another unexpected surprise. How could time pass so quickly? Surely I wasn’t aging just as fast.
“Henry, just sit here on the throne and you’ll get to wear a cape - like Superman, just turned around.”
Louise was arranging Henry in the barber’s chair. His first haircut, one of the biggest milestones in his life as a male. He’d been quite the bald baby for a long time, but once it started to grow, it hadn’t taken long to get shaggy, and constantly in his eyes.
“Got it,” I said as I clicked shot after shot. The proud father. Again.
I was standing in the same place that I’d stood a million times before - Westville Barbershop. Home of the sharp-est razors in town. And some of the sharpest tongues, I thought. Mom told me that I’d gotten my first haircut here too. But I didn’t care to remember how long ago that event had been. Too long.
“No, Henry. You’ve got to turn the cape around this way. Look at Mommy.”
And Louise deftly grabbed a vinyl protector from its spindly hook and swung it under her chin, snaps in back. The model of proper barbershop etiquette. But somehow, as if instinctively, Henry knew that this was not the way a cape should be. It just wasn’t right. And he wouldn’t have any part of wearing it the way it was intended.
But still Louise remained, persistent in her desire to be a good role model for her son. Her primary function in life. And the way it should have been.
But Henry wouldn’t budge. Superman never wore his cape that way.
Louise walked to my side, covered in vinyl, looking very reflective.
“Our little boy’s already growing up.” Her face looked sad, as if some aspect in life had just lost itself in time. And I guess it had.
“You’re a big boy now, aren’t you Henry?” And Henry beamed up at me as the barber’s scissors deftly flew around his head. He knew he was making a momentous accomplishment today.
Louise took the camera from my hand, and began shooting from different angles. “We have to have some really good ones for his baby book. This is a special occasion. He’ll be happy to have the memories,” and she continued her photo extravaganza. But I knew the book was mainly for her.
“Oh Sam, could I have a lock of hair, please? For posterity?” And she held out her hand to our barber for a sliver of his baby-fine, curly, sandy locks. She put it in the envelope she’d brought for that purpose and sealed it with her tongue. A keepsake for all time. The envelope would probably never be opened again.
Louise was so organized, almost as much as I was. Almost. But her mothering skills were what really blew me away. I’d never seen so much love and concern come from one person.
I was truly lucky in that regard. And I knew it.
Louise was so excited about Halloween she could hardly stand it. I’d begged her not to dress Henry up as a frog, but she just wouldn’t listen. It was like talking to a statue. She’d already bought the material and the pattern, and she wasn’t about to change her plans.
Louise sewed for two weeks, struggling with the silky green material, almost bursting into tears of frustration at some points. A great seamstress she wasn’t. But she never gave up. She kept sewing until she had the body of a small green reptile neatly laid out on the floor by Henry’s crib, even though one leg was actually shorter than the other, and one eye was lopsided on the mask. But she was so proud of her accomplishment, I don’t think she even noticed, and I wasn’t about to tell her.
Of course, Dad later told me he thought Henry looked like a sissy, and asked why Louise couldn’t have dressed him up like a cowboy, or astronaut, or something more masculine. I should have seen that coming.
Henry stood up in his crib, with his “Don’t Kiss A Moose” tee-shirt hanging to his ankles, and peered at the green thing on his floor. He smiled with wide, intrigued eyes. He definitely loved looking at the thing; I just hoped he wouldn’t mind wearing it.
“Now for the pumpkin, Mr. Henry,” announced Louise in a voice so thrilled to finally be arranging holiday activities for her only child. She’d dreamed of these days since before we were even married, and now they’d finally come. She was bound and determined to make holidays extra special for Henry, and I was certain she always would.
Henry ran up to the twenty-pound gourd, screaming “ball, my ball” in a toddler’s delight. He’d never seen anything quite like it before, and in all honesty, neither had I. It was huge. The Great Pumpkin himself. I would have thought that something so large and foreign would have been quite intimidating to someone Henry’s size. But in all my wisdom as an adult, I was proven quite wrong again as a parent.
He spread his arms as wide as they would spread, and encircled the bright orange monstrosity. He tried with all his strength to pick it up for a toss into the den, but with no success. It wouldn’t budge. And that’s when Louise showed Henry what carving a pumpkin was all about.
She had the lid removed in two shakes, and swiftly plunged her tender young hands into that wet and odious mass of pumpkin slime, pulling large, stringy blobs out with each fist, one after the other. A precision extraction. Squash surgery in front of our very eyes.
Thank God for mothers, for had it not been for Louise, Henry’s pumpkin would have been the inflatable kind, or a real one with the face just drawn on in magic marker. I never could stand dirty, sticky hands.
