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  Art Credits


  Cover design by Debbie McGowan. Illustrated by Queeriam, a fellow desert rat poor kid grown into an outlaw artist who was able to capture the spirit of my stories in magical lines of ink and intention. Artist adult photo by J Tyler Huber Photography, because there is no gaze like that of another femme, and child photo by one of the good men I am so grateful to have had in my life, Clyde Brazil.


  Honey & Vinegar: Recipe for an Outlaw gives an intimate look at how the values and hopes of the 1960s carried through into the queer activism of the 1990s. It’s a story told from various locations including ashrams, community housing, and not so great neighborhoods from the middle of Arizona to the middle of Florida, and back again. Exploring issues of class, family, embodiment, sexuality, identity, and agency in an illustrated series of vignettes that blur the lines between poetry and prose, Honey & Vinegar is a scrapbook of resistance.


  Introduction


  We are a family of stories, stitched together into a patchwork quilt, made up of yard sale finds and hand-me-downs and free box treasures. This is an accurate indication of our economic reality, but if you think this is about pity, you miss the point entirely. Our family knows how to make magic out of making do. Survival is an art.


  Notice


  Honey & Vinegar is a work of creative nonfiction about my life, however, names have been omitted or changed to respect privacy and personal wishes. There is never just one truth to a lived experience that is shared, so this is my story, told from my perspective, and not intended to speak for or define the story of anyone else.


  Dedication


  This book is dedicated to generation upon generation of peasant women on various continents in my family line, who labored and loved, kept families together and fed, and were known on occasion to apply outlaw solutions to traditional problems. It is dedicated to their descendants, many of whom have turned outlaw solutions into family traditions.


  It is dedicated to the family of outlaws I have chosen and been chosen into, keeping one another fed and loved and seen despite every way the traditional world tries to disappear us.


  It is dedicated to my outlaw partner, Max, and all the traditions we’re building around creating art and growing love in nontraditional ways.


  And finally, it is dedicated to the femmes in my life, who have shown me what outlaw can look like and how it can change the world. I have so much love and respect and gratitude for you all.


  “Yes, there are two paths you can go by,


  but in the long run,


  there’s still time to change the road you’re on.”


  – Led Zeppelin


  Web of women


  As a teenager in the 1940s, my grannie Iris is, more than once, caught sneaking into the house in the wee hours. She goes to the jazz clubs – specifically forbidden and absolutely compelling. Her mother is worried about smoking, about men, about improper behavior and the so-frequent consequences. What Iris wants, though, is the music. She lives in music, records and radio and foot-tapping on the sidewalk. I don’t know what danger she might have found in the jazz clubs, but I doubt it would’ve narrowed her life any more than marrying that Italian boy did. True to form, he is charming and generous and hard-handed and quick to judge. He has the best of intentions and a bad temper. He loves his children and models hating themselves. He is her husband, but not her match. They are stuck in place and grinding each other down.


  Four children to raise and a world awakening to options around her, she goes against church and tradition and divorces him. With the usual way of family separations and personal awakenings, there are rough waves. He takes the youngest son with him to California, as the son is developmentally disabled and needs more resources than a single mother will have. The other three siblings are upheaved into sudden freedom and scarcity all at once. Iris is working full time and also having her own sexual revolution, getting attention from the cowboys for her blue, blue eyes and exploring in several directions at once. She works in a doctor’s office and sometimes brings home drug samples – nothing intended to get you high, but thanks to the Physicians’ Desk Reference, my mother Rose and her friends can look up ones with “interesting” side effects to try out, and often do. That’s not what gets my mother expelled from high school, though.


  Rose is already tagged as a troublemaker: for protesting when they measure the length of her skirt, for protesting the Vietnam War wearing tire sandals and a black armband, for protesting against being silenced as a girl. Smart, chubby, bespectacled, and vocal, she is impossible to ignore or disguise. She is on the school paper, and she and her coeditors work the words “Fuck the Draft” into the big, ornate, sixties-style border. They get away with it too, but where’s the fun in that? One of the boys tells a friend, the word gets around, and the next day my mother is sent to the principal’s office.


