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PRAISE FOR






MAKING THE ROUNDS




“Making the Rounds is a wonderful book that flows from page to page keeping its readers engaged in Patricia’s story and wanting to know where it will go next. Inspiring, heartfelt, and brutally honest at times, this is a book that will give women and those who care about them the strength and motivation to persevere through the trials and tribulations in life.”


—Seattle Book Review


“Making the Rounds is an important piece of history served up in a crisp writing style, entwined with beautiful sensory details. Grayhall’s point of view is candid, self-deprecating, and genuine. She is obviously accomplished, but what comes through is her openness and honesty—qualities rarely seen in similar works. This is a book you do not want to miss.”


—MORGAN ELLIOT, author of Stroke of the Brush and The Crying Chair


“Well-written, fast-paced, and inspiring—Patricia Grayhall’s memoir is an authentic, accurate, and brave portrayal of her lived experience in times that were exciting and expansive, but often confusing, challenging, and uncharted.”


—MARGARET DOZARK, MD, emergency and internal medicine specialist


“Patricia Grayhall has much to teach us in this well-paced and deeply humanizing memoir of what it means to seek both belonging and love—and to find both, always in the most surprising of ways.”


—SUSAN MEYERS, professor of creative writing, Seattle University


“Patricia Grayhall’s writing style is seamless in the way it flows gently across the pages. She is a very talented storyteller, weaving a narrative filled with fortitude, courage, and passion as she faces the uphill battle to be her authentic self in an environment of patriarchal supremacy and homophobia. I thoroughly recommend this wonderfully written book to anyone.”


—ALEXIS HUNTER, author of Joy Lansing: A Body to Die For


“Making the Rounds is a fast-paced, inspiring, and accessible true story of a young lesbian’s struggle to enter the male-dominated profession of medicine in the ’70s while concurrently learning, through a series of heartbreaking and endearing encounters, to be her authentic self in a loving relationship with another woman. I highly recommend this book—a great read exploring issues that are as relevant today as ever.”


—ROBIN TYLER, producer, activist, and comic


“Grayhall skillfully depicts the problems confronting any ambitious person in search of stable romantic relationships … those professional challenges resonate throughout this fast-paced, immersive, and weighty memoir that will resonate with anyone who has experienced the hardships of being true to yourself.”


—BookLife Reviews


“Entertaining, informative, and important, especially to those in the process of coming out, Making the Rounds is a superbly written memoir that will find a permanent niche in LGBTQ+ literature.”


—GRADY HARP, poet and author of War Songs


“In Making the Rounds, Patricia Grayhall has granted us access into her world, and into the life of a complex woman we will not soon forget.”


—SHARON DUKETT, author of No Rules: A Memoir


“Female professionals—gay or straight, doctor or other—owe a debt of gratitude for the tribulations women like Grayhall endured to hew the path we now traverse. Reverberating with personal angst and professional certitude, Making the Rounds is about life. I highly recommend it to anyone who’s ever lived one.”


—ADELE HOLMES, MD, author of Winter’s Reckoning
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To David, and to all the women I’ve loved before.












AUTHOR’S NOTE






There are no composite characters in this memoir. To protect my privacy and that of some of my characters, I am writing under a pen name. I have also changed the names of some characters to further protect their privacy—Cass, Anna, Sara, Rebecca, Gillian, Gabrielle, Dani, Dr. Nelson, and all patients.


Memory is never perfect, and others may remember events differently. This is what I remember.












PREFACE






No Signposts in the Sea, the title of one of Vita Sackville-West’s books, sums up my experience studying and training to be a doctor in the early 1970s before Title IX, which prohibited discrimination in education based on sex. As only one of five women in a class of one hundred in Salt Lake City, and the only woman in my internship in Boston, I encountered few, if any, female role models that could affirm my ambition or provide encouragement.


Tossed around in the rough seas of medical training, chronically exhausted, and emotionally drained, I yearned to have a stable love relationship that would offer the same care and support my male colleagues seemed to find in their wives and girlfriends. Though I loved women, the only model of relationship I knew was heteronormative. My exposure to the women’s movement in Boston in the ’70s taught me female eroticism was cause for celebration, but it provided few models for how to sustain a relationship with a woman beyond desire. Being open with such love also threatened my ambition to become a doctor.


This book is the story of how I navigated those seas without signposts, tossed by the tempest—battered, but never broken.












PART I

THE ONLY LESBIAN IN ARIZONA
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“The privilege of a lifetime is to become who you truly are.”


―CARL GUSTAV JUNG












CHAPTER ONE






Being a lesbian in the 1960s was considered a mental illness and, for some, a death sentence. On March 13, 1964, a man stabbed Kitty Genovese to death, a lesbian living with her girlfriend in Queens, New York, while she walked to her apartment complex. Decades later, society would label this a hate crime—but not then.


I was in elementary school when I discovered my attraction to girls—first Georgina and Becky in my classes, then Elizabeth Taylor in the movies, and my teacher, Miss Chiono.


