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Dedicated to all queer, Catholic Nebraska boys,
past, present & future






"Among the lifelong vocations of the artist is the fight against
self-censorship. In a functionally insane society, the
colonization of one'’s consciousness is composed of multiple
layers—most of them undelected. ‘To create something
worthwhile, these levels must be exposed and dissolved.”
— Dan Hanrahan

“And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud
was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.”
— Anais Nin

“There is no beauty in sadness. No honor in suffering. No
growth in fear. No relief in hate. It’s just a waste of perfectly
good happiness.”

— Katerina Stoykova Klemer

“A girl should be two things: who and what she wants.”
— Coco Chanel

“The only thing very noticeable about Nebraska was that it
was still, all day long, Nebraska.”
— Willa Cather



A note on

composition

2 - INTRODUCTION

and layout

The bulk of this book—61,828 words of it—was writ-
ten in two fevered bursts in 2021: during three weeks
in August on a farm in Oregon, and ten days in
November camping by the Salton Sea in southern
California. Both sessions were about spilling as much
raw memory and emotion as possible without
concern for overall order or form. My Patreon sub-
scribers had access to this material as it came out in
its original untouched state, not even spell-checked.

Over the winter, I edited in New Mexico. I printed out
the rough manuscript, cut it up into nearly a hundred
sections, and arranged the pieces into a cohesive
whole. I corrected errors and composed transitions
while taking pains to retain the original outpouring's
best feature, its candid quality.

The layout is not strictly linear, and the reader will
need to skip back and forth to catch everything. I was
imitating the format of long-form articles in
magazines and weekly newspapers, where insets and
boxed sections are placed within a larger piece to
provide details and deeper analysis. The positioning
of these parts and their physical proximity reflect
relationships of meaning and theme. The layout is
best appreciated when viewed as sets of pairs of
facing pages.

The main narrative here, such as it is, is in a sanserif
font. Reflections are in italicized serif in grey boxes.
Fragments, which include examples, definitions and
asides, appear in the margins in a typewriter font.

This project is not merely a collection of memories
and my meditations upon them, but is also a record
of self-discovery and ultimately of healing. This
project was one expression of broader personal pro-



cesses that were unfolding for me in 2021 that were
only somewhat, if at all, under my conscious direc-
tion. As told herein, timing and plant medicine were
also major factors.

Kollibri terre Sonnenblume, 2/2/22
Cliff. NM, USA, in occupied Apache territory
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Where
there's
smoke...

4 - INTRODUCTION TO NARRATIVE

My first flickering of same-sex attraction was at an
age so young I have trouble guessing how old I
was, but given the location, I was less than six
years old. I was standing in the bathroom of my
home, facing another boy about my age. He was
Japanese. We were both shirtless, and sported the
round bellies of young children. Around us was
Depression-era tiling—black, white and
pink—smooth and cool. I desired for us to hold
each other, for the soft skin of those bellies to be
pressed together.

Did we do it? I don't know. The memory is limited to
that emotive sensation of physical longing.

* % %

Another flicker:

In the changing room at a public swimming pool,
my father and I are disrobing, along with another
father and son, just a few feet away. They are
Black. I'm about six years old. I find myself staring
at their bodies, and their genitals in particular, and
they notice, but don't say or do anything, and now I
wonder, in part because of race?

* % %

A spark:

In a bathtub with a friend during a sleepover at his
apartment.I am around eight. The water is sudsy
with bubble bath, but my erection is plainly visible.



My friend, who is white, points it out to his mother,
and I'm embarrassed.

"That just happens to some boys," she says,
granting me some relief.

* * *

Active smoldering followed in the years until pu-
berty.

During sleepovers with a particular friend, we'd
rub our penises together, sometimes after lights
out in his bedroom, but sometimes in a closet, half
smothered by hanging clothes. I came to crave
these incidents, but as time went by, I became
more shy about instigating them. As puberty
stirred, so did an awareness that what we had
been doing was somehow "wrong." The last time I
tried, when we were eleven or twelve, I felt I had to
present the invitation as a riddle—that I couldn't
just say what I wanted out loud. He wasn't able to
guess, though, and I was too embarassed to reveal
the answer. I was faced with the apparent fact that
our experiences had meant much more to me than
to him. My heart fell—not for the last time.

He was not the only boy I fooled around with in
those dimly recalled prepubescent days, just the
one who stands out the most clearly. Others are
faceless and in my mind's eye there is just skin on
skin in the dark.
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Why this book

6 - INTRODUCTION TO COMMENTARY

In second grade in Catholic school we were subjected to
First Communion. This was a gala event where the girls
were dolled up in lacy white dresses and the boys stuffed
into stiff little suits with clip-on ties. The day was pre-
ceded by lessons about the sacrament, centered on the
concept of "transubstantiation.” This bizarre doctrine
states that when the priest intones a blessing over the
bread and wine at Mass, they actually become the body
and blood of Christ. Not that they represent those cor-
poreal features metaphorically, but that they literally
are them. Yeah, I said it was bizarre.

I tried my best to get my brain around this concept, but
for seven year old me, it just wouldn't click. I assumed it
made sense to everyone else and thought to myself: 'l
don't understand this, but it seems very important to
the people around me, so I'll go along with it for now
and hope that I understand it later.” Yes, those very
words. This strikes me now as a rather sophisticated



take for someone so young, but perhaps I'm not giving
kids enough credit. I'd believe that.

I tell this story because so much of what happened over
the subsequent years—and even decades—[followed this
pattern: I'd observe the consensus among the people
around me, and if I didn't comprehend it, I'd go along
anyway to give it a chance to take.

It almost never did. At 52, I'm still extricating myself
from some of these deals-with-the-Devil. The main aim
of this writing project is to help facilitate that process.

