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This book is dedicated to three of my favorite


Southern ladies: my roommate of twenty years,


Miss Carla Holland, who watched it unfold


from afar but never once bought into the insanity;


Miss Dale Davis, who always gave me laughter,


courage, and hope; and my sweet mother,


Peggy Ann Jordan, who bore it all with


a great amount of fortitude.
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If I live to be one hundred and five years old, I will never understand this deep-seated need you have to air your dirty laundry! Why can’t you just whisper it to a therapist?


Peggy Ann Jordan, my witty and wonderful mother







Introduction
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I STOOD backstage at the 2006 Emmy Awards in a blind panic.


The week before, at the Creative Arts Emmys, I had been awarded Outstanding Guest Actor in a Comedy Series for my work on Will & Grace. Because of that win, I had been invited to become a presenter at the Emmys. I was to present awards for outstanding comedy writing and outstanding comedy directing with my copresenter, Miss Cloris Leachman.


But the question at hand was, where in the world was Cloris?


I had been told by the stage manager that she had suffered a “wardrobe malfunction.” Wasn’t that the term used for that unfortunate incident involving Janet Jackson? My God, had her breast popped out? The woman was eighty years old! No, I was told, someone had stepped on the train of her dress and ripped it all the way up the side.


Why, I wondered, would anyone in her right mind wear a dress with a train to this cattle stampede? But that seemed to be “the look” of the 2006 Emmys. I had yelled hello to Debra Messing as we were herded into the Shrine Auditorium and she, too, was bent over, thrashing through waves and waves of white net, trying to sort out her train. Apparently she had also been stepped on by some oblivious Emmy attendee.


“Is Miss Leachman going to make it in time?” I nervously inquired. “I do not want to go out there alone!”


Too bad I’m eight years sober, I thought. I remembered some “advice” that Mr. Pat Buttram, the wonderful character actor who played Mr. Haney on Green Acres, had given me years earlier, when we were doing a live radio drama from the Gene Autry Museum. As the two of us stood offstage, ready to make our entrance, Mr. Buttram pulled a silver flask from his back pocket, held the flask aloft, and offered me a swig.


“No…no thank you, Mr. Buttram,” I stammered.


He stared at me in disbelief. “You go out there alone?”


But now I was without a flask and could not avail myself of a swig of courage even if I had wanted to. Besides, it was not worth losing eight years of sobriety to Miss Leachman’s wardrobe malfunction.


“Oh, thank God, here she comes!” I heard the stage manager cry.


I spotted Miss Leachman, parading regally toward us like the Queen of Sheba, with a coterie of wardrobe assistants knee walking while frantically sewing and stapling her dress together.


The stage manager yelled above the backstage din, “And in five…four…three…two…”


Cloris grabbed up the mended part of her dress and took my hand in hers, and we swept onstage to thunderous applause—in honor of her eighth prime-time Emmy win. She was now the most decorated actress in Emmy history, surpassing Mary Tyler Moore by one. I looked out over that enormous audience filled with the biggest and brightest Hollywood stars and stood rooted to the spot.


Oh my gosh.





My introduction to the magic of Hollywood had taken place in a darkened motion picture theatre in Chattanooga, Tennessee, in 1959. My mother took me to see Darby O’Gill and the Little People. I was barely four years old, but I stared wide-eyed at the big screen and did not move or make a peep for an hour and a half. On the ride home, I stood in the back seat and boldly began to belt out the theme song at the top of my little lungs: “Oh, she is my dear and darlin’ one. Her eyes are sparklin’ full of fun…”


I remembered most of the words. And what I did not remember, I made up.


In 1982, I stepped off a Greyhound bus at the corner of Vine Street and De Longpre Avenue in downtown Hollywood. I had twelve hundred dollars sewn into my underpants. I had a tiny suitcase. And I had dreams. I had dreams as big as the California sky! You see, back where I grew up in East Tennessee, there were lots of hills and lots of foliage, but when I stepped off that bus, all I saw was sky.


