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CHAPTER 1

Women were standing three deep at
the long mahogany bar that stretched like a runway toward a
postage-stamp dance floor crowded with women dancing intimately
with each other. The DJ tucked away in one corner of the room
always managed to play a few dreamy numbers for the older dykes and
women in love. Otherwise, the music was disco.

Strobe lights flashed blindingly
with dancers frozen for a split second in illusion of suspended
animation. Their faces were lesbian aboriginal masks painted with
time and expressions of agony and ecstasy, agony and ecstasy. Their
fat, thin, short, tall bodies moved rhythmically as if they were
one creature with many parts, some jerking awkwardly, others moving
with the grace of a beautiful lily in the wind.

Hillary Lambert sat perched on a
bar stool, her knees thrust forward, her feet resting on the middle
rung. She didn’t want to miss any of the action, no matter what it
was. She was alone and he felt a little nervous. It was cruising
time. Women trying to score with other women—who would make the
first move? That was always the question in a lesbian
bar.

Hillary was not shy and when she
saw someone who looked interesting she would try to make eye
contact or conversation. She was an attractive woman with a country
look about her—clear blue eyes, even features, and naturally blonde
curly hair. She was nearly thirty, but didn’t look it. She dressed
casually in her Calvin’s and silk blouses.

Hillary searched out the faces of
the women about her, feeling sure that none of them was the one she
couldn’t find. The New York scene was an exciting mixture of racial
and ethnic types: sensuous, sexy haughty women with tan and brown
and black and yellow and white skin. They were big or petite, with
muscles or birdlike, street-smart and hard, sweet and innocent,
cunning and dangerous, slick and sensational, young and old, fun
and boorish. There was always something for everyone in this grab
bag community but Hillary was still searching.

Women loving women—the
exhilaration of that never ceased to amaze Hillary. It was so
natural, so fulfilling, so wonderful. It was hard to believe that
only a small percent of the population understood that and shared
her feelings. Her own parents never understood. When she told them
that she was a lesbian, her mother cried and her father shouted:
“It’s that women’s lib. I knew they’d make a queer out of you.
You’re not a man. You can’t love a woman . . . not
. . . not that way. My God, not that way—not the way a
man can—my God.”

But Hillary had loved a woman that
way—more than one. Her attraction for members of her own sex began
in high school. She had lots of boyfriends, but her intense
relationships were always with girls. She felt more at ease with
them and trusted that they would understand her feelings. They
would become very close and feel jealous and possessive of one
another. Many of these relationships would end badly in petty
squabbles.

In retrospect it seemed to Hillary
that the angry battles with her girlfriends were a way of denying
her lesbian feelings, something she never discussed with them and
they never with her.

 


In the summer of her sixteenth
year, Hillary had her first and her most thrilling and traumatic
lesbian relationship. She lost her virginity with a girl named Iris
Reed, who lived in a wood-frame house two blocks away from hers in
a town on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River.

She and Iris had never been very
friendly until that summer. They had taken a modern dance class
together and became very close, emotionally and physically. They
often were partners in the class and would touch and put their arms
around each other during certain dance routines. At first Hillary
thought nothing about it but after a while she noticed she would
feel a rush when Iris came near her.

Iris felt very attracted to
Hillary and had a genius for thinking of ways to engage in physical
contact with her. It was one of those times that led to their
tragic affair.

Iris was a mirror image of
Hillary. Her head was a mass of red corkscrew curls and her eyes
were lime green. Her white, even teeth seemed to glow whenever she
smiled, which was most of the time. She was a free spirit and full
of love and adventure. She had invited Hillary to spend the
afternoon listening to her new stereo and the details of her date
with her latest boyfriend. They were sitting on her bed when she
stared at Hillary and said impulsively, “There’s something I’ve
always wanted to try with you.”

“What?” Hillary
responded.

She giggled. “Something I heard
about once . . . ah  . . .” she hesitated and
then blurted, “put your arms around me and pretend you’re my
. . . my girlfriend-girlfriend. You’ve got to nibble on
my ear and get all hot and bothered.”

“You and your silly games,”
Hillary said as she started nuzzling Iris’s ear, which she really
enjoyed doing though she would deny it at first. “I hope no one
sees us doing this. They’ll take us away to the loony
bin.”

Iris slid over to the middle of
the bed and stretched out. “Lay on top of me.”

“This is crazy,” Hillary whispered
as she lowered her body toward her friend.

“I have this urge to kiss you,”
Iris said and pulled Hillary’s face toward her, planting a big kiss
on her mouth, a comic kiss at first but then it became serious and
lasted and lasted and lasted. After a while, Iris slid her tongue
into Hillary’s soft, warm mouth, provoking a wild response in both
of them. A burning desire surged through them, silencing any doubt
or guilt they might have felt about what they were
doing.

It seemed so
right to touch each other’s breasts, peel away their clothing and
explore each other’s bodies with their hands and mouths.

They had never examined another
woman’s cunt before. “Yours is so tight,” Iris giggled. “It tickles
my nose.” She kissed her there and found that exquisitely sensitive
G-spot the magazine writers all talked about.

Hillary’s body seemed to explode
as Iris engulfed her with passion and excited her so much she could
barely breathe. Iris was everywhere, her hands and mouth never
stopping. It was an experience Hillary would never forget and would
relive year after year. This was her first real sexual experience,
lesbian or otherwise. She had just necked and petted with boys she
had gone out with, and only one had her permission to touch her
G-spot, though the others tried and tried. Oral sex was totally new
to her but obviously not to Iris. Hillary was a good student and
learned quickly. She felt slightly dizzy from the sweet scent of
Iris’ body, which seemed to be flavored with ginger and a drop of
honey. She plunged into her and kissed and caressed until they both
were gasping for air.

Iris spoke first. “God, Hillary, I
can’t believe how you make me feel. A hundred boys have tried, but
none has ever made me feel what you just made me feel. You’re
unbelievable.”

Hillary kissed her hard. “Let’s do
it again.”

They made love all afternoon and
every chance thereafter. Sometimes they would meet in a remote part
of the woods near their home and make love in the bushes. Other
times they would brazenly go to a beach get under a blanket and
hope no one realized they were both girls. The fear of getting
caught gave their affair an air of excitement and adventure. Iris
needed that more than Hillary.

They were on a perpetual high.
Their affair continued all summer and through the school year. They
would go out on double dates and arrange to stay at each other’s
home. Their male friends never knew that the “date” was just
beginning after their goodnight kiss. Their need for each other had
a desperate quality, especially for Iris. She hungered for sex and
affection, as if she were trying to make up for what she didn’t get
from her parents.

Iris’s parents were hardworking
and religious. They always said grace before every meal and
attended church every Sunday. They hoped Iris would marry young so
that they wouldn’t have to worry about her losing her virginity and
getting pregnant. Abortion was unthinkable. Their major interest
was their young son, Jerry. He spied on Iris and Hillary and
watched them kiss and make love. He never mentioned it to anyone,
but he did think it was peculiar for two girls to act that
way.

The desire and passion that
smoldered constantly between Iris and Hillary could never be
satisfied. Once at a house party they slipped away from their
dates, who had passed out from drinking too much, and locked
themselves in a bedroom so they could make crazy, passionate love.
“Someone is going to find us,” Hillary said, feeling
scared.

“They’re drunk, asleep or gone,”
said Iris. “Take off your clothes.” She put her arms around
Hillary’s naked body and held her tight. “I love you so much,” she
murmured. She could feel Hillary’s body respond to her caresses.
Passion rushed through her and she felt an aching need to devour
Hillary. She cried, “I want all of you.” Iris enjoyed every inch of
Hillary’s body. She took charge and knew exactly how to play her
love song.

Hillary forgot her fears and
trembled with excitement. “It’s not fair,” she protested jokingly.
“You’ve got your clothes on.” She hurriedly pulled at her lover’s
blouse and unbuckled her jeans. Iris never wore
underwear.

They stretched out on the floor,
their naked bodies entangled in geometric positions that defied
description. They had by this time mastered the art of simultaneous
orgasm, and always reached a crescendo which left them feeling weak
and disembodied.

“I love you so much, Iris, I wish
we could run away and always be together.”

Iris sighed. “Let’s get out of
here and go to my house, Hillary. My mom and dad and Jerry are
visiting my uncle this weekend. They think I’m going to be at your
house.” She grinned. “I lied.”

“My folks think I’m staying with
you, so let’s go.” They pulled on their clothes and sneaked away,
thinking their boyfriends were still sleeping in the living
room.

The two young women drove silently
in Hillary’s car, both of them feeling high from their lovemaking
and the excitement of the evening ahead. The house was just a few
miles away. They were in such a hurry they hadn’t noticed that they
were being followed. Iris’s bedroom was on the ground floor. They
were on the bed in a matter of minutes, arms circling each other,
caressing, sending heated messages of passion as they explored each
other as if it were their first time together.

Hillary broke the silence. “We
must be jet propelled amazons.” She rolled away from Iris and took
a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ll ever run out of energy when I’m
near you.”

Iris laughed and grabbed her. “Me
neither. I need another fix.” Her body moved with joy as she
indulged herself in another unbelievable sensation, feeling as if
she had reached the stratosphere of pleasure. She and Hillary moved
as if they were one body, pushing upward, upward until they reached
the heights together. Iris shrieked in ecstasy, then went limp in
Hillary’s arms. They felt safe and secure in their love, until that
split second when they heard angry voices outside the window,
cursing them and calling them ugly names.

Life was never the same them after
that night.

A rumor circulated in school that
they were lesbians. It didn’t take much imagination to guess who
had started the story. Their girlfriends stopped hanging out with
them, and the boys were openly hostile.

A boy yelled as they walked to
school together one morning, “Who is the butch?

Hillary gave him the
finger.

They were treated like social
lepers. Yet when they confronted their friends, everyone denied
that they were avoiding them. But from that night on, they never
had another date and no one asked them to the senior prom or their
graduation parties.

Both Iris and Hillary were upset
about the prospect of not attending their last high school dance of
the year. One afternoon while they were sitting on a bench in the
schoolyard, trying to figure out what to do, Iris jumped up and
announced, “I’ve got it. Let’s go to the prom together. You be my
date.”

Hillary laughed. “Do I wear a tux
or a gown?”

Iris glided around in a dreamy
trance, giggling. “I see us in white tuxedos, red bow-ties and
dancing cheek to cheek.”

“Are you being
serious?”

“Let’s do it, Hillary. We’ll go to
the prom together.”

Hillary was more cautious. “I’m
not so sure about it.”

“We love each other. Why shouldn’t
we go to the prom together?” Iris insisted.

Hillary sighed. “What will our
parents say?”

“Let’s not tell them until that
night.”

Hillary sat quietly, trying to
convince herself this was the right thing to do. She finally threw
her hands up in the air, surrendering to her impulses. “I know I’m
going to regret this, but what the hell. It’ll be fun, one way or
another.

Iris was excited and happy they
were not being ruled by stupid, conventional ideas. She joked. “Our
coming out party. At last I’m a deb.”

The two young women were caught up
in the excitement of doing something that would shock everyone.
They fantasized about the facial expressions on their friends’
faces when they arrived tux and tux at their senior prom. Whenever
their parents asked about whom they were going with, they stalled
and answered mysteriously, “Oh, you’ll see. It’s someone you really
like.”

The night of the prom Hillary came
out of her bedroom dressed in her rented tux. She had makeup on and
her nails were painted blood red. Her sexual identity was blurred
but beautiful.