Playing Red Rover with the neighborhood kids one summer day, I stood—taller than most of the boys, wearing jeans and a red T-shirt—in the middle of the line. We called Becky over to our side, yelling, “Red Rover! Red Rover! Send Becky over!”


With her long brown hair, summer tan, and blue eyes, Becky ran headlong into me. I let go of the others, put my arms around her, and held on. We both fell to the grass, my flat chest on hers, her heart pounding against mine. I looked into her blue eyes, her lips only inches from mine, and a thrill ran through me as heat rushed to my face.


Growing up, I played with the boys in my neighborhood: exploring abandoned houses, building forts, and climbing trees. I ran around shirtless in the hot Phoenix summers—just like the boys—until a friend’s mom shamed me into wearing a top. When watching Hollywood romances, I often identified with the man, and I was in love with Katharine Hepburn as Jo in Little Women.


Mom, however, strove to fashion me into the beautiful girl she’d declared me to be. I had big brown eyes with long lashes, unruly auburn curls, and very fair skin like my handsome father, and she cried when the school determined I needed glasses. It must’ve been obvious to Mom early on that I wasn’t like other girls. I didn’t plaster my bedroom walls with posters of the Beatles or the Rolling Stones and preferred jeans to dresses. Still, she forced me, crying and protesting, into those dresses I hated, and inspected my attire before I could leave the house.


Mom was a stately five-ten and sensitive about her height, but she always dressed in the latest fashions. She impressed upon me that the ideal woman should be beautiful, well-dressed, and above all, thin. When I sprouted up taller than all my peers at age eleven, she took me to a physician in San Francisco who gave me high-dose estrogen to stop my growth. It made me puke for days. In defiance, my body shot up to my full six feet. My sister Terri, five years younger, better fit Mom’s expectations: more compliant, happy in a dress or a hula skirt, and content to play dolls with her girlfriends in her bedroom.


In the fall of 1965, my best friend, Aileen, who had just gotten her driver’s license, drove over to my house. We’d gone to the same elementary school, but she’d ended up going to a different high school and had since become a popular party girl. We didn’t hang out together much anymore. At fifteen, I was taller than most boys, though now with breasts and hips. I had fewer friends than I’d once had and was uncoordinated, bespectacled, and studious.


Aileen and I sat together on my bed with the door closed. The late-afternoon sun glinted off her blonde hair, and we were close enough for me to smell her shampoo. Her blue-gray eyes danced with excitement. “I met this new boy in my history class who just transferred from another high school. I think he might be a bit of a rebel,” she confided with a nervous smile.


“Do you like him?” I asked, eager to hear about sexual escapades in any context. But it disappointed me she was so interested in boys.


I’d been attracted to Aileen when we hung out together in grade school. We’d been co-leaders of our little gang who broke rules, measured the teacher’s broad behind when she bent over, and left crawdads in the drawer of her desk. I’d listened to other girls gushing about the boys they had crushes on. Even at that age, I’d known better than to mention my crushes on girls.


That day, Aileen told me about the stolen kisses she and her boyfriend shared in the stairwell between classes. The thought of stealing kisses with her flashed through my mind.


Just then, Mom burst through the door and screamed at Aileen, “Did you give my daughter this filthy trash on lesbians?” Her face contorted in anger as she held up the offending magazine in her right hand.


I recognized the March 1965 issue of The Ladder; I had hidden it in my underwear drawer. My heart threatened to explode with rage and embarrassment.


Aileen stared at her, wide-eyed, her face reddening. My breath caught in my chest, a rushing sound in my head. I stood paralyzed—mouth open, unable to speak.


Aileen jumped up with a look of stunned horror. “No … uh … I don’t know what you mean,” she stammered, then turned and bolted past Mom, down the hall, and out the door. Seconds later, I heard the screech of her tires as she drove off.


“Well?” Mom demanded, fixing me with a hard stare.


I was shaking, knees weak, but when I regained my ability to speak, I didn’t confess the literature was mine. If she is so disgusted by a mere magazine, how will she feel about her daughter being gay? Instead, I yelled, “What were you doing in my underwear drawer?”


Her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line. She didn’t answer or question me further; she whirled around and took the magazine out to the trash at the curb.


After seeing the expressions on Aileen’s and Mom’s faces, I concluded the worst thing I could be was a lesbian.


I never saw Aileen again.


A few weeks before Mom found The Ladder in my drawer, I’d been lying on my bed in my room, studying biology. Down the hall, I’d heard Mom explaining to my father what the word lesbian meant.


“Lesbians are women who love women.” Her voice dripped with disdain.


My head shot up, and my chest tightened. Is she talking about me? Is that what I am? Is that why I have crushes on some girls in my class? It sounded like a bad thing to be.


Mom lowered her voice, and I couldn’t hear the rest.


The following weekend, I’d taken the bus to the Phoenix Public Library. On my own, I searched for books on homosexuality. Secluded in a private corner, I read everything I could find.