Bless my sweet, simple heart!


I had no idea what I was up against. Bear in mind that 1982 was years before The Ellen De Generes Show. It was years before Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, Queer as Folk, and Will & Grace. Foremost in my mind as I stepped off that bus was: It might not be a good idea to let anyone know that I am a homosexual. I decided I was going to make a real effort to “butch it up” and hide any signs that I was a Big Homo.


The funny thing is, I am, without a doubt, the gayest man I know. I fell right out of the womb and landed smack dab in my mama’s high heels. With all due disrespect to the Christian Right, ain’t none of that “choice” shit here! But I was so riddled with internal homophobia, so consumed with doubt, shame, and self-hatred, that I felt the need to try and pull it off. My devout Southern Baptist upbringing had left me with beliefs that were indelible, at least at that time in my life.





Cloris pulled me from my reverie. “You know, dear, I’ve won eight of these, but one never forgets the first one.”


“Oh, Miss Leachman,” I gushed, “I take mine everywhere with me! I even sleep with it! It’s the only woman I’ve ever slept with.”


Huge laughter.


Sitting in the first few rows were Warren Beatty and Annette Bening, Geena Davis, Kyra Sedgwick and Kevin Bacon, Megan Mullally, Julia Louis-Dreyfus, Heidi Klum and Seal, John Lithgow, Jeffrey Tambor, Stockard Channing, Blythe Danner, Calista Flockhart, Harrison Ford, Bob Newhart, Ray Liotta, James Woods, Candice Bergen, William Shatner. The list went on and on. Not to mention the big guns from England, Jeremy Irons and Helen Mirren.


Oh my gosh.


So how did this self-conscious young man, who stepped off the bus in 1982 riddled with shame and inner homophobia, become the silver-haired, confident, openly gay man who stood before a jury of his peers in 2006 to present one of the highest awards possible—and throw out the line “It’s the only woman I’ve ever slept with” without hesitation, without one iota of self-doubt, and certainly without any shame?


Well, this is my trip down the pink carpet.


These are my stories.


These are my songs.









American Dreams
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FAIRLY EARLY in my career, I was hired to do a two-episode arc of a situation comedy called American Dreamer. American Dreamer starred Robert Urich and the delightful Carol Kane. I cannot for the life of me remember what the show was about. It was terribly high-concept, with Robert Urich delivering long monologues in the dark, wearing a black turtleneck.


What a crush I had on Robert Urich! It was a sophomoric crush going all the way back to the days when he was the hot young tennis pro on Soap. What a dreamboat! I realize that using the term “dreamboat” is a bit unseemly for a man my age. But I’ll admit it right here and now: I am a high school cheerleader stuck in an old man’s body!


To this day, I still write in my diary nightly. Most of the entries deal with my current crush. You would not believe how I gush and carry on. (Well, maybe you would.) I am an infatuation junkie. Like most gay men my age, I have no earthly idea how to love in a healthy and blessed manner. I only know how to obsess. Lord knows, I’m real good at that. And trust me, I ain’t alone here.


But who can fault us? When all those red-blooded heterosexual males were slowly learning the fundamentals of flirting and dating in junior high, finding healthy ways to deal with all that teenage-love shit, where were we? Where were the queers? We were hiding out within the confines of our Big Secret, that’s where. We were locked in the recesses of our own minds, forlornly sitting in the back row of homeroom, creating fantasies in our heads.


Oh, the crushes I had at Dalewood Junior High School in the mid-1960s! All unrequited, all angst-ridden, and all completely made up.


One week it would be the quarterback of our football team. I’d sit and stare at the back of his head for hours and hours, memorizing the look of his perfect ears, and how his hair just barely brushed the collar of his button-down oxford cloth shirt. I was forced to endure the torture of watching a chirpy cheerleader flirt outrageously with my quarterback. I silently plotted her murder as I seethed with jealousy. Who did Little Miss Perky Breasts think she was? I would go home, put on Tammy Wynette, and cry my eyes out.