No wonder you wouldn’t let me see
your gown,” her mother gasped incredulously. “You can’t go to a
prom dressed like that? What will your date to say?”

“My date’s wearing the same thing.
I’m going with Iris.”

Her mother was shocked. “You can’t
go to the senior prom with your girlfriend.”

“Why not? We go to the movies
together.”

Hillary quickly slipped away and
hurried down the street to Iris’s house. She met her at the
door.

“My folks say I can’t go without a
date,” Iris cried.

“Didn’t you tell them I’m your
date?”

“Yes, and they got real mad. My
mom’s been on the phone with your mom ever since. I heard her say,
‘They’ll out grow it but we can’t let them make fools of themselves
or us.’”

Hillary’s parents confronted them
as the two girls left Iris’s house. Her mother said angrily, “You
crazy kids, you can’t do this. People will think you are --
queer.”

Her father interrupted. “What
happened to all your boyfriends?”

An argument
ensued and the girls agreed not to go to the prom. They changed
their clothes, borrowed Iris’s parent’s car and took off,
ostensibly for a movie, but they headed straight for the
nearest motel. They needed privacy and wanted to
lie in each other’s arms and be comforted. Their lovemaking was
less volcanic this time, their need for closeness and tenderness
put an edge on their passion.

Iris rolled on top of Hillary and
moaned, “What are we going to do? My parents are going to watch me
like a hawk. I know them. They’ll try to break us up. They don’t
understand anything. Love. Sex. Affection. Forget it.”

Hillary frowned. “I can’t live
without you.” She paused. “Maybe we should run away together. Do
you have any money?”

“Not enough. We’d need hundreds
. . . maybe thousands of dollars. I have to get a job. We
should move to New York or Atlantic City.”

Hillary nodded in agreement.
“Let’s save every penny we can. Maybe in a year we’ll have enough
money to get away.”

Iris moaned. “That’s depressing. I
just can’t wait a year or two. I’d rather be dead. We’ve got to get
money faster than that. Maybe we could borrow it . . .”

Hillary laughed. “Who can we
ask?”

Iris frowned. “We could steal it.
I’d rob a bank if I could.”

A twinge of fear rippled through
Hillary. She knew how impulsive Iris could be. “Slow down, Iris.
We’re not stealing anything or robbing a bank. That’s a stupid
idea. I just know we’ll make it, someway, without ending up with
our pictures in the post office.”

Iris hugged her. “I’ll become a
hooker. There is a lot of money in that. We could get jobs in a
massage parlor if we have to.”

Hillary grimaced. “Yuk. I’d
throw-up. I couldn’t live with myself if you or I did something
like that.”

Iris agreed that she would
throw-up, too, if she had to be a hooker. “But we’re going to get
that money. I’ll think of something. Just leave it to me,
Hillary.”

“Please don’t do anything crazy.
Promise me, you won’t do anything that could get us into
trouble.”

“Okay, I promise. But I’m not
going to wait two or three years to be with you.  We’ve got to
get away from our parents.”

Hillary laughed. “Let’s shut up
and make love. It’s our senior prom, remember?”

Iris kissed her.
“It’s been nearly a year since we discovered how
wonderful making love with each other could be.
I’ll never, ever want anyone to touch me after you.” She began
kissing Hillary’s body.

“You feel so wonderful,” she
murmured, continuing downward. “Now I know why men fight over women
so much.”

“I’m beginning to think you’re a
lesbian,” Hillary teased.

“I’m just a woman in love with a
woman.”

“Will we ever get enough of each
other?” Hillary asked. .

“Never.”

Their lovemaking started a new.
They were remarkably free with each other’s bodies and created a
magical feeling that protected them from the outside world, or so
they thought.

“Sometimes I wish
I were an octopus,” Iris said, “So that I could have more hands and
arms to hold you.” She pressed against Hillary and it seemed as if she were in her body, deeper and
deeper.

Just as they reached a climax
together, they heard someone knocking at their door. It was their
parents. The motel clerk had checked up on them and told their
parents where they were.

They unlocked the door and their
angry mothers and fathers, beet-red with anger, stormed into the
room. “What have you two been doing?” they asked in
unison.

Anyone looking at the rumpled bed
and the glowing frightened young girls would have known the answer
to that.

An argument ensued. Hillary
yelled, “Don’t you realize I’m a lesbian.”

Her mother cried, “You are not,”
and turned her back on her daughter.

Hillary’s father shouted and
smacked her hard across the face. “It’s unnatural. You can’t love a
woman like a man.” His faced seem tight and twisted with contempt.
“It’s that women’s lib. It’s made a queer out of you.”

Iris’s mother chimed in. “God will
punish both of you.” She grabbed Iris by the shoulders and shook
her until Iris thought her head would fall off.

Hillary was frightened by her
father’s violence and looked down at the floor, not in shame but in
anger. Iris felt sicken by the way her mother reacted, like a wild
animal. They hung on to each other in stunned silence while their
angry parents lectured and denounced them. Their parents had to
literally drag them out of each other’s arms to get them to leave.
The two girls felt destroyed. They cried, declared their love for
each other and then went limp and had to be partly carried and
partly dragged out of the motel and taken home.

It was a nightmare for everyone
involved. They were forbidden to see each other ever again. But
they found ways. After graduation, they found jobs in their
hometown. They didn’t earn very much for they had no office skills.
They had planned to go to college. Now their only desire was to
acquire enough money so that they could be together. Hillary found
two jobs, one as a helper in a photography studio, the other as a
baby sitter.

The lack of physical contact was
unbearable for both of them, and they sometimes had jealous
quarrels, each accusing the other of finding a new lover. The truth
was, they hadn’t. Hillary had no free time, and for Iris, no one
seemed good enough after having been with Hillary. Whenever
possible, which wasn’t often, they would meet in the woods near
their homes.

“It will take years to get enough
money together,” Hillary moaned. “After I got my second job, my
parents started charging me room and board. I think they can read
my mind and are taking my money so that I can’t get away. But I’m
going to fool them. I’m going to make it.”

“There has to be a better way than
this, Hillary,” Iris cried. “I can’t stand being apart from you.
It’s making me crazy.”

Iris had found a job as a checker
in a supermarket. She was so pretty and eager to work the manager
quickly hired her and put her out front. She was a godsend for him
because company had been sued a few years before for not hiring
women.

Iris became friendly with a
Hispanic woman whose family had fled a tough neighborhood in New
York City for this quaint New Jersey community. Iris and Josie
lunched together among the boxes of food in the storage room.
They’d always manage to have a jar of pickles, a bag of chips or
cookies that they “borrowed” from the company.

“My mother says taking this food
is stealing,” Iris said as she munched happily on some chocolate
chip cookies.

“She’s too honest,” replied Josie.
“We don’t get paid enough to worry about company profits. This
capitalist system sucks anyway. We can’t rip them off as much as
they’re ripping us.”

“I’d like to really get them,”
Iris said. “A few thousand dollars would solve all my
problems.”

“What would you do with that much
money?”

Iris thought for a moment. Should
she confide in Josie, she wondered. Would she reject her the way
her other friends had? “I want to move away, and I need
money.”

“You mean to run away with your
girlfriend?”

Iris blushed. “How do you know
about that?”

“It’s not a secret, is it?
Everybody knows. Why do you think those guys who work here are
always after you? Sure, you are good-looking, but you’re a
challenge, too. They don’t believe you’re really gay. They say
you’re too pretty to be queer.”

“I love Hillary. If that makes me
queer, then I’m queer. You still want to be my friend?”

“Sure. I don’t care what you do.
My boyfriend says it is okay, that’s all that matters with
me.”

“Do you need a lot of money,
too?”

“Maybe. You know how we can make
some?” Josie responded.

“We could work in a massage
parlor. I saw a woman on television who says she’s making a
thousand dollars a week as a hooker.”

Josie made a pickle face. “That’s
not for me. It makes me sick to think about it.”

Iris sighed. “Hillary would hate
me if I did that . . . otherwise, I would.”

Josie smiled. “When I was a little
girl, I wanted to be Jesse James and rob a bank.”

“Iris chuckled. “I’ve dreamt about
that. It could be done. One robbery and my problems would be
over.”

Josie laughed. “And a lot of new
ones would start up fast.”

“I’ve really thought about this. I
have a plan that is perfect. We can get away with it because it’s
so unexpected.”

“We’d go to prison forever if it
failed,” Josie warned.

“It’s perfect. Trust
me.”

“Iris, let’s not do anything
crazy. Let’s think about it.”

Robbing a bank would not be easy,
Iris soon learned. On her days off, she would visit banks in the
area. She didn’t have a car, so she’d take the local bus to nearby
towns and check the security arrangements to see if it were
possible to get in and out fast enough to avoid arrest.

Iris was caught up in a fantasy
world. The challenge of getting away with something as difficult as
robbing a bank appealed to her need to be on the edge. As far as
she knew, teenage girls never robbed a bank . . . at
least she’d never heard of it.

Eventually she found what she
thought would be an easy target. The bank building looked like a
colonial home. There were two tellers, a couple people at customer
service and no armed guards early in the morning. Easy pickings.
She couldn’t wait to tell Josie. She knew Hillary wouldn’t help but
Josie was different; she might be persuaded.

The next day at lunch she told her
friend what she had been doing. Her eyes glistened as she talked in
a hushed, excited tone.

Josie listened incredulously.
“You’re not kidding, are you?”

“No, it’s my only
chance.”

Josie frowned. “Count me out. I
like my life too much.”

Tears welled up in Iris’s eyes.
“Oh, please. I’ll kill myself if you don’t help me.”

Josie moaned.
“Don’t do this to me. I don’t want to break the law. Even if we
both were caught, you would get away with it but me—a
Latina—they’ll put me in
jail and throw away the key. No way.”

Josie would never discuss the
matter again. Weeks went by. One day Iris found her friend in the
ladies room, crying. She said her baby brother had a rare eye
disease and needed an operation, which was still considered
experimental. Her father’s medical plan wouldn’t pay for it, and he
couldn’t borrow from the bank because he had no collateral. “What
are we supposed to do, steal the money?” she asked bitterly. “Or go
on welfare?”

Iris felt a lot
of sympathy for Josie because she knew how much she loved her family. “Well, maybe now you’ll consider my
idea.”

Josie cried even harder. “Never.
Not that. I’m not getting into trouble.”

Iris started to walk away. “I
understand. It’s dangerous. But I’m going to find someone to do
it.”

You’re crazy girl. You’ll never
get away with it.”

Iris laughed. “Just you wait and
see. I’m not going to rot in this town and live in a
prison.”

Iris never broached the subject
again with Josie. However, a few weeks later, Josie mentioned that
her brother’s condition was worsening; if he didn’t have the
operation soon he would become blind. When it was time for their
break, she motioned to Iris to follow her outside where she led her
to a deserted place in the parking lot. She spoke quietly, almost
whispering, “I’ve thought about your idea. I’ll do it. It is my
brother’s only chance. To hell with it.”

Shortly thereafter Josie visited
the bank to familiarize herself with the layout and plan their
getaway. They decided they needed a third person to help, someone
who could steal a car. They asked Terry, a young African-American
woman who worked at the supermarket, to join them. She, too, was
leery at first. Eventually Iris convinced her that stealing a car
would be easy since people in this quiet little town still left
their cars unlocked with the keys in the ignition.

“It is a piece of cake,” Iris
said. “My plan is perfect. You can use the money, can’t
you?”

Terry sighed. “Of course. I could
go back to school and make something of myself.”