So this book is primarily for me. Do I hope that you, too.
dear reader, get something out of it? Of course! After all,
my own liberation, such as it is, has been inspired in
part by the expressions of others, especially writers and
musicians. But yvou will forgive me, I hope, if I put on
my own oxygen mask first, so to speak.
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Catholic
grade
school

I always hated school. Summer was my favorite
time of year, and I loved being outside, especially
around green growing things. I laid for hours on
the grass under Lilac bushes, watching the clouds
and the planes. I ran around on the lawn, dug in
the sandbox, jumped over cracks in the sidewalk,
poked around in the mud, and collected rocks and
feathers. When the Cicadas started buzzing in Au-
gust, it meant school would start again soon, and
for years into adulthood, the sound gave me a
wounded ache in my heart.

S oft green grass, insects and butterflies on flowers,
shrubs to play hide-and-seek in: these things I loved.
The hard chairs, the stale bathrooms, the windowless
hallways: these were tortuous.

8 - CatHoLICc GRADE ScHooL

But I did have friends for the first few years. In
grade one, three of us boys were best buddies and
we were so disruptive that we were kept apart
every year following. Right up through the end of
fifth grade, there was much laughter and joy with
the other kids, in the classrooms and cafeteria, at
recess and on the bus. The world of people in
those years was comradely; we were all in it to-
gether, somehow, and the adults were apart from
it, only judged insofar as they were nice or mean.
The ugliest name I was called was "silly goose" and
the worst thing anybody did to me was when I was
egged on to pull up a girl's skirt on the bus.

I got called into the principal's office for that, and
was grilled sternly. They kept asking why I did it,
and I kept repeating that I was told to, so I did. That
felt legit to me at the time. If people around you are



all telling you to do the same thing, isn't that what
you're supposed to do? I never ended up giving
them the right answer, whatever that was sup-
posed to be, though I did say that I was sorry be-
cause it was obvious that I had to.

Be that as it may, everything changed on the first
day of sixth grade. A drastic shift was immediately
obvious. The good-natured vibe had been replaced
by something else that I couldn't comprehend right
away.

It seemed like everyone had gotten a new rule
book over the summer except me. I felt lost and
confused. I didn't understand why so many
people—nearly everyone really—were suddenly
acting so differently, being so cruel.

Just like that, I found myself on the outs, in the
company of a handful of other boys and girls who
were also hated by everyone else. For the next
three years, they were my only friends in an in-
creasingly harsh environment. We didn't choose
each other, but we came to lean on one another,
and we enjoyed ourselves as much as we could,
while suffering under daily harassment. I remem-
ber their names to this day: Doug, Matt, Joan and
Jenny.

That little clutch of friends were all that got me
through those horror years. At recess we played
four-square, which is traditionally a girls' game,
but I wasn't thinking about that. I just really en-
joyed my friends. Usually we played it two boys and
two girls, which set us apart on the playground,
where the girls were skipping rope and the boys
doing something else, I can't remember exactly
what, but it involved a ball and lots of yelling.

Kicked out

So it was, at age eleven, I was
pushed out of the mainstream of
society by my peers. This dragged
on for seven years, until high
school graduation, and was by far
the most wretched period of my
life. The constant insults, teas-
ing and threats filled me and my
fellow victims with discourage-
ment, fear and resentment.

It was in this context that I
struggled to come to terms
with—and to satisfy—my same-—
sex attractions. It was a rough
fucking road. Young people today
have it easier, and I'm so happy
about that.
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Recurring
childhood
nightmare #1

I am a small plant with a single
flower, alone in vast, shadowy
space with no visible walls or
sky. Then a huge steam roller
bears down on me where I am
rooted, and I can't escape. I'm
frozen with terror as its weight
slowly smothers me.

Gym class
torture

Recess wasn't the only place we mixed it up. Up
until seventh grade, boys and girls were segreg-
ated to different sides of the cafeteria, but that
year we were told we were allowed to sit with each
other. My friends and I immediately began eating
together at a table in the middle, but nobody else
followed suit until quite a bit later. I took note that
most people were still following a rule even after it
wasn't a rule anymore.

In retrospect, I find this intriguing since, in con-
ventional US society, the friends of most adult men
are other men and the friends of most adult wo-
men are other women. This is less true among the
younger people, thankfully, but for Gen Xers and
older, the standard holds. It's tragic, because men
and women misunderstand each other so
routinely, and to such heartache and worse. It
starts in school for nearly everybody.

Yet, as soon as my friends and I were given the
choice to be different, we jumped at it. Not for the
last time, I found myself at odds with the main-
stream in pursuit of what felt natural for me.

A major source of my sense of inadequacy around
my peers—especially the other boys—was gym
class, where, starting in sixth grade, I was picked
last or second to last whenever teams were
formed. Adding insult to injury, I was shunted into
the positions with the least amount of action when
I had to be included; they would've just benched
me the whole time if they'd had the choice.

continued on page 12
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My relationships with women were often defined
more by others than by me. In fifth grade, my best
friend in homeroom was Carrie. She was a red-
headed Irish Catholic girl. We were assigned seats
next to each other and we constantly goofed around
and giggled. We had so many inside jokes, we nearly
created our own private language. One day, everyone
had to pair up to create fake advertisements, and we
thought ours was the most hilarious thing ever. I was
surprised when it garnered no reaction at all; I guess
we were in our own little world.

Our bond was several months old when, one day, two
homerooms exchanged students for an activity,
which sent me away. Afterwards, when we were in the
hallway returning to our regular rooms, a boy from
the other room poked me and said, 'I stole your girl-
friend." He had the snottiest look on his face and was
obviously trying to get a rise out of me. I stammered
something and turned away. I didn't get it. How was
she something that could be "stolen¢" I had never said
she was my girlfriend. Despite my befuddlement, my
heart sank, and I in my stomach I felt a knot of be-
trayal. Back in my spot next to Carrie, nothing
seemed different, and indeed our friendship went on
like nothing had happened until the end of the school
year.