“Stand by your man! Give him two arms to cling to….”


I’d wail and wail. And then I decided I’d show that quarterback a thing or two. Yes, ma’am, I’d turn the tables on him. I dropped him like a hot potato and moved on to the cutest boy in the whole school. What a steamy tumultuous affair that was! Oh yes, he and I had some real good times. If I recall correctly, I got pregnant. I spent the entire summer carrying his love child. This time I sat in my bedroom, still all alone, singing along with Diana Ross in her big-afro period.


“Love child…Never quite as good. Afraid, ashamed, misunderstood…”


But I digress.


On American Dreamer I played Ralph Short, the shortest member of the FBI. Ralph Short was a real man’s man. He was the kind of man that makes up for his lack of physical stature by strutting around like a bandy rooster. I was a little concerned about “pulling this one off.” To make matters worse, the first day of the shoot, I was approached by the director, who looked me right in the eye.


“I want to be really up-front with you,” he said. “You were not my choice for this part. I am somewhat familiar with your work and I think you are a wonderful actor. But you carry a certain kind of baggage that I do not think works for this particular character.”


I carry a certain kind of baggage?


No shit.


Why don’t you just come out and say it? I remember thinking. Why tiptoe around the truth? I am a big fag! I am a screaming sissy, a poof, a nancy boy, a silly, prancing, simpering nellie fairy. I am a little too light in the loafers, a little too fey. Right? Let’s just lay our cards on the table, shall we?


And then he said, “But not to worry, I am going to work with you.”


Work with me? How? Teach me in ten easy lessons? If this wasn’t a recipe for disaster, I didn’t know what was. I’d spent a lifetime trying to walk and talk like a man.





The first time I heard my voice recorded, I was mortified. I was twelve years old and coming out of that tinny little tape recorder was not me, but Butterfly McQueen, the actress who played Prissy in Gone with the Wind. The shame of it all! I sounded just like a girl. I had “the accent,” and I ain’t talking about my Southern accent. It’s the gay thing. I open my mouth and the whole world knows. It is plain and simple.


When I was in the fourth grade, I came home from school with a small wooden box I had been given by a speech therapist. In the box was a tongue depressor, a mirror, and instructions on how to rid oneself of “the sibilant s.” What is “the sibilant s?” you may ask. Well, it’s a dead giveaway for a fag, that’s what. It’s not really a lisp, it’s more of a hissing sound. I sat with that heinous box for hours with the tongue depressor in my mouth, my eyes on the mirror, and the instructions unfolded in front of me.


“Sssally sssellsss ssseashellsss by the ssseashore. Sssally sssellsss ssseashellssss by the ssseashore.”


Hopeless.


When I was in the ninth grade, the telephone number of a pervert was passed around school. Some girls having a slumber party had stumbled upon this degenerate while making prank phone calls. Boy, my ears perked right up. I secretly memorized the phone number, then rushed home and dialed him up. As he breathed heavily and masturbated loudly, he asked me all sorts of inappropriate questions, like “What color are your panties?”


I boldly told him I didn’t wear any! Not even to cheerleader practice! That really got him going.


“Does the hair on your little pussy match the hair on your head?” he whispered in a raspy voice.


Shocking!


But I rolled with the punches. I giggled and told him coyly that they were both flame red and real bushy. This was before the “Brazilian” became the look—back when several stray hairs playing peek-a-boo out of a girl’s bathing suit bottom could send a pimply-faced boy into a masturbatory frenzy. Even Playboy magazine in that era was demure with pubic hair. The best you could hope for was a glimpse of a muff behind a see-though scarf.


