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This book is dedicated to my parents,
who loved me well,


and to Archer H. Christian,
the one whose hand I know belongs in mine.




If you can see your life laid out before you,
that’s how you know it’s not your life.

—DAVID WHYTE





PROLOGUE


God loves you even if you are a thief, a murderer, or a lesbian,” the minister shouted from the TV set in the corner of my motel room. I had stopped channel surfing temporarily when an ad came on and suddenly found myself caught in the clutches of a radical Christian station. I stood up and stared at the preacher, his face red and contorted as he thumped his Bible and blasted me across the airwaves. I’d grown up in a fundamentalist Christian household, and his menacing tone was familiar—piercing. I grabbed the remote, and the screen went black.


I turned to the window and looked outside as I slid my Movado watch over my wrist and locked it in place before returning to the dresser and adding other jewelry: gold earrings, a necklace to match, and my favorite black-and-gold bracelet. Blow-drying my hair, I looked in the mirror as I readied myself to facilitate a workshop for a Fortune 500 company at the Marriott hotel in Atlanta. As I studied my face, I could see the small trace of pain that still remained after all these years of learning to love myself in a society that would place me in the same category with a murderer and a thief. It was the 1980s, and I was in my early thirties.


Voices like that minister’s, however faint, remain as haunting whispers even today, thirty years later, as I walk with my partner, Archer, from the parking lot to a performance at the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, Tennessee. It is raining outside, and I watch the couple in front of us as the man leans down and kisses his date on the forehead, slides his arm around her waist, and pulls her closer to him. They walk in step, smiling. She tosses her blonde curls and looks up at him unabashedly in love, then leans her head into his shoulder with a freedom that I envy.


Archer and I walk behind them. She holds an umbrella in her left hand, and I slip my arm through hers to inch closer. I suspect that most people will assume it is to gain the protection of the umbrella against the pelting water. We look straight ahead, cautious of giving a sign that we are gay in an unfamiliar Southern town. We walk in step also, using the umbrella not as shelter against the rain, but as a shield that conceals the barest hint of intimacy, as I squeeze her arm in a silent acknowledgement of love. The urge to slide my arm around her waist is quelled before the thought is finished, an instinctive response to protect her and myself by keeping the nature of our true connection a secret between us and out of view in this public sphere—even though we are legally married in the United States.


While the law officially protects our right to be together, it does not ensure our social acceptance, nor does it protect us from harassment by random individuals who disagree with the law. The neural pathways laid down in the sixties warn us daily to be alert in public places wherever we are—the impulse is so great we needn’t say a word about how we will respond to each other in a new environment. We automatically secrete from others the level of intimacy we share.


This reflexive behavior can engage so readily I don’t realize its source until later—like when my partner and I appear at the hotel counter together to check in and are queried by a pockfaced clerk who is probably about twenty, “Are you sure you want a king room? I can put you in a double.” Or, when I feel the impulse to let go of Archer’s hand when we come upon a group of my MBA students dining at an outdoor café in downtown Ann Arbor, not knowing how my credibility with them might change if they realize I am gay. Or choosing not to reveal to a group of women in the Democratic Republic of the Congo that Archer and I are more than friends committed to a common cause, when they ask the point-blank question “Are either of you married?” Each of these encounters represents a risk I feel in my body; my heart quickens, my hands grow cold, and I divert my eyes, assessing and then deciding with split-second precision the level of threat the inquiring person poses and whether it is prudent to conceal or reveal this part of me.


This shaping began for me in innocent ways—in daily doses at my parents’ dinner table, in car rides to softball games, and during Thanksgiving celebrations where I overheard adults in my family speaking in passionate tones about what they really thought about people who were different. Their prejudices slid out past their public Christian personas in ways they didn’t see. My mother was worried about the Armenian man who had moved into the house behind us and wore all black. She was afraid he might harm us, though she had no personal contact with him. My Aunt Bet thought we should treat blacks equally but was sure they wanted to live separately from whites. My Uncle Paul was convinced that people on welfare were just lazy and shouldn’t be given money that they would only spend on cigarettes and beer. Other messages were shouted at me from the pulpit of the Baptist church, where I endured weekly threats of hell and damnation if I sinned, and on the playground in grade school, where boys screamed “stupid queer” at a smaller kid too frail to defend himself, while I watched him run in the opposite direction, eyes turned toward the ground—the laughter chasing him across the graveled surface. Soon I knew what it meant to be okay or not okay in the family, church, and society in which I lived.


