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“…an unraveling—a time when you feel a desperate pull to live the life you want to live, not the one you’re ‘supposed’ to live. The unraveling is a time when you are challenged by the universe to let go of who you think you are supposed to be and to be and to embrace who you are.”

―Brene Brown

 

“The most terrifying thing is to accept oneself completely.”

―C.G. Jung

 

“I’m nothing great. But I’m a rose… I’m a rose whether I’m admired or not, I’m a rose whether anyone’s crazy about me or not… Like I said, nothing great. Just a rose… But, do you know what it means to be a rose, my friend? Being a rose means ‘freedom.’ It means not existing by the praises of others or not ceasing to exist by their disapproval.”

―Serdar Özkan


1986, Winter

 

Golden Slumbers

Golden slumbers kiss your eyes,

Smiles awake you when you rise;

Sleep, pretty wantons, do not cry,

And I will sing a lullaby,

Rock them, rock them, lullaby.

Care is heavy, therefore sleep you,

You are care, and care must keep you;

Sleep, pretty wantons, do not cry,

And I will sing a lullaby,

Rock them, rock them, lullaby.

By Thomas Dekker


Chapter One

RANDY

 

I have my death all planned out.

Unlike the thirty-two years that have gone before, I want my passing to be peaceful and free of the discord and pain I’ve lived with for as long as I can remember. I want it to be easy. Effortless. Guilt-free.

Whether it’s any of those things remains to be seen.

I’ve rented this hotel room at a small boutique hotel off Michigan Avenue. The Crewe House has been standing on this same ground on Oak Street for at least a hundred years. The rooms are small, fussy, and charming, with flocked wallpaper, four-poster beds, and claw-foot tubs and pedestal sinks in their black-and-white bathrooms. It’s charming, and I deserve something nice to gaze at before I close my eyes for good.

I have some sandalwood-scented candles lit, and the fragrance is warm, enveloping. Their soft flicker is the only illumination. Outside, the winter sky darkens early. Dusk’s cobalt blue makes silhouettes of the water towers, train tracks, and buildings to the west of the hotel. Near the horizon the sky is a shade of lavender that mesmerizes me, makes me think of changing my mind. If a sky like this can exist, with its electric bands of color, maybe the world isn’t such a horrible place.

Maybe I can go on.

No.

What else have I done to ease my passage into whatever comes next? I have a bottle of Veuve Cliquot, my favorite champagne, uncorked and resting in a silver ice bucket, filled with melting ice. A flute stands next to it, waiting.

I’ll wash the sleeping pills down with the bubbly.

Before getting into bed, I’ll turn on the cassette I have in my boombox, Abbey Road. I have it queued up to “Golden Slumbers.”

I’ve been carrying this weight for such a long time.

I long for smiles.

At last, I’ll undress and stretch out on the four-poster. I’ll pull the eiderdown duvet loosely over me and close my eyes.

The plan is I will slowly slip under, my brain becoming a soft velvety fog, and I’ll simply fall into the arms of a comforting—and obliterating—slumber.

I will not dream.

It won’t take long.

And I’ll leave a beautiful corpse.

That’s the plan, anyway. Some of my research into this method of offing myself runs counter to this gentle fantasy, but I don’t want to consider the downside of overdosing on strong barbiturates.

I want to go to sleep.

I want to forget the impossibility of being able to become the man I know I should be.

Husband.

Father.

I blink back tears as I sit on the bed, staring out at the deepening twilight. They don’t deserve this: what you’re going to leave them with. I know the voice inside, the one that’s always made me do the right thing, at the expense of my very being, is right. And even though they don’t deserve it, you know they will hurt, of course they will, but in the end, they’ll be better off.

Who wants a husband and father who can’t seem to make himself straight, despite trying therapy, the Catholic Church, the Buddhist faith, self-help groups, and self-help books. A group of pathetic married men meeting once a month and thinking they can change. Nothing works. If I could change, I would.

And since I can’t change, I’m left with three options:

Accept myself as I am. How can I do that? I’d be a failure as a husband, a father, a son, a brother. I’d go on wearing this suffocating mask. I’d continue to live a life that’s essentially a lie.

Everyone who loves me doesn’t even know me.

They love a façade, a projection, a mirage made of wishes, impossible hopes, and self-hatred.

No, acceptance is not an option. It never was.