The bank robbery took on a surreal
quality. At first it seemed to be just another prank in Iris’s
life, like going to the prom with a girl. Although she did not grow
up in a wealthy family, Iris had the attitude of privilege that is
so typical of the rich—as if they can do whatever they please, and
no one should complain.

The robbery was set for the day
the supermarket closed for inventory. The bank was in a community
ten miles from their hometown, a place where they were
unknown.

Iris’s plan was simple and
uncomplicated. She would pass a note to the teller saying she had a
gun and would shoot if the teller did not give her all the money in
the drawer. Iris would be wearing a blonde wig and glasses. She
would put the money in a shopping bag and the second she left the
bank she would remove her disguise and give the bag to Josie, who
would be waiting outside with a grocery cart filled with
packages.

After handing Josie the bag, Iris
would keep walking south where she would meet Terry in the stolen
car. She had tools and old license plates in her backpack, which
they would place on the stolen car. They would drive several
blocks, pickup Josie and have hamburgers at McDonald’s. Then they
would go to the post office and mail the money to Josie’s house.
She had a jiffy bag addressed and stamped, waiting to be filled
with cash.

Everything went according to plan
until Iris reached the car. Terry was very nervous and fumbled with
the ignition. “A patrol car just drove by,” she screamed as Iris
climbed into the front seat. “I saw them look real hard at the car
and me, as if to say, ‘Where did you get that car, nigger?’ I know
they are going to come back. We better move fast.” No sooner had
she said this than the police car approached. She and Iris
panicked. Instead of sitting quietly, they got out of the car and
quickly walked away.

A man’s voice ordered, “Stop. Come
back here or I’ll shoot.” They started to run, and he started
shooting like a crazy maniac.

Iris screamed, “You can’t kill me.
You can’t kill me. I’m going to live.” She kept running.

Terry tried to surrender. She
stopped running and waved her hands in the air and cried, “Don’t
shoot. Don’t shoot.” A stream of bullets cut her down. The coroner
said later that she didn’t feel a thing.

The policeman who shot her said he
thought she had a gun and was going to shoot at them. They had
never had a case like this before, he said, and he was shocked and
horrified to find that Terry was unarmed. In fact, this was the
first time rookie Patrolman Hank Rogers ever fired his gun. He
always would be haunted by the fact that he killed an unarmed
teenage girl. He never forgot the case.

There was so much confusion that
day. Hank thought he had shot both perpetrators, but there was only
one body to be found. Iris had managed to escape. They searched and
searched, but she was gone. And so was the money.

Josie was arrested shortly
thereafter and confessed to taking part in the robbery. When the
police asked about the money, she said Iris had circled back,
removed the moneybag from the cart and vanished. No one ever saw
her again.

Josie later recanted her
confession at the advice of a public defender and pled not guilty.
At her trial the love affair between Iris and Hillary became public
knowledge. It was the reason for the robbery, Josie said. She
testified to Iris’s love for Hillary and her despair because they
couldn’t be together.

“I wish someone would love me that
much,” she told a hushed courtroom. She also talked about her
brother and how much she adored him. “I just had to try to help
him,” she said tearfully.

The jury was not moved, and Josie
was sent to prison for ten years for her part in the
robbery.

The police tried to arrest Hillary
but there was no proof she was involved. And Josie cleared her. No
action was taken against Patrolman Hank Rogers. He was promoted to
sergeant within the year for apprehending one of the bank robbers.
He swore he would eventually find the other one.

The scandal was too much for
Hillary’s parents. They moved away, but Hillary wouldn’t leave. She
was sure Iris would try to contact her after a while. Days and
months passed, but she never heard from her. Of course, it would
have been too dangerous to try. She was still a fugitive from
justice—her picture was on bulletin boards in post offices across
the country.

The lesbian aspect of the crime
and the subsequent trial focused attention on the case and
reporters from all over the world came to town to interview Iris’s
classmates, teachers and neighbors. Hillary was offered thousands
of dollars to appear on television or to sell the exclusive rights
to her story. She refused even though the money would have made it
possible for her to start a new life.

Nevertheless, money began pouring
in to her when the story made national television, especially the
part about her parents leaving her alone to survive as best she
could. Lesbians, feminists, gay men, straight women sent her money.
By the time Josie’s trial was over, Hillary received enough money
to pay for college and her very own apartment.

Iris’s family was mortified by all
the publicity, too. They blamed Hillary for their daughter’s
troubles and silently vowed that someday, someway they would get
even. Periodically they would place ads in newspapers trying to
contact Iris, but they never received a legitimate response, though
many crazies answered the ad and claimed to be their
daughter.

Hillary, too, would get mail and
phone calls from girls claiming to be Iris or people saying they
had information about her whereabouts. The FBI watched her for
months, certain she would be the link to their most wanted bank
robber and the fifty thousand dollars that was missing. They
finally gave up, sure Iris must have died or spaced out on drugs.
Fifty thousand would buy a lot of joints and coke for a teenager.
They reasoned that if Iris were a lesbian then, ipso facto, she
would be doing drugs.

Eventually Hillary moved to New
York City and was able to enroll in college thanks to the
generosity of strangers who read about her and Iris. The pain of
losing Iris slowly diminished and thoughts of her faded from her
conscious memory except on the anniversary of the tragedy. On that
day she would receive a floral wreath with a note saying, “We will
get you, you queer.” Eventually even her hate mail stopped and her
life fell into a routine.

A part of Hillary died when Iris
disappeared, the happy part. Now she always had a sad look in her
eyes. The women who have loved her over the years, and those that
she had loved, always commented on her sad, searching eyes. Her
face had matured into a strong handsome woman, with a zest for
life. But her eyes spoke volumes.

 


Hillary had become a photographer
after four years of college. Her work had been published in fashion
magazines, entertainment publications and on television. After she
started doing photography for advertising agencies, she was able to
buy a loft where she lived and had her studio. A part of her never
stopped looking for Iris.

Hillary was still standing at the
bar, suddenly aware of a very intriguing woman’s voice interrupting
her thoughts.

“Welcome, stranger,” the woman
said. She was standing next to Hillary and smiled openly. The woman
was as tall as Hillary and had a stylish look to her. “You look as
if you’ve been a million miles away.”

Hillary returned her smile.
“Please forgive me,” she said. “I don’t remember your name. Have we
met?”

“Not yet. You were so engrossed in
your thoughts you didn’t even acknowledge my presence.”

“I’m Hillary. What’s your
name?”

“Would you believe,
Virginia?”

“Sure, why not?”

“It could be an alias. I seldom go
to gay bars—I’m still in the closet. Not even my hairdresser
knows.”

Hillary laughed. “Believe me, your
hairdresser knew before you did.”

Virginia smiled playfully. “Well,
he never told me. Not that it would have changed
anything.”

Hillary did a quick inventory and
liked what she saw. Virginia was very good-looking. Her brown eyes
were wide-set and her mouth full and soft. Her ensemble must have
come from Bloomies, Hillary thought. “Haven’t you heard of gay
liberation?” she asked,

“Indeed I have. But it means
nothing to me. I’m not liberated.”

Hillary laughed. “Stick around and
you might be surprised. There is going to be a huge gay and lesbian
pride march on Fifth Avenue pretty soon. Stonewall 25. Want to go
with me?”

“Oh, sure,” she said
sarcastically. “I’d march with a bag over my head.”

Hillary laughed. “Bag ladies are
not my style.”

The two women had instant rapport.
Virginia slowly dropped her defenses as Hillary told her about her
work and her many friends. “I’m a legislative assistant for a state
senator,” Virginia said quietly. “I…I can’t tell you his name—not
now anyway.”

“You want to be sure you can trust
me?”

“You bet. He’s homophobic and
would fire me on the spot if he knew.”

“You’re brave to come here under
the circumstances.”

“It’s a turn on, I
think.”

“So are you.”

Virginia smiled self-consciously.
“I should warn you that I’m married . . . ah
. . . to a man . . . a minister.” She added
hastily, “But we have a special arrangement. We don’t sleep
together anymore.”

Hillary hesitated; she had heard
that story before. “He doesn’t sleep with you? Is he crazy
. . . or . . . ah . . .
gay?”

“All of the above. But he only
admits to crazy . . . never gay. Ours is a unique
arrangement. We need each other, and so we stay together. That’s
the deal.”

Hillary looked puzzled. “What
exactly do you mean?”

“He needs me to keep his position,
and I need him to make me a respectable lady. And our children need
us both.”

“Children? Oh, my word,” Hillary
joked. “An All-American mother cruising a women’s bar looking for
. . . ?” She stared quizzically at Virginia.

Virginia felt uncomfortable.
“That’s a good question,” she replied. “At first I was looking for
conversation . . .”

Hillary interrupted. “And
now?”

“I’m trying to decide what I
want.”

Hillary stood up and held out her
hand. She looked directly into Virginia’s warm brown eyes and
smiled. “I know what I want,” she said in a very self-assured tone.
“Let’s dance to this slow number while you try to figure out what’s
on your agenda for the evening.”

Hillary and Virginia held each
other tightly and swayed to the music sensually, no matter the
beat. Their bodies burned as they pressed against each
other.

 



CHAPTER 2

Frankie worked at her computer
diligently. This was her first week at a new job and she was
feeling a bit tense, not that she should. She was very qualified
for the post. For the past five years she had been running the
print shop for the Sisters of Grace, a small order of Catholic nuns
with liberal leanings.

The founder of the order had been
one of the nuns arrested in St. Patrick’s Cathedral during a
demonstration protesting the Vietnam War in the 1970s. The media
called them radical nuns; the church called them a disgrace because
they supported women’s liberation, particularly abortion rights,
and many women called them role models.

Their main convent had been in New
Jersey but they moved to Brooklyn to help the homeless and arrange
job training for homeless men and women who were willing to commit
themselves to the rehabilitation process—no drugs, no booze, no sex
until they secured a job and a place to live on their own. There
was no shortage of applicants, and many of them moved on to a
better life. That’s what kept the sisters going.

Frankie was their star. She had
been one of those homeless, helpless people who turned to the nuns
for sanctuary many years ago—ten to be exact. Then Frankie had red
hair that fell in corkscrew curls to match her lime-green eyes. She
had been a couple months under eighteen years old, worked in a
supermarket as a stock girl, was friends with her co-worker, Josie,
and lovers with Hillary Lambert.

Iris and Frankie were one in the
same. Sometimes Frankie would wake-up in a panic, dreaming about
being chased by the police. She would assure herself it was only a
dream and then remembered that it was more than a dream. That she
was a person the police considered dangerous, someone who planned a
robbery that ended in the death of a young woman. It was all so
unreal . . . sometimes she would try to deny to herself
that it ever happened. Other times it was so real that fear and
shame would grip her and she could hardly breathe.

Frankie often prayed for the dead
girl’s forgiveness, and even now, ten years later, she could feel
the pain of the bullets that cut Terry down, the sting of guilt
burning into her very soul. Her troubled sleep was a sign of her
troubled heart.

She also thought of Hillary. In
the beginning, she would call her just to hear her voice on the
answering machine. As years went by she would see her on
television. She once read that Hillary was going to be a guest on a
television talk show that was focusing on the problems of gay
teens. She stood outside the studio and watched as Hillary left the
station, her arm around the waist of a very pretty young
woman.

Hillary and her girlfriend walked
right by her and never even registered a drop of recognition.
Frankie had become the invisible woman. She felt very depressed
after that. She never again tried to contact Hillary. What was the
point? Hillary was living her life to the fullest.