Nevertheless, the trauma of that moment stuck with
me. I mean, here I am over forty years later and it
stands out as one of the major memories of fifth
grade. Now I see two things: first, it wasn't really be-
trayal, it was just some jerk trying to razz me, but
second, because it felt like betrayal at the time, it
registered that way, as one incident among many in a

continued on page 13

A narrative of
betrayal

Recurring
childhood
nightmare #2

I am being chased by terrible
monsters with huge mouths and big
evil eyes. I run up the walkway of
my house, and there's my mother,
kneeled down in the front garden
with a trowel. I call out to her
for help, knowing she can save me,
but she just throws her head back
and laughs. I reach the door and
it's locked. I'm about to be caught.
And then I woke up, every time.

That doesn't come out of nowhere,
does it? Is this because she put me
in a crib right away, rather than
having me sleep in the bed with
her and my father? Or because she
stopped breastfeeding me at just
six months? Or something else I
can't remember? Maybe it doesn't
matter why, and it's enough to
know that trauma happened.
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continued from page 10

True, my sports abilities were poor, but with that
treatment, I never got the chance to improve my-
self meaningfully. So I didn't.

I dreaded Dodge Ball the most, where the actual
object of the game was to hit each other as hard as
possible. I found it terrifying, frankly. But even with
other sports, when it wasn't in the playbook, the
other boys tried to hurt me. On top of all this, the
gym teacher was an asshole. During team sports,
he reviled the losing side with streams of invective,
calling them names like, "the Hearts and Flowers,"
"the Pantywaists" and that kind of thing. It was that
boys-are-strong/girls-are-weak crapola, so if
you're a boy, the last thing you want to be like is a
girl. Talk about misogyny.

And talk about nasty gender role socialization in
general. How much of being a man in America is
based on negatives rather than positives? It's not
so much that you're encouraged to be strong as
warned against being weak, really. It's fear based.
Incidentally, it's also quite effective at instilling
obedience to hierarchies. Isn't that an irony, that
notions of masculinity—which supposedly embody
characteristics like bravery and independ-
ence—are used to force men into roles of timid
servility, as mere cogs in The Machine? "Freedom
is Slavery," indeed.

It's a scam for sure, and I was spared the full
brunt of it because I wasn't allowed to participate
fully. This was Life giving me a gift, though I totally,
absolutely, did not see it that way at the time.

continued on page 14
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continued from page 11

narrative of betrayal that I eventually constructed
for viewing subsequent events in my life, which I then
pegged as also being betrayals—whether or not they
actually were.

Whew!

Okay, that's an illustration of how these things can
work: we get all wound up and make mountains out
of molehills. Then, with repetition, that reaction be-
comes its own tendency and we end up jumping to
the most dramatic conclusion first, regardless of
circumstance. Eventually, we can saddle ourselves
with an unjustified cynicism or an addiction to out-
rage, neither of which helps us deal with the chal-
lenges of life, which are very real.

S eeing thing as they are—not as we want or fear
them to be—requires a level of attention not
fostered by our society, so we need to develop the
ability on our own. Only by stepping outside of
mainstream values and priorities, individually and
collectively, can we begin learning how to see truth.

I also hasten to add that our culture generates actual,
not-imagined, bona fide trauma relentlessly as a
matter of course. We are not making it up every time
we [eel attacked. Daily existence in the techno-
industrial world is a constant assault on our
humanity. As psychologist Chellis Glendinning put it
with the title of one of her books: My Name is Chellis
and I'm in Recovery from Western Civilization.
Aren't we all, Chellis. Aren't we all.
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continued from page 12

I came to hate gym class so much that I'd try to
fake being sick on those days, and occasionally
that worked, but usually not. I had zero sympathy
from my parents, by the way.

The tables were turned, though—once, and only
once—when the gym teacher picked me as a team
captain for Dodge Ball, meaning I got to pick the
players and call the shots. My team won handily.
The experience stood out for me in sharp relief
and what I learned was that leadership is its own
role, and doesn't require personal proficiency in
all the lower-ranking tasks, just a big picture un-
derstanding of how they relate in pursuit of a goal.
I would apply this later in life numerous times.

I could have developed so much more if I'd been
given the chance: athleticism, esprit de corps, an
appreciation for competition. The gym teacher
certainly had a role to play other than as director
of a Lord of the Flies reenactment. He could have
been so much more. Or, more likely, he couldn't
have been any more than he was, and someone
else should have been in the job—someone who
was less drill sergeant and more mentor.

But compassion was in short order in Catholic
school, all twelve years of it.



My first time experience porn was classic for that F' t
era, the '70s. I was maybe 10 or 11, still prepu- "'s

bescent, on a family visit to my Aunt & Uncle's farm =

in Iowa. One of my cousins was about my age and gl I m pses Of
one afternoon he whispered that he wanted to

show me a secret. The two of us snuck into the old porn
stucco farmhouse's basement, where dusty

shelves stood among cobwebs, shadows, and

musty smells. Down low in a corner was a box full

of magazines with scantily-clad women on the

covers. We both stuffed a few into the waistbands

of our pants under our shirts and ran out to the

woods behind the barn, where we attentively

examined each one, page by page. At least one was

Hustler, then known for what Kurt Vonnegut called,
"wide open wet beaver shots."

My eyes were wide open too. I was totally taken
aback by what I saw. And not turned on at all. It
was just strange looking to me. I mean, I was curi-
ous, and looked at every single photo because I'd
never seen that anatomy before, but my excite-
ment was for the novelty of the experience—and
its forbidden nature—not the subject.