The books said homosexuality was a mental illness caused by difficulties in childhood that prevented normal psychological development. Treatment was often unsuccessful, and homosexuals lived unhappy lives. They could not sustain relationships or hold down jobs.


Loving other girls is a disease? And I’m doomed to be unhappy? My shoulders slumped, and I was too despondent to read further.


Still, I was reluctant to accept my feelings for other girls meant I was mentally ill. Mom worried I might be susceptible to mental illness because of my father’s chronic depression and always told me I was too sensitive when she found me crying over some hurt. I’d had an obsessive-compulsive germ phobia and washing habit when I was younger. I’d grown out of that, but I still struggled with the fear I might become like my father and suffer from depression.


One book I found mentioned the Daughters of Bilitis, a lesbian organization, started in the 1950s as a social and then a political group. It was headquartered in San Francisco. As soon as I arrived home, I called directory assistance in San Francisco and got their number, hoping to meet other girls who felt like I did. I carried the number in my pocket for a few days, trying to gather the nerve to call from the landline in the hallway. What will it mean if I do? How will I know if I’m a lesbian if I don’t?


My stomach was in a knot, imagining I was the only girl who might be a lesbian in Arizona. I wanted desperately to talk to somebody about the feelings surging in me for girls like Becky.


I called collect, not wanting Mom to see the call on her phone bill. I kept an ear out for Mom’s car swinging into the drive or my father padding down the hall as the phone rang.


“Hello,” a gruff woman’s voice answered.


The operator asked if she would accept long-distance charges for a collect call.


“Yup,” she said in her gravelly voice.


My palms sweated, my heart pounded; her voice sounded harsh, and I almost hung up.


My voice shook as my words poured out in a rush, “Hi, I’m fifteen years old and I want to meet some other girls who like girls. Can you tell me what I should do, where I should go, who I can talk to?” I inhaled and held my breath, glancing out the window to make sure Mom’s car hadn’t arrived.


“Well, honey, you’re in a tough spot.” The gruff voice softened. “Most women meet others in bars, but you’re underage. There aren’t any organizations or places to meet for young women like you. You’ll just have to wait till you’re older, I’m afraid.”


My shoulders slumped as I exhaled. “Are there any books or magazines I can read till then?”


“Sure, I can send you our magazine, The Ladder. It comes in a plain brown envelope with no return address.”


I asked her to please send it.


I intercepted the mail for days before Mom came home from work. I couldn’t let my parents find it and my heart raced as I rushed to the mailbox. When the plain brown envelope arrived, I ran into the house, tore it open, and scanned the magazine. On the cover was a hand reaching for another hand. There were short stories about lesbians and poetry that was clearly romantic. One article urged lesbians to dress conventionally as women to pass as straight. I learned up to ten percent of women might be lesbians or bisexual. Where are they? They must all be in San Francisco.


I hid The Ladder in the back of my underwear drawer.


I’d thought then I would make my way to San Francisco and find other women like me. But that was before Mom found The Ladder and confronted Aileen—and I saw the looks on their faces.












CHAPTER TWO






In high school, I became aware of the power my youthful body had to attract male attention but managed to keep it at bay. With trouble at home, school was my refuge, and I focused on my studies with only a few girlfriends and no romantic attachments. Then I met someone who forced me to confront the truth I’d resisted.


Senior year, my classes bored me, and I leaped at the opportunity to enroll in some courses at Phoenix Community College. I had to switch high schools and leave my few friends behind.


Waiting around for Mom to come pick me up one day in the student union, I caught sight of a tall, dark Hispanic man a few years older than me with expressive brown eyes, long lashes, and even white teeth contrasting with his brown skin. He noticed me looking at him and came over to my table.


“Are you saving this chair for anyone?” he asked.


I looked up, not meeting his eyes. “No,” I answered. I thought he wanted to borrow the chair and take it away, but he sat in one fluid motion. He put his elbows on the table and regarded me in silence for a moment while I fidgeted. He wore pressed black slacks, and his broad shoulders strained his crisp white shirt, open at the neck.


“So, what are you studying?” he asked.


“Computer Programming 101,” I answered and then stopped, not knowing how to make small talk. I looked down and rearranged my notebook on the table.


“I took that class,” he said. “Let me know if you need help.” He smiled at me.


I didn’t need any help; in fact, I was sailing through my classes. But he enlivened my day by telling me about his studies in math and physics, and his ambition to become a physicist. I enjoyed talking with him and as the minutes passed, I opened up and became less monosyllabic.


After an hour, I told him, “Gotta go. Mom’s picking me up.”


“I’ll walk you out to the front,” he said, getting up.


I could tell he was interested in me, but I wasn’t sure what I wanted. “No,” I said, “that’s okay. Thanks, see ya!”


“I’m Ernesto,” he said. “And you?”


“Patricia.” I dashed away, not wanting Mom to see me with a Hispanic man. She’d always denied having an ethnic bias, but I suspected otherwise.


