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For Gloria and Paul


“There are only two ways to live your life.

One is as though nothing is a miracle.

The other is as though everything is a miracle.”

Albert Einstein


CHAPTER 1

Sex Work Singer

Broke, busted, and disgusted at having spent every last dime, I needed more cash. Still buzzed from yet another nasty binge after the Limelight show, my days now seemed pretty mundane. It was spring 1986, and trying to wake up and muster enough energy to shower was sometimes all I could do. Or maybe I’d just skip it, I thought, opting instead to linger by the phone. Now I knew how a dog felt begging for table scraps, desperate as I was to catch a trick, a date, a john. My miniscule Hell’s Kitchen studio apartment on West Forty-Fifth Street was becoming more like a cellblock.

Queen crack had a way of making you feel that way.

Barely a month ago, I had been planning my big birthday party at the Saint, calling up Andy Warhol to invite him personally.

“Andy, hi. It’s Tish. Tish Gervais,” I said.

“Oh, hi, Tish,” he said in his instantly recognizable flat tone.

“I’m calling because I’d be so honored to have you as one of the hosts on the invitation for my thirtieth birthday party at the Saint.”

“Gee thanks. Sure.”

Thrilled, I thanked him and hung up, knowing any further conversation with the pop icon was futile. He was especially shy and his assistant had told me that I scared him. I couldn’t say I blamed him, though I was certainly no Valerie Solanas.

Still, I couldn’t help thinking about how quickly my situation had changed since I made that phone call. Johnny R., my former sugar daddy, had stopped paying my rent, and there were few if any work options for trans women back then so I had registered with two escort agencies for more sex work. Somehow sashaying in and out of fancy hotels like the Plaza, the Waldorf Astoria, and the St. Regis lessened the sting of shame. As long as I didn’t have to splash my ass in a back-page sex ad in the Village Voice or Screw, it helped me retain the fantasy that my life didn’t suck and left me with a sliver of dignity intact.

Plain and simple, I’d been whoring my whole life. It wasn’t the end to my means nor did I want to claim it as a career choice. Not that there was anything wrong with sex work—it’s just that I always had bigger dreams for myself. But my acting and party-promoting career was practically zilch by then. Indeed, the only acting I was doing was acting like everything was fine when it fact it wasn’t. Word had gotten out in my nightclub circle of friends that I was hitting the crack pipe pretty much twenty-four seven, so most people knew they couldn’t rely on me any more for parties or performing gigs.

Getting up at two or three in the afternoon, mind you, wasn’t the ideal time of day to get much done. I’d click on the TV, not even knowing if I had cable because Johnny had stopped paying the bill. Several hours would pass with me channel surfing, chain smoking, and praying that the phone would ring.

Sure enough the phone rang.

It was Freddie. “Hello!” I spoke with as much fake enthusiasm as I could muster. “Where have you been?”

“Oh, you know me, busy with the wife, kids, work and all. Hey, listen, Natalia, let’s say you and I get together tonight. I want to take you out. Get dolled up real nice and we’ll take a ride to Atlantic City. It’s going to be a real special time, just the two of us. I’ll get a suite, champagne, dinner—the works.”

I laughed, thinking, What did I do to deserve this sheer act of generosity?

Freddie was notoriously cheap with the girls with something extra. That’s what I called myself instead of a “chick with a dick.” More ladylike. He was a forty-year-old frustrated married man, short, kind of stocky, not bad looking in a Tony Soprano kind of way.

Freddie liked to get fucked, but he just couldn’t come out and say it. It was an endless game of how to find things to stick up his bum: candles, cucumbers, dildos, you name it. I even kept frozen bananas in the freezer just in case. I knew once I whipped out the banana, stuck it in him, he’d get off and go. He was notoriously tedious and stingy; you had to really work hard for any extra cash. Sometimes at least he’d be generous with bling or drugs.

But the thing is, he always had the purest coke.

“Sure, Freddie. Sounds like fun. What time?”

•   •   •

At 8:00 p.m. on the dot, the buzzer rang. I pressed the intercom and in a sultry voice said, “Who is it?”

“Who the hell do you think it is, little red fucking riding hood?” Freddie yelled back in his thick Brooklyn accent. Buzzing him in, I ran into the bathroom and ripped the rollers out of my thick brunette mane, brushed it, and tossed it back. I grabbed some perfume and sprayed heavily.

Earlier, I had rummaged through my closet to fish out something to wear for the trip to Atlantic City. I didn’t have much, for I had sold a lot of my best clothes to other girls or to my dealer for more drugs. What I found was a fuchsia silk wrap dress and black patent leather pumps. This was another thing about Freddie: he had a foot fetish, so before he arrived I spent a half hour working on my feet to get them into perfectly worshipful shape.