Contrast that with a different glimpse of porn, that
same summer, at a neighbor's house back home in
the suburbs. My friend showed me one of his
mom's "Playgirl" magazines, and in this case I was
definitely fascinated: by the man's stance, by the
form of his naked body, by his skin, by the shape of
his (large) penis, and by his come-hither facial ex-
pression. Yes, here was something I wanted,
though I took pains to conceal that from my friend.
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High school
hell

Treasure trail
envy

Why is it that particular images
or words stand out so strongly in
my memory, and return to my con-
sciousness on a regular basis,
seemingly solid like statues? I
have a collection of such
"greatest hits" that have stuck
with me over the decades and most
are mere flashes, like snapshots.
To describe the visual and aural
content of any one of them would
take just a sentence or two, and if
I could recreate them as photo-
graphs or video clips and show
them to other people, they would
probably be quite mundane, even
boring. Yet, for me, they are
freighted with emotion, and the
brevity of their captions would
belie the depth of resonance that
I experience when I am revisited
by them.

An example: I am in a school
classroom, at the onset of puberty,
looking out the window. There's a
hill on that side of the building,
affording a clear view of anyone
on the sidewalk. A teenage male is
walking a dog, down the hill, fa-
cing me. He is shirtless and

continued on page 18

16 - HiGH ScHooL HELL

The institution was an all-boys, Catholic prep
school run by Jesuit priests who lived on site in a
dormitory-style wing attached to the school.

This was the mid 1980s in Omaha, Nebraska.
There were three broadcast channels on TV, plus
PBS. Radio was commercial and conventional.
There was no internet. Telephones were corded
and often attached to the wall, making it tricky to
have a private conversation. The voices of the local
culture were the loudest, and they were callous
and domineering. Pressure to conform was ap-
plied constantly from all quarters. The people of
this place and time presented themselves as the
peak of human culture and everyplace else was
weird, if not downright wrong. Open-mindedness
was actively discouraged. The sensitive or the
humble had not place. The world felt small and
stifling.

The most commonly used word by the guys at my
school was "fag," followed closely by "faggot." The
rampant homophobia of the student body was ta-
citly endorsed by the priests, who cited chapter
and verse to condemn homosexuality. And how
were we supposed to know better? If there was, at
the very least, a strain of "hate the sin but love the
sinner," it was faint, and overwhelmed in an atmo-
sphere of hatred.

In this setting, my same sex attractions felt—quite
simply—wrong, and I desperately didn't want to
have them, but I couldn't help it.

The other thing I couldn't help was masturbating,
and this was a big deal to the Jesuits, especially
for Fr. Michalski, who taught our "Moral Values"
class. He insisted to a classroom of pubescent



boys that jerking off was always wrong, in every
case, and must be avoided at all costs. To our
credit, we didn't want to believe it, and one guy
asked, "But what about if you're in the shower be-
fore a date, and you're doing it so it'll be easier not
to have sex with the girl?" Nope, not even then, Fr.
Michalski insisted. You'd go to Hell for it. What a
fucking jerk that guy was.

I was sixteen at the time, and I couldn't stop beat-
ing off. The urges were so strong that I did it three
times a day. I basically lived in the upstairs bath-
room in our house, where I'd roll up the rubber
bath mat to make a tight tube, lubricate the inside
of it with conditioner, and place it on the floor
between two rolled up towels that acted like legs
on either side. The pleasure was so exquisite, es-
pecially the way my balls would tighten up right
before orgasm. Ejaculation was a thrill I couldn't
get enough of. Even though I hated myself every
time it happened.

hat's right, every time | shot my wad, | immediately
experienced intense feelings of self-loathing because
of what the priests said. That's some bullshit.

What would have been "Sex Ed" in a public school
was folded into Moral Values class. It was
stressed that a boy should experience his first
ejaculation as a "nocturnal emission,"—a "wet
dream"—and that any other method was sinful.

I masturbated for months before I had my first
ejaculation. I'd sit on the toilet and stroke my erect
penis over and over, but never came. I'd often end
up peeing on myself and something about the hot
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continued from page 16

sports a prominent “treasure
trail"—that line of hair that
starts just below the navel and
leads down to the groin. In this
case, it dives under his waist-
band. "Show offy' I thought to my-
self.

But was he "showing off" his
treasure trail? Or his body in
general? Maybe. Certainly, people
do. Or, was it just hot and he
wasn't wearing a shirt, no big
deal? What was for sure exposed
here was my own jealousy that I
wasn't that hairy.

This stage of early puberty—from
eighth grade into the high
school—was marked by a strong
desire to be more hirsute. I mon-
itored my arms and legs closely
under different kinds of light,
watching as a wispy blonde coat
started to emerge, but too slowly,
and that I wished was darker. Re-
call that this was the late '70s
and early '80s, when men like Burt
Reynolds were in vogue.

Of top concern was my genital area
and under my arms. In gym class it
was obvious who was sprouting
under their arms and who wasn't,
especially when playing basket-
ball. I wasn't.

The locker room was the main
arena of display. I dreaded show-—
ing myself there, and stole
glances of the other boys as
furtively as I could. It was obvi-
ous that I was a late bloomer,
which was compounded by the fact

continued on page 20

18 - HicH ScHooL HELL — GROWERS & SHOWERS

liquid shooting out and flowing down my chest and
stomach was a big turn on. These were my only
experiences with "golden showers." Once sperm
started shooting out, I wasn't interested in the ur-
ine anymore.

My first orgasm from masturbating was in a motel
bathroom on a family vacation. I was like, "oops!"
and was overwhelmed by shame. In my head, I
berated myself. "This wasn't supposed to happen
this way! This isn't natural! I'm a bad person!"