Henry glared at the strings and the seeds and the orange goop, and seemed to freeze in time, his brain digesting the foreign images. Then he leaned over and plunged both arms in, soon buried in pumpkin guts up to his shoulders, his head almost lost in the huge hollow. I laughed until I cried.
“Harvey, you don’t know what you’re missing,” said Louise with a sly smile. The smile that said she knew everything, and always would. The smile that always got me into trouble, in one way or another. At that moment, she seemed to be the smartest woman in the world. Knowing how to make us happy, our little family.
“Come on and join us,” she teased, with a menacing glob in her hand. And before I could even answer, mischief rushed from her brain to her fist, and the catapult was launched. Sticky, slimy pumpkin slop landed on my glasses with a wet, squishy sound. Then there was only one thing any self-respecting man could do.
In one swift move, I scooped up my own weapon and launched it at my sweet wife, only to find that her reflexes were lots better than mine. Should have known. It hit the wall, and was pulled by gravity into a hanging Halloween decoration, of sorts. Then Henry couldn’t help himself either. Like parent, like child. The Dunne Family pump-kin fight - too fun to stop, but too ridiculous to even mention to anyone else. Our slip away from adult behavior.
And amid the wild giggles of an almost-two-year-old and the screams and warnings from the parents supposedly in charge, we had the time of our lives being kids once again. And although it wasn’t the prime example of maturity for Henry, we knew our escape from responsible lives was occasionally good for the soul.
The pumpkin finally got carved, and the costume worn and quickly shed, but we never did quite succeed in getting that wonderful orange shade out of the carpet. Our memento of that happy time is probably there yet.
I looked at my son, asleep on the couch, bundled in his footie pajamas that his mother had so carefully picked out, and wondered what he would be like. Who he would become. Sometimes I looked at him, and I thought he looked just like me. Sandy hair and freckles. That skinny frame that had also so carelessly been passed down to him. And then other times, he looked just like Louise. Soft brown eyes which could evolve from gentle to mischievous to passionate in an instant. Feisty and alive.
I prayed to God that he wouldn’t be much more like me, the wounded deer just trying to survive. How could I be sure it wouldn’t happen to him?
I couldn’t.
And I looked at Henry’s mother lying next to him, snuggled close. The lioness and her cub. Two sleeping beauties. How could I have been so tentative about her beauty when I’d first met her? Or was I just not looking in the right place?
I brushed her wild strands away from her face and kissed her cheek gently. I scooped up my son and held him close, and felt warm and safe.
I had a family now.
Chapter 17 A Friend Returns - Summer 1973
Sometimes when you least expect it, the most unexpected happens. Fate takes a hand in weaving our messy webs.
I’d taken Henry to my mom’s for his weekly cookie-baking extravaganza and jello-eating session. Mom seemed a lot more energetic and a lot more patient that I ever remembered her being with me, but I suppose that’s the difference between kids and grandkids. And grandkids you can usually give back.
Louise was at her watercolor class, so this was my weekly blissful night of nothingness. I mused at how great it was to have no schedule as I pulled into the parking lot of the neighborhood Brookshire's, long since having replaced Moore’s Family Grocery, which used to sit on that very corner when I was a kid. No schedule except for running an errand for my dear wife who couldn’t quite let me get out of everything. I guess that was the least I could do for an evening of quiet.
I walked in through the same squeaky automatic door that I’d walked through a hundred times before, and absentmindedly made my way to the diaper section, trying my hardest to remember what kind Louise had asked me to get. But did it really matter? Wasn’t a diaper just a diaper? Henry was almost potty-trained, but not quite. How great it would be when he was finally out of the diaper stage. I finally grabbed a package that looked familiar, and strolled to the register.
And that’s where I saw her. She was reading the cover of the National Enquirer as she waited for her turn. Just the sight of Kathleen warmed my heart, and I could feel the huge smile involuntarily plaster itself across my face, in spite of where we’d left off. It had been almost ten years since we’d sat on those frozen steps in front of my dorm, talking of Warren’s lost battle with the world. I’d heard she came to town every so often to visit her mom – I, of course, had never been brave enough to call her. But seeing her standing not ten feet away was like being thrown back to when we were ten, sure that we’d be best friends forever. I was going to take a chance; I couldn’t bear not to.
I snuck up behind her, quietly depositing the diapers on the floor, and put my hands over her eyes. I hoped to God she didn’t still hate me. Or think I was a molester and kick me in the nuts.
“Guess who?” I asked playfully, no longer in the frail voice of an insecure teenager.
“Oh my God. Harvey?” Her voice was incredulous as she grabbed my hands and spun around. “Harvey, I can’t believe it’s you!” She almost knocked me over as she threw her arms around my neck.
Kathleen’s hair was short, a glowing auburn. No longer mousy and dull. Her green eyes were brighter than I remembered, still full of laughter but now full of confidence as well.