I didn’t intentionally absorb these messages. They were burned inside of me like the brand on the side of a steer indicating to whom I belonged and what they expected of me.


Without realizing the exact moment my cellular structure was altered by such repeated intrusions into my psyche, I became a prisoner of a way of thinking that demanded allegiance to the tribe into which I was born. I knew what was right and what was wrong, according to the tribal leaders; and if I did wrong, there would be a price to pay. I didn’t know exactly what that price was, but I had a sense it would be bad—and if I strayed from what had been declared acceptable, I had to keep it a secret. All too soon, this way of thinking narrowed my ability to hear alternative and greater truths, ones capable of eclipsing those looming large and ominous in the back of my mind and at the front of my heart. Ultimately I shrink-wrapped myself into an alternate version of me—one that my family, church, school, and country would find acceptable.


Growing up in a fundamentalist Baptist household, my robust indoctrination into Christianity began before I could walk. While my parents spoke more often of God’s love, our minister focused on God’s wrath. And it was his messages that stuck to me like Velcro while my parents’ kinder interpretation of the Almighty slid off like Teflon. Both of my parents had a deep faith in their God and called on him to see them through the tragedies they faced individually and together. The most significant of these was the advent of my father’s visual disability caused by an incompetent physician, which resulted in the permanent loss of my father’s livelihood.


My parents counted on this God to comfort them, to provide financially when needed, and to bring peace when their troubles threatened to overwhelm them. They also subscribed to a belief in original sin and a future home in heaven if you were saved or in hell if you drifted.


Rereading a letter my mother wrote to me while I was in college in 1968, I see how I was bound by the presumed expectations my parents had of me because of their staunch religious beliefs and how I was lost to the love that flowed so freely behind words that threatened my sense of safety. The religious paradigm, so embedded in her character, made it impossible for me to even imagine, in my twenties, that I could have told her that I was gay. At that age, I couldn’t even tell myself.


Today, I hear her voice and see her face—the soft tone of understanding laced with wit, her flashing blue eyes, her half smile—and I imagine her finely shaped fingers typing away on her IBM Selectric while on a work break, thinking of me. I want to reach through the paper and feel the hands that wrote these words, to know in a new way the woman who loved me with a fierce tenderness and a fear that either I was too much or she not enough.


As I read her letter now, I am touched by her words, and I see the broader message she tried to convey; I see how I got stuck on a single sentence that blocked my ability to hear the rest. It was written when I returned to school my senior year in college after a summer home trying to hide my confusion and sadness over losing a woman with whom I had fallen in love. My mother assumed, no doubt, that my unhappiness was about trouble with my boyfriend, Mike.


Dear Carol,


It was good to hear from you yesterday, I needed to talk to you and find out all was well . . . Sometimes I think when we are together we just talk surface talk, never get inside and know something about how the other one thinks. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we just decided to open up our hearts and express the doubts, concerns, as well as current happenings?


. . . We wish we could take some of the sting out of the experiences for you, but this isn’t possible. And through it all, you have been certain of God’s love for you and know that your times are in His hands. We love you with our whole hearts, and want to be your best friends . . .


Take care and always look up!


Love, Mom and Dad


When I received it, I could not let all of her words land solidly inside of me. Right there near the end of it was my dilemma: “And through it all, you have been certain of God’s love for you and know that your times are in His hands.”


I had no such knowing, and, if my times were in God’s hands, I was in serious trouble. How could I tell my mother I was miserable, afraid, and in love with a woman—that people thought I was gay? How could I tell someone so sure I was in God’s hands when I hoped God didn’t really know what I was up to? The letter was not unlike others I had received in my four years at school, filled with references to God, His blessings, and His saving grace. While my mother believed in that God, I was terrified of Him.