At the age of 17, so great was my guilt over mas-
turbating that I was suicidal. It reached the "plan-
ning stage," where I was not merely wishing I were
dead, but decided on a way to do it, including a time
and place. On a particular Friday night, after re-
turning home when my parents were in bed, I was
going to pull the car into the garage, close the door
with the engine running, and sit there in the
drivers seat with the windows open until I passed
out and died. This was the scheme for several days
prior, but when the night came, I decided not to.
Why not? I still don't know. Maybe I had a good
time with my friends that evening, and didn't feel so
down. For whatever reason, I just turned off the
car and went to bed. I can honestly say now that
I'm grateful I didn't, but I don't blame myself for
having those thoughts. I was miserable as fuck in
those days.

I couldn't hide my depression from my parents and
they sent me to a counselor. I didn't mentioned
masturbation—I would've been way too embar-
rassed—but I dwelt on how I felt like a failure for
not following the dictates of the Church. The

continued on page 20



I wasn't the only boy at my high school who was
struggling with his same-sex attractions. Several
others in my clique were, too. As in grade school, my
circle of friends were the other people who everyone
else hated. We were all called "fags” though most were
actually just straight.

As an insult, "fag" was—and is—only sometimes an
actual accusation of homosexuality. More often, it's
merely used to denigrate the masculinity of the male
person in question. So, there's 'fag" as in "gay dude’
and there's "fag" as in "wuss" or "‘wimp" or "weakling.”
Or just somebody who doesn't catch an easy throw.

"‘Cocksucker" is similar, being applied less frequently
as a literal accusation and more often as implication
of girly passivity. Because after all, what guy doesn't
appreciate a real cocksucker? ...of the gender of their
choice, that is.

“lakes it up the ass" is another variation on the
theme. The submissive role is viewed as the more
feminine role, and in our patriarchal society, to call
a man womanly is a grave affront. Hence the pop-
ularity of "bitch" as a put down or as an assertion of
mastery.

These subtleties were not on my radar when I was
called "fag" in high school. I took it as a literal ac-
cusation because I knew what I was feeling, and 1
thought they somehow knew too, and that I was being
called out.

I mean, it was hard not to look at the other guys in
the locker room after gym class. Some of them looked
really good naked. The lust burned certain images in

continued on page 21

Growers &
showers
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continued from page 18

that I was one of the youngest
kids in my grade. I was a "Summer
baby" and my parents had sent me
to school earlier rather than
later, as is now more common.

So I felt super insecure about my
masculinity, which was exacer-
bated by constant teasing from my
classmates. I felt like a loser, and
by these ways of looking at
things, I was. The rankings were
clearly delineated, and I was at
the bottom. There was no denying
it.

The Dweebs

continued from page 18

counselor's answer: "You can't keep trying to live
up to what they want. You need to make up your

own ideals of what's right and wrong and live by

those instead."

Brilliant. Fucking brilliant. That advice saved my
life. Like, literally. I'm totally serious.

But here's the thing: if my parents had known she
would give me that advice, they wouldn't have sent
me there. Especially my devoutly Catholic mother.
They preferred—and still prefer—obedience and
conformity over free-thinking and individual well
being. That's so fucked up.

In high school, my friends and I resented our tor-
ment, and like other downtrodden people have
done from time to time, we tried to transform a
common insult into a badge of pride, and we called
ourselves, "the Dweebs." The label extended to our
friends at Catholic girls schools. We threw our
own parties, and hung out at our own places
around town. We rejected drug and alcohol use
because we saw it as emblematic of the "BPs"—the
"Beautiful People"—the popular kids who were our
enemies. Instead we smoked cigarettes and got
jacked up on caffeine, both coffee and the recently
released soda pop, "Jolt."

These were the good times I had, with these folks,
continued on page 22
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continued from page 19
my mind that I can still call up now.

Which brings us to the topic of "showers” and "grow-
ers.” "Showers"—which rhymes with 'growers” not
with "flowers"—refers to guys whose dicks are about
the same length when flaccid or erect. "Growers" are
guys whose penises shrink up small—sometimes very
small—when they're soft. The hard cocks of a given
shower and grower are often about the same length;
the difference is only in the unexcited state, but the
contrast there can be stark. Standing side by side, the
shower has a noticeably larger organ and in a culture
where size is such a big deal, this is significant.
Whether they'll admit it or not, guys check out each
other's bodies—even in the absence of sexual in-
terest—and measure themselves against what they
see.

I've often wondered if being a shower contributes to a
guy's confidence in life overall. If we lined up a
hundred random men against a wall from most self-
assured at one end to least at the other and then had
them drop their pants, would there be a clear cor-
relation? Would we discover another expression of
Napoleon Complex?

For the record, I'm a "grower” so I felt deficient and
tried to spend as little time as possible in the locker
room.

Handjobs &
bubblegum
kisses

Getting crushes on my male
friends was a constant in those
days. Not all of them, by any
means, but achingly when I did.
Often, specific physical charac-
teristics drew me. With Roger, it
was the roundness of his biceps,
and the contrast between the
black hair and white skin on his
forearms. With Andy, it was the
knobbiness of his fingers, the
point of his chin, and his blonde
hair. With Albert, it was his af-
fected vocal delivery and his
sense of style, a thrift-store
mined look I'd call "Grease"-extra
on acid.

With Roger, I played it cool, with
Andy, I openly flirted, and with
Albert, I kept it to myself to the
degree that I kept it from myself.
I was too intimidated by his
coolness to give my attraction
space.

My efforts paid off with Andy. One
night he came over to my house
after his shift at a fast food

continued on page 23
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my fellow prisoners in Catholic high school hell. We
leaned on each other hard, and among the
laughter there were also tears. We were physically
affectionate with each other, frequently forming
"cuddle puddles" at parties. (Never at schooll!)
These occasions allowed for guys to be in contact
with other guys, and I noticed how I felt differently
with guys vs. girls. Both were pleasant for the
feeling of being loved, but the male-to-male touch
stirred something deeper in me that was both ex-
citing and frightening.

hat scared me? That's simple: you weren't supposed

to be gay. So when | felt same-sex attractions, |
tried to push them away. The message was clear from
school, church, peers, and parents: "Don’t be a fag."”