  He explains that the two boys were expelled and that she’s going to be suspended for two weeks. When she asks why there is a difference in their punishment, he says that he’s sure they talked her into it. She calmly explains it was her idea and her artwork. If he is going to suspend her, he has to suspend them, and if he is going to expel them, then he has to expel her as well. He does, and she gets on with the more relevant aspects of life, like art, and activism, and me.


  Rose is carrying on a family tradition, if a bit early – our line is a fertile one. A mother at seventeen in 1970, she commences to work on finding herself, finding community, and finding peace with her own mother. She stands stronger for protecting me, for being loved by me. I am being raised by a web of women, all of them fiercely independent, weaving around me with shared joy. My aunt Poppy, a womanchild herself, shares all the attention and anything she ever tries to eat. Perched on her lap like a baby bird, or hand in sticky hand at the ice cream parlor, I know that I’ll never go hungry.


  Poppy is the youngest, often baffled by the shifting family dynamics and wishing for the comfort of certainty. She finds happiness in dancing, in the feel of the wind through her long, black hair, in changing her name to suit herself. She is generous to the bone, though sometimes left feeling lonesome for all the giving. She gathers children in like flowers and talks to them like people. Our family is all just people together. A matriarchy, perhaps, but not a hierarchy. Respect is earned with respect, not simply living the longest.


  These women and so many others show me the beauty and strength in survival. How to make our home into art, and art into a place to live. How to feed everyone, including myself. They fill our houses with plants to remind us to breathe and grow. They know how to find adventure and joy that is free. They teach me how to feed ten people with two potatoes and make it taste good. Make it last a bit longer. They teach me the difference between being self-sufficient and being stubbornly proud, sometimes while learning the lesson themselves. The need to apply magic and elbow grease both. They teach me every day.


  A certain twinkle


  My mom is sixteen and looking for work. She stops into the local Der Wienerschnitzel to fill out an application and meets Clay. Blue eyes, shaggy honey-colored hair and this tilted head grin she can’t stop trying to invoke, he is charming and funny and invites her to stick around after the shift for a toke. Of course she does, and they have so much fun that he invites her back to his place. The next morning they pass the bong while watching a new kids’ show, Sesame Street, which turns out to be perfect stoned viewing, funny and kind and full of fantastical beings. Since they are teenagers, the show loses their interest before it is over, and they fall back into each other. The spark of life that becomes me tumbles into being in their young passion on that wool blanket, with a high cloud of smoke and a cast of loving characters modeling good behavior in the background.
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  I don’t know if what they had was love, but I do know that my mom wanted me. Wanted a baby, a family of her own. Not a husband; she wasn’t looking for that at all, but now she’s seventeen and pregnant, and he’s leaving for Basic Training, and he and her mother bring the tough love to bear. Marry him, and she’ll have benefits and help with the baby. Knowing she needs help, knowing also that he’ll be gone soon and for a long time, ready to stop fighting and focus on growing me, she accedes. Even with help she ends up in the County Hospital when her labor starts, alone and unprepared in a cubicle made of hanging curtains in a long, narrow ward. There’s nothing to see but hospital drab all around her and a handmade sign someone taped to the ceiling that says “Just keep breathing.”
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  Despite all this, she’s excited, feeling good in her body and ready for this experience. A doctor comes through and brusquely checks her dilation. She feels like it will be soon and tells him so. He cuts her off and says she’s not ready, it’ll be a few hours yet, and leaves her alone again. He’s wrong. Her water breaks, she dilates fast, and she ends up giving birth with the help of the ward nurse. It’s painful and stressful, but she’s strong and determined and so ready to hold me. I finally slip out, and the nurse cleans us both up, but as Rose reaches out for me, the nurse snaps, “You’re not sterile!” and bustles me away. Vulnerable, heartbroken, my mom doesn’t see me for six hours. Despite it all, we bond immediately, the most familiar heartbeats in the whole world.