Second, I could resist. I could knuckle down and brace myself against the attractions I feel, the dreams that pop up in my sleep despite my desperately not wanting them there. I could hold myself back from falling prey to the temptations I feel on the streets, the subway, the locker rooms—everywhere I encounter a beautiful man.

The reason I find myself here is because I can’t resist. Not anymore.

And the third option is simply the one I have to choose—remove myself from the pain. Remove myself from existing as this broken thing that God nor man can fix.

Yes, Violet and Henry both will find a way to move on, and they’ll be happier, more anchored in life without me.

Who needs a gay dad? Or a husband who, deep down, doesn’t want what his wife has to offer? Or worse, a dad who contracts the death sentence of AIDS?

Enough of the grim thoughts. They were not part of my plan. Tonight, I go out peacefully. I’ll shut my eyes and remember things like my joy six years ago when Henry was born and seeing him take his first breath. I shouted, “We got a boy!” and fell into the deepest, most effortless love I’ve ever felt. I’ll remember proposing to Violet when we were both college sophomores and the thrill when she accepted the cheap diamond-chips ring I gave her. Things will be okay now, I remember thinking. I can change.

I really believed that. And I know I love Violet as best I can.

It’s sad when your best simply isn’t good enough.

I reach over for the bottle of sleeping pills on the nightstand. There are thirty of them, and I intend to take them all, two or three at a time. If it takes the whole bottle of champagne to get them down, well, things could be worse. No?

I tip the bottle and look at the tablets against the dark wood, so innocent, yet so lethal.

I’m just reaching for one when there’s a sudden knock on the door. Loud. Forceful. Urgent.

“Randy? Randy? Open up, please.”

The door knob turns as Violet’s voice penetrates the heavy wood of the door, making her sound muffled.

I close my eyes. I could ignore her, hope she goes away.

How did she find out where I was anyway?

She wasn’t supposed to know until she got the letter, the one neatly folded and an arm’s length away on the nightstand.

Pounding. “Please!” Violet calls.

I gather the pills, shoving them back in the bottle, then hide the container in a nightstand drawer.

How will I explain?

I get up, cross the room, and open the door.


Chapter Two

JOHN

 

My friend Vince listens in sympathetic silence as I clue him in to the details of my latest breakup. In the past year, this latest one marks the fifth time I’ve been dumped. Hey, if being knocked down a peg or two is good for the old self-esteem, then I should be in great shape, mental-health-wise, right? A real shining example of self-love.

Then why do I feel so shitty?

Vince asks, “So what happened this time?”

I smile a little because I know my best friend’s secret. He’s hoping he sounds concerned as he asks this question, but I can hear the lust for gossip dancing around the edges of his wanting the details.

I sigh. “Ah. Same old story. Like the guy last September?”

Vince groans sympathetically or at least fake sympathetically. “Married dude?”

“No, nah, not exactly. But he was still with this older guy.”

“The one he said was just a roommate? That they’d—”

I finish for him. “That they’d broken up a while back, and he was just staying with him until he could find his own place.”

“There are tons of places in Chicago. I found my apartment in a day.”

“I know that and you know that, so why didn’t he?” I picture Christopher in my mind’s eye. He was a big hairy guy, balding at twenty-eight, which only made him more masculine and sexier. And Lord, he was a chef too. He was hot and he could cook. I’d thought I’d found my Prince Charming, the one who could rock my world, feed my soul, and more importantly, feed my belly.

Ah, but Christopher had someone else’s soul, belly, and nether regions he was rocking all along, despite what he told me. Thinking back now, I recall an old phrase my grandmother used to apply to teenagers, “You know how you tell when a kid is lying?” she’d ask someone, maybe my mom. Mom would shake her head even though she already knew the answer. Grandma would then say, “Their lips move.”

Yeah, Christopher was far from being a teenager, but when his lips moved, I had to wonder if they were ever forming truthful words.

“Anyhow,” I cut the story short with Vince, whom I hate to admit is probably reveling in the details. He’s always been pretend happy for me when I meet someone and then pretend sad when it all goes to shit, as it always does.

Vince is in love with me. He thinks I don’t know. But I’ve known since we first met, back in college at Northern Illinois University, down in DeKalb.

“Anyhow, we’re in bed, getting ready to do the nasty. I mean, I’m rolling on a rubber, when the intercom sounds. Guess who?”

Vince gasps, “No!”

“Oh yes, honey, the boyfriend is at my front door. Buzzing and buzzing and screaming like a baby for Chris.” I shiver a little at the memory.