Now, I hear great love in her words, her longing to be connected, to ease my pain. As a mother, her intuition told her I was not okay, and she wanted to understand, to help. It isn’t that I didn’t believe that; I just didn’t think she knew what she was asking for and that her response would be to “fix” rather than embrace me. And the rejection I feared compelled me to create emotional distance from her, an act wholly contrary to my natural instincts.


Besides, my mother had had enough to worry about—raising two kids, working full-time, making repeated trips to the hospital to manage my father’s seizures as they experimented with different drugs to bring his system into balance. Her life was hard already, and I didn’t need to add to her concerns by telling her that on top of everything else, she had a daughter who was gay.


I don’t really know what she would have done had I summoned the courage to tell her the truth, to trust that the love she expressed was deeper and wider than I imagined, that she could comfort me when I felt so desperately alone. I just knew I couldn’t risk it.


This was the beginning of trading my authenticity for acceptance. I committed to dating men and carefully monitored my enthusiasm around the women I found attractive and wished I could pursue. I joined with others in making jokes about lesbians to prove I wasn’t one of them. Conversations with others about my life became more shallow and meaningless. I cultivated a strong, confident persona that invited others to share their struggles with me while I hid my own vulnerability. Eventually these actions swept away the possibility of deep authentic connection with many who might have accepted me.


In the late sixties, there was a genuine need for protection. Beyond religion’s promise of eternal life in hell were the broader concerns of living in a society where mental health professionals still defined gay persons as mentally ill—where you could be fired from your job or evicted from your apartment if people suspected you were gay. And most disturbingly, you could be physically attacked without certainty the laws against assault and battery would protect you. These genuine fears expanded my imaginary ones, exacerbating my felt need for safety in all aspects of my life. My protective antenna streamed out to my circle of friends, my cadre of work colleagues, and especially into interactions with strangers. Over time, I built an invisible shield between myself and others. My ability to alternate between a public persona consistent with the norms of the culture and a private life consistent with my authentic self became as seamless as donning a winter coat to protect my skin against the chill of harsh weather.


Now, decades later, it occurs to me that the danger of revealing my secret may not have been as great as I imagined, and the cost of keeping it may have been far greater than I could calculate.





chapter
1
just as i am


My parents’ radical faith in God persisted through hard financial times and even the illness that befell my father when I was a child—devotion they expressed by attending church services every Sunday morning, every Sunday evening, and, often, prayer meeting on Wednesday night. If you looked up Baptist fundamentalism in the dictionary, the definition would probably start with, “Thou shalt not,” as it related to any form of physical pleasure, or even the occasional delight in a sideways glance at the beauty of the human form. There was no drinking, no dancing, no smoking, no card playing, and certainly no touching of another person by anyone for any reason other than by accident, maybe in an elevator.


Our pastor, Reverend Mitchell, was in his early fifties, and his snow-white hair (flowing back in waves, parting in the middle like the Red Sea) made him look to my young eyes like God himself in a business suit. He was a handsome man of average stature, with a booming voice that rose to the ceiling, bounced off the rafters, and reverberated down the aisles as he bellowed from behind the solid oak pulpit. His consistent message included three main themes: Christ died for your sins and would be back to reclaim his own; you had a choice between heaven and hell; and you should accept Jesus today to wash your sins away. Each point was hammered home with a force that made me fear God might strike me dead before the service was over. I wondered how it was possible to be in this much trouble just for being born.


This view made it hard to reconcile stories of a loving God with someone who would have you burn in hell just because you snuck out of the house to see Bambi at the Atlas Theater with the neighbor kids or put a blotch of ink on the back of Annie Stanel’s sweater when you sat behind her in fourth grade. I remember my nervousness when I went home that night after the sweater blotch, fearful that God would call the principal himself, resulting in my banishment from Coolidge Elementary School forever. In the Baptist church, it seemed that every unfortunate thing that happened to you was linked to sin—my father’s illness, losing my favorite ring, coming in second in the Bible School poster contest. Anything that didn’t work out the way I had hoped was most likely due to a moral failing on my part.