  There’s only one photo of him and me. His clean-shaven, high-boned cheeks and square shoulders, all bent toward me, tiny and bundled and eyes half closed. The walls behind us are empty and beige, and a woman’s hands are visible to the left, having just let me go, or waiting to take me back. His face is in profile, and I’ve never quite been able to read his expression. Is he excited? Terrified? He’s just nineteen, headed for a war in Vietnam he knows almost nothing about, married and a father against all his own plans. Is he grieving? Relieved to be going away? Lost in wonder? We’ve never discussed it, not that we’ve had much time.


  They divorce while he is still overseas. When he comes home, he brings a new wife and son with him. They live in Arizona, near his parents, and I visit once when I’m seven. Once, when I’m eleven, in the summer, I visit all the far-flung family. I stay with his parents, this third set of grandparents that most kids don’t have. They are kind strangers with a quiet house. I read books and wait for something to click – with them, with him. There’s no sudden rush of emotion, no dramatic connection. He is the man who helped my mom make me, and they made him. They hug me, but he doesn’t. Or if he does, I don’t remember. He takes me to work with him, and I feel the awkward go solid. These people don’t know who I am or just learned recently. One of them gives me a pen set, or maybe he does. It’s a blur of strangeness and feeling like all the strange is me.
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  He’s a good man, I can tell, doing good work in the world with the telephone union. He’s nice to me, but there has been too much time, too much distance, not enough knowing. I don’t need another dad; he doesn’t need a daughter. Our lives are separate and full. This is no fairy tale of running across the meadow and weeping in his arms; the blood is not a magnet. I know I remind my mother of him, more than just the coloring and stature, more than genetics can explain. A certain spike to my humor, the ability to get right in under someone’s nerve. The ability to defuse the chaos that can follow. A generosity. A tendency to procrastinate. A certain twinkle.


  The world tastes like


  The sun-warmed leather of my mother’s purse strap, fragrant and comforting between my teeth. Kefir, strawberry or peach, at the end of the co-op shift. Sipped for blocks, each mouthful thick with joy. Like steak, that first bite, raw and rich and placed on my tongue by the down-reaching arms of my mother, face high above me alight with the taste of it. Peanut butter, coconut, and carob frozen into dessert, or something close to it. Shrimps curled into pink succulence, brown rice, root beer float.


  Smell of rattlesnake hide, curing in the backyard, salvaged from the highway. Creosote and rain on the dust. Incense and butter candles, cinnamon toasting on oats, basil and thyme simmering tomatoes into love. My mother’s hair across my face while she rocks me, her skin after work, after sleep, salt on honey. Late-night smoke curls past my window, woody and soft. Wildflowers, rose hips, sandalwood, patchouli, gardenia, wet rocks on the sill.


  Sun-dried apples. Easter Peeps left to harden. Sausage links. Tofu baked brown and crisp. Popcorn, but only with nutritional yeast. Mushrooms but not olives. Never broccoli, never liver, always chicken, always potatoes. Fresh green heaps of spinach cooked down to richness. Corn cobs buttered hot, home-baked bread, chips, no dip. Ketchup spun into the carpet but not on my fries. Piles of rejected vegetables, butter and sugar sandwiches, government cheese. Red snapper fins, fried crisp. Tuna noodle casserole. Savory grits, belly full.


  Me vs. the pledge of allegiance


  I am excited to go to kindergarten, even though I’m not sure about the whole stay-dressed-all-day thing. All day. And in the same clothes! My mom let me pick my own outfit, so I have on my favorite fancy dress that I got brand-new. It is long and white with pleats and blue roses and tiny buttons and a tie at the waist. I wear it with my brown hiking boots with the red laces that are just like Grannie’s. When I go visit her this summer, we’re going to climb in the mountains, so I need to break them in. Besides, they feel really strong, and school is new and a tiny bit scary. Except they have their own special library with hundreds of books. I love books.
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