“What did you do?”

“What do you think? We kind of froze, at first, in a panic.” I shrugged. “Then we got dressed. I opened the door for Christopher and told him I hoped it all would go okay.”

He’d asked me if I’d see him again. There were tears in his eyes. Sorry, buddy.

I simply shook my head as I closed the door behind him.

“Since then, he’s been calling. And calling. But I just let the answering machine pick up. His tears don’t move me. He begs me to reconsider. He tells me how Patrick, his sugar daddy, threw all his clothes out on their lawn up in Kenilworth. He says he really loves me.”

“You gonna give him another chance?” I detect that Vince hopes I’ll say no. I give him his wish.

“Hell, no. I don’t trust him. And when trust is gone, there’s nothing.”

Vince breathes out a sigh of relief. “You got that right.”

“I’m always right.” I laugh. Unfortunately. Like in the way I believe every guy I connect with is gonna be the one, until he isn’t anymore. I always know. And it makes my stomach turn.

I pray I’m not always right when I think I’m a bird with a damaged wing who will never, ever find love…only gossip with a best bud who hopes I realize he’s the perfect man for me.

Sorry, Vince, not by a long shot.

I do a quick mental check before I tell Vince I need to go, and I’ll see him this coming Thursday on Halsted for comedy night at the video bar, Sidetracks. We never miss comedy night because even if we don’t meet a man, at least we have some laughs.

My mental check reveals that hope is still there, its heart beating a bit fainter, but still hammering away, waiting.


Chapter Three

VIOLET

 

When Randy finally opens the door, I’m shocked. My heart feels like it’s twisting in on itself. I let out a shaky breath. I want to cry, but I grit my teeth and hold back my tears. I know this is not my time.

He needs me.

He doesn’t know he needs me, and he may not ever need me like a husband needs a wife. But I love him, dammit, and I’m here to save him.

His handsome face, usually a lovely Mediterranean olive tone, is pale and ashy. His dark brown eyes are red, the area around them puffy. He looks like he’s heading into the worst flu of his life.

But he’s not heading into a physical sickness. He’s poised straight for mental anguish; the kind of despair someone feels when they abandon hope. The kind of thing when darkness fades into black.

“Randy?” I manage to whisper. I reach my hand out to touch his dark grizzled cheek, but he moves back like a frightened animal.

“What are you doing here?”

The question is said as a kind of moan, born maybe of frustration, sadness, rage, regret? I don’t know. I’m here to find out.

“How did you find me?”

I cock my head at him. “Really, Randy? Is that what matters? How I found you?” I move a step or two into the room, testing. I’m grateful he moves back and opens the door a bit wider.

I move past him into the room. It’s dark. The only illumination are rows of flickering candles. It strikes me not as sad or somber, but creepy like something out of a horror movie. My gaze moves to the bed to check for a corpse, all laid out. I stride over to a floor lamp next to an overstuffed leather wing chair. I turn it on to lend some warmer, yellow light to the room.

The curtains are open and the night outside presses in like some dark, living thing. In the glow of a streetlamp just to the right of the window, snow falls in an illuminated cone.

Randy cowers near that window. I want to take him in my arms, but again, common sense and my own instincts tell me now is not the time.

I do, however, manage a smile. “Do we have to stand?”

In response, he sits gingerly on the edge of the bed. He doesn’t look at me. Instead he regards his fingernails, which I know he’s chewed to the bloody quick.

I take the wing chair. I notice the ice bucket and the bottle of champagne. Veuve Cliquot. It’s always been Randy’s favorite. I lean forward and gesture toward it. “Going to share?”

He looks over at the ice bucket and the bottle, and it’s as though, for the briefest of moments, he’s wondering how it got there. He gets up from the bed and sighs. Maybe he’s disappointed he’ll have to share. “Sure.”

He pours a glass for me in the single champagne flute set out. He looks around for another one and ends up pouring himself some in one of the plastic cups from the bathroom. He hands me the champagne and then turns to go back to his place on the bed.

We’re not going to toast.

He takes a sip and asks me again, “What are you doing here?”

I swallow a bit of the champagne. The bubbles tickle my nose. I drink some more, and finally, I drain the whole glass in a quick swallow. I stand, despite the tremble I feel in my knees, and refill my glass. I blow out a big breath and sit again, pulling at a loose thread on my jeans. I set my glass down and hug myself. “It’s cold in here.”