Frankie felt so forgotten, so
unloved, so unappreciated. She knew then she had to carve out a new
identity and a new beginning for herself.

The Sisters of Grace had helped
her right from the start. It was a miracle that she was still
alive. It must have been that the police fired first at Terry and
then at her. Seconds before the hail of bullets started she had
turned and had begun running away. She had heard a ping against her
back and felt a thud. Later she found two holes in her backpack.
Bullets had struck the head of the hammer in her backpack and were
embedded in the steel license plates she was carrying.

It all happened so fast she was
never able to recall all the details. She ran into the parking lot
in the mall and slipped into the back of the first vehicle she
could find that wasn’t locked. A middle-aged Hispanic woman was
sitting quietly in the back seat when she opened the
door.

“Is this your car?’ she had asked.
The woman shook her head. “Do you speak English?” The woman shook
her head again.

“Poco
. . . poco,” she replied. “Who
you?”

“I need a place to stay
. . . to hide.” The woman became very
agitated.

“Not here
. . . not here . . . no politzia . . . go
. . . go.”

Iris became very anxious and
scared. “Calm down . . . I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t
call the police.”

“No. No
politizia. No
politzia,” the Spanish
woman repeated over and over. “No politzia. No politzia.”

Iris could hear sirens in the
background. She saw two middle-aged women, one white, one
dark-skinned, pushing a shopping cart toward the car.

“Who are they?” she
asked.

“The sisters. The
sisters. No politzia. No politzia.” As she spoke, the door opened and one of the women shoved
her head in and practically pushed her nose into Iris’s face. Her
gaze was hard and unforgiving.

“What are you doing here?” she
demanded.

“I…I need a place to
stay.”

“You mean, hide, don’t you? You
need a place to hide?”

Iris nodded sheepishly. “Please
don’t turn me in.”

The woman began
chanting, “No politzia. No politzia.”

The dark-skinned woman slid into
the sedan and took the seat next to the driver, who quickly
maneuvered the car out of the parking lot and onto the highway.
“Don’t worry. No police. We don’t collaborate with the
police.”

The driver half-turned in her seat
to glace at Iris. “Are you involved in that mess at the bank?” she
asked nervously.

Iris nodded. “God forgive me, yes.
I think they must have shot my friend.”

“A black girl?”

“Yes.”

The woman shook her head. “People
were talking about it in the supermarket. One of the clerks knew
her. “Her name was Terry. She’s dead. And she didn’t even have a
gun.”

The dark-skinned woman turned and
peered into Iris’s eyes, causing Iris to finally look away with
shame. “You should be damn glad you’re white and good-looking. They
must not have aimed at you first,” she said angrily.

Iris began crying. “I…I felt
something hit my back.”

“Are you wounded?” she asked, her
voice softening and concern showing in her face. “Do you feel any
pain? Is there any blood?”

“I just feel numb.”

The Spanish woman
ran her hand over Iris’s backpack and stuck her finger in a hole.
“Mira.
Mira,” she cried.
“Look. Look.”

Iris removed the backpack and saw
the holes. She unzipped the backpack, withdrew the hammer and
license plates and found bullets on the bottom of the pack. She
cradled them in her palm and cried.

“God was with you,” the
dark-skinned woman said.

The Hispanic woman blessed herself
and looked adoringly at Iris. “Miracle. Miracle. Just like
me.”

Iris learned later that the woman
was an illegal immigrant on her way to a safe house run by the
nuns. They would get her a fake green card, find her a job and a
decent place to live. They were not about to contact the police and
tell them they had Iris in their custody because they didn’t want
to jeopardize their network of safe houses. Besides, they were
appalled by the way Terry was shot.

Onlookers later testified that
Terry was trying to surrender when the police opened fire. Her
family received nearly a million dollars in compensation from the
town. The police were furious and would never give up looking for
Iris after that. Officer Rogers left the department under a cloud
of suspicion.

Iris lucked out. The nuns had
resources and contacts to get her an entirely new identity. In a
matter of weeks she had a birth certificate, social security number
and everything she needed except for new fingerprints. She dyed her
hair and wore glasses. Even her mother wouldn’t have recognized
her. Her new identity shrouded her sexuality and zest for life in a
routine of prayer, study and sacrifice.

The nuns never blinked when they
learned of the sexual implications of her desperate crime. To them,
Iris was a lost lamb of the church, too precious to be sacrificed
on the altar of law-and-order. They put her life on the straight
and narrow—not quite—but they did give her the opportunity to
become well educated and to learn skills that would serve her and
support her in the future.

Iris eventually went to college at
a small Catholic girls school. She was known as Frankie Moran. Her
high school records, the nuns reported, were consumed in a fire.
Frankie was given an entrance exam to see if she truly was of
college caliber. She passed with distinction. The nuns had seen to
that. Not that they had given her the answers. That would have been
unethical by their standards. No, they tutored her for nearly a
year in math, English, French, and history.

She became the child they never
had, the girl who took on a Huck Finn quality in their eyes—daring,
outrageous, funny, and very sensual. She was also very smart and
studied hard. Her carefree manner gave way to a serious, more
sensitive side of her nature. She truly repented for misusing her
influence over Josie and Terry and getting them to violate their
own sense of right and wrong.

The nuns would often see Frankie
praying alone on the grounds of their convent or walking along the
beach of their summer retreat on the Massachusetts shoreline. She
looked so beautiful, so angelic, so vulnerable, so
appealing. 

More than one of the nuns had to
pray for forgiveness about the thoughts that danced through their
minds when they read about trysts that Frankie and Hillary had had.
They, too, yearned to give in to their impulses and experience the
thrill of sexual fulfillment, the passion of flesh pressed against
flesh. Several secretly wished that Frankie would teach them about
that, the way they were teaching her to conjugate French verbs and
write a thesis.

It wasn’t easy for Frankie to
conform. At first she was so grateful for a place to stay and food
to eat that she hardly ever focused on how she was feeling and what
she would do with the rest of her life. She had celebrated her
eighteenth birthday with the Sisters of Grace, then her twentieth
and twenty-fifth.

As a college student, Frankie
ranked near the top of her class. She had been orphaned and
homeless, she told the few friends she had made, and then the nuns
took her in and gave her a future. She majored in English and
minored in art. After graduation, she had an opportunity to teach
at a local Catholic elementary school but felt it might lead to
situations where she might come in contact with law enforcement
officials.

“It would just be my luck to have
to report a child abuse case or something like that,” she said to
the Mother Superior when she told her about the job. They were in
the older woman’s office. “Who knows, they might even want my
fingerprints for something. No, no, I’m not going to teach
school.”

The Mother Superior agreed. She
then told Iris that the sisters had plans to expand their work and
publish newsletters and books on subjects of concern to low-income
families and community groups working on housing and drug
issues.

“We are going to need someone to
take charge of the print shop and such,” she said. “Would you be
willing to attend classes to learn about desktop publishing and
computer graphics?”

Frankie was delighted. “Can I
continue to live here if I say yes?”

The Mother Superior smiled. “Of
course you can. But the day will come when you will want to leave
us and live on your own.”

“I don’t think so . . .
not ever. I feel very safe and very loved here.”

The Mother Superior smiled again.
“And so you are. This is your home for as long as you wish to stay
here. But there is much more to life for a young woman
. . . husband, family, children.”

Frankie smiled. “Not this young
woman. No husband, no family, no children of my own. I feel as if I
am living on borrowed time, as if someday the police will catch up
with me. I don’t want anyone else to be hurt by my
actions.”

The older woman nodded. “I
understand,” she said. “Your life has been very strange and
different. God must have a plan for you.”

Frankie giggled. “And she is
keeping it to herself. If you should get a sign, please let me
know.”

“You will be the first to hear, I
assure you,” Mother Superior retorted, repressing a smile at
Frankie’s irreverent remark. “Meanwhile, here are some books about
desktop publishing and a description of the courses you’ll be
taking at the community college.” She handed her the books and gave
her a hug. “I don’t know what we’d do without you, Frankie. Your
progress and transformation have been amazing.”

Frankie left the Mother Superior’s
chamber and went to her small, cheerful room. She tried reading the
books but could not concentrate. Her mind slipped back into the
past.

She wondered how her parents were.
She wished she could contact them but knew it would be dangerous.
Sometimes she would feel angry and resentful and blame them for all
her problems—her messed up life, her separation from Hillary. Then
she would feel guilty and blame herself. Slowly she accepted her
fate. She prayed that one day she would see Hillary again, not that
she would ever make love with her again. Sex was what got her into
trouble in the first place and she had learned her
lesson.

Still, she remembered the warmth
of their love, the thrill she felt when Hillary kissed her all
over. Her mind pictures of their sexual romps sustained her during
her days in the convent, turning her on so much that she formed
passionate feelings for several of the nuns who took her under
their wings.

The first was Sister Irene, a
French Canadian who had been orphaned as a child and grew up among
the women of Sisters of Grace. They met at the order’s summer
retreat in Massachusetts; she was visiting from her convent outside
of Montreal. Her English was strained and so she and Frankie
conversed hesitatingly in a mix of French and English. Sister Irene
was much older than Frankie and had a controlled optimism about the
future. Being a nun was not so much a spiritual calling as a
vocation that suited her temperament and need to be with
women.

They would walk along the beach,
day and night, and talk about everything but the way they felt
toward each other. They both loved swimming in the ocean,
particularly when it was rough and challenging. They were
exhilarated by their struggle with the powerful waves that crashed
over them. They would help each other out of the water and hold
onto each other, panting, laughing and squeezing each other tighter
and tighter. They’d laugh, let go and then fall silent.

The sexual frustration was
maddening for Frankie. She knew what loving a woman was all about
and she wanted to experience it once again. One night when she and
Sister Irene were sitting on the beach together, away from the
others, she gently put her hand on Sister Irene’s outstretched arm
and moved slowly down her tanned forearm, grasping her hand in hers
and squeezing it, holding on even when Sister Irene started to pull
away.

She brushed her lips against the
nun’s fingers and felt her tremble. She slid her lips across her
hand again, this time planting a long moist kiss on her palm. The
older woman groaned and gently took Frankie in her arms and covered
her with kisses, at first quick light kisses on her neck and
eyelids and cheeks and then deep demanding liquid kisses on her
mouth.

They could hardly
breathe, their bodies ready to explode with the love and desire
they felt for each other. Without a word, they got up and walked
silently to the boathouse where they knew they would be alone.
Frankie held tightly to Sister Irene’s hand, and when she felt the
older woman hesitating as they stepped through the door, she squeezed her hand forcefully and led her into
the room.

They were in semidarkness but they
both knew the layout of the room by heart. In one corner there were
several inflated rafts, which they wordlessly placed on the floor.
Frankie was running on all cylinders, excited by the fear of
getting caught as well as the thrill of being with Sister Irene,
feeling her burning flesh and wet lips on her body. She pulled her
down beside her and slowly began removing her wrap and bathing
suit. The nun protested at first but then relaxed in her
arms.

Frankie murmured endearments into
Sister Irene’s ear as she kissed her passionately along her neck
and thrust her tongue into her mouth. She kissed her soft white
breasts and nibbled on her skin playfully. It had been a long time
since she had had physical contact with anyone. She couldn’t get
enough of Sister Irene.

“Oh, Frankie, you mustn’t do
that,” Sister Irene cried as Frankie touched her private parts. She
could hardly breathe and then she seemed to explode with passion.
“May God forgive me,” she gasped as she laced her arms around
Frankie and plunged into her flesh, the pleasure resonating and
thrilling her very being.