Freddie Romano was a small-time hood. I knew he had some connections, but I wasn’t sure with whom because I never wanted to know. He carried a gun and made money fencing stolen merchandise and dealing drugs on the side. A lot of the other pre-op girls liked him because, even though he was a real piece of work, if he liked his time with you, he’d tip you with a nice piece of bling or some coke.

I opened the door and there was Freddie, flowers in hand and all dressed up in a gray, pin-striped, double-breasted suit and tie. He looked unusually handsome, though the suit hung on him like it belonged to someone a size larger.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he said. “You look great, babe. Turn around.” He whistled as I swirled around like Maria in West Side Story, and bent down to kiss my feet. “You’re looking hot, doll.”

Freddie plopped his black attaché case on the kitchen counter.

“Close your eyes, babe.” I did, hearing the snap, snap of the case opening. “Surprise,” he said. My eyes widened when I saw a big pile of gold, diamond, and pearl jewelry. Like a cherry on top of a sundae was a giant baggy full of coke.

“You like?” he asked. “I have to bring this to Atlantic City. Got another baggy? Let me split a little off for the ride down.”

He opened the bag and dipped into it with his diamond-adorned pinky to scoop out a hearty bump for me to try.

Sniffing hard and long, my head swelled and my body tingled from my head to my toes. “Ooh, this is so good. Shall I bring my pipe? I can cook some up real quick for the ride.”

“Nah, I just wanna sniff, if you don’t mind.” Oh, here we go, I thought. Here comes the creepy control freak that he is. “Wait till we get to Atlantic City, ha!”

I felt dejected because sniffing didn’t really do it for me anymore. I loved to smoke and was sure that at some point in the evening I would be able to get him to give me some to cook up. Without him looking, I tossed my butane torch, small Pyrex bottle, stem, and a baggie with baking soda into my purse and snapped it shut. I dashed into the bathroom for a quick fluff of my hair and a swipe of red lipstick and off we went.

Strutting out with Freddie in tow, I saw a shiny black stretch limousine parked on the curb and barely noticed the driver hold open the door for us. It wasn’t my first time in a limo. Once inside, I checked the wet bar to see if it was fully stocked because I really needed a drink if I were going to spend several hours putting up with Mr. Romano.

“Oh, goodie,” I said after sliding open the wet bar to discover its contents full. This would take the edge off the coke jitters.

Freddie told the driver to raise the tinted partition. “Don’t open it unless I tell you to, buddy.”

The partition slid up, the driver turned on the ignition, and soon we were rolling out of Hell’s Kitchen down Ninth Avenue and into the Lincoln Tunnel. I leaned back and said, “Freddie, be an angel and pour me a drink. How about a nice vodka martini? Two olives, please.”

•   •   •

When we arrived at the casino, Freddie grabbed my arm and paraded me into the Trump Hotel lobby as if I were his wife. I waited patiently as he registered for the room, which was a lavish suite with a full dining room, a bedroom, and a gorgeous view of Atlantic City.

“My, how fancy we’ve become, Mr. Romano,” I said once we were inside.

“Hey, nothing’s too good for you, babe. After all, it’s a very special night.”

I was thinking, Jesus, this is so cheesy. I must be one of God knows how many girls he’s run this game on. “Yes, honey, it is very sweet of you.”

“What do you say I run a bath and order some food before we go downstairs to the casino?” he suggested.

“Sure,” I responded, though food and gambling were the last things on my mind. I wanted to get my hands on more of that coke. “Let me have some blow, Freddie. I’d like to cook up a little to smoke.”

“Don’t you think you can wait till we get back to the city?” he asked me. “I really don’t want you to smoke here, if it’s okay.”

“Aw, come on. Don’t tell me you dragged me all this way to be such a bore.” I was not happy with this new development and was determined to get some of the coke to cook up and freebase. That was my thing. He knew it. It was odd that he was resisting. Usually we’d smoke for hours. It helped loosen him up so that I could begin the parade of toys to stuff up his bum.

“If you don’t mind,” he said, “I’d really wish you could wait, just this once, for me. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you later.” He served up a few more lines. I guess I’d just have to follow the script I had been given.

He then headed to the bathroom and started to run a bath. Hours had slipped away and I had no idea what time it really was. Freddie called for me to come into the bathroom, where he was naked, sitting in the tub.

“Come here,” he says. “Wanna grab that washcloth and wash my back?”

Oh my God, I thought, Am I really playing the subservient little mob gal role? I started to wash his back and he said, “Oh, honey, that feels so good,” and then I noticed that his shoulders were shaking and he was stifling a sob.