Randy simply nods. He’s waiting.

I came here for a reason. I know a lot more than he realizes. It’s time to start to tell him the truth, what I know, what I’ve known now for a couple of years, but buried in my own wishful thinking and denial.

I force myself to meet his gaze—those dark brown eyes I fell in love with as a sophomore at Miami University in the charming little college town of Oxford, Ohio. Randy was in the lobby of my dorm with a girl from my floor, Kathy Burt. At first, I despaired, thinking they were a couple. To my relief, I found out quickly they were best friends. There was nothing romantic between them.

That was good because I think I fell in love with Randy in that short moment in the dorm lobby. I think of how I read somewhere love at first sight isn’t really first sight at all—it’s falling in love all over again with a lover from a past life. When I looked into Randy’s eyes, so brown the pupil got lost in the chocolate of his irises, I swear to God I thought this was the guy I was going to marry one day.

We’d made awkward small talk, how the summer was lingering so late into fall. What dorm are you in? Or do you live off campus? What’s your major? All the while casting glances at Kathy, whom I didn’t know well, trying to telepathically communicate the message that I wanted to arrange a more meaningful meeting with this beautiful, skinny boy with his mop of black hair and eyes that had the power to hypnotize.

Kathy came through and arranged for us to meet up—not a real date, but it turned into one. We shared a pitcher of 3.2 beer at a bar uptown (because back then eighteen-year-olds could drink 3.2) and talked until the lights came up in the little wood-paneled joint with its peanut shells on the floor. Pure Prairie League was singing, “Amy.” Dan Fogelberg. Boston. Heart.

Randy walked me back to my dorm and put his arm around me. At the front door, he didn’t ask to come in. He didn’t even try to kiss me.

So I kissed him, tasting beer on his tongue and wanting, so much, to invite him up to my room. But I wasn’t that kind of girl. I could only hope he’d try to persuade me. All these guys I’d warded off at this very door, and the one I wanted to push me a little in a wicked direction doesn’t deliver! Begrudgingly, I imagined, I would give in, leading him up the stairs, our fingers entwined.

But Randy simply turned toward the quad after our kiss. I thought, in the light from the front porch lanterns, that his cheeks were a little rosier, glowing. Now I wonder if I was imagining things.

We agreed to meet at King Library the next night after dinner to hang out and study together.

He was an English major, and I was in the business school. I wondered if it could work. But, oh, how I wanted it to!

Back in the present, I fess up. “I followed you here.”

He stares, the suspicion in his eyes making them shine, I think, a little brighter. “Why?” he wonders.

I close my eyes for a moment. “I know. Everything.”

Of course, I know he’ll play dumb. And he does.

“What are you talking about?”

I decide to begin with the most recent revelation. The one that set me on his trail. The one that got me here, in this hotel room, thanking God I’m not too late.

“Walgreens called this morning. The pharmacy. You’d left your credit card on the counter.”

Randy’s skin pales. And maybe a sickly yellowish sheen is creeping in.

“So?”

“So I went down to get it. And, ethical or legal or not, the pharmacist mentioned the sleeping pills. He knew we were married, and he wanted me to be sure to tell you to be careful with them, especially at first. They’re strong. No alcohol.” I glance over at the bottle of champagne.

I know my voice breaks a little as I say, “Randy. One thing about you is you never have trouble sleeping. I know because I’m the one with insomnia. I’m the one who’s awake in the middle of the night, envying your snores.” I laugh, but it comes out fake. Flat.

I’d pieced together the puzzle. He must have picked up the prescription before work. He was an advertising copywriter for a gadgets catalog on Michigan Avenue.

When he called to say he had to stay late at work at around three, I hopped on the L and headed downtown, hoping I’d not be too late to see him emerge from his building. I needed to know where he was going with all those sleeping pills.

Working late, my ass.

Randy nods as he absorbs the knowledge.

I lean forward a little and ask, “Where are they?”

He doesn’t try to dodge the question. He points to the nightstand drawer. “In there.”

I get up and cross the room to open the drawer. The amber pill bottle is there, next to a bible and a small pad of paper and pen. With a shaking hand, I pick up the bottle and quietly slip it in the pocket of my coat.

He doesn’t try to stop me.

I spy the folded piece of paper on the nightstand, and although I yearn to pick it up and read it, I don’t. It’s like a snake I believe won’t bite me if I simply don’t get too close. I’ll leave it for Randy to decide if he ever wants to share what he wrote—but I want him to be breathing when he does.