After that first meeting, I saw Ernesto several more times around campus. He was twenty-one and supporting himself through college by working as a server at a fancy downtown hotel. I couldn’t imagine working and taking such demanding science classes at the same time.


One day, after we had been meeting for a few weeks, Ernesto told me about a science fiction story he was reading. A group of people had gone to an alternate universe where they discovered their exact clones living life in a future we had not yet imagined.


“I’m going to figure out how to enter another universe,” he claimed. “One might be here, alongside us, in a different dimension of time and space we just can’t perceive yet.” He gazed off into the distance of his imagination.


I thought Ernesto was a little odd, but vibrant, handsome, engaging, and his brown skin beautiful. He’d smile at me and tell me I was like a rare, delicate desert flower that only bloomed in the shade but was lovely, and I’d blush.


Soon, Ernesto wanted to take me out to a drive-in movie.


Maybe I should go. I thought. See if I can feel romantic. For that to happen, I would have to introduce him to Mom.


At the appointed time, Ernesto arrived at our house—in his usual smart attire, a rhubarb pie held in his upturned palm. I had clued him in that Mom loved rhubarb. She smiled in surprise.


I had also told him she was proud of her flower garden, so before we took off, he asked to see her lovingly-tended rose bushes in the backyard. Through the kitchen window, I noticed they were smiling and chatting. Knowing Mom was warming up to him, I relaxed.


We went to see The Graduate. As unsympathetic a character as Mrs. Robinson was, I had found Anne Bancroft sexy ever since I’d seen her in The Miracle Worker. I don’t know if it was seeing her in bed, or Ernesto’s soft lips, smooth skin, and hairless face —or the insistent way he kept kissing me during the movie—but I felt light-headed and breathless as his hands roamed my body and the windows fogged up.


Even though I enjoyed his kissing, I didn’t want him to go any further, and I stopped his roaming hands. The movie ended and the surrounding cars started up their motors and began drifting away. Ernesto sighed and started the car.


He drove me home in silence while I sat contemplating this experience. I’d felt something kissing Ernesto. Maybe I was not a lesbian after all.


For at least a few more weeks after the drive-in, I kept Ernesto at bay, confining his attentions to kissing and fondling when we weren’t talking about his fantasies of alternate universes and curving space-time. When it was my turn, I told him I wanted to be a zoologist and travel the world studying animals in their natural habitat.


“Then why are you taking computer programming and accounting?”


“In case I have to support myself in business instead,” I said, then added, “because I might not get married.”


“You are an odd woman,” he said.


I didn’t want to be considered an “odd woman.” Why was it odd to want independence—to avoid a loveless marriage like my mother had?


Christmas was approaching, and my father—ill again with severe, debilitating depression—was in the hospital at a VA facility near Los Angeles, as he was a retired Air Force major. It was a dreary place, so Mom decided she, my sister, and I should go to LA and take my father out for Christmas dinner.


When I told Ernesto about this plan, he asked if he could ride with us to LA—his family lived there. I had some trepidation about the idea, but I told him I would ask Mom. She agreed to have him come along.


While Mom and Ernesto chatted in the front seat, I sat with my sister in the back and gazed out the window at the passing desert landscapes. I thought about my father, Ernesto, his family, and whether we would have any time alone—and whether I wanted that.


Along the way, Ernesto suggested I should stay a couple of extra days with him and his family before we both took the bus back to Phoenix. I rubbed the back of my neck. What does he have in mind? But Christmas with a large “normal” family, so unlike my own, sounded like it might be fun, so I voiced enthusiasm for the idea and my mother gave her permission.


When it came time to meet Ernesto’s family, the house was buzzing with the chatter of his five siblings. Set up in a living room corner was a nativity scene alongside an enormous Christmas tree. His father was tall, handsome, and beardless, like Ernesto; his mother was short and plump, with a protruding belly under her apron. She spoke little English, but she smiled at me often and invited me to stay for dinner.


But it was Ernesto’s younger sister Maria who grabbed my full attention. Petite and slim, with long black hair, hooded dark eyes, and the same long lashes as Ernesto, it was hard not to stare at her sitting next to me at the dinner table. She smiled at me warmly and conversation with her flowed as if I’d known her for years. Maria reached over and put her hand on my arm, producing a flutter in the pit of my stomach. I hesitated, my fork halfway to my mouth.


“Eat up, chica, you’re too thin,” she said.


I did my best not to choke.


That evening, I stayed with Mom and Terri in the motel, but when they left the next day, Mom dropped me off at Ernesto’s.


After an early dinner of green corn tamales and a walk in Granada Park where Ernesto and I held hands and kissed on a bench under a large oak tree, we came back to his house.


“You’ll be sharing a bed with Maria,” Ernesto announced.


My stomach dropped.


The room was small, barely enough space for a bed, dresser, and chair. We had to take turns getting into our nightgowns. Maria chatted away while she undressed, making no effort to hide her naked body. As I sat on the chair, I tried not to stare at her round, full breasts, flawless skin, and womanly curves. That she stood only inches from me made my heart race. I wondered what it would be like to touch her, but I pushed the thought away as she slipped a silky nightgown over her head.