My conversations with the pervert turned me into a dirty little slut. I spent weeks on the phone getting filthier and filthier. It all came to a head when I dared him to meet me in the booths near the refreshment counter of the drugstore across the street from my school. What was going through my head? Had I lost my marbles? I told him in no uncertain terms that he could not approach me or speak to me but that I would sit in a booth across from him, lift my cheerleader skirt, and give him a good shot of “my bushy red beaver” when nobody was looking.


When the day arrived, I hid out in a back booth, sipped on a cherry Coke, and waited with bated breath. I suppose behind my flagrant behavior was a desperate need to put a face to that obscene voice. I thought I was going to faint as I watched the front door and nervously twirled the ice in my Coke.


I was expecting someone who looked like the janitor at my school. He wore his Levi’s blue jeans so tight you could see the outline of his big tally-whacker, had his wallet on a chain, and spent a lot of time in the boys’ room in front of the mirror combing his hair à la Elvis. I’d lock myself in a toilet stall and peep out the crack in the door just to watch him. Sometimes he would pose obscenely, grabbing his privates and whispering nasty things to the mirror. “You want a little of this?”


Or perhaps my pervert would look like a hot, young Robert Blake in In Cold Blood. I had once brazenly taken a city bus to the movie theatre one Saturday morning all by myself to see a double feature: In Cold Blood plus The Boston Strangler, starring an equally hot, brooding Tony Curtis.


But I sat for hours in the drugstore, and nobody showed up. I drank so many cherry Cokes I nearly floated out. I guess my pervert thought it was a sting operation. I’m sure it’s probably for the best. There is no telling what sort of mischief I would have gotten into had he actually arrived.


Not that he would have come over to me. To have pulled off such a charade, I must have sounded exactly like a girl. And still, to this day, over the telephone, especially when I’m angry, I get, “Ma’am. Ma’am, you need to calm down.”


“I’m not a ma’am! I am a sssir. I am a gay sssir, but nonetheless, a sssir.”





What in the world to do about the problem of my overtly sissy nature became the set joke on American Dreamer. The whole cast and crew began to pitch in. Everyone wanted to help me become more of a man’s man. Everything was up for grabs. Nothing was sacred.


I would be standing casually, chatting with Carol Kane, when out of the blue some electrician would lean in and whisper, “You need to take a wider stance.”


I would be on the phone, bitching to my agent, when all of a sudden I would hear someone say, “Put your voice in a lower register.”


I would be sitting with my legs crossed, which I have done since kindergarten, when I figured out that it was more comfortable, and hear, “I wouldn’t sit like that if I were you.”


Somewhere along the way during the two-week shoot it got a little ugly. I’m not sure why. Perhaps the director had gotten notes from the Powers That Be. Or maybe the director did not feel that I was giving it my all. He probably had no idea what he was up against.


It all came to a head when the director got so frustrated he pulled me aside and said, “This is not the road tour of Tru. Are you going to work with me or not?”


It took me a few minutes to ascertain what he meant.


Oh dear.


Tru was a play about Truman Capote. Long before I realized my true nature or even what that meant, I innately knew that Truman Capote and I were the same. I was both repulsed and deeply fascinated as I watched him on The Tonight Show, lisping to Johnny Carson. But I would eventually have to leave the room when he was on TV, my feelings were so strong. I really thought I would vomit. I felt the same way when Paul Lynde was the “center square” of Hollywood Squares. It all seemed really shameful.


This is not the road tour of Tru. Are you going to work with me or not?


I was devastated. It really started to affect me. I would be at home all alone watching TV and catch myself curled up like a cat. I would immediately unfurl myself and find a way to sit that more befit the manly man everyone was trying to make out of me.


The night we shot American Dreamer in front of a studio audience, I was a mess. In one scene, I had to stand offstage with a bullhorn and deliver my lines. When the moment arrived, I assumed a manly pose and hollered, “Tom! Tom! Open up! It’s Ralph Short with the FBI! Open up or we’re coming in!”


Huge laughter.