I think of all the questions I could ask. And then I think of all the answers I’ve buried as a wife barely breathing under a heavy blanket of self-denial.

I ignore the tears that begin to drip from my eyes as soon as I speak. “Sweetheart, I know why.”

He looks up. “You do?”

“I’ve known for a long time. I just didn’t want to believe. And maybe you’ve known for a long time, too—and you just didn’t want to accept.”

He nods and I think I’ve never seen him look so pained. But mixed in with his anguish, there’s something else. And my best guess for what that might be is relief.

The cat’s out of the bag. The door to his cell has just been opened by someone who couldn’t be more dubious about granting this release.

“Was there something that gave me away? I swear to god, Vi, I’ve been faithful.”

“I know you have, my love. And I know how hard that’s been. When we’re at the beach or even on the street, I see where your eyes go even though you think I’m not aware of it. I also pick up on your shame after you’ve looked at some hot man with longing.” I stop, a little breathless. Even though I’m telling the truth, it hurts me inside. To remember my husband’s lust for strange men in public places. It’s not the kind of thing we want to believe, so we tell ourselves, “He’s admiring that guy’s haircut.” Or “He likes that one’s hiking boots…or his jeans…or he wonders about that car he’s getting into.”

Denial is an easy game to play, but one I always know—deep down—I’m cheating at.

“Aside from that, there have been a lot of little tells over the years. Your shyness, ironically, around other men.” I laugh. “Your love for those old weeper movies like Imitation of Life or Madame X. I know, stereotypes.

“But I found the copy of Gay Chicago magazine you hid, rolled up in a sport coat. I know about that book, The Front Runner, that you keep in your backpack, buried under papers.

“And I know how ashamed you are. I know how much you wish you were someone else.”

“You do?” He lets out a small hiccup of a sob. “I hate myself. I hear people say it’s a ‘lifestyle,’ or it’s a ‘choice,’ but I’m here to tell you it’s not. I’ve been trying to unmake that ‘choice’ almost my whole life.” He hangs his head.

I set down the champagne, and I cross to sit next to Randy on the bed. I put my arm around him and draw him close. I’m relieved because he doesn’t resist. “Don’t hate yourself. And don’t believe the haters. Ask them when they chose to be straight and see what answer you get.

“You’re a good man, no matter what you tell yourself. You’re a good dad to Henry. You’ve been a good husband to me. No lie. Our years together have been the happiest of my life because of you. You’re kind. Sweet. Sensitive. You always put everyone else first.” I stare down at the carpet, a dusty rose color. I realize, in the moment, I’m putting our good, cherished time in the past.

I know we’re on the brink.

“I couldn’t pretend anymore,” he whispers. “And if I couldn’t change, well, maybe I just didn’t want to be here anymore.”

My response is short, but among some of the hardest words I’ve ever had to say. “You don’t have to change or pretend. Not with me.” These words are the antithesis of what I feel in my heart.

“What do you mean?” He leans back and away a little, to regard me.

She shuddered and then sighed. “I don’t want you to live a lie anymore. What that means for our family?” I shrug. “I don’t have a clue. But we need to figure it out. We need to see how we can all move forward.” I pull the sleeping pills from my pocket and lift the bottle to show him.

He recoils at the sight, almost as though it’s his first time seeing the container, when we both know it’s not. His cheeks redden.

I get up, go in the adjoining bathroom, and dump the pills down the toilet. I watch as they swirl around and around when I flush. I try not to think he can simply try another way, another method. I haven’t really accomplished anything, save to stave off something horrible for a moment.

When I come back, I find him stretched out on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. I lie beside him and regard the same. There’s a crack running from the ceiling light fixture to a corner. Cobwebs. Crown molding that needs a dusting.

I continue to stare at the ceiling. “Don’t save yourself for me. I’m a big girl. Whatever happens, I’ll manage. I’ll even try to be grateful for having had you. But think of Henry. He’s just a little boy. Do you know what it would be like for him to grow up without you? How he may never come to grips with why his daddy didn’t love him enough to stay?” I shake my head. A tear rolls down the side of my face out of the corner of my eye. “You made a son. You need to be here for him. No matter how hard that is.” I try to keep the bitterness and pain out of my voice as I add, “It’s not just about you anymore.”