I turned away from her to undress, then got into bed beside her. After we talked for a few minutes, Maria drifted off to sleep; I, meanwhile, remained rigidly awake, trying not to touch her as I lay on my left side with my back to her, my heart pounding against the bed.


When I was twelve, I shared a bed with my much older cousin, who had dark hair and eyes, fine bone structure, and a dimple near her mouth when she smiled. Awake before her, I’d prop myself up on one elbow and stare at her lovely face and think she was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen—until Maria.


Maria stirred from time to time, her hair brushing my shoulder. At one point, she turned on her side, facing me. I rolled onto my back and felt her breath on my skin. My heart raced, my breathing increased, and sleep was impossible. I wondered what it would be like if I moved closer, so her breasts touched my arm. I closed my eyes, envisioning what it would feel like to turn over and fold Maria into my arms, to put my face in her hair, to kiss her.


My heart pounded in my ears, and I could lie still no longer. I jumped up and stumbled down the hall in the dark to the bathroom.


I had another reason for anxiety. That evening in the park, Ernesto and I had hatched a plan to tell the family our bus left earlier than it did so we could get a motel room for a few hours. We’d had weeks of making out and heavy necking, but I was still ambivalent and anxious about this next step. Several of my friends had already had sex with their boyfriends, and this would be my opportunity to prove to myself I wasn’t a lesbian. I’d agreed, my body tense, my thoughts whirring. Ernesto had called to make a reservation. Now, though, I wondered if he’d obtained any protection. I worried about getting pregnant—about having to marry Ernesto, who would no doubt feel obligated.


That night seemed endless. When dawn came, Maria and I again took turns dressing, and a well-rested Maria asked me how I’d slept. I told her I’d slept fine, not revealing I was by then so tired and anxious I thought I might throw up.


“You look a little pale,” she said.


I supposed with her lovely brown skin in comparison, I looked pale to her all the time.


“I’m fine,” I lied, and accepted one of the cups of coffee Ernesto had brought the two of us, looking all bright and shiny and well-rested himself.


We had a hurried breakfast, which I hardly touched. After lengthy goodbyes with his parents and siblings, Ernesto and I walked out of the house with our small bags, ostensibly to catch a city bus to our other long-distance bus for the trip to Phoenix.


Ernesto broke the silence. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah,” I said with little enthusiasm. I wanted to want this. I wanted to be normal. But my mouth was dry, my palms sweaty. I could not shake the memory of the feelings I’d had when lying next to Maria.


At the motel, the queen-size bed dominated the room. After we’d gotten settled and Ernesto began undressing me, my muscles tensed, and I found it difficult to take a deep breath.


“Did you bring any protection?” I asked, pushing his wandering hands to his sides.


“Yes.” He pulled a wrapped condom out of his pocket. “But first I want to feel you without it.”


That did it. This terrified me. I didn’t trust him. Visions of pregnancy, and babies, and going to Mass flashed through my mind.


“Ernesto, I’m not sure we should do this,” I told him, panic rising in my voice.


Ernesto looked at me open-mouthed, his brow furrowed, and for a moment I thought he would overpower me and force me to follow through with what we’d planned. Then his face relaxed. “Okay, let’s just lie here for a while. Close your eyes and rest. We can keep our clothes on.”


We lay down on the bed together and I closed my eyes—but after a few minutes, Ernesto was on top of me, kissing me. I raised my arms and pushed against his chest, turning my head away from him. “Ernesto, stop. I can’t.”


The hurt in his eyes quickly turned to anger. He rolled off me, got up, and paced the small room. “You’re not just odd, you’re crazy,” he spat at me. “Why did you come here with me?”


“Because I really like you. You’re handsome and smart and I enjoy being with you. I thought I could be with you in that way, but I just can’t. I don’t know why.” But of course, I did know why. It had to do with how I’d responded lying next to Maria. Bringing to light again something I’d known about myself but tried to resist.


Ernesto stopped and stared at me for a moment, his face red and contorted with anger. Then he grabbed his stuff and stormed out of the room and down the street without me.


I hurried to catch up, since he had our bus tickets. Ernesto was not speaking to me, his face closed tight. When we got on the bus to Phoenix, he took the single seat next to two occupied ones, so I would have to sit alone.


I slid into place across the aisle from him and turned my face toward the window so he couldn’t see my tears.


Ernesto never spoke to me again. Months later, I heard through the grapevine at the college he had gotten some girl pregnant and married her. I thanked God it wasn’t me.












CHAPTER THREE






It worried me to not have the right feelings for men and to have what society told me were the wrong feelings for women. But it was about to get so much worse.


One afternoon, a few weeks after the breakup with Ernesto, a clean-shaven, middle-aged man with a full head of silver-blond hair approached the bench where I sat at a park near the Phoenix College campus. He asked if he could sit down.


I said “okay,” but moved to the edge.