22 - HicH ScHooL HeLL — THE DwEEBS

Thank goodness for the Dweebs. They were the
one respite from the anguish. Some of the other
guys were also struggling with their same sex
attractions, and the camaraderie was like a bit of
light coming through a window, though the window
was small and high up, and the darkness of the
room was otherwise dark and oppressive. I'm not
being melodramatic; the isolation was stark, like
being under siege everyday and everywhere.

Of the guys who would later come out, only a few
of us were talking about it openly with each other
then. Instead, we shared other interests, like
theater or writing. The arts had been a haven for
the queer and questioning for more than a century
at that point, so we were welcome there.



Omaha had at least one bona fide haven for teens
who didn't fit in: the Antiquarium Bookstore.
Located in old brick building downtown, it boasted
four stories of public space: the first and second
level were crammed with shelves books, the
basement was cluttered with antiques, and on the
third level was a high-ceilinged art gallery. The
stairs kept going up, but when a couple of us tried
to see what was up there, we were immediately
caught and sent back down by one of the store
keepers.

The store keepers were a small group of men who
sat in a circle of chairs on an elevated dais in the
front storefront window overlooking the street.
There they drank coffee, smoked cigarettes, and
chewed the fat while they kept an eye on who came
in. They recognized many of us Dweebs and we'd
get a nod or a hello. Which of the store keepers
actually worked there, and which were just friends
hanging out was never clear, though we all knew
who the owner was: Tom, a middle-aged man with
curly hair, and a particular air of wry detachment.

The warren of bookshelves was maze-like, and
handwritten signs marked the sections.
"Alternative Political Solutions" stood out to me as
the most fascinating. Here were books about
communism, socialism, and the like, and in Omaha,
Nebraska, in the '80s, this was (to me, anyway)
breathtakingly radical. Over my head, too, but I
liked being someplace where such books were
available.

You could help yourself to free coffee as long as
you started another pot when you took the last bit.
Cups for the public sat on a table with sugar and

continued from page 21

restaurant. We pulled out the
hide-a-bed in the basement and
got naked under the covers. It was
the first time I'd done that with
anyone. His ©breath smelled
strongly of bubble gum and his
hair of the french fryer he'd
slaved over that evening. I
shivered when those shapely hands
touched my skin. We made out
ravenously, our tongues thrusting
into each other's mouths. I felt
down his body until I found his
hard penis and gripped it in my
hand. It was as nicely propor-
tioned as the rest of his lovely
self and soon I had taken it into
my mouth. He moaned. I massaged
his balls and they felt small to
me. When he ejaculated, the taste
was sweeter than Peter had been.
(See "My first blowjob!") We held
each other for a few minutes and
then he drove home.

The event caused a minor scandal.
His younger brother hated me and
blamed me for leading Albert
astray. That wasn't true. Albert
had come over—and come—of his
own accord. I hadn't forced him
into anything. But this reality
contradicted the picture of
Albert that his brother had, and
we never got along after that. As
for Albert and I, it never
happened again, and maybe he re-
gretted it. If that's true, it was
far too typical of that repressed
time and place.

continued on page 24
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I remember a seduction in a
friend's bedroom, where I started
by rubbing his stomach—includ-
ing his treasure trail—and
slowly worked my way into his
pants until I was giving him a
full-on handjob with a “"happy
ending,’ as they say. Was this
Roger? Maybe but I'm totally not
sure. No face goes with this
memory; just the thrill of 1lifting
a shirt and unhurriedly making
my way to a cock. His breath came
out in gasps, faster and faster,
but otherwise he made no sound.
I'm pretty sure his mom was home.

non-dairy creamer, and above that were labeled
wooden cubbies holding cups for regulars. I was
sharply reprimanded one day when I thoughtlessly
grabbed one of those.

This was back when eighteen year olds could
legally smoke, and when smoking was allowed
inside public places, so we passed around
cigarettes at the Antiquarium as we sipped our
coffee. Chess tables were set and sometimes we
played a match but mostly we hung out and talked.

We talked a lot, the Dweebs. Looking back now, I
might describe it as peer counseling. We were,
after all, all trapped in the same
boat—unpopularity—and we were all, to one
degree or another, miserable about it. Nobody but
us understood our frustrations or our fantasies.
We shared our deep dark thoughts with each other
and found solace. Just knowing we weren't alone
was of tremendous value. When I look back now
and see how close I was to the edge—to suicide,
that is—I can honestly say that the Dweebs kept
me alive.

After high school, I went out of state for college,
and on a visit to Omaha on a break, I stopped in the
Antiquarium. I was flattered as hell when Tom
invited me to join them in the circle up front. Sitting
there with those men, drinking coffee and smoking
cigarettes, I felt more like an adult than I ever had
before. Years later, I had a big "aha!" moment when
I found out that a bunch of them were gay. They
had been kindred the whole time and I never knew
it. Did they? I kinda think they did.
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One figure towered over everyone else in the
Dweebs, and we'll call him Peter. He was the oldest
one, and had a lot of sexual experience, or at least
so he claimed. Eventually, it became clear that you
couldn't believe everything he said, but at first,
we—or at least I—didn't know that. His personality
was very magnetic; his smile, his charm, the way
he drew in an audience with his stories. He was a
natural cult leader, really, and he knew it. He was
the undeclared leader of our crowd.

He was also definitely not straight. He talked as
much about the guys he had fooled around with as
the girls. Nobody else was as open as he was, and
this helped bring some of us out more. Certainly,
much of it was braggadocio, but when compared
to the shame we were usually subjected to, it was
empowering.