I sit up, try to soften the blow of what I just voiced. “I wanna make it easier. Okay? Can we go home and start talking? We won’t stop until we come to some kind of solution. Okay?”

I feel as though I’m selling my soul to a rational devil. I feel like I’m putting my love in the path of something that will steamroll over it.

My heart is breaking, breaking, breaking—broke.

But I can’t let him see. Not now. Not when he’s so vulnerable.

I swallow and take a few deep calming breaths.

I stand up. It’s hard for me to believe I’ve only been in this room for ten minutes or so. It seems like my whole life has changed in that brief span.

And it has.

But the change has been on the horizon for a long time like storm clouds gathering. I just chose not to look at them.

I go to the empty chair in the room and pick up Randy’s peacoat, the bright-orange scarf he loves and I got him for Christmas. I hold them out. “Come home with me, please.”

He pushes himself off the bed. Silently, he shrugs into his coat, wraps the muffler around his throat. He throws the champagne into the trash and crumples his note up and tosses it in after. He glances out the window. “It’s really coming down now.”

“Winter in Chicago,” I say.

“Who’s with Henry?” he asks as we head toward the door.

“Mrs. Roberts.” She’s our downstairs neighbor. She has five dogs and three cats in a one-bedroom apartment. Henry gets a huge kick out of visiting her and comes home covered in fur.

We ride the elevator to the lobby and step outside into the snow and the howling wind. We don’t talk as we head toward the subway station on Chicago Avenue.

It’s a good thing too. Because I don’t think I can talk. My tears freeze, stinging, on my face.

I feel like a house made of glass.

All the supports that hold the various panes upright have just collapsed.


Chapter Four

RANDY

 

When we get home, I run downstairs to pick up Henry.

Mrs. Roberts, a steel-haired matron in her sixties, with a smile that belies her cold demeanor, puts a finger to her lips as she opens the door.

Henry, my cherub, slumbers on the couch, a throw pillow beneath his head and a chenille bedspread pulled up to his chin. He breathes deeply, and his cheeks still retain the fleshiness and the rosy glow from when he was a baby. His dark hair, like mine, is a curly mop spreading out onto the orange-and-white striped pillow beneath him.

The space Henry isn’t taking up is occupied by animals. Two cats, a Calico called Helen and an overweight black-and-white male named AJ, are curled up on the top back of the sofa, looking comfy despite its narrowness. Two small dogs, one a chihuahua mix named Kodi and a Boston terrier called Lily, slumber near Henry’s feet.

I know there are a couple other critters around here, but maybe they’re hiding.

I understand hiding.

Mrs. Roberts and I don’t speak as we head over to the couch. She’s wearing a gentle smile as she watches me regard my son. She makes me think of my mom.

I stare down and wonder what he’s dreaming about.

I feel a rush of love so intense it almost takes my breath away.

How could I have even contemplated leaving him? How could I have taken those steps?

I gently touch his soft, soft hair, then pull my hand back. A film unspools in my head—Henry calling me Daddy, his first steps, changing his diaper for the first time and getting pee on my face, his fascination with balloons, his picky eating.

My boy.

How could I have thought to leave him behind?

How could I have thought to leave Violet?

I shake my head at my selfishness. The crisis has passed. I don’t know what’ll happen next, but I feel sure, deep down in my bones, I won’t do something as reckless as I tried to earlier today.

I smile at Mrs. Roberts and mouth “thanks” and gently reach down to gather Henry up in my arms. He wiggles and sighs but doesn’t wake.

The dogs peer up at me. Kodi hops down from the couch, stretches, yawns. His curled tail wags. Lily stays put, lowering her head and falling immediately back to sleep, snoring like a truck driver.

Mrs. Roberts opens the door for me and nods. She reaches up and squeezes my shoulder. I think of what she sees—the innocence and love of a little boy and his daddy.

And then I think of what I know of myself, and the loathing rises up again. The questions come at me—why can’t you just be normal? Why can’t you just pretend? These are questions I’ve lived with on a daily basis since I was, oh, maybe twelve years old.

I’ve always known I was gay.

I just never accepted it. I believed I could change…

That belief was one thing that did die today.

I mouth a second “thanks” to Mrs. Roberts as I head out the door. She closes it softly behind me.

And I think again of what she saw and what made her smile.

A little boy and the daddy who loves him.

Despite all my self-loathing and shame, what she saw was real.

Was true.

Always.

 

I BEGIN TO climb the stairs. Henry is lighter than air.