They made love seemingly for
hours, releasing all their emotions in a primitive, almost violent
ritual. They both were naked and lay totally exhausted, wrapped in
each other’s arms. Frankie rolled over and stretched her body over
Sister Irene’s and kissed her tenderly. “I’m so happy. I’ve wanted
this to happen for weeks but I was afraid you wouldn’t want me,”
she whispered.

“It must not happen again,” Sister
Irene said solemnly. “We have sinned.”

Frankie giggled. “Haven’t you ever
. . . ?”

“Never. Never like this. Never
with such passion. Many times before a sister would give me a hug
. . . hold me a little too long . . . or kiss
me a little too close to my lips . . . but never such
wild passion. It was frightful.”

“And delightful,” Frankie giggled.
She thought for a moment. “You did enjoy being with me, didn’t
you?”

“It … it would be a lie if I said
no. But that doesn’t make it right,” she said
emphatically.

Frankie tried to soothe her. “You
were just being human. It is not a sin to want to be with someone
like this.”

“You have not taken vows of
chastity but I have.”

Frankie laughed. “Well, take it
back. You didn’t know what you were giving up if you never had it
before.”

Sister Irene laughed dryly. “I
wish it were that simple, Frankie. I really do.”

They both fell silent. Sister
Irene put on her clothes, her head held down as if some terrible
shame had overtaken her. She turned her face away when Frankie
tried to kiss her cheek. She left the boathouse without another
word and headed to the main building and the shower.

Sister Irene avoided being alone
with Frankie for several days but couldn’t keep away. She walked on
the beach alone at dusk one evening after she saw Frankie by the
water. When she got closer, Frankie walked toward her. Their eyes
devoured each other. “I’ve missed you, Frankie,” she said in a
hushed voice.

“I thought you would never speak
to me again,” Frankie said, crying. “I didn’t mean to hurt
you.”

Sister Irene cried, too. “I know.
I’m scared, Frankie, of my feelings for you. I’m older, I should
know better. I’ve prayed for guidance but my heart aches to hold
you again.”

Frankie gasped. “Me too. I dream
of you every night. I think I’ll go mad if we don’t make love
again. Please, please be with me. I want to love you.” Frankie
walked slowly toward the boathouse, Sister Irene followed shortly
thereafter. Frankie was standing in the shadows, already
naked.

Sister Irene was less tentative
and more demanding this time. She suddenly swooped over Frankie and
pinned her shoulders against the wall, kissing her roughly and
whispering obscenities in her ear, English and French. Her sudden
mood change turned Frankie on and she responded in kind, moving her
body rhythmically, hot with passion.

“You are a devil,” Sister Irene
said hotly as she pulled Frankie to the floor and mounted her like
a man. By this time she was naked, her heart thundering with
passion as her powerful arms pressed Frankie into her as if they
could merge into one great mass. She groaned with pleasure as she
entered Frankie and engulfed her. She slapped her bottom as if she
were a bad child and squeezed her breasts until Frankie begged her
to stop. She dug her nails into Frankie’s back and tasted her
blood. Her mouth and hands were all over her.

Frankie was terrified and excited
beyond belief. She matched her passion but when she tried to make
love to Sister Irene she wouldn’t hear of it. “No, no,” she said,
“my body belongs to Christ…but your body belongs to me.”

Frankie groaned. “Let me look at
you.” The nun relented. Frankie drank in her beauty. She touched
her breast with her lips.

“No, no, no, Frankie,” she
protested.

Frankie covered her lips with
passionate kisses, slowly moving downward, desire and passion
exploding once again in both of them. When it was over, their
passion spent, Sister Irene was overcome with guilt again. Head
down, she silently put on her clothes and left the
boathouse.

Frankie never saw her again. She
left very early the next morning to return to her convent in
Montreal without even saying goodbye. Several years later Frankie
heard through the grapevine that she had volunteered to work in a
refugee center in Africa someplace.

The second nun that attracted
Frankie was not quite as understanding as Sister Irene or as
cooperative. Sister Mary Paul was a few years younger than Frankie
but acted at least twenty years older. She had a sly sense of humor
and seemed to take charge no matter what the problem might be. Her
strength drew Frankie to her, and Frankie’s charm intrigued the
sister. Frankie misinterpreted her interest.

They both were studying late one
evening and wandered down to the kitchen to see if the cook had
left any extra snacks for the night owls. Frankie got there first
and was startled when Sister Mary Paul came up behind her. She sort
of shirked in fright and then, when she realized who it was, threw
hear arms around her.

“Sister Mary Paul, thank goodness
it’s you. What a fright I had.”

The nun hugged her in return.
“Don’t be afraid. I’m here to protect you, Frankie.” She pressed
Frankie against her body and gave her a gentle kiss.

Frankie responded as if they were
lovers and pressed her lips hard against sister Mary Paul’s smiling
mouth.

The nun recoiled from her advance.
“Don’t you ever do that again,” Sister Mary Paul said angrily, “or
I’ll report you to Mother Superior. Do you understand?”

Frankie was embarrassed. “I
thought you….”

Sister Mary Paul shot back. “You
thought wrong.”

Frankie cried. “Please, forgive
me. Don’t tell Mother Superior. Please, please. She’ll make me
leave, and I don’t have any place to go.”

“Just don’t ever do that to me, or
to anyone else again. Do you promise?

“Yes,” Frankie whispered. “I
promise.”

Her encounter with Sister Mary
Paul helped Frankie decide that the time was coming when she should
find another home. The life of a celibate was not the life God
intended for her, of that she was sure. But what was her destiny?
She still didn’t know. Her new job was her first step into the new,
dangerous life that lay ahead of her. She prayed every night that
she and Hillary would one day be together again.

 



chapter 3

 


The dance floor was becoming more
and more crowded. Hillary tightened her arms around Virginia as
their bodies pressed hotly against each other. They moved slowly,
ignoring the beat of the music. Although they had just met, Hillary
sensed there was more than just chemistry between them. Their
bodies seemed to speak to each other as they swayed with the music,
their liquid movements flowing as if they were at one with the
universe.

Hillary always approached every
new woman in her life with the thought that she might be the one.
But she was sure about this new woman in her life. Virginia was
different. She was very independent, and she knew what she wanted.
She pressed against Hillary as they danced and moved seductively in
her arms. There was an intensity and familiarity about her that
seemed uncanny.

“This is
like de ja vous all over again,” Hillary
whispered laughingly, happy that she finally had a chance to use
that expression. “We must have known each other in a past
life.”

Virginia smiled. “Were we
lovers?”

“No doubt in my mind that we were.
Perhaps we were Amazons in ancient Greece, or medieval nuns in
England.”

Virginia frowned. “I hope we
weren’t burned at the stake as witches.”

“Never. We were too clever for
that.”

They didn’t change partners for
the rest of the night. Their eyes never strayed from each other’s
face, and their thoughts were filled with unanswered questions
about the other. It seemed to both of them that they finally had
found their perfect match.

They ended the evening in
Hillary’s loft overlooking lower Fifth Avenue. “So you are one of
those rich ‘n famous lesbians I’ve read about but never met
before,” Virginia teased as she looked out of the large picture
window. She gazed at the sweeping view of Greenwich Village, the
Twin Towers and lights reflecting on the Hudson River. “Your view
is remarkable.”

“I’m glad you appreciate it. You
should see the sunset on the Hudson. It’s magnificent. I’ve
photographed it for several picture stories about New York. And one
on the environment. It was a tongue-in-cheek account of the
benefits of air pollution. Beautiful sunsets, early inheritance if
you come from a rich family, and lots of business if you are a
doctor specializing in lung disease. It was a very funny article. I
wish I had written it.”

The two women settled on the floor
on two giant pillows. Hillary had mixed drinks and they were
relaxing from the strain of getting to know one another. “I don’t
want you to think I’m treating you like a sex object,” Hillary
began, “but I find you very, very beautiful.” She moved
closer.

Virginia smiled. “Thank you. I’ve
been thinking the same thing about you. You are a very lovely
looking woman. You could be the model instead of the
photographer.”

“Now it’s my turn to blush.”
Hillary got up and walked to the custom-made bar in the corner of
her loft, mixed another rum and coke, stacked some records on her
stereo and joined Virginia on the floor.

“Will I ever get to know your real
name?” Hillary asked. “I like you a lot, and I want us to be
friends, good friends.” She leaned over to give Virginia a sisterly
kiss and as she did, Virginia’s hand brushed against her
chest.

“Oops, sorry,” Virginia
gasped.

“Don’t be. Why don’t you come
back?” She reached for Virginia’s hand and held it as the other
woman embraced her. They drew closer and kissed each other
passionately.

“You are a great kisser,” Hillary
said as she gasped for breath. She stretched out on her thick,
Persian rug. Before she could get comfortable, Virginia was on top
of her, kissing her madly, a wild uninhibited feeling driving her
on.

Virginia quickly unbuckled her
Armani slacks and let Hillary remove them. She unzipped Hillary’s
cords and nearly tore them off. They were both very hot, their
love-making deep and passionate. They seemed to have an extra burst
of energy after they climaxed together, and so they started all
over.

“I think my lip has a blister on
it,” Hillary joked.

“You are wonderful,” Virginia
sighed. “I don’t go around rating my lovers, but you are the best
I’ve ever had, either sex.”

Hillary felt shaky and vulnerable.
She hadn’t been with anyone for a long time . . . too
long. Her experience with Virginia seemed to break through a shell
that had formed around the core of her very being. Virginia was the
first woman who had moved her so powerfully since Iris. She could
never rid herself of those painful memories of Iris, but maybe now
she could. Virginia was so passionate, so hungry for her love. It
was as if they had made a psychic connection that very first
night.

The two women made love everywhere
in the huge loft—on the rug, in the dark room, on Hillary’s
waterbed, and in the shower. It was nearly dawn when Virginia
slipped out of her arms, put on her clothes and kissed Hillary
goodbye.

Hillary was surprised that she was
leaving. “Are you going to give me a number where you can be
reached?”

“No. I’ll call you.”

Hillary was upset. “You can’t just
disappear from my life now . . . not again.”

“What do you mean by
that?”

Hillary hesitated. The words had
spilled out without thinking. “It’s just excess baggage,” she said
wryly.

Virginia smiled tenderly and
touched her cheek. “Don’t worry. I’ll be in touch. I just feel too
overwhelmed to trust my judgment.”

Hillary was hurt. “Couldn’t you
tell from the way I made love that I’m trustworthy?”

“I know. I know. But I’m scared. I
can’t give you my number right now.”

Virginia set the tone for her
relationship with Hillary. She had the advantage of anonymity and
could call the shots. It would take time for her to trust Hillary
or any woman. Virginia was a new breed of lesbian. She wanted her
marriage because it gave her respectability, security and
companionship. But she wanted to have a woman lover because only a
woman could make her feel truly whole.

Virginia married shortly after
college. Her husband, David, had been a divinity student. His
family was wealthy, and he had a trust fund from his grandfather’s
estate. He could afford all the comforts in life including a clear
conscience since he did not have to struggle to survive as most
people do.

The babies had come fast. Virginia
had had her tubes tied after her second child was born, six years
before. Her sex life with her husband had ended then, too. Her job
plus being a wife and mother consumed all her time and energy. She
had a nursemaid for her children and eventually her husband
suggested hiring a full-time domestic—a male—to help with the
chores, particularly the heavy work. David insisted on doing all
the interviewing, saying Virginia was too inexperienced to root out
the bad apples.