He sat with his legs apart in a typical man-spread, with his belly hanging over his belt, looking out over the pond, clearing his throat from time to time and disturbing my reverie. In profile, he had a square jaw and aquiline nose, and when he turned to look at me, I saw folds of skin drooping low from his upper lids, partially obscuring his blue eyes.


“Mind if I smoke?” he asked and pulled out a hand-rolled cigarette.


“Yes,” I said, fidgeting, rubbing my arms as if I were cold, wishing he would leave.


He put his cigarette away but continued sitting on my bench. “What brings you here on this beautiful afternoon?”


It was indeed a lovely day, warm for January. Red-winged blackbirds were giving their characteristic oh-ka-lee calls in the tall grasses by the pond.


“I’m waiting for Mom to pick me up after work,” I said, though it was none of his business. I looked away at the pond where ducks swam lazily.


“Where does your mother work?” he asked.


“Phoenix Union High School.” I picked up my books and notebook and held them tight against my chest.


“Really?” His face lit up with a lopsided smile, making him look a decade younger. “I work there, too, teaching shop. My name’s Chuck.”


I didn’t care what his name was. I got up, said I had to meet my mother, and headed back to the college, not wanting to spend more effort fending him off.


For the next couple of weeks, when I went to Encanto Park, Chuck was often there. There was a school bus parked nearby, and when I saw him appear from it one day, I realized it belonged to him.


Is he living in a bus?


He saw me eyeing it. “Do you wanna have a look inside?” he asked.


“Sure.” I had fantasies of running away from home and traveling the country in an RV with my dog.


“Be my guest,” he said, smiling, then climbed the stairs after me.


I stopped at the top of the steps. He had a couch on one side, a sink, a stovetop, and a fold-out table on the other side. Farther along was a closet and a small bathroom. In back was a queen-size bed. He had punched a hole in the roof for a skylight.


“You live here!” I exclaimed.


“Yes,” he said. “I have everything I need. I have to move around because I can’t park on the street in one place for more than three days.”


A constant change of scenery. How perfect.


He showed me how his table folded out. He’d built in the plumbing for his sink and finished the cabinetry for his shelving and storage areas in the shop at the high school. Then he brushed against my arm, and I realized he was standing too close —so close I could smell the cigarettes on his breath, and the hair lifted on the back of my neck.


I whirled around, squeezed past him, and bolted out the door.


He came after me.


“Hey, I’m not going to do anything. You don’t need to be scared,” he assured me even as he walked briskly alongside me, not letting me escape.


“I have to pick up a book at the library,” I said, to get rid of him.


“Okay, see you later this week, maybe.” He smiled his lopsided smile and turned away.


As I walked in the library’s direction, I saw Ernesto coming out of the science building. I raised my hand to wave, but he looked down and strode toward the parking lot. My shoulders slumped. I missed his friendship.


I continued going to the park because I enjoyed the tranquility of sitting in the willow’s shade by the pond. I wanted to avoid being shunned by Ernesto, which was more likely to happen if I hung around campus after my classes. Chuck was often there with his bus and always came over to talk with me.


I soon learned he was forty-two, was from Pennsylvania, and had a daughter about my age. He had abandoned her and her mother, whom he never married. I often felt like an outsider with my height, my lack of a normal family, and what I’d been told were unnatural feelings for women. Chuck was an outsider as well—unmarried, living in a bus, perhaps a kindred spirit. His lifestyle, his unencumbered freedom, intrigued me.


Over time, I felt more comfortable in his presence. I told him Mom worked in administration at the high school, but she and I didn’t get along. I didn’t want to live at home anymore and wanted to travel. What I didn’t tell him was my mother had so often denied my reality and my feelings that, for several years, I repressed them and stopped talking with her about anything deeply personal.


“What about your father?” he asked, rolling a cigarette.


I frowned, and he put it away.


“He’s depressed most of the time. He used to be my buddy. When I was younger, he took me horseback riding in the desert and let me gallop. One time we took a trip together to the Grand Canyon. He played classical piano in the lodge. It was so beautiful, and I’d never heard him play before.” I sighed, remembering how his hands danced along the keyboard.


“The next day, we stopped at a farmhouse where I rode bareback, chasing the dairy cows around the meadow, pretending to be a cowboy. He joked I made them produce buttermilk. He let me wear jeans and do things Mom would never allow.” I looked off into the distance, feeling wistful.


“When did he get sick?” he asked.


“I guess he always had depression off and on. When I was about nine, he started on medication that made him stiff and tired. He began making weird grimaces he couldn’t control and stayed in bed all day. We didn’t do things together anymore. He’s been in and out of the hospital, mostly in.”


We sat in silence for a while. Chuck looked thoughtful, rolling his unlit cigarette back and forth in his fingers. Then he put his arm around my shoulders.


I stiffened, and he took it down.


“After my daughter was born, I had a vasectomy so I couldn’t have any more children,” he said.