“What’s wrong, Freddie? Did I do something to upset you? I’m sorry about the smoking.”

“There’s something I have to tell you, but you mustn’t ever tell anyone else about it, okay? Can you promise me that?”

“Sure, no problem. What is it?”

He was sobbing again, wiping his tears away with his nubby hands. He looked like an overgrown child who had been very naughty. He looked me in the eye and proceeded to tell me why he had brought me there that night.

“It’s the last time you’ll ever see me. You’re one of my favorite girls. We always have a good time. You have a good heart and you never try and take advantage of me like some of the others.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I just try to make you happy, that’s all. You’ve been good to me, too. What do you mean I won’t ever see you again? Are you going away? Moving? What?”

“Natalia, I made a very, very big mistake and now I am going to have to suffer the consequences. In a little while, my number will be up. Someone’s on the way here to make me pay the price.”

He was going to be killed! I began to panic. This fucking trick had just so much as told me that I might become an accessory to murder! I wasn’t at all considering what he had just said was going to happen to him. I started screaming.

“Get the fuck out of that bath tub right now, Freddie, and get dressed. Call your driver and have him pick me up. I want to go back to the city, now!”

“Shh! Be quiet before they call downstairs to the front desk, be quiet.”

“Quiet? Are you out of your fucking mind? Pay me what you owe me and get me the hell out of here. That’s what I want and then I’ll be quiet.” Well, so much for my fantasy of being a hooker with a heart of gold.

Wrapping a robe around him, Freddie walked out of the bathroom. “All right. I’m sorry I told you but I had to tell someone. I’ll call the driver. Calm down.” He grabbed his pants and pulled out a couple of hundred-dollar bills and handed them to me. I stuffed the money in my purse.

“What about the coke? You said you would give me some for later.”

“I can’t give you any more. I have to turn that and the jewelry over when they get here.” Handing me a pretty little diamond pendant on a gold chain, he said, “Take this.” I was now thinking that the ride back would be brutal but at least I could sell the little trinket for an eight ball when and if I got back home.

“Here’s one more thing I’d like you to have.” He reached into another pocket and handed me a small bullet. I was so high at this point and so relieved that I was getting the hell out of here that I took it without thinking, tossing it into my purse.

Calmer now, I said, “Thanks,” and gave him a hug.

He picked up the phone and rang for the driver. “He’ll be waiting downstairs. Car fifty-four.”

I slipped into my dress, snapped open my bag, checked my face, applied some fresh lips, fluffed my hair, and turned to Freddie. “Good luck with all this.” I didn’t know what else to say.

Freddie looked sad and somewhat bewildered as the door closed behind me. Up until this point, I had managed to avoid any serious run-ins with the law and this was something I wanted nothing to do with.

I made a swift exit from the hotel to find car fifty-four. I slid in as the driver slammed the door shut. The sound of the ignition signaled we were off. It happened so fast I couldn’t tell you what the driver looked like. All I knew was that I was out of that hotel. Halfway to New York, my mind started playing tricks on me. I realized I might never even make it back to my own private hell in Hell’s Kitchen. The coke continued to make me increasingly paranoid. I began to imagine the driver, who I hadn’t spoken to or for that matter even got a really good look at, was taking me somewhere to finish me off.

I opened my purse, grabbed one of the last cigarettes I had, and saw the bullet that Freddie had given me. I was now certain that I’d been set up. Freddie had given me the bullet so that I’d be found with it and blamed for his death. I felt that that it would be an act of divine intervention if I ever saw my freedom again. I finished off the bottle of vodka and gratefully I passed out.

I woke to the sound of the limousine door being yanked open. “Here you are, miss. Three-Forty-One West Forty-Fifth Street,” the driver said.

I couldn’t believe it. There was my front door. Feeling a bit unsteady, I stumbled out onto the sidewalk. I nearly knelt to kiss the ground, so certain I had been that I wouldn’t make it back. There must be a God after all, I thought.

“Thank you very much,” I said to the driver as I wobbled toward my lobby door.

The slowly rising sun reminded me the night was nearly over but that wasn’t enough to convince me my little noir adventure had ended. Oh no, I knew I’d have a buyer for this diamond pendant. In minutes, I was banging on my dealer Sonia’s apartment door on the third floor of my building. I knew she’d be able to straighten me out.