It was after the first helper
arrived that Virginia began to suspect her husband’s attraction to
handsome young men. They had changed employees quite frequently.
Each was very respectful toward her but she sensed that there was
something intimate in the way they spoke and acted toward David. A
look . . . a touch that seemed to caress him
. . . a smile that promised more than an employee should
promise. One young man, Craig, was particularly possessive of
him.

Virginia had confronted David once
she was absolutely certain. They had just finished dinner and the
children were sleeping. “David, “ she began gently. “This is hard
for me but I must ask you something. Please don’t get
upset.”

“I’ll never tell you how much
money I have,” he said good-naturedly.

“I’m really serious,
David.”

“You can ask, but that doesn’t
mean I’ll answer.”

Virginia began gently. “David,
I’ve been noticing some strange behavior around here between you
and Craig. Ah . . . ah ….” She hesitated and then
blurted, “Are you having an affair with him?”

David looked stricken. “Me? Having
an affair with Craig? What a crazy question.”

Virginia stared at him. “I’m
waiting for an answer.”

“That’s insulting. You’re accusing
me of being a gay. You of all people should know I’m not. My God,
what a question.”

Virginia continued. “I’ve seen the
way he looks at you, and the way you look at him. I’ve seen him
touch you and the look on your face when he would brush against
you. You can’t keep hiding this from me. What is going
on?”

David gulped. “I…I should have
talked to you about this before we were married, but I was afraid
of losing you. I love you dearly, and I haven’t felt the need for
anyone else until recently.” He stood up and paced the floor.
“After I married you and we had the children, I was sure I was
cured, that I was truly heterosexual.”

He held his head in his hands as
if he had a blinding headache. “Then Craig came and I hired him. He
sensed my interest in him right away. One night when you and the
children were away, he came to our bedroom to give me a back rub.
One thing led to another and we . . . became
lovers.”

Virginia stood up angrily. “You
had sex with him in our bedroom?” she asked in a hurt
tone.

“Just that once. We….We have a
small apartment in the Village.”

“I’m stunned.”

“I’m sorry. I hoped you’d never
know. He doesn’t mean anything to me, but I know I have to have a
man in my life. I need you but I need a man, too. Maybe I’m sick or
crazy. I don’t want to hurt you or the children or my parents. But
this is what I am. I can’t change . . . I don’t even want
to try anymore.”

David began to sob and buried
himself in Virginia’s arms. By this time they had moved to their
living room couch. She cradled him in her arms as if he were a
child. She felt somewhat hurt and betrayed, yet, knowing her own
need to love a member of her own sex, she couldn’t be judgmental or
play the part of the cuckold wife.

She patted the top of his head and
back consolingly. “David, I understand. Really I do. I loved a
woman when I was in college, and I desperately want to love a woman
again. I always wanted to tell you about the way I felt but I
couldn’t.”

David pulled himself out of her
arms. “Are you saying that you are a lesbian?”

Virginia gulped. “Ah
. . . maybe . . . I guess I am . . .
a little. Just a little.”

“But you’re the mother of my
children. You can’t be a lesbian. My children can’t have a lesbian
as a mother.”

“You’re their father and you’re
gay.”

“I am not. I’m not a faggot
. . . I’m bisexual . . . and I like women a lot
even if I sleep with men once in a while.”

“Then I guess I’m bisexual and not
a lesbian.”

Virginia and David talked and
argued, finally reaching a compromise. She would live her life, and
he, his. But their children would always come first. For the past
two years their arrangement had worked beautifully. They both took
pride in the fact that they have the most civilized agreement any
couple could make. They had their cake, and they were eating
it.

At first Virginia had gone a
little wild and tried to make up for lost time. She had had a
series of one-night stands and brief affairs but could never
establish a meaningful relationship with another woman. Her job and
her children were draining her. She and David were drifting further
apart.

David spent more and more of his
time with his lovers. Craig was history. Now there were Roger and
Harold from the banking world; Bill and Geoffrey from hospital
administration; Joe Finn the big time football player; and Ron from
the New York Ballet Company. David’s wealth and good looks
attracted men of accomplishment and status.

Virginia rented a small apartment
in the East Village where she entertained her lesbian lovers and
held parties. Her double-life was exciting. It made sex better in
the beginning but as she became more thoughtful it seemed a sham.
She knew without a doubt that she was a lesbian and not a bisexual.
As much as she loved David as a person, she no longer wanted sexual
intimacy with him or any man. He, too, had rejected that aspect of
their marriage. They were simply two caring friends raising their
children as best they could.

Their liberated marriage ceased to
be anything more than a close friendship. But this freedom no
longer made Virginia happy. She felt a void in her life. She had a
need to be connected to one other person but she didn’t realize it
until she had encountered Hillary.

Hillary, Hillary, Hillary.
Virginia hadn’t stopped thinking of her since she returned to her
apartment. This thrilling new woman in her life was open, loving,
successful and sure of herself and her lifestyle. Without knowing
much about her past, Virginia sensed that Hillary was an old soul
who had lived a hundred lives and distilled the knowledge she had
gained into this lifetime.

She longed to hear her voice once
again. Several days later she phoned her. “Hillary, this is
Virginia. Yes, that’s really my name. I’m sorry I played games with
you. Really. I want to see you again. Is your offer about the gay
pride march still open? I’ve reconsidered. I’ll even go without a
bag over my head. I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of.”

Hillary was stunned. She’d been
thinking about Virginia just before the phone rang and was sure she
would never hear from her again . . . another bored
housewife, she figured.

“Of course I still want you to go.
It starts at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. Be sure to put on
your walking shoes. I’m marching with the Lesbian Archives
. . . we’re going up Fifth Avenue no matter what the
mayor says.”

“We’re not going to get arrested
are we?” Virginia asked in a slightly anxious tone. “I can’t afford
it.”

“Nor I,” said Hillary. “The police
won’t arrest anyone. You will be safe. It is going to be as hot as
hell out there, so dress lightly. I’ll meet you in Sheridan Square
in front of the old Duchess. Do you know where that is?”

“I remember it well. The Duchess
was my first lesbian bar experience.”

Hillary laughed. “We have so much
to talk about.”

“Volumes,” Virginia
retorted.

 


Gay Pride Day. It
was the 25th anniversary of the Stonewall Rebellion, the day the
drag queens and queers fought back and refused to be pushed around
by the New York City cops. Sheridan Square was overflowing with all
the free spirits in the city. Men dressed as women fluttered
through the crowd like butterflies while feminists looked on in
disgust. The S/M groups moved heavily in black leather and chains
while others stripped to the waist, including some women. For the
most part, the women in the march were not in costume. Shorts,
jeans, tees, boots and leather seemed to be
their style. It was the men who wore the high heels and
dresses.

The air was filled with excitement
and tension. The police stood together like a blue wall because
this was an illegal march and they were expecting the worse. The
official march was swinging by the United Nations but this group of
gay men and renegade women wanted no part of it. Feelings were
intense as the shouting, chanting militants moved through the
narrow Village streets and proceeded to take Fifth
Avenue.

Virginia stood in Sheridan Square
watching the excitement swirl about her as she waited for Hillary
to appear. Friends hugged and kissed as they greeted each other.
Political types were selling buttons and circulating petitions for
national lesbian and gay rights legislation, more money for AIDS
victims, protection against domestic and anti-gay violence and a
host of other causes. Gay socialists were selling their
anti-establishment newspapers. Brightly colored balloons were
everywhere. Photographers were documenting the action.

Virginia felt
uncomfortable. She was sure her picture would appear on the front
page of The New York Times. She hadn’t expected such chaos
or this many people.

Several women recognized her from
the bars she frequented. They came over to say hello. A political
dyke, who didn’t realize Virginia was a sister, asked if she were
representing the senator for whom she worked. She nodded. The woman
looked pleased and after a few minutes of small talk disappeared
into the crowd.

Virginia worked her way through
the people jam and tried to get near the old Duchess. It occurred
to her that she had never seen Hillary in the daylight. She hoped
they would recognize each other.

“Mrs. Sommers, what are you doing
here?” a male voice called incredulously.

Virginia whirled around in a
slight panic. She stared at a handsome young man—it was Craig. The
last time she had seen him he was in bed with her husband. “How
nice to see you, Craig,” she said coolly. “I’m waiting for a
friend. We’re going to march together.”

“You are? People will think you’re
a…a lesbian.”

Virginia didn’t answer. Instead
she merely gazed into Craig’s eyes without blinking.

Then it struck him. “I’ll be
damned,” he said, a wry smile curling at his lips. “I’ll be
damned.” He walked away, a big grin lighting his handsome
face.

“I beg your pardon, Miss, was that
man trying to pick you up?”

Virginia recognized Hillary’s
voice behind her. She turned and smiled. “No, he’s after my
husband.”

Hillary gave Virginia a friendly
hug. “I’m impressed that you’re going to march. Some of the most
militant lesbians still don’t do it. They seem to always have plans
to go to the beach or camping in the woods. I just don’t understand
them.”

“They’re scared. You shouldn’t
condemn them for that.”

“You’re right.
But I still get annoyed. Those same women will march for abortion
rights. They rebel against war, nuclear weapons, and every other
policy of the government except its anti-gay policies. Some of the
older women even signed petitions to impeach Nixon
when he was president of the United States. They
were not too scared to do that. Why can’t they stand up for their
own sexual rights?”

Virginia sighed. “But that’s
different. The taboos against homosexuality are enormous. Didn’t
you feel guilty at first?”

“No. I was madly in love and it
all seemed perfectly normal. No one else did though. But that’s a
long story.” Hillary stopped talking as whistles blew and the
marchers got back into their places. “Let’s watch for a while and
join in at the end.”

The two women found a place to
stand along Christopher Street. Virginia was new to the organized
gay and lesbian community and didn’t know much about its history.
She quizzed Hillary. “Is it true the Stonewall was a transvestite
bar?

“Yes, but others were there, too,”
she said. “That night twenty-five years ago was the first time gays
fought back . . . it was the birth of the lesbian and gay
nation. I’ve always loved and admired rebels—that’s why I’m here
today instead of the uptown sanitized march. I’ve always identified
with the rebels and want to support them, no matter
what.”

It always seemed ironic to
Hillary, she said, that men in feminine garb have started so many
independence movements. From Greek priests in long robes fighting
the Turks to American men in powdered wigs and silk breeches
battling the English to a bunch of New York Queens rebelling
against the cops.

“There must be a moral in all of
this somewhere,” she mused.

Virginia laughed. “Maybe a dress
is really a power symbol.”

“We can start a whole new fashion
statement,” Hillary quipped. “Let’s start wearing
dresses.”

The two women stood on the curb,
watching. The march was led by ACT-UP—men and women fighting for
the lives of people with AIDS. As each group passed, onlookers
cheered support and encouragement.

Hillary felt choked up when a
group of Parents of Gays walked by holding pictures of their sons
who have died of AIDS or wearing tee shirts declaring, I LOVE MY
LESBIAN DAUGHTER. That group in particular made the tragedy of her
life more painful.

Iris had been on Hillary’s mind a
lot lately. She remembered the struggle they had had with their
parents and the disastrous results of their love. If only Iris had
waited, Hillary thought to herself. She had been over that “if
only” thousands of times. A day never went by that some reminder of
Iris triggered her thoughts. Her only consolation now was that she
could try to see that other teens don’t face the same
predicament.