I turned and stared at him. Why is he telling me this? I cringed with distaste for his middle-aged body with his paunch and cigarette-stained fingers, although his face suggested he’d once been handsome. My thoughts churned. Sex with him would pose no risk of pregnancy. I could try it with him to see if it worked as I was told it should. Perhaps the act itself, without the fear of pregnancy, would provoke a magical transformation in me—flip a switch that would make me feel desire for a man closer to my age.


I could not bring myself to get inside the bus with Chuck for several weeks. He continued to show up in the park, to open his cooler to give me a Mountain Dew, my favorite soft drink, and to tell me stories about his vagabond life while we sat in the willow’s shade on the bench by the pond.


One afternoon, he shifted to face me. “You know, you really are lovely. It would thrill any man to have you.”


I gripped the edge of the bench until my knuckles turned white. Now is the time. “You can,” I whispered.
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A few days later, we had sex in the back of his bus. Chuck was slow and gentle. I didn’t experience the magical transformation I’d hoped for. I tried several more times, but because I never experienced arousal with him, intercourse was painful; I just stared at the ceiling and felt worse and worse about myself. Chuck tried every way he knew to make me come—to no avail, since the act lacked the essential ingredient of desire.


Mom suspected something nefarious was going on when I started disappearing for a couple of hours in the early evening.


“Where’ve you been?” she demanded one spring evening as I walked through the front door.


“Out with a friend,” I said, before hurrying down the hall to my bedroom and slamming the door.


I could never tell her I was having sex with some forty-two-year-old guy who worked at Phoenix Union High School—in the back of his bus.


My father was disengaged and depressed, but Mom worried enough to investigate. With her long, shapely legs, flawless white skin, and Dolly Parton breasts, she had experienced her share of sexual harassment in her life. She wasn’t about to let that happen to her daughter.


One chilly February evening, Chuck parked his bus a few blocks from my house, and I snuck out to meet him. I was on the verge of telling him I didn’t think we should have sex anymore. Just as I got up the nerve to do so, Mom drove up behind the bus and laid on the horn. My chest constricted, my breathing grew short, and my ears rang as I stumbled to the bed in the back. Chuck leaped into the driver’s seat, popped the bus into gear, and sped away. Mom followed close behind, still laying on the horn.


Shaking, I parted the curtains and peeked out the back window. I thought I would die of shame and embarrassment, but then we sped through a yellow traffic light that turned red just as Mom reached the intersection. She stopped, and we escaped.


When I skulked into the house an hour later, Mom was apoplectic, screaming at me I was a whore. I sat there looking down at my hands, letting my hair fall over my eyes, unable to rally any defense and accepting the shame as mine. When I looked up and saw her face had become blotchily crimson, I squeezed my eyes shut, sorry I’d caused her so much grief.


My father, home from the hospital, remained in his bedroom, ignorant of what was going on.


My sister, only twelve, emerged to ask, “What’s happening?”


“Oh, shut up!” Mom snapped, and Terri returned to her room.


The next day, Mom dropped into the district superintendent’s office to let him know Chuck was molesting her underage daughter, enrolled at Phoenix Union High School where he taught shop. I thought nothing would come of it, but to my surprise, they fired him.


Over the next couple of weeks, my outward attitude toward Mom was sullen anger, and I barely spoke to her. I couldn’t meet her eyes. Not only had I been screwing this old guy, but sex with him had not diminished my attraction to girls.
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Three weeks after Mom chased down Chuck’s bus, I turned eighteen. No longer underage, I moved out of my parents’ house in late spring and into an apartment in downtown Phoenix with Chuck—who, despite his faults, I considered my ally.


Mom thought she’d lost me.


For a month, I didn’t contact her. Chuck cooked all our meals and paid for everything, though he didn’t have a new job yet. We rarely had sex. Once, he looked at me with his sad eyes afterward and said, “It feels like you don’t want me to be in there.” It was the most perceptive thing he ever said.


Despite this upset in my personal life, I remained confident and goal-oriented in my studies. I graduated from high school with honors, and Arizona State University awarded me a generous scholarship and grant to attend in the fall. This ability to compartmentalize, honed in childhood, was my salvation.


Thinking he would follow me to university, Chuck got a room near State’s campus and helped me move my stuff into the dorm.


“I will be too busy with classes to see you,” I told him, cringing at the thought of dragging my shameful past into my healthier life at the university. I didn’t want anyone to know I’d been screwing this paunchy old guy.


Especially my new friend.












CHAPTER FOUR






Nearing the end of my move, I carried a box of my things down the hall to my dorm room on the tenth floor of the tallest building on campus and almost ran into one of the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen. She was an olive-skinned, tawny-eyed beauty with long, flowing auburn hair and a smile just like Sophia Loren’s. I came to a dead stop and stared, balancing the container on my hip.


“Hi,” she said. “I’m Amal. Do you need any help?”


“Uh … no, well … yeah,” I managed before my brain kicked into gear and I said, “yes, absolutely, thank you.” She took the box I was holding as I glanced down at her low-cut blouse and then into her tawny eyes, holding her gaze. My insides buzzed.