Those damning images seared their way into me and became a part of my religious DNA.


Reverend Mitchell ended every service by imploring people to repent. “Now is the time to accept Jesus,” he would say softly as the organ music played “Just as I Am” in the background. I hated this part; staring at my best patent leather shoes, my toes tapping impatiently inside my best Sunday footwear, I wanted to dart down the aisle in the opposite direction and bolt from the building.


A hush would come over the congregation, and heads would bow as the music director led us in this closing hymn—a final entreaty for lost souls to come to Jesus. “Who wants to be saved today?”


Once in a while a couple of people would make their way to the front of the church.


“Yes, yes,” the reverend would say, raising his Bible in his right hand and greeting the sinner, then putting his left arm around him.


I wanted to be saved. Saved from the endless threat of punishment and a life of fear and anxiety.


As I entered fifth grade, I considered the Catholic religion. They seemed to have more personal freedom around things like smoking, drinking, and dancing. But they had the nuns to contend with, who were pretty scary themselves.


My friend Michelle Davies went to Our Lady Gate of Heaven parochial school, and she asked me to come with her one Saturday to help Sister Mary Martha Caprice catch up on her paperwork. I was elated, and I dressed up in my favorite red Scottish plaid skirt with the oversize decorative gold pin, my cream-colored sweater, and my black-and-white saddle oxfords. I felt bad that they were scuffed on the toes and that the laces were dirty, and I tried to shine them by spitting on my fingers and rubbing the toes while riding in the back seat on the way to the school. My efforts only made things worse, leaving just dark wet spots behind.


Sister Mary Martha Caprice swung open the large-paneled cherry door and greeted us. She wore a black habit with a stiffly starched white cloth that framed her face and squished all the extra flesh toward the center of her forehead, making her wince, even when she smiled.


She welcomed Michelle and her dad and asked if I was there to help too. Suddenly I had the urge to flee across the graveled playground and down the grassy slope onto the sidewalk and fly the eight blocks back home to my own frightening God. But before I could act on that fleeting thought, I was encircled by the long arm draped in black and guided down the hall with Michelle in silence.


The floors glistened, and thin slivers of light streamed in through high windows and bounced off of the linoleum, casting long shadows as Sister Mary Martha Caprice floated down the hall in her costume of black and white—two small figures scurrying behind her. I glanced at my shoes with dried spit on the toes and hoped that Sister Mary Martha Caprice wouldn’t notice. The whole time I was there I was worried she would ask me if I was Catholic or make me say a Hail Mary if I didn’t do things correctly. I didn’t really know what a Hail Mary was, except Michelle said they had to say it in school sometimes when they were bad. Jesus was hanging on a cross in every room, flesh pierced with nails and red paint dripping down his side. I wondered if they didn’t know he had risen from the dead, but I wasn’t about to ask. I couldn’t wait to get out of there and was glad when our work was finished and we glided back down the darkened hallway through the ominous black gate out into the sunshine. Becoming a Catholic didn’t appeal to me either.


Reverend Mitchell’s Sunday condemnations were intermixed with daily thoughtful messages from my parents, whose passionate belief in God helped them see practical miracles in regular life. For instance, they would give generously to the church by tithing but would never ask for help from others. Instead, they would pray—especially when my father made repeated trips to the hospital with unexpected seizures. Insurance always fell short of covering the bills, and he could not be released without full payment.