Hillary had given thousands of
dollars to lesbian and gay rights organizations to help pay for
legal defense of teens whose civil rights were denied by their
parents. She also helped lesbian mothers in their custody battles
whenever she was asked, and she was asked a lot.

Many people sought Hillary out
with projects. Most recently she was asked to write lyrics for a
song, a mother singing about her daughter, who loved another
woman’s daughter. It was going to be included on a new album.
Hillary shot the pictures for the album cover and expected to make
a considerable amount from the record sales. Some of the money was
earmarked for a legal defense fund, which she would control. Only
in this way could she ever feel that Iris’s tragedy and Terry’s
death had not been in vain.

“Let’s start marching,” Virginia
said. “I’m getting into the spirit.” She felt less nervous as she
walked through the Village and up Fifth Avenue. “This is me,
world,” she cried aloud. “I’m gay and proud.” She squeezed
Hillary’s hand. “I’m so happy to be here with you.” She kissed her
lightly.

“Careful, you’ll shock those
straight ladies watching us.”

Virginia laughed. “Maybe they’re
lesbians.”

“No chance. They’re with those two
beer-bellies. Can you imagine waking up in the morning to
them?”

Virginia smiled. “David doesn’t
have a beer-belly. If he did, I would have come out
sooner.”

Her comment didn’t amuse Hillary.
“Don’t talk to me about your husband. Okay?”

“He’s just a friend. Believe me.
We haven’t slept together in years. “

Hillary frowned. “That’s what they
all say.”

Virginia laughed. “You sound like
the voice of a bad experience. But believe me when I tell you that
David and I love each other as if we were brother and sister. For
god’s sake, we went to college together.”

“Okay, okay. I believe you. It’s
no big deal.”

The two women walked arm and arm
up Fifth Avenue. The crowds lining the avenue were mostly
good-natured, except for the religious fanatics. Occasionally an
old-timer would shake his or her head in disapproval at the
marchers, and a few young bucks would shout insults. But mostly
there was positive feedback. The vibes between the marchers were
good and a feeling of solidarity existed among the men, women,
people of color and seniors.

As the march approached St.
Patrick’s Cathedral, the number of photographers and television
crews increased. So did the level of yelling and jeering from the
marchers and onlookers as well. The anti-gay fanatics were there
with their hate-filled prayers and insults.

Members of ACT-UP laid down on the
street and held a die-in to protest the church’s homophobic dictum.
The police came and dragged them away.

Virginia turned her face away each
time she saw a camera pointed in her direction, which was quite
often because Hillary was well known to the press. When they saw
her they began snapping pictures and pushing microphones in front
of her. She was asked for her opinion on gay rights bills pending
in several states.

“We need protection from unfair
firings and housing discrimination,” she said. “It’s ridiculous to
persecute women who prefer the company of other women, or men who
prefer men. Whose life is it, anyway?”

The television reporter frowned
for the camera and asked in his deepest voice, “Do you think it’s
safe for ho-mo-sexuals to teach in our schools?” The way he asked
the question implied that he didn’t. The man seemed to swallow the
word, “homosexual,” as if he were afraid it might reveal something
about him if he said it easily.

Hillary answered quickly. “Most
child molesters, rapists and murderers are heterosexual men. Don’t
blame us.”

The television interviewer
glowered at her. “So, you think I’m a menace, eh?”

“I didn’t say that, you
did.”

The man laughed hollowly. “If
that’s what you think of men its no wonder you’re a lesbian.” He
smiled cutely at the camera. “Well, folks, this is your favorite
Jack the Ripper at the Gay Liberation Rally in New York City. Read
about it in the funny papers.”

When the lights were off and the
camera stopped rolling, the man turned to Hillary, hate burning in
his eyes and voice. “A good fucking will cure whatever is wrong
with you.”

She gave him a New York shrug.
“There’s nothing wrong with me, buddy. You’ve got the
problem.”

Virginia marveled at the way
Hillary handled the interview and the reporter’s nastiness. It was
a pleasure for her to see a woman so in charge.

By this time they had reached
Central Park. After they found a place to sit at the band shell, a
Latin woman rushed up to Hillary. “I heard what you said to that TV
prick. You were wonderful. Please come to my party tonight after
the rally.” She handed Hillary a sheet of paper. “This is my name
and address.”

“Can I bring my friend?” Hillary
asked.

“Sure.”

“Terrific. I was hoping there
would be a party.” She turned to Virginia. “Do you want to
go?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the
world.”

 



CHAPTER 4

Josie Hernandez marched up Fifth
Avenue with Third World Gay Liberation. She had two events to
celebrate—one, her prison release, and two, her coming out as a
lesbian to her family. She felt somewhat uncomfortable marching
with Anglos—the last time she trusted an Anglo she ended up in
prison.

Ten years of her life were spent
behind bars, and she never wanted to go back to her cage. Josie had
changed since she entered prison. For one thing, her body was
stronger. As she walked along the avenue in her tank top and
cut-off shorts, the muscles in her calves bulged, as if she had
done a lot of running or leg lifts. And she was smarter. She
finished high school in prison and took college courses through the
mail. She was wise. She could size-up people quickly and know
whether they were conning her.

Prison sharpened her survival
instinct. She was tougher inside and out. After she had learned how
to do her own tattoos with a ballpoint pen and needle, she had
printed the words, “I Will Survive” on her arm. The crude, faded
blue letters announced to all who understood that Josie was an
ex-con, the tattoo her calling card.

Strangely, her prison record gave
her status among her new friends in the gay liberation movement.
The sisters and Latinas revered her, and the Anglos treated her
carefully because they knew she had been in prison and were afraid
of her.

Josie seldom looked back on the
bank robbery but when she did she felt bitterness toward the police
for murdering Terry. Josie was not a lesbian at the time, although
she envied Iris and Hillary their undying devotion and love.
However that changed. While in prison she had had several sexual
relationships with women.

Josie was working for a college in
New York City and was studying computer programming under a special
project for ex-cons. She preferred working with computers because
she would not have to put up with people’s anti-Latina, anti-woman,
anti-gay, and anti-excon prejudices. The pay was good,
too.

When Josie had been sent away to
prison, her boyfriend Carlos swore he would wait for her. But as
time went on, he had married someone else and left New York. Carlos
stood by Josie during the trial even though his friends teased him
mercilessly because of the lesbian aspect of the case.

The boys would yell at him as he
walked along the street in his Newark neighborhood: “Hey, Carlos,
your Josie is a dyke. Hey, Carlos, can’t you keep your woman happy?
Whatsdamatter, Carlos, didn’t you do her right? Hey, Carlos, what
she doing up there with all the girls?”

At first he laughed it off but
eventually he had become tired of defending his manhood. Their
taunts were painful. He had become suspicious of Josie’s sexual
preference when she began writing letters to him about her newest
friend, Maria Linda, a Mexican woman she had met in
prison.

Screw Maria Linda, Carlos said to
himself one day after reading a letter from Josie. The next time he
visited Josie, he angrily accused her of carrying on with the
woman. Josie never denied it. Carlos came to visit a few more times
and then he met someone else who won him away from Josie. They
married, moved to Camden, New Jersey, and were busy populating
South Jersey, last she had heard.

Actually, Josie was happy that
Carlos had married. After she discovered her sexuality she was
afraid he would wait for her. As she looked back she realized one
of the reasons she had become friends with Iris and had gotten
involved in the bank robbery had been her affinity for
lesbians.

There had always been a part of
her that did not want to marry Carlos or any man. Mating with a man
seemed unnatural to her, and she never wanted to have sex even
though Carlos continually urged her to do it with him. She had been
a good Catholic, too good as far as Carlos was concerned, for she
went to prison a virgin but not for long.

No one had forced Josie into
having sex while she was in prison. It had happened naturally one
night many months after she had been incarcerated. She and Maria
Linda were in the same prison cell—straight women were allowed to
share rooms and were segregated from known or suspected
lesbians.

Maria Linda was the mother of four
children and was in prison for prostitution and drug charges. She
had supplied cocaine for a sex party, which had been set-up by an
undercover cop. The prison authorities thought Josie and Maria
would make perfect cell mates since their records indicated they
were both heteros.

Maria and Josie looked like
sisters—real sisters. They were a perfect match, their long black
hair, trim bodies, and big black eyes. They spoke English with a
slight accent, just enough to make them sound interesting and
sensual.

They liked each other instantly
and soon shared confidences. Maria told Josie of the famous movie
producer who hired her for sex—kinky sex usually. Josie told Maria
about the bank robbery and admitted that she was still a virgin.
She said she really did not feel turned on by her boyfriend,
Carlos, even though she was very fond of him and would probably
marry him once she left prison.

“Sometimes I think I’m like my
friend, Iris, that I’d rather be with a woman,” Josie said. “I’ve
wondered what it would feel like to touch a woman’s breast and to
be touched by her. Do you know what I mean, Maria?”

The woman shook her head and
smiled knowingly. “Yes. Once, here in prison, a woman kissed me
passionately when the guard wasn’t watching. Then she began sending
me love notes. I found flowers in my room once with a letter
begging me to meet her. She was an Anglo coke dealer and had lots
of money to bribe the guards, but she couldn’t buy me. I did not
want to be her woman so I kept away.” She laughed. “But it did feel
good to have someone that crazy about me. When the right one comes
along, maybe I’ll give in.” She looked at Josie mischievously and
began to disrobe in front of her.

Josie wanted to stare at her
beautiful body but didn’t. Instead she turned down the covers of
her bed as the lights went out automatically. She continued to move
about the room, putting her books away.

Moonlight streamed into the tiny
room and illuminated Maria’s face as she prayed. That was her
habit. Every night she would get down on her knees, say a silent
prayer, cross herself, and cry.

The beauty of Maria’s face in the
moonlight transfixed Josie. She sat on the edge of her bed. “Can I
sit here with you for a while, Maria?” she whispered
tightly.

“For as long as you
want.”

Josie touched Maria’s face. “You
are so beautiful.” The words began to tumble out . . .
feelings she had refused to acknowledge. “A Madonna in the
moonlight,” she said in a hushed whisper. “Maria, when you looked
at me before you seemed to be telling me something. What did you
want to say?”

She hesitated. “I’m not sure. I
feel close to you, Josie. I trust you. I like feeling warm and
glowing when you touch me or snuggle. You are very loving and
tender.”

Josie lightly rubbed the back of
her fingers against Maria’s cheek. How soft and sweet she felt. Her
fingers went through Maria’s silky hair, brushing her long thin
neck. She stroked her shoulders and moved her hand along Maria’s
bare arm. She brushed her full ample breasts, lingeringly. Josie
could feel her body responding.

Maria reached up and clasped her
hand tightly. “You excite me,” she cried.

Josie leaned over and kissed her
forehead, then her eyelids. She brushed her lips against Maria’s.
The contact ignited a burning passion and she began kissing her
excitedly, her tongue sliding into Maria’s mouth, testing her
response. It didn’t take much.

Maria pulled Josie next to her on
the bed and began exploring her body. No question, she had been
there before. She kissed her lovingly. By now they were naked,
their bodies shining in the moonlight.

Josie felt herself becoming more
aroused then she ever dreamed possible. Their bodies pressed
against each other as if they were one, moving rhythmically. Maria,
the more experienced and sure of herself, could feel Josie
trembling in her arms. She spoke to her in Spanish, making love
with words as she kissed her all over, her mouth and hands showing
Josie what she wanted her to do. They made love for
hours.