Such personalities are wont to take advantage of
others, especially sexually, and Peter certainly did
that, though I'm not making any accusations of
wrong-doing here, per se. In truth, it seems to me,
he was bumbling along too, and it wouldn't be fair
to categorize him as an outright predator. Is that
me still falling for his spell after all these years,
and refusing to see him as the con man that he
was? Maybe.

For better or for worse, he seduced me into giving
him my first real blowjob.

It was a summer night, and in Nebraska that's
warm and humid—"sultry" if you'd like. We were
sitting on a bench in my backyard, a place dense
with trees, shrubbery and other vegetation that
made it quite private. I was 16, so definitely very
horny. What words he used to cajole me, I no

I give my
first
blowjob!
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longer remember, but soon enough, he had unzip-
ped and unsnapped his jeans, pulled out his cock,
and had me leaning down over it.

is odor was musky and his coarse pubic hair tickled

my nose as | took his still half-flaccid penis into my
mouth. At his instruction, | sucked on the head and ran my
tongue around it. Feeling him get hard in my mouth was by
far the biggest turn-on of my life up until that point. As he
swelled, | had to back off a little, as it made me gag. He put
one hand on the back of my head to guide me, and stroked
his own balls with the other. | kept choking and pulling
back, and he would gently press me back down.

The most positive spin would describe this as a
wordless, tactile negotiation where we were trying
to find the sweet spot together; a less charitable
interpretation would paint him as a jerk trying to
get the most that he could. I don't know.

He groaned, louder as it went on, but remained
subdued. Even while getting carried away, he knew
enough not to get noisy. His pelvis rocked, his head
rolled back, and he clenched my hair in his fist. And
then he came. A thick, warm, slightly salty liquid
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oozed into my mouth out of his throbbing dick. For
a few seconds he held my head firmly in place, but
then relaxed. I gagged and pulled away. I wiped my
wet mouth with the back of my hand and
swallowed his load.

Then we both laughed.

"You were really good at that," he told me, knowing
it was my first time.

"Really?" I asked.

"Yeah, you've got some good dick sucking ahead of
you."

Too embarrassed to say anything else, I sat back
on the bench next to him and we shared a
cigarette.

That wasn't the last time I sucked Peter's dick, but
it was the most memorable. We never became
boyfriends or anything like that, though he also
returned the favor at least once, though I didn't
come. It was very casual, and not a prominent
aspect of our friendship. We spent far more time
with the gang, talking, listening to music and
drinking coffee than fooling around. Nowadays,
this would be called, "friends with benefits."
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Pop culture
offers an
exil sign

28 - Pop CuLTure OFFERS AN EXIT SIGN

In the ‘Sos in Omaha, Nebraska, the counter-cultural
margins were thinly populated, but in the realm of
pop culture, two flamboyant forces playved outsized
roles in showing that liberating possibilities existed:
The first was The Rocky Horror Picture Show.

By the mid-'8os, Rocky Horror had already grown
from being a campy movie into a full-fledged
counter-cultural phenomena. The fact that it pen-
etrated a market like Omaha speaks lo ils wide-
spread popularity. The content was certainly way
outre there.

The plot concerns a vyoung heterosexual couple
(Barry Bostwick and Susan Sarandon) whose car
breaks down in a rain storm outside a castle, where
they go lo seek help. There they find an outrageous
sexual scene, orchestrated by Dr. Frank-N-furter
(Tim Curry), a self described, 'sweet transvestite
from ‘Transexual, Transylvania." He puts them in
separate bedrooms for the night, and seduces each
one, one after the other, notably exhibiting the same
enthusiasm for both. Most of the cast is only half-
dressed or wearing lingerie throughout the entire
movie, which features bawdy songs and dance num-
bers. Bisexuality, cross-dressing, non-monogamy
and group-sex are presented with glee, which was a
sharp contrast to what was being drilled into my
head elsewhere.

But the big draw of going to a show wasn't the movie
itself but the audience participation, which involved
props, costumes and shouting back at the screen. The
audience script was well established and with re-
peated outings, you learned what to vell or throw
when. The movie was shown once a week at midnight




at a local mall, and the fun started in the ticket line,
where you'd see who else was there and what they
were wearing. A couple of my friends regularly
donned make-up to imitate particular characters.
The show during the show itself was always exuber-
ant and my eyes were opened by what I saw both on-
screen and off. There, I was given permission not just
to loosen my collar, but to throw off my leash. It was
a real blessing.

Afterwards, we'd go to a 24-hour cafe for coffee and
food, as did other patrons, and this mini-invasion of
the real world brought its own sense of liberation; it
demonstrated that, with numbers, you could remake
a corner of reality, at least for a little while. This was
a lesson I took to heart, and attempted to apply re-
peatedly during the vyears following, in different
contexts, with varying levels of success.

The Rocky Horror scene was a haven for the weird,
the queer, and the outsider. I saw that I was not
alone. Around this film was a form of far-flung
family that, unlike my biological one, encouraged me
to express myself freely and to embrace my desires,
rather than repress them. The movie and its follow-
ing were an expression of a Sixties/Seventies philo-
sophy of hedonism, which promised joy—if not
actually enlightenment—to those who could let go of
their hang-ups, especially around sex. Though I
found myself incapable of jumping in the deep end of
that particular pool at that time, I benefited from the
exposure. The knowledge that there was another way
was invaluable. The walls penning me in were
cracked and I could see that worlds of possibility
existed outside of them.