The skinny girl I’d tap danced with in the rain had disappeared, her body taken over by beauty and simple elegance and poise.
Wow.
Kathleen finally loosened her grip and looked me over. “Harvey. You’ve changed so much,” she said as she shook her head. “I can’t get over it.” I was no longer the skinny kid with freckles, waiting for the next bully to bludgeon me with his harsh words.
“Yeah, I guess I finally grew up.” And Kathleen would never know everything that one statement meant. My transformation into someone I was finally able to like.
“So, are you planning to buy that Enquirer, or do you not really read it either?”
She shot her playful I’ll show you gaze right at me and put the magazine on the counter. “Sure, I read it all the time,” she said with a satisfied grin.
Who was I to argue? I paid for my diapers and we walked to the parking lot.
“How old is he now?” Kathleen asked, matter-of-factly, as if she’d even been there when Henry was born.
“How did you…?”
“Mom told me. You married a girl from college, became a CPA, and had a baby boy.”
My life in a nutshell. Somehow it seemed so very mundane, but I guess mundane is what I’d always wanted.
It warmed my heart to know that she’d kept up with me these past years, that she’d bothered. And then I was hit with the guilty realization that I hadn’t done the same with her.
“Do you have time to sit and talk?” I asked, hoping that she wouldn’t say she needed to get home to her family. Hoping that she had time for me now, even though I hadn’t had the time for her.
“I’d love to. Race you to the golf course. I haven’t sat on that bench in years.” She suddenly looked at me with a sober, hurt expression. “As a matter of fact, not since I was there with you.” Then she turned and walked to her car.
And I to mine.
Dusk was falling on our little town as I walked toward our infamous bench - a place of many secrets and confessions and discussions between three closest friends. Our sacred place. She was already sitting there, and I imagined her once again as the boney, crooked-nosed girl that I’d once loved. I wondered how much she’d really changed.
I took my usual seat, and we both watched the embers of the sun hitting the trees above the ninth hole, as we’d done together so many times before. This was our favorite time of day.
“So how’s fatherhood, Harvey? You know, I wasn’t always sure you were the type.”
Her statement made me smile. How well she knew me. Or almost. “I wasn’t sure I was the type either. But I guess I was wrong. Henry’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. He makes life worth living.”
And after I said it, I couldn’t help but think how I’d just sounded, like I was auditioning for a soap opera, or life insurance commercial. “Wow, that sounded pretty cliché, didn’t it?”
Kathleen just laughed and nodded her head with a “yep.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I know it sounds corny when I put it like that, but it’s really true. Having kids is really great.”
Kathleen looked at me as if I’d just introduced her to the mystery of life, not necessarily sad, but not happy either. Thoughtful.
“How about you?” I asked her. “You always were the perfect candidate for wife and mother. I’d guess you have at least two kids by now.”
“Well, believe it or not, Harvey, I not only don’t have kids, but I’m not even married. Not even close. Maybe not ever.” And she hesitated. “I decided to take the career path. And obviously that path hasn’t led me to a husband yet.”
I was stupefied. It was very apparent that I hadn’t been the only one to change myself during these years apart.
“Well, what do you do for a living then?” I don’t know why I didn’t already know these things. I don’t know why my mother had never told me, nor why I’d never asked. Surely my mother knew. I felt rude and stupid, my self-centeredness having severed me from the only girl I’d ever loved, other than Louise.
“Believe it or not, I’m a writer. I live in L.A., and write for a magazine.”
I was dumbfounded. How did she get so far away from me?
“You’re kidding. Christ, L.A.’s a far cry from Mayfield. How in the world did you end up there? And I thought you were always crappy in English?” I added, almost as an afterthought. I seemed to recall a “D” on her report card, at least once.
“Well Harvey, you’re not the only one who learned something in college.”
And then she looked at the darkening sky, and then at me. Almost through me, as if trying to find something lost in me long ago. “It was Warren,” she quietly announced.
Warren. The mere mention of his name brought anguish, and guilt, and anger. Anger at myself, and everyone else who had treated him like he was a contagious disease. My personal ghost who haunts me still.
“Warren,” I could only repeat in my perplexity. How could the small thread of his shortened life still be woven into hers?
“When he died,” Kathleen began, her eyes downcast, “I told myself that it should somehow make a difference. To someone. I had to make sure that it did.”
I looked at Kathleen, and she seemed to be recalling the exact moment when she knew what her life’s work would be.
“I will admit, Harvey, at the time I didn’t know much about homosexuals. And I thought, just like everybody else I knew, that it was something a person chose to be, for whatever reason. Or if he was just compelled to be queer, then he was sick. And if it was their choice, then people who thought it was wrong could actually blame a person for being gay.” Just like some people blamed Warren, I thought. “Their belief that it was a choice was their justification to hate.”
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