Josie was no longer a virgin, and
she knew from that night on that it was women she wanted
. . . women she would always crave.

Now Josie was marching in the
middle of Fifth Avenue, shaking her fist at St. Patrick’s Cathedral
because of the church’s opposition to everything that was important
to her—women’s equality, the right to love whomever she chose, the
right to have an abortion. Catholic Josie who once dreamed of
becoming a nun and spreading the sweet goodness of Jesus among her
people. Catholic Josie who was now a lesbian and an ex-con.
Catholic Josie who didn’t believe anymore, who was now a free
woman.

As Josie cheered and jeered,
venting her rage at the Church, a woman she had met at a Women of
Color meeting at the Gay and Lesbian Community Center came running
over to her. She planted a big kiss on Josie’s lips, hugged her as
if they were long lost lovers and said, “I’m having a party later.
Please come.”

She handed Josie a piece of paper
with her name and address. “Here’s my number again. I thought you
were going to call me,” she said flirtatiously.

Josie ignored the remark. “Is this
party just for women of color?” she asked. “I never have a good
time around Anglos.”

The woman shook her head. “It’s
for everybody. You got to learn to get along, Josie. The Anglos run
everything.”

Josie frowned. “They don’t run me.
Maybe I’ll come to the party, and maybe I won’t.”

The woman seemed disappointed.
“Please come, Josie. I’ve invited everybody who’s anybody,
including you. It’ll be fun. She smiled. “Besides, I want you to
see my place . . . maybe you’ll come over for dinner one
night.”

Josie shrugged. “We’ll see.” She
kept marching up Fifth Avenue, still clenching her fist in defiance
at St. Pat’s Cathedral. She felt a deep pain in her heart, as she
had been a very devout Catholic when she was a schoolgirl. But she
saw how destructive the Church has been toward gays, toward women
and toward the fight against AIDS. She could bear her pain; the
church would have to bear its guilt in its second Inquisition, this
time with gays and lesbians the target.

 


The huge SoHo loft was jammed with
women who had been at the march. Hillary and Virginia were milling
among the guests, Hillary telling everyone this was Virginia’s
maiden voyage into gay politics.

Virginia smiled a bit
self-consciously, embarrassed that it had taken her so long to come
out publicly. Still she enjoyed every minute of the attention and
affection Hillary and her friends seemed to shower on
her.

The huge room looked as if it had
been custom made by a cabinetmaker. The walls were paneled with oak
and decorated with oil paintings. Modernistic sculpture was
spotlighted in various parts of the room. Large ferns and beautiful
tropical plants sectioned off the room into conversation centers. A
rainbow stream of recycled water gushed down a translucent mountain
at the center of the room. To some, it was tacky and ostentatious;
to others it was fabulous fun and made the loft the talk of the
lesbian community for months.

Hillary and Virginia paused by the
rainbow falls. “Is this Planet Earth?” Virginia asked. “I feel as
if you’ve taken me to another world.”

“I’d call it lesbian heaven,”
Hillary exclaimed, spreading her arms wide to encompass the several
hundred beautiful women crowded into the huge eclectic space. The
women were dancing, talking, cruising, joking, flirting, and
sharing their secret life with those they hoped they could
trust.

“I’m so glad I’m with you,”
Virginia sighed. She wrapped her arms around Hillary’s neck,
kissing her passionately. They stayed locked in each other’s arms,
thrilled with having found each other and very, very
excited.

“The bedroom is down the hall,” a
voice cat-called.

“They’re jealous,” Hillary laughed
as she held Virginia closer. I can’t seem to let go of
you.”

“Don’t.”

They stood swaying until the
urgency of the moment subsided. Slowly they separated and were
looking lovingly at one another when Josie approached
them.

“Will you sign this petition for
the national gay and lesbian rights bill in Congress?” She handed
the petition to Virginia without waiting for her response. Virginia
hesitated.

“You scared?” Josie
asked.

“I guess so. I’ve never signed one
like this before.”

“We all have to come out sometime
and stand up for ourselves.”

Virginia sighed. “It’s the right
thing to do. My life is just never going to be the same.” She
signed her full name and handed the petition to Hillary. “Do you
want to sign this, Hillary?”

Josie jerked her
head around. “Hillary?” she exclaimed. Her eyes strained. “It couldn’t be? Are you Hillary Lambert?” she
asked.

“Yes. Do I know you? You look a
little familiar?”

“Look a little closer, Hillary. I
haven’t changed that much.”

Hillary’s eyes blurred and her
mind froze. She felt as if a fist had punched her in her heart. Her
body trembled as she stared at Josie. She had never met her before
the robbery and only briefly afterward. Josie had been Iris’s
secret friend. There had been times when Hillary hated Josie and
her dead friend because they had encouraged Iris in her crazy
scheme.

Seeing Josie before her brought
back the horror and pain of the past. Her eyes filled with tears
and she began to sob uncontrollably. She clutched at Virginia, who
was bewildered yet tried to comfort her.

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” she
murmured. Hillary always seemed so strong and in charge of events
that Virginia was surprised to see her reduced to tears. In some
ways Virginia liked seeing her so vulnerable and lost because it
made her feel needed.

The horror and pain of the lost
years washed over Josie, too. She felt defenseless. Only she knew
why Hillary was sobbing, the devastating pain of losing someone you
adored and lost forever. She, Josie, had lost two good friends that
terrible Tuesday as well as ten years of her life. They all had
paid a high price for that dumb kid trick—that kid trick that
didn’t have to happen if the world were a better place to live
in.

Josie moved toward Hillary and
hugged her and Virginia, her tears mixing with Hillary’s. The three
bodies seemed to move as one across the room to an empty space
where they could be alone.

Virginia’s mind was in a whirl as
she tried to understand what Hillary and Josie were talking about.
It took a while but soon she understood what had happened and why
Hillary seemed slightly removed, as if she were holding on to a
memory.

Hillary and Josie were absorbed in
their conversation, and Virginia felt as if she were an intruder.
She eventually withdrew and returned to the party, leaving Hillary
with Josie and her pain. She circulated through the crowd for a
while and then left for home, not bothering to say goodbye to
Hillary. It was a long day and she was tired. And she felt
abandoned.

Hillary had been only slightly
aware that Virginia had split. She was so absorbed in her
conversation with Josie and it lasted far into the
night.

“The police had no business
killing Terry,” Josie said over and over. “She wasn’t armed or
anything.”

Hillary agreed and said bitterly,
“The macho male machine destroys everything that gets in its way.
Now they’re more careful who they shoot.”

“Not really,” Josie interjected.
“They wasted a good woman that day, and got away with
it.”

Hillary nodded slowly as she said,
“It’s as if they killed Iris, too. I’ve tried everything to find
her. Maybe she was shot and wounded and died.”

Josie shook her head. “They never
found her body. She’s out there somewhere . . . too
afraid to contact you because she doesn’t want the police to find
her. They never stop looking. I still see her picture in the post
office.”

Hillary perked up. “Do you really
think she is alive?”

“I do. She must have a new life by
now . . . like some of those Weatherwomen from the
anti-war movement. She’ll do her time in hiding but at least she’s
got a life. That’s more than Terry has.

“We should do something to find
her.”

Josie frowned. “Why? She’d just
rot in prison if she comes back. Let her be.”

Hillary sighed. “I know you’re
right. But I still want to do something. Maybe something like a
Stonewall 25 . . . a . . . a day of remembrance
for Terry and Iris.”

Josie thought for a moment. “I
like it. I like it. A day of remembrance for our women
martyrs.”

Hillary said excitedly. “It would
be a reminder that homophobia kills and give some meaning to our
loss.”

Ideas tumbled from their minds.
Hillary wanted the day of remembrance to be held in their
hometown.

“Do we dare go back there?” Josie
asked. Terry’s family hates me. And how about Iris’s folks? Are
they still there?”

Hillary nodded. “I think so. They
always blamed me for everything. They won’t appreciate our digging
up the past, I’m sure.”

“I guess I can
understand that. But a day of remembrance is more important than
their feelings. After all, they drove Iris to doing something
desperate. And the insurance company. If they would have covered
the cost of my brother’s operation, I never would have gone along
with Iris’s crazy idea. Now I want to feel that my years in prison
were not just a waste. I’ve got to find something good to come from all of this pain and ugliness for
myself.”

Hillary grinned. “At least you
found your sexuality in prison. You had a boyfriend when you went
in there.”

The two women talked long into the
night and didn’t get home until dawn peeked through the
skyscrapers.

Virginia’s husband was waiting for
her when she walked through the door of their apartment. David
seemed disturbed. “Craig called me. I can’t believe you marched in
that demonstration today.”

“Don’t raise your voice, the
children will hear you,” Virginia said sharply.

David shot back. “I took them to
your mother’s to spend the night. We’ve got to talk and get our
lives in order.”

Virginia walked into her kitchen,
fixed a sandwich and joined David in their living room. He followed
her from place to place, talking, talking. “We should live
separately, Virginia. Maybe even get a divorce. There is something
spiritually wrong with us being together, pretending to be husband
and wife.”

Virginia frowned. “What about the
children? I’m not giving them up.”

“Neither am I,” he shot back.
“I’ve given it al lot of thought, even talked to a social worker
about it.”

You what?” she asked angrily. “You
talked about our marriage with a stranger.”

“Don’t worry. It was confidential.
But it is obvious that we have to workout a custody arrangement, a
joint custody agreement. It is possible we can even keep this home
for them and take turns living here.”

Virginia was silent. “That’s a
unique idea. But what will the church fathers say if we get
divorced?” she asked quietly.

David thought for a moment. “There
have been others who got divorced. They’ll have to accept
it.”

“I think you are right, David. I
don’t like living a lie any longer. We just have to make
arrangements for the children. I like your idea of joint custody,
whatever that means.”

“Let’s talk about it some more in
the morning,” he said. “I have an appointment later this
evening.”

“Appointment. That’s a new one.
David, I hope you’re practicing safe sex with your
appointment.”

“I hope you are too,” he quipped.
“Don’t worry. I’m careful. And I’m going to get tested soon. You
have nothing to worry about from me.”

“It’s you I’m worried about. You
keep saying you are going to get tested, but you don’t.”

David shrugged. “There isn’t
anything they could do for me even if I found out that I have the
virus. I’m healthy, and I’m going to stay this way.”

“Good.” Virginia excused herself
and went to her bedroom. She felt high on the excitement of the
day. She awakened in the middle of the night, unable to fall back
to sleep. My life is getting more and more complicated, she
thought. Joint custody. How did her life become such a mess? It was
confusing. Two people get married, have children, love and care for
each other. Then they discover that they never should have married,
that they truly prefer relationships with members of their own sex,
that it wasn’t just adolescent crushes they felt when they were
teenagers.

Virginia wondered how she would
have felt if she found out that both of her parents were gay. She
smiled. It would certainly make more sense than two heterosexuals
producing a lesbian daughter. But in her heart of hearts, she knew
she would have loved them regardless. She hoped her children would
feel the same when they were old enough to understand.

Virginia Conner Smithson—Most
likely to succeed; senior class president; high school Homecoming
Queen; Ivy League graduate; assistant to a U.S. Congressman;
married and living with her minister husband and two children in a
fashionable section of Manhattan. Virginia Conner Smithson—least
likely to become a lesbian.

Why? How? When? Virginia once had
scoffed at the radical lesbian notion that all women are lesbians.
Now she believed that was definitely true. Women want to love each
other, she reasoned, they’ve just been taught that it’s
wrong.
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