Oh dear. That line was not supposed to be funny.


Situation comedies are taped without the director on the floor. Instead, he sits up in a booth calling the camera shots. When the director needs to speak to the actors, he does so over a loudspeaker, and essentially (to me, anyway) sounds like the voice of God. The director stopped the action and called down to me.


“Leslie? Who is out there?”


I put my voice in a lower register and yelled, “Ralph Short with the FBI!”


“Who is out there?”


I took an even wider stance and lowered my voice as much as possible. “Ralph Short with the FBI!”


“Who is out there?”


I screamed, “RALPH SHORT WITH THE FBI!”


“Could have sworn it was Charles Nelson Reilly!”


Huge laughter.


You might think that I detest this director to this day. But you had to be there. It was all in fun. It really was. It is not his fault that this particular issue was my hot button. I do not believe there is a homophobic bone in his body. He did not mean to be cruel, he just wanted to get a good performance out of me. He wanted to see me do something that I had never done before. He’d told me that he was going to work with me—and he did.


When I saw the episode, I was floored. When you work in situation comedies as much as I have, you tend to acquire a little bag of tricks. I am the proud founder and the guiding light of the Leslie Jordan School of Mugging. But the director was having none of that, and as a result, my performance was top-notch. You did not see Leslie Jordan at all. And, more important for the character, you did not see “gay” at all. In a strange way, I was very proud of that.


I had pulled it off!


Many years later, I was called in to read for a new movie called The Mighty Ducks. The character I was to audition for was a hockey coach.


A hockey coach?


I thought, I’m not sure I can pull that off. I started to turn down the audition but my agent told me the director had specifically asked for me.


Yep, the same director was at the helm. There was much hemming and hawing in my mind. Did I want to go through another butch-Leslie-up session?


When I got to the audition, the director told the people in the room, “This is one of the funniest men you will ever meet.” God bless him. I almost started crying.


Needless to say, I did not get the part.









Good Southern Stock
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My mother always said, “Stop making a spectacle of yourself,” something that I have obviously made a career out of.


John Waters, Spectacle







MY MOTHER was a bashful champagne blonde who always smelled of White Shoulders perfume. On special occasions she would dab on a little Shalimar. She always conducted herself with a great amount of class. She was never one to succumb to fads, and she wore her hair in a modified bouffant. It was very glamorous—Jackie Kennedy with just a little touch of the Supremes—and it had an amazing flip to the side that she sprayed with a cloud of Aqua Net.


I was so proud that she was my mom. Her name was Peggy Ann and to me she was the most beautiful woman in the world. I thought she was a fairy princess. When the other mothers showed up for the Parent Teacher Association meetings in frumpy housedresses, my mother was always perfectly turned out. Until I was almost out of grammar school, she wore white gloves when she left the house. She looked like a fashion model from the pages of a magazine.


I also adored my mother’s mother. Her name was Mary Lucille Griffin. My mother was the baby of eight children, and I suppose that’s why she was so spoiled. When she was growing up, what she couldn’t get from her mother and father, she got from her brothers and sisters. Mary Lucille had raised all of her children on a plumber’s salary and was known for feeding the neighborhood kids as well. She was the best cook in all of Hamilton County. It was more than just a rumor that Grandmother Griffin’s red velvet cake could make a Baptist get up and dance.


When poor Mary Lucille was practically on her deathbed, my mother decided that it would be a shame for all those wonderful recipes to go with her. My grandmother, like most Southern cooks of her era, cooked without any written recipes. It was a pinch of this and a little of that. I know, because out of all the grandkids I was the only one who took a real interest in the way she cooked. I would follow beside her in the kitchen as she whirled about in her flour-covered apron, making her delicious tea cakes.


My mother decided that it was up to us to get all those recipes on paper. So off we went to Grandmother’s house with my Big Chief tablet in hand. Mary Lucille was trying to nap, but my mother was not to be deterred. She gently poked her and whispered, “Mama? About your biscuits?”