Literature to
the rescue

A handful of adults also provided
us shelter from the storms. There
was Mrs. B., the English teacher
who helped us start a literary
magazine at the school, and fin-
agled some funding to get it
printed a couple times a year. In
those pages, we used fiction and
poetry to express fears and wishes
that were either forbidden to
speak of openly, or too hard to
tackle head on. It was also just
fun, and that was valuable in a
place that was usually incredibly
un—-fun. This project got going my
junior year, and I was the editor-
in-chief my senior year. This
provided a much needed boost to
my confidence because it showed
me that I didn't always have to be
at the bottom of the heap, and that
I had skills worth being appre-
ciated.
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D r. Frank-N-Furter was one of two strutting
peacocks who inspired me during those
impressionable, confused teen years. The other was
a performer who blew up his personality into a
potent cultural force that shook the pillars of hetero-
orthodoxy: the singular, hypersexual, Prince.

30 - Pop CuLTure OFFERS AN EXIT SIGN

The video for the song, "1999," was my first exposure,
and all its elements—musical, visual and [yr-
ical—held immediate gut appeal for me. The multi-
ethnicity of his band was an assertion of egalitari-
anism that was novel in the 'Sos. Lesbianism was
implied by the two female members of the band dirty
dancing at the keyboard. Prince’s makeup and flashy
costume were decidedly not macho. Unselfconscious
lasciviousness was palpable, yet so too was an
awareness of mortality, as the lyrics directly specify
the looming possibility of nuclear annihilation.

Thumbing through his record albums at the store, I
saw a man who was unashamed of his body, celeb-
rated his urges no matter what they were, and
flaunted a disregard for gender roles that was jubil-
ant, and at times rapturous. In the string of records
from "Purple Rain" through "Sign 'O’ the Times" and
peaking with "Lovesexy,” he extolled fucking as a
path to transcendence; vou could find God through
orgasm. Sexuality and spirituality were not at odds;
rather, each energized the other, and their spiraling
dance led ever heavenward.




What's more, individual identity was malleable. We
are not trapped in a certain lifestyle or even per-
sonality; we can remake ourselves as we would try on
different clothes, even bouncing between boy and
girl. Freedom is not a destination but an activity to
be reveled in.

The smashing success of "Purple Rain" blew a hole in
conventional culture that would never be filled back
in. This man and his Revolution presented an ex-
uberant spectacle in much-needed contrast to the
cubicle-grey dreariness of Reaganism. The fact that
he upset so many conservative folks made him that
much more attractive.

To a boy like me—indoctrinated by self-hating
Catholicism and constrained by Midwestern purit-
anism—nhe was more than a breath of fresh air; he
was an "EXTT" sign, promising a way out. I'll add
that, in racist Omaha, feeling heartfelt adulation for
a black man was also genuinely transformational, as
the customary stance was antagonism.

And yes, I know there's an old pattern in the US of
sheltered white Kids finding revelation in the
work of bombastic black musicians, and I'm fine

with not being original that way.
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Yes,

there were
pedophile
priests at
my catholic
high school

32 - HiGH ScHooL HELL — PEDOPHILE PRIESTS

We all joked about which priests to be careful
around. They lived on school property in an ad-
joining building and few of us ever had official
reason to go over—I myself never went—but it
was right there. Very convenient for any of them if
they wanted to be alone with a student behind
closed doors.

"The Monkey Priest" was the subject of the most
chatter. That was his nickname because he carried
around a monkey sock puppet. His real name was
Daniel J. Kenney and you can look him up on the
internet. He was easy going and told lots of jokes,
and if he was your teacher for a class, you knew
things weren't going to get too serious. His sincer-
ity seemed genuine to me at the time but his light-
hearted demeanor concealed a dark perversity.

Fr. Kenney was known for counseling students
one-on-one, which doubtless many of them could
have benefited from if it had been legit. Being
aware that teenage boys going through puberty
can be self-conscious about their penis size (as I
myself certainly was), Fr. Kenney would urge them
to show their genitals to him, so he could assure
them that they weren't too small. That's pretty sick.

This happened to multiple boys during the years I
was going to school there, including at least four of
my friends, though I only knew about two of them
at the time and just one of them spoke about it
openly, as in, to a few friends.

In 2018—31 years after I graduated—the Omaha
World Herald newspaper reported on multiple al-
legations of sexual abuse against Fr. Kenney and
other priests at the school. In follow-up articles,
they quoted two of my friends.



As far as I know, it never occurred to any of us to alert
any of the adults in our lives about what was going on,
like our parents or other teachers, and certainly not the
police. In that way, we just accepted that being sexually

targeted by priests was normal.

Fr. Kenney wasn't the only pedophile priest, and not
all the transgressions were so blatant. On multiple
occasions, a priest would come down close to me
when I was sitting at a classroom desk, put his
hand on my back or his arm around my shoulders
while he "checked my work," and get close enough
I felt his stale breath on my ears and neck. I was
grossed out wanted to wriggle out from his hold,
but I didn't dare move. I interpreted my uneasiness
as my problem. If I disliked it, there must be some-
thing wrong with me, because they—the priests,
as agents of the Church—were in charge and
could do no wrong.

As artibiters of good and evil—of what was sin and
what was good deed—the priests held extraordin-
ary emotional power over us. As "men of the cloth,"
they had the trust of our parents and of society at

large. In any conflict, it would be our word against
theirs.

Not everyone was tyrannized to the same degree,
and a few of my friends were less frozen than me,
though others were even more so. In retrospect,
any expression of rebellion at that school would
have been justifiable, so illegitimate was the insti-
tution.
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The Phony
Terrorist
Liberation
Front

Crucifixes:
WTF?!

During my twelve years of Cath-
olic education, there was an ob-
ject that was always prominently
hung in every single classroom:
the crucifix.

For those not familiar, a crucifix
is a representation of a man
nailed to a cross, meant to por-
tray the suffering and death of
Jesus. Crucifixion was a method of
torture and public execution that
the Romans inflicted on certain
criminals. It was a painful way to
go that could take days, though in
the Jesus narrative, he reportedly
gives up the ghost after just three
hours. Pain was the whole point,
and in fact the word, "excruciat-
ing" refers