On one occasion my mother needed more than two hundred dollars to get him out. She relied on God to provide and didn’t tell a soul. A few days later, an envelope arrived from a friend with a heartfelt message and a hundred-dollar check. Then one of the men from the steel mill where my dad had been a supervisor showed up at the door with a large piece of butcher paper folded like an oversize envelope. In it, along with messages of hope for my father, was a stack of bills that added up to $127. This was proof for them that God was real and that he was listening. I wasn’t so sure, but I thought I had better get myself saved just in case. My brother, Jim, who was two years older, had already accepted Christ and been baptized; so if we all died in a car crash on the way home, I would end up in hell by myself while they all floated off to heaven. With that thought as motivation, I marched myself down to the front of the church during one of those agonizing closing ceremonies and accepted Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I was twelve years old and I was fine, mostly, until I developed my first crush.
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I first noticed Gina in the hall at school when I was fifteen. She was hard to miss at five foot ten with her blond ponytail; crisp, white short-sleeved shirts with the collar turned up; and spotless white tennis shoes. The sweet smell of Jean Naté perfume floated behind her and made me want to follow the scent. I introduced myself at O’Shea Park, where we both were wandering around with softball gloves, hoping the boys would let us play. It was the summer of 1963, and for the first time the director of the recreation center announced they would sponsor an official girls’ softball team. Gina played first base and could stretch halfway to second to catch a wild throw from the shortstop or race far outside the foul line to grab a ball on the fly. She made me look good at third base, snatching balls in the dirt or ones that flew far above her head. We quickly became a twosome and hung out much of that summer and the next. Most days I would walk down to the park in the late morning and meet Gina. Our ritual was to wear sleeveless shirts and Bermuda shorts, slather ourselves with baby oil laced with iodine, and lie out on picnic tables to tan for a couple of hours before going down to the recreation center to play a few rounds of handball until softball practice at 5:00 p.m.


Lying side by side, the sun beating down on our skin, we talked about high schoolers we knew, about plans after graduation. She wanted to get a job and buy a Corvette. I said I did too, hoping she’d think I was cool like her. Something about being with Gina was special. I’d always had friends, but she seemed different—older, worldly, which wasn’t that surprising given my sheltered existence. Being around her gave me feelings I didn’t have with anyone else, feelings that made my stomach flutter and that sometimes made me feel self-conscious.


Gina was raised a Catholic, and where my mother was Doris Day, Gina’s was a Mae West who smoked, drank, played cards, and even went dancing. She had dyed blond hair that she wore pulled tightly back in a French twist, revealing deep lines on her forehead that she filled with pancake makeup. Large oval clip-on earrings framed her face and made her look like a walking cameo. Bright red lipstick accentuated her mouth, and she wore flamboyant colors that surely got her the attention she was seeking. She also wore stiletto heels with straps that crisscrossed her feet—shoes I could never imagine my own mother wearing. Her hands, though thick and rough from her hard days’ work, sported polished nails in shades that matched her lipstick. Gina’s dad didn’t seem to mind her going out with girlfriends. He was bald, stout, and handy with tools—an introvert who seemed to find greater joy in fixing the gutters on the house or trading out the storm windows for screens in the summer than going barhopping with his wife and her pals in their black 1960 Plymouth Fury that resembled a Batmobile.


Gina went to church occasionally and to confession when she felt like it. It seemed that if you could already drink, dance, smoke, and play cards, there weren’t many sins left to confess. Religion was not a big part of Gina’s life, but having fun was. One day when we were out at the park, she casually pulled out a pack of unfiltered Pall Mall cigarettes and offered me one. I had no idea how to smoke and wasn’t quite sure what type of punishment God would mete out for taking a few puffs, but it was the most exciting moment of my adolescence, and I wasn’t about to miss it. She carefully unwrapped the cellophane around the package and unfolded the foil on top. Then she slapped the pack against the edge of the picnic table until a couple of cigarettes jutted out. She offered me one first. I pulled one out of the pack; then she took one and provided instructions.


“Put it between your teeth like this,” she demonstrated. “Then, when I light it, suck in on the end of the cigarette.” Gina lit the match and pulled it up next to the cigarette while she cupped her hands around the tip to keep the match from blowing out. Then she inhaled and effortlessly blew a thin stream of smoke out of her mouth as though she had been smoking all her life.


I sat on the edge of the picnic table and crossed my legs, trying to look sophisticated. I followed her directions, first watching her, then trying it myself. I failed to notice she had inhaled lightly, and when it was my turn, I sucked on it like it was a straw bringing me the last few drops of a delicious milk shake.