“What?” Mary Lucille asked, without opening her eyes.


“Leslie Allen and I are going to write down the recipe for your biscuits.”


“Oh Lord, Peggy Ann, do we have to do it now? I wanted to rest a little before my stories come on.”


Mary Lucille’s “stories” were her beloved soap operas. She watched them every afternoon without fail. One time we went to her house and the television was off. She was in bed during her stories and got us all worried. Granddaddy Griffin explained that Lynette had been framed and was in jail. She’d just found out she was pregnant with Hawk’s baby. Poor Lynette was going to have the baby behind bars. It had upset my grandmother so much she had to take to the bed. We thought he was talking about some of our trashy relatives, but it turned out Lynette was the heroine of Mary Lucille’s soap opera.


My mother persisted. “It’s now or never. How much flour, Mama?”


Mary Lucille thought for a while, then opened her eyes. “Well, let me see. Enough to make a nest.”


“Make a nest? That doesn’t make sense.”


“I know what she means,” I piped in. “You pour enough flour in the bowl to pat it out and then it looks like a nest.”


“Well, all right. Write that down. How much shortening, Mama?”


As I scribbled in my Big Chief tablet, Mary Lucille held up two shaky fingers, then promptly rolled over and went right back to sleep.


My mother sat there looking befuddled.


“I know what she means,” I said again. “She means you take your two fingers and scrape them into the Crisco. And that’s how much shortening you plop in the bowl.”


“Well, Lord help us all, we can’t write that down.”


So our little project came to a disappointing end.





I get most of my sense of humor from my Granddaddy Griffin. Homer Howard Griffin was a stitch until the day they put him in his grave. Even in his nineties he had the nurses at the hospital eating out of his hand because of his amazing sense of humor. He liked to talk a little dirty, much to the delight of us grandkids. And Lord knows, with eight children there were a lot of grandkids.


One time, he was cutting up at the dinner table, and my favorite aunt Dot said, “Daddy, when you talk like that in front of the children it makes my skin crawl.”


Granddaddy Griffin cocked his head inquisitively and said, “Well, Dot, what does your heinie smell like when it crawls past your face?”


All of us kids just hollered.


When Grandaddy died, I was performing with a melodrama troupe in Bakersfield, California. It was my first acting job after college and I was in heaven. I was making $165 a week! My mother called and tearfully told me, “Your biggest fan passed on this morning.”


And he was. He really was my biggest fan. Even toward the end, when he was crazy as a bedbug and did not recognize anyone else, I would walk in the room and he’d say, “Leslie Allen, can you help spring me out of here?”


I had other fans from the beginning. When I was little, I think both Peggy Ann and Mary Lucille took one look at me and thought, He’s going to need some help!


They circled the wagons, as only true Southern women can do, and created a secret garden where it was okay for little boys to play with dolls. How sweet is that? It was also okay for little boys to read about Trixie Belden and Nancy Drew instead of those rambunctious Hardy Boys. And it was okay for little boys to make potholders and sew doll clothes. I was “artistic,” and they encouraged me in that arena. But somehow, even at a young age, I knew it was best to not let Daddy into our little secret garden. So even though I was allowed to do what I wanted, I knew it was somehow shameful.


My daddy, Allen Bernard Jordan, was a man’s man. He was as handsome as a movie star. Even though he stood a little less than five feet five, he was in possession of an easy kind of masculinity that both awes and terrifies me—and that I am extremely attracted to. I’ve been in therapy about that for years.


My daddy used to call me “son” as if he was in deep pain. He’d say, “Oh, son,” and it would sound like “sohhhn.”