As we approach, Violet opens the door. Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, which are red, the area around them puffy.

And I have to fight once more to not feel the shame, the guilt, the wish that I was someone else. She didn’t ask for any of this. She only wanted to love me.

I brush by Violet and move down the hallway to Henry’s room at one end. Inside, Violet has left the small lamp on his dresser illuminated, and the yellow room has a warm glow. Safe.

I reach over the edge of the barred headboard of his maple twin bed and place Henry gently on the mattress, on his back. I glance up at the mobile above his head, little stuffed VW bugs in pastel shades. When it’s on, it plays “King of the Road.” The music always makes Henry smile, even though he now protests he’s too old for “that thing.”

I keep it because it always makes me smile too.

I sometimes wonder if it will still be looking down upon him when he’s in high school.

I’m grateful that my son is such a sound sleeper.

I turn off the light and close the door as I exit the room.

It’s time to talk.

 

VIOLET AND I huddle close on the couch, wrapped in a white-and-yellow afghan my late grandmother made. It binds the two of us together in a cocoon. On the coffee table before us, an empty red wine bottle and two glasses with dark dredges in the bottom bear testimony to our long talk.

I wonder for a moment how simply talking can be so exhausting. I feel as if any energy I had in reserve has been ripped right out of me.

The sky outside our window is that indescribable gray that’s more a quality of light than a color. We’ve passed the whole night on a magic carpet of words.

Words that made us cry. That wounded. That opened doors. Words that made us collapse into each other’s arms, holding tight, pining for a dream we now know will never come true. Words that hurt. Words that angered. Truth.

They say our thoughts become words, our words become actions, and our actions become our reality.

Tonight’s conversation was one of those landmark ones that will surely shape our reality going forward.

Violet is the soul of kindness, the heart of giving.

“I want you to be yourself,” she tells me. “And whoever that self is, Randy, it’s still you. And I’ll always love you.”

She doesn’t know it, and until I hear her say the words, I didn’t know either that I’d been waiting all my life for someone to tell me that. See, when you hide as I have, I question—do the people who say they love me really love me? Or do they love an ideal? A ghost image of a person who doesn’t really exist?

The pain of wondering if anyone really loves you for you is real and cuts deep.

Violet has said more than she knows, and I will always be grateful for the words—words I know that come at great personal risk and sacrifice.

Violet also lays down some ground rules for us as long as we live under the same roof—neither of us knows how much longer that might be; it could be years, months, or days—we’re very fragile and tenuous right now.

The first rule, which I protest by saying I’m not ready for anyone else right now, is I not bring any men home. Henry can’t be confused. Violet doesn’t want to meet any potential suitors. And I’m thinking that I just came out in a tiny, hurt way. Potential suitors seem like something that will be far into the future.

Despite my assurances that I have been faithful, Violet insists that I get tested for HIV and other infections. I tell her there’s no way I have anything she could catch. She tells me back, “I believe you. But every lover and spouse who believed in their mate and ended up infected felt the same, I’m sure. Don’t take it personally. It’s just a precaution for my peace of mind.”

I think of AIDS and I shudder. The stories I’ve read in the newspapers and magazines. It’s another reason to fear “potential suitors.”

Now that I know I want to live, I have to stay alive for Henry. I don’t want him to visit his dad in some godforsaken AIDS ward, covered in Kaposi’s Sarcoma lesions.

Rule number three is that she actually thinks I need to meet other gay people. “I’ll leave it up to you how, where, and when.”

She looks away when she offers this, and it makes my best friends, guilt and shame, rise up once more. I want to assure her I have no such needs, not now anyway.

But the one thing I can’t bring myself to admit is that I’m hungry. Hungry to meet someone like me, not necessarily for romance or sex, but just to know there are others out there like me, maybe even other married men, so I won’t feel so alone. I imagine briefly a man out there who will understand me, who will be a balm on the pain I’ve lived with.

I don’t dare hope for someone who will make me love myself. That’s going to take time, and I believe it’s part of Violet’s reasoning for having me make a plan to get out of my closet and meet other people.

The last thing she asks is that we never, no matter what happens, fight over Henry.

“I will never poison his mind against you. I will never try to take him away from his father. I know how much you love him.”

Those words linger, and they ended our talk for this night.

Now, we watch the night morph into day.

It’s a new beginning.

Almost as one, we get up from the couch and head toward our bedroom.
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