As I gasped for air I acted like I enjoyed this new activity though my throat stung all the way to my navel. I secretly hoped this was not going to be a regular part of our ritual, as I was sure it would kill me. I asked if she smoked all the time, and she confessed she had stolen this pack from her mom’s carton, assuring me they wouldn’t be missed. I couldn’t imagine stealing from my mother. I was pretty sure she would know and that there wouldn’t be a happy ending to that story.


Gina handed me another cigarette, and in spite of my fear that I would choke to death, I lit up again, struggling less this time, but surely not enjoying it. Thankfully we stopped after a couple, and she promised to save them for the next day.


On another occasion, she talked the maintenance guy at the recreation center into doing her a favor. I was stunned when Stanley waved us over to the tool shed at the back of the parking lot one day and invited us into the musty tin building. Stanley was a soft-spoken black man with graying hair and sweet eyes. He was always friendly and nice to the teenagers who hung out at the center, unlike the gruff older white guy, Ralph. Most neighborhoods in Detroit were segregated, and Stanley was the only black man I had met at that point in my life.


He glanced both ways to make sure no one was watching, then hurried us inside. It was clear he wanted us to hustle, and we obliged. Quickly he closed the door behind us.


The room was lit by the power of a single overhead light bulb that dangled in the center of the shed. He searched for something under the workbench as we stood looking at each other. When he rose and turned toward us, we saw he had a six-pack of Budweiser beer in his hands. I’m sure my wide-eyed expression revealed my shock, though I tried to contain my disbelief. I loved the racy feeling of doing something out of bounds, despite my concern that the cops would burst into the shack and arrest us. For a moment, an image of Reverend Mitchell flashed before me, his wavy hair curling away from the sides of his face, his brow furrowed. I pushed him from my mind before he could speak and concentrated on the scene before me.


There was no room to sit down, so we stood leaning against the workbench. Stanley pulled out a bottle opener, popped the tops, and handed each of us a brew. So unschooled in the truth about alcohol, while being completely indoctrinated into its dangers, I had no idea how much you had to drink to get drunk. I took one sip and waited. The stuff tasted awful, but I swallowed instead of following my urge to spit it out. The way the Baptists talked, surely a small bit of this potent juice would send me reeling. Nothing happened. So I just kept going forward, taking another sip and then waiting—still no effect. Three sips, four sips—still nothing. I wondered what the big deal was. This was like drinking water. Except water tasted much better. Maybe the effects would take hold later, I thought, so I had better not overdo it.


Gina bragged about how she liked different kinds of beer as I listened, shocked she had drunk any beer before, let alone enough to know the difference between one and another. I said nothing, not wanting to expose my lack of knowledge on the matter. I just leaned against the workbench and held the bottle to my lips long enough to appear that I was taking a big swig, when I was just sipping a little. Stanley sat his beer on the workbench and pulled out a pack of Lucky Strike cigarettes from his shirt pocket, unwrapping the cellophane and ripping open the end of the pack. With one good slap against his hand, a few popped out. He took one, lit up, and then offered the pack to us.


Gina reached over casually and took one, put it between her lips, and leaned toward Stanley, who held a match to light it. I didn’t really want one but didn’t want to be left out, so I reached for one too, put it between my lips, and waited for Stanley to light it, trying to remember not to suck on it like a straw, but to inhale gently.


I kept sipping my drink and taking a few puffs. I was beginning to learn how not to inhale, and it became easier to look cool without seriously harming myself. By the time we left, I had probably finished a third of a bottle of beer; Stanley no doubt ended up drinking the rest of the six-pack himself. I was not remotely aware of the incredible risk Stanley was taking—buying beer for two underage white girls and drinking it with them, the three of us alone in a toolshed in the middle of the afternoon in the 1960s.


I made sure no one was in the living room as I slipped through the front door and back to my bedroom, where I took off all my smoke-filled clothes and put on fresh shorts and a clean shirt. I could feel my face turn red as my dad rounded the corner in the hallway, all the guilt racing from my heart up to my head in flashes. I went directly to the bathroom and brushed my teeth three times before my mother got home and then washed my arms and legs with soap and a washcloth. In spite of the anxiety they created, I reveled in the secrets Gina and I shared. Hanging out with her was like flying on the wing of an airplane.