She helped me haul up a couple more boxes from the lobby. When we finished, she said, “Wanna come down to my car and smoke a joint?”


I hesitated because I didn’t want to run into Chuck, but I decided he’d left by then, so I agreed.


Her car was a late-model, white Lincoln Continental, everything plush and top of the line. I wondered if she was rich.


“Come on, get in,” she said. “You better get out of the sun, with skin like that.”


Inside, she stuck an unlit joint in my mouth and then leaned over to light it—her long hair brushing my arm, her face inches from mine. I nearly choked on inhalation. She leaned back and smiled, revealing straight, gleaming white teeth, as she took the joint from my fingers, touching me lightly so my stomach jumped. Then she put it to her sensuous lips and inhaled deeply—an accomplished smoker.


She told me she was born in Syria to a poor Bedouin family with too many kids. At age eight they gave her to a childless, rich uncle and aunt who ran an import business in El Paso, Texas. She had agreed to come to university to get away from them. But she had no idea what she wanted to study.


“Do you have a boyfriend?” I asked, hoping to God she’d say no.


“Yes, his name is Mark.”


The air sputtered out of the balloon of my hopes. Of course she did. She would have the same effect on men she had on me.


I was getting a contact high, not from the weed, as I studied her and held her gaze.


“I’m thinking of participating in rush week for the sororities,” she said. “Wanna join me?” She gave me a dazzling smile.


I had no desire to join a sorority and go through the pretense of being straight, but I was already in her thrall. “Sure,” I said, then wondered how I would survive having to wear dresses, drink tea, and pretend to be “normal.”


“Wonderful!” she exclaimed, putting her hand on my arm, sending an electric shock through me. “I just knew we were going to be friends.”


I followed Amal to interviews, teas, and other functions designed to let sororities and prospective sisters assess one another to decide if they were a good fit. I found I enjoyed the women I met in the Jewish sorority—and they liked me, perhaps because I was a serious student—but I was not Jewish, so even there I wasn’t a good fit.


After these events, Amal and I would sit in her car, smoke a joint, and laugh about our encounters, knowing we were both outsiders. None of the sororities invited either of us to join, confirming for me once again that I didn’t belong to the sisterhood of normal women. But neither did Amal, so I was okay with it.


That fall, Chuck took to hanging around outside my dorm, waiting for me to return from classes. Thinking I would die if Amal saw me with him, I tried avoiding him by coming into the dorm the back way. One afternoon he caught me sneaking in the back door, and rather than risk anyone seeing me with him out in the open, I followed him to his car, parked a couple of blocks away.


He stared out the windshield, then turned to me with his sad blue eyes. “Don’t you love me anymore?”


“I’ve never loved you.” I fidgeted, wanting to leave.


He was quiet for a few moments. “Come have dinner with me. I’ll make the spaghetti you like.”


I looked at him sideways and sighed. He was alone in that dingy little room, alienated from his family, rootless and drifting. It was Mom, after all, who had made sure the Phoenix school system would never hire him again.


I agreed to dinner.


That night he told me the story about his daughter, who he had abandoned as an infant. She’d tracked him down when she turned eighteen. He built a raft and planned to float down the Mississippi River from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico. She’d hung around so persistently that he invited her to go with him.


It sounded a bit like the novel Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and I thought it was sweet he’d been able to reconnect with his daughter.


He smiled at the memory. “We became close; she’d climb into my sleeping bag with me at night to keep warm. Soon, we became lovers.”


I choked on my mouthful of spaghetti. He fucked his daughter? I stared at him, eyes wide with horror.


Oblivious to my reaction, he told me they were so in love she wanted to have a baby with him. He consulted a doctor to see if he could get his vasectomy reversed.


I bolted from the table and ran outside. The food rose in the back of my throat, and I threw up. Overcome with dizziness, I stumbled home. I stopped on the sidewalk, clutching my stomach, and doubling over with one searing thought: I’ve been fucking this old guy who’s fucked his own daughter.


Shame washed over me as I stood there, gulping the night air.


I stayed out late, walking around, looking up at the light in Amal’s dorm room, not able to get my breath. I could never tell her about this. There were so many things I could not share with anyone. It set me even farther apart from other girls.


I woke up the next morning after a night of fitful sleep, desperate to rid myself of Chuck and to find a suitable boyfriend to double-date with Amal and Mark.


Victor—a single engineer in his early thirties who came to the dorm cafeteria most evenings to eat dinner and pick up college girls—manifested a couple of weeks later. We met when he sat at the table with Amal and me. He was tall and tan, with dark hair worn long on top so a lock nearly fell into his eyes. He’d run across the Hungarian border to freedom, dodging a hail of bullets when he was just a child. Smooth and sophisticated, he dressed in an elegant, European sort of way and showed an interest in me.


Chuck would not go away. On one of my early dates with Victor, we passed close by Chuck sitting in his car. I avoided looking at him, but out of the corner of my eye I saw he saw us.
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