After scoring my coke from her, I headed back upstairs to cook up a fierce witch’s brew of hard rock to smoke away the rest of the night. I was shaking and sweating when I finally plunked the rock into my pipe and torched it with a crackling blaze of butane. Snap, crackle, and pop, I inhaled the smoke deeply into my lungs and held it in as long as I could until I felt my body go numb. A sultry, tingling sensation seeped slowly through my body, relieving me of the fear and all the emptiness I felt. My problems slipped away in a cloud of smoke and now I was content, calm knowing that my true lover had arrived to comfort me.

The next day when I finally woke up I reached for the remote. Oprah was on so it had to be late afternoon. Immediately, I remembered the one pressing thing I had to attend to. The bullet. It was still in my purse. Grabbing some newspaper, I wrapped it up. I wrapped a scarf around my messy hair, slipped on a pair of dark sunglasses, and left the building and walked toward Ninth Avenue, a few blocks from my apartment. When I was far enough away, I tossed the newspaper into a trash can.

Then I remembered that tonight was the opening of Ginger & Fred, the new Fellini film at MoMA. Dinah Prince of the Daily News had invited me….


CHAPTER 2

Miss Gendered

Click, clack, click, clack went my mother Del’s spring-o-lator pumps as she dragged me down the rickety wooden steps of our house and into the car for our weekly shopping trip to downtown Fall River, Massachusetts. I was too young to stay behind with my brothers, but just thought she liked having me along. My brothers loathed these shopping trips, but I for one appreciated them each and every time. It was an adventure. On these little outings, if I behaved, I’d be treated to a banana split at the Woolworth’s soda fountain. And if I were really lucky, I’d get to pop one of those multi-colored balloons hovering over the counter enticing kids like me to do just that. Hopes were high that I’d win the treat for a lower price or free. Even at five, I knew a good bargain when I saw one.

We didn’t have much money, but whatever profits my father made running the local crap games allowed us to have a nice car. Our big old 1959 black Buick Special sat in the yard waiting to take Del and me downtown. To prepare for the trips, she’d swipe the brightest shade of red lipstick on her full Portuguese lips, spray perfume, and wrap her bleached blond hair up in a scarf.

Exiting the car, I’d run through the revolving doors at Woolworth’s, spinning one too many times before my mother grabbed me by the collar to stop. While she headed to the women’s lingerie department, I’d stray over to the makeup counter. I loved peeking into all the cases with their bright, multicolored packages and, if I stood on tippy-toes, I could usually reach the top of the counter. This time a saleslady popped up from behind the counter and indulged me in my curiosity, asking, “Where did you get those eyelashes, honey?”

“From my mommy,” I answered proudly.

It was 1961 and Elvis Presley’s music was everywhere, even in Woolworth’s. Whenever I heard any type of music, I’d automatically stop and start swaying my little five-year-old hips to the beat. So there I was, on this sunny afternoon in Woolworth’s, without a care in the world, when I heard Elvis crooning, Oh, let me be your teddy bear, put a chain around my neck and lead me anywhere, oh, let me be, oh, let me, your teddy bear. Without missing a beat, I started dancing and swaying my hips and soon a small crowd of ladies had gathered to watch my impromptu performance.

“How cute. Oh, what beautiful curls this kid has,” said one lady.

“Oh, yes, and those long eyelashes! I’d kill for them!” said another.

Just then my mother appeared, looking flustered. “There you are,” she said. “I’ve been looking all over for you and here you are shaking your ass!”

One lady then said to my mother, “Excuse me, ma’am. What beautiful eyelashes she has.”

My mother grabbed my hand hard and pulled me away. “It’s he, not she!” she said to the woman. “And it’s none of your goddamned business!” Shocked at her outburst, the ladies turned away, while Del pulled me along. “What did I tell you? I told you to stay close by me and there you were shaking your ass like a little girl. Wait till I get you home and tell your father!”

Confused and hurt, I felt tears fall from my big brown eyes, making my lashes even thicker.

“Stop that crying, before I really give you something to cry about!” she said. Shoving me into the car, she slammed the door and started up the engine, and we sped off toward home. I couldn’t help feeling upset for not understanding what it was that I had done wrong. I loved music, it made me happy, and I loved dancing. What could possibly be wrong with that? It was too much for my little five-year-old brain to comprehend, but one thing that was easy to understand was that once again I had been mistaken for a girl. My mother’s hysterical reaction proved it couldn’t be a good thing!

Much of my early life was spent in Fall River. It was there so many odd years ago that my life would take many unexpected twists and turns. As a young person growing up in a barely-working class family in New England, I couldn’t imagine what my future would bring. The roller-coaster ride through the often uncertain and unpredictable world of gender identity was something my family and I could never have prepared for.

Third born out of seven kids, I was assigned male at birth. In Fall River, I was raised with two older brothers, three younger brothers, and one sister: Joseph, Randall, Jeffery, the twins, Todd and Sheila, and our half-brother, David. It was a chaotically challenging household. As best I can recall, and God forbid that I risk cliché, I always felt different, separate from everyone. By the age of five I remember feeling that, hey, it was a good thing. Until I discovered that my feeling different would soon be distorted and turned against me. It didn’t help that my natural personality was bright and enthusiastic and that I was curious, precocious, and a real rascal, interested in everything. I was also interested in something children might be better off learning about later in life: sex.

Growing up in a butch brood of five hypermasculine brothers, I often felt inadequate around them physically. According to my mother, as an infant I spent weeks in oxygen tents before I came home from the hospital. My breathing problems as a child would limit the amount of physical exercise I could participate in before getting winded or short of breath.

Every night in our house there were television wars over my viewing preferences for shows like Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color, Cinderella, or Peter Pan. Instead, my brothers preferred the shoot-’em-up bang-bang series like Bonanza, Gunsmoke, or The Wild Wild West. Often it became physical with my mother coming to the rescue. Although suffering through The Wild Wild West viewing Robert Conrad’s revealing skintight pants and fabulous footwear was bearable, there was something much more comforting about the Rodgers and Hammerstein version of Cinderella with Leslie Ann Warren singing “In My Own Little Corner.” Stuart Damon as the prince was dreamy and one of my earliest crushes.

Early on I knew I wasn’t heterosexual like my brothers. The anxiety I felt as a child and in adolescence about how I would function sexually was always present. It was drilled into me that if you weren’t hetero-identified and didn’t desire to sleep with women, then something must be seriously wrong with you. I strongly rejected this whole idea proliferated in my household. In order to be a man, you must grow up, screw a lot of girls, eventually get married, and have a ton of kids. From where I stood, I found this to be an absolute impossibility. I knew I wanted none of it.

Embedded in my psyche was the idea that using my penis for sex with anyone other than a female was wrong. Although I did just that, I couldn’t escape the shame and disgust that was projected onto me from my family and society as a whole. And, of course, this wasn’t an idea exclusive to the Belovitch family. It was permeated throughout contemporary society. The sexual revolution had begun like gangbusters for heterosexuals, but moved at a snail’s pace as far as gay and trans matters were concerned.

Fall River had had a prosperous past due to its successful textile industry coming from mills that were first built there in 1811. It was also famous for one of the most notorious murder trials in American history. Lizzie Borden, an heiress in her own right, was charged with murdering her father and stepmother with an ax in 1892. Poor Lizzie must have been in a tizzy when she was accused of giving her mother forty whacks. When she saw what she had done she gave her father forty-one. The O. J. Simpson of her day, Lizzie was acquitted and lived out the rest of her life as a recluse in Fall River.

To this day, I don’t know how or where my parents met in Fall River, but my father was much older—by nineteen years—when they married. My mother, Delores Arruda, hailed from a large family of first-generation Portuguese immigrants; she was one of eight children, two of whom were twins who had died in a tragic fire on my grandparents’ farm in Somerset, Massachusetts, just across the bridge from Fall River. The fire that killed the twins could have happened on any day of the year, but coincidentally it happened on April 10, the same day many years later, in 1956, when I was born. It was a well-known fact that when I was born my mother desperately wanted a girl. Growing up knowing that her wish hadn’t been fulfilled, I often felt that I had done something wrong. Even in the womb, I was already being conditioned to be a mistake.

Tragedy wasn’t unfamiliar to the Arruda family. My maternal grandfather, Manuel Arruda, was a notorious alcoholic who, one night in a drunken stupor, tried to rape my mother, then barely fourteen years of age. As a result, my mother ran away from home as soon as she could. She made it all the way to Oklahoma before she was caught and returned to her family. He was also physically abusive to my grandmother and his other children.

The Belovitch side of the family hadn’t fared much better, though they ended up being more prosperous than my mom’s. My paternal grandparents, Louis Belovitch and Jenny Schindler, had emigrated here from Riga, Latvia, in 1888. It’s been said that ancestors of the Belovitch family in Ukraine were servants to the Czar of Russia. They were expert leather craftsmen who provided beautiful boots and saddles for the Czar and his army. Prior to the pogroms that would occur against Jews in Russia, the Belovitch family was allowed to leave Russia because of their service to the Czar. My father would never speak to me about any of this.

“What do you want to know that for?” he’d ask. “It was a long time ago and it doesn’t matter what happened then. Forget about it.”

Such a message would be permanently imprinted in my young psyche. If things were too painful or difficult to discuss, it was better to just ignore them or leave them alone or, as my mother did, run away.

Physically, my parents were a striking couple. My father was tall and strong with beautiful sensitive hazel eyes that I always wished I’d inherited. He had a typically Slavic face, in that his nose was long and strong and his forehead wide. He, too, was one of eight children and his mother had died young, leaving his oldest sister, Sally, to raise the younger siblings. With money she inherited, Aunt Sally bought a small pushcart and used to sell fresh fish on the streets of Fall River. My grandfather, Louis, owned a salvage business on a few acres of land on Rodman Street with two tenement houses on it.

For us kids, this place was a private playground, filled with abandoned junk like empty truck backs, rubber tires, and all sorts of odd metal defunct machinery. It was my job to gather all the kids in the neighborhood together to convince, or in some cases force, them to join me in my thespian aspirations. We would put on little shows anywhere we could. Tossing a sheet over a rope gave us an instant curtain in our backyards. We made use of the back of those abandoned trailer trucks in the junkyard.

We lived in a three-bedroom apartment on the first floor of a three-story tenement on Rodman Street. My parents shared their bedroom with the newborn twins, Todd and Sheila, and my brothers and I shared the other two bedrooms. My dad squeaked out a living as a fruit and produce vendor. He owned a small weathered pickup truck, which he’d load up early in the morning at the farmers market and drive around the neighborhoods throughout Fall River and New Bedford to make whatever money he could. When he wasn’t hustling fruit and produce, he was organizing local crap games with my Uncle Tony, my mother’s brother-in-law, who lived with her sister Evelyn on the third floor. I didn’t know it then, but it turns out that Aunt Evelyn had left Uncle Tony because she caught him with another woman, who was the ex-girlfriend of Henry Arruda, my mom’s youngest brother.

One day, Aunt Evelyn and my mother had driven to the ex-girlfriend’s house to give her a good ass-kicking. When they had driven up to the house and rang the doorbell, they’d discovered that they were outnumbered because the house was full of the woman’s family. “Quick, Del, make a run for it before they gang up on us!” Evelyn had yelled.

Fighting was the thing to do back then and, throughout my upbringing, I perceived it as something you just did and never questioned. Beat or be beaten could be my family motto.

My mother didn’t work because she had her hands full with four boys. The twins and David weren’t born yet. Del had a sparkling personality, a great sense of humor, and a beautiful, winning smile. She had big, brown, flashing eyes, and dark hair, though sometimes she bleached her hair blond. Her body was strong with broad shoulders and a curvy figure, and she wasn’t shy about bragging about her million-dollar legs that would make even Betty Grable jealous. While she did have legendary legs, sadly she lacked the ambition, education, or desire ever to move further in life. Her mood changes would come without warning. We never knew what was headed our way. One minute she’d be cheerful or downright hilarious, yet within moments any little thing could flip her over into the darkness. After all she was a Gemini, sign of the twins, but at times her personality seemed more than split. But to hear her tell it, she was the sharpest, smartest person anyone would ever get to know. It was what she wanted us to believe.

•   •   •

Fall was approaching and soon I would be starting school at the Brayton Avenue School, which was just a short walk from our house on Rodman Street. My older brother Randall had been assigned to take me to school on the first day, and he wasn’t happy about it. Before my birth, Randall had been the baby and the sole focus of my parents’ attention, but now he was often stuck having to care for me. Randy always seemed to be in his own world, a bit lost. He was a quiet kid, kind of a loner. Early on, he displayed an aloof quality, a pattern that would continue well into his adult life. In a sense, it was his way of staying on the outskirts of the chaos in our family.

The school had separate entrances for each gender, so Randy and I lined up outside of the boys’ entrance. I looked across at the girls’ entrance and saw that all the little girls were already starting to file in while we still waited. It was confusing to me why we were separated by gender even back then.

“Why do we have to stay over here?” I asked my brother.

“Because the girls enter over there and the boys enter here,” Randy said emphatically.

“But why? Why can’t we be together?” I continued in the way any annoying little brother would.

“Brian, I don’t know. What difference does it make? Forget about it, come on, we’re going in.”

In school, we’d play the game musical chairs. In one corner of the classroom was an old upright piano, on which my teacher, Miss Preprimary, would plunk out the familiar tune “Pop Goes the Weasel.” The other kids would squeal with delight as we got closer and closer to the finish. One day I was close to being the last kid standing when the music stopped. I just barely missed the seat and remember feeling increasingly anxious. Catching my reflection in a mirror across the room, I saw that my face was flushed the brightest shade of red. The rest of the children were pointing and laughing at me. The more laughter I heard, the hotter my face felt. Certainly they were laughing at me, not with me. This became a pivotal moment in my early childhood … the idea that failure was something that should never happen, because if it did, ridicule would almost certainly follow.

It didn’t help that these were the messages I was getting at home. As a gender-fluid child, my personality drew constant scrutiny. Everything about me was fair game, especially where other children were concerned.

The first time I was exposed to sex was when I was four years old. Strange sounds coming from my parents’ bedroom woke me from my afternoon nap. Crawling out of my bed and tottering out of my room, I saw that their door was slightly ajar. Pushing it open, I stood there for a second and saw my father naked on top of my mother. I didn’t know what it was they were doing, but it looked as if they were playing so I giggled as young children do. My father came over to me, slapped me hard on the ass, and told me to go back to bed and then slammed the door. I cried and rocked myself back to sleep. What I remembered then was that sex hurts.

Realizing at a very early age that I was indeed different from most other kids, I never quite knew what to make of it. What child does, even if the child is lucky enough to have parents sane enough even to explain the complexities of sexual behavior? Let me tell you, my parents were far beyond ever being able to explain anything. If things made them uncomfortable, they’d cover it up with anger or ridicule.

By five years old, I’d begun my thieving career, too. It began with stealing candy bars from DeViller’s drug store, which was just up the block from our house. Although I got caught and my father gave me a good whack, it was only a temporary respite from my burgeoning life of crime. As a teenager, I’d graduate to larger priced items, especially comic books. Never growing up with an actual allowance, I just stole the Archie and Vampira comics that I loved so much. The older I got, the more select I was about what I stole. Eventually, I hit the liquor store with assistance from friends. One friend would go up to the counter to distract the clerk and I would grab whatever was closest to the door, usually beer or Boone’s Farm Apple Wine.

My one hard-and-fast rule was that I would never steal from friends, but anything else was up for grabs: records, clothes, food, bedding, whatever I could slip under my coat or into a bag. We were poor and if I wanted something or even if I asked for it, I probably wouldn’t get it from my parents. One weekend, when my brother Jeffery and I were visiting my father after my parents’ divorce, we got caught in the big department store downtown stealing sneakers. My father had to come get us out. He was pissed and both of us got our asses kicked.

When I became an adult, it continued and it was something that I was good at. I had no guilt about it, since I felt it was my right because I had been deprived of so much as a child. Which, of course, I know today isn’t the case.

•   •   •

There are many things to remember about our home on Rodman Street. Our upstairs neighbor, Frank D., an older dark-skinned man from the Cape Verde islands, regularly dispatched me to Freitas Market across the street to get him cigars, which I loved to do because it made me feel important and he often let me keep the change. He sometimes came to the door dressed only in his robe and would fumble around in his pockets for change. The robe often slipped open and I’d see his huge penis just dangling there.

It was quite a curious sight. I don’t know why I was so interested in it at the time, but why wouldn’t I be? One time he actually left the robe open as I stood there staring at his crotch. He eventually grabbed and closed the robe to stop me from staring, but part of me felt that he was exposing himself on purpose, that he may have wanted me to touch it but was scared to initiate anything himself.

Even though my mother would leave my dad and move away from Rodman Street, Mr. D. remained there for many years. Whenever I’d visit my father there, I’d sprint upstairs and knock on Mr. D.’s door, knowing that I could make some money if I went to the store for him. I never told anyone in my family about this, but recently a therapist asked me when I turned my first trick. I had thought it was when I was thirteen or fourteen, but then realized that it was at the tender age of five that I had learned that sex equals money.

Although I was naive about the sexual intrigue with Mr. D., it didn’t matter to me. What mattered the most was that someone was paying attention to me. Being neglected and unsupervised by my parents left me vulnerable to many similar situations.

One day I was riding my tricycle in and out of the entrance to our yard without any adult supervision. Peddling like a demon racer, I drove right into a parked Cadillac car in the driveway and smashed my forehead into the sharp fins of the fender. Luckily, I hit my hard head instead of gouging out an eye. Another time my brothers and I were playing by the garbage area in the junkyard. I slipped and fell and cut my pinky finger on a broken bottle. Who lets their toddler kids play amongst garbage and broken glass? My finger was dangling and bleeding profusely as I traipsed up the porch steps to show my mother what had happened. She wrapped a bandage around it when, clearly, I might have needed stitches.

One day, as soon as my father was out the door, my mother called Aunt Evelyn to come down and help her pack. Sitting on the cool linoleum floor, I was bewildered by this sudden flurry of activity. As I watched Del and Evelyn hastily pack and haul bags out to the old pickup truck in the yard, I started to cry, but no one paid much attention to me as they were hurriedly moving things out of the house.

Before long, everything was packed and I hadn’t budged from my place on the floor. Aunt Evelyn gathered the other kids and put them into Del’s Buick parked alongside the truck. Sliding in behind the steering wheel, she waved Del into the truck. After a quick final check of the apartment, my mother scooped me up from the floor as she headed out to the yard.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“As far away from here as we can get,” she said.

When my mother left my father in 1961, she became a single parent raising six kids. We moved across town to a house on a very steep hill on Lincoln Avenue facing the Taunton River. My grandfather’s Sunshine Bakery was at the bottom of the hill on North Main Street. It didn’t enhance our relationship in any way or make us closer to him. For the brief time we lived there, I think I went into his bakery once. It was one of my few pleasant childhood experiences. The smell of delicious Portuguese bread baking in the ovens, the many different metal trays and cooling racks in the back of the shop. A child couldn’t understand the hatred my mother had for her father, but I could feel the tension on that visit. Sadly, I never got to know any of my grandparents, but I cherish the memory of that day.

After the experience of Mr. D. exposing himself to me, intentionally or not, I began to repeat the same behavior to others, which isn’t unusual for kids who witness similar things. My favorite thing to do with the other kids in the neighborhood was to show off to them all the adult things I had learned to do. Squeezing under the lattice below the porch at Lincoln Avenue, we could slip under the stairs and be submerged in total darkness, except for the slivers of light shining through the slats that covered the bottom of the porch. I’d lure the Jones kids, our neighbors, to come under the porch with me, intent on playing sexual games with them.

“We can play Mommy and Daddy,” I’d say before instructing Jeanne Jones to pull down her pants and show me her private parts. I’d then lie on top of her and say, “Now, I’m your daddy.” We didn’t know what the hell we were doing, but just as monkeys learn by imitation, that was what we would do. Boys or girls, it didn’t matter. I was intent on getting into everyone’s pants.

One day, Jeffery and I were playing alone on the first-floor porch. We were teasing each other, as little kids do; I was five and he was three. I climbed onto the porch railing, teetering on the edge. Jeffery was upset by something I had said and came rushing towards, me, shoving me backwards. Losing my balance, I fell backward over the railing and through the wide-open cellar door below. Suddenly, I felt a sharp, stabbing pain on my left side. An empty clothesline hook had gouged into me as I tumbled down the cellar steps. Ten stitches later, I would have a scar that remains to this day, a visual reminder of how things can go wrong when kids are left unattended.

Another time I stole matches from my mother’s purse, and Jeffery and I went outside to play with them. I placed some leaves and sticks next to the side of our house so I could block the wind when I lit them on fire. Not only did I succeed in lighting my little fire, but I also managed to set the side of the house on fire in the process.

Seeing the flames race up the side of the house, Jeffery and I were so scared that we ran and hid under the porch next door. Huddling in the darkness, we heard the fire trucks race toward our house. The entire side of the house was now engulfed in flames.

Soon my father arrived at my mother’s request and eventually dragged us out from under the porch next door and this time we both received quite a beating. Physical punishment was the ultimate result of any misbehavior. While Del wasn’t shy about hitting us, she often deferred the duty to my father. My misbehavior was clearly a sign that my anger as a little boy had manifested in such a way that I was now finding ways to act out. Whether it was conscious or not, this was only the beginning of my delinquent behavior.

We didn’t stay at Lincoln Avenue much longer, and my mother always swore it was because of me that we were evicted, but she probably just didn’t pay the rent. The fire wasn’t my last foray into violence at the Lincoln Avenue house. One day when Randy kept teasing me, calling me “Mary” and “sissy,” I grabbed a pair of scissors and threw them at him. They struck him in the ankle and were sticking into his foot. He needed to go to the hospital to get stitches. Again, my father showed up to give me a hell of a beating. It seemed as if the only time my father showed up was to punish one of us. That would soon change, however, because my mother was planning to move us even further away from my dad and Fall River.

Mom finally broke away from Fall River and relocated to Providence, Rhode Island, so she could be closer to her new boyfriend, Louis Voccola, a stubborn, jealous Italian American man from Federal Hill who owned a small newspaper stand and a tobacco store downtown. Before long, my mother was pregnant with her seventh child, my half-brother David.

It wasn’t far enough from my dad because, like clockwork, nearly every Sunday until the time of his death he would arrive with a box of Dunkin’ Donuts and spend the day with us. That dozen donuts throughout the years became a symbol of my father’s undying love for my mother. I suppose for the rest of us, too. Perhaps he felt it was the least he could do, having failed so miserably as a father and a husband. To this day, whenever I eat a Dunkin’ Donuts Boston Kreme donut I think about my dad’s Sunday visits.
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