Our friendship grew, and we spent most weekends together— often overnight at her house in her double bed upstairs. We talked and giggled for hours, then would fall asleep in a heap. I would roll over in one direction and she in the other. One night, after I rolled over, I felt her roll over toward me then slide up behind me and slip her arm around my waist in a spoon position, placing her hand beneath my pajama top directly on the bare skin of my stomach. I could feel the weight of each individual finger, electrodes on my torso—soft, light, pulsating. I slid back ever so gently and felt the shape of her body curl around me—the thin cloth of our pajamas the only barrier between skin on skin. I felt an ache that started between my legs and rolled like a tidal wave up my body. Everything was on fire, vibrating like banjo strings about to spring free.


I thought I would burn up the sheets I was so hot, and yet at the same time I felt frozen in place. I wanted to rise up and swing over on top of her and feel the full weight of my body sink into hers. I wanted to nestle my face into her neck and inhale her smell. I wanted to put my hands on her bare skin and stroke it. I wanted to wrestle with her, dissipate the fireworks that flashed through my body. Should I lie still? Should I roll over? Should I act like I knew what I was doing? Should I act like nothing was happening? What if this was an accident and she didn’t mean to put her arm around me? What if she didn’t feel the same things I felt? What if God could see this too?


I lay as still as I could, feeling her stomach tight against my backside. Terror and ecstasy in alternating waves rolled on. No one said a word. We just absorbed all that energy in the stillness, as it vibrated between us. If smoking and drinking were sins, I couldn’t quite grasp what this might be called. Yet, in the darkness, I could cherish the flesh and deny the guilt. In the darkness, I could push God and the Baptist church far from my mind—aided by the visceral thrill of sensuality.


Her arm was still wrapped around me when I awoke. Light was coming through the window, and I could hear Gina breathing behind me. As the light grew in the room, I felt her arm slip away as she rolled back in the other direction. The magic was gone, replaced by a dull ache that went from the middle of my chest to my belly. The rush and joy of sensual discovery was replaced with the harsh invasion of shame. I felt hot again, but not with pleasure, with disdain. My face was flushed, and I was afraid to look at Gina. I kept asking myself, What are you doing? Gina was cheerful when she became fully awake, and she popped up and asked what I wanted for breakfast.


I thought immediately I should have become a Catholic like her. She didn’t seem to have any problem with anything we had done. In truth, we hadn’t done anything. Yet, something surely had done me. I opted for cereal—she nodded and then bounced down the stairs. I lay in the bed a few more minutes, trying to calm myself. After breakfast, we agreed we would meet at the park on Monday. Walking home that day, I felt as though a neon sign was flashing “Sinner” over my head, signaling to everyone on the street what Gina had done and how good it had felt to me. I resolved to never let that happen again. No. Never.


The next Monday at school, when in the library, I went up to the giant dictionary that stood open on a pedestal near the center of the room and, after making sure no one was looking, fingered through the tissue-thin pages until I found the world lesbian. It made me nervous to read the definition; I was certain I didn’t want to be one.


Yet I was drawn to Gina and would dream about our time together when we were apart, replaying the scene in my mind over and over when I was in my own bed at home. Sometimes I would lie very still and rest my own hand lightly on my stomach, pretending it was hers. Each time we were together, I yearned for the slip of her arm over my waist and the feel of her stomach up next to me, her fingertips on my naked skin. And though I repeatedly promised myself I would never let it happen again, it did—every time we spent the night together. It never went beyond the touch of her hand on the bare skin of my stomach, and the part of me that loved that sensation won out over my anxiety that even that innocent gesture was a terrible sin for which I would pay dearly.


Gina and I never talked about our physical connection, and it remained a secret even between us. In spite of my mother’s hope that some boy, any boy, would ask me on a date, the undisclosed fact remained that I was in love with a girl.
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