One of my early ambitions was to be a go-go dancer. I used to sit and watch the dancers on a TV show called Hullabaloo, which was the MTV of my generation. I was transfixed as the dancers wildly cavorted on white platforms. I knew it took a lot of practice to achieve that level of expertise, so I pushed all the furniture in the living room out of the way and commandeered the coffee table. Once I had mastered “the Jerk,” I moved on to the next level, which included “the Swim” and “the Hitchhiker.” After several weeks of intense practice, I also had “the Batman” and “Mashed Potato” under my belt. By the time my repertoire included “the Dirty Dog,” which involved a whole lot of hunching and some really intricate facial expressions, I was on my way.


My poor daddy would come home and his firstborn son would be feverishly go-go dancing on the coffee table to “Wipeout” by the Safaris.


“Daddy, watch me do the Pony!” I’d squeal as I hopped from foot to foot, jerking my head back and forth.


“Oh, son,” he’d sigh.


My career hopes were dashed when I noticed that one of the boy dancers on Hullabaloo had bleached bangs. This was before even the Beach Boys had bleached bangs, and I thought that was the coolest thing I had ever seen. I talked my friend Charlie into helping me achieve my new look. We took hydrogen peroxide and combed it through my bangs, which promptly turned bright orange. When confronted by my daddy at the dinner table, I swore right over my Chef Boyardee ravioli that I didn’t know what had happened. I just woke up that morning and there it was. Orange bangs. Can you believe it?


He did not believe it.


I got a good whipping for that. Not because I bleached my hair but because I lied. The whipping apparently did not do a lick of good, since when I was growing up I could lie with the greatest of ease. I have been in therapy about this, too.


Anyway, it was so disheartening. If I couldn’t even get away with bleached bangs, how on earth was I ever, ever going to get away with high-heeled, pointy-toed Italian boots and skintight, striped pencil pants?


So I gave up my dream of becoming a go-go dancer and replaced it with dreams of becoming a majorette. My mother had been a majorette in high school (aren’t they all in Tennessee?). I pulled out her baton one sweltering summer afternoon and begged her to show me a routine. I had always been fascinated with batons. My daddy had once taken me to a football game and tried patiently to explain all the ins and outs of football.


“Now, son, that is the offense and that is the defense.”


I tugged on his sleeve and asked impatiently, “Daddy, when do the majorettes come out?”


“Oh, son…”


On that summer afternoon, Mother showed me a few of her best moves and that was all it took. I began to practice with a vengeance. I was in the front yard going to town with my baton when my daddy pulled up with his army buddies in tow.


“Daddy! Daddy! Watch me twirl!” I yelled in my high, squeaky voice.


“Oh, son,” he lamented, pulling me aside, away from the pitying eyes of his buddies. “Why don’t you twirl that little baton in the house?”


“Mama’s afraid I’ll break something!” I threw the baton over my head, did a big final twirl, and caught it in a pose. I wanted to show those big, butch army boys a thing or two.


“Son, I’ll pay for whatever you break! Just please twirl in the house.”


Now, don’t get me wrong. My daddy was a good man. I adored my daddy. Everyone did. My daddy was a churchgoing man who lived his faith. He was a man with a code and he lived by that code. He was a deacon, a Sunday school teacher, and a pillar of the community. It was said that he “never met a stranger.” My daddy was the kind of man who talked to people in the grocery store checkout lane. When all the car windows were rolled down in the summertime, he’d strike up conversations with other drivers at stoplights. My sisters and I would get down on the floorboard of the car because we were so embarrassed.


My daddy could walk into a room and light it up. And he was doing the best he could with “the light he had to see with,” as my spiritual advisor once told me. It was the 1950s, and what was the greatest fear a man could have? That his son would turn out queer.


My daddy was killed in a plane crash when I was eleven years old. That is a terrible time for any boy to lose his daddy. He was so loved in the community that all the schools closed for his funeral and the church was packed to capacity with mourners.


But when my daddy died, I just knew to the very core of my being that he went to his grave a little ashamed to have a son like me. And at that age I didn’t even know what “like me” meant. I just knew I was different.


I sometimes feel like I was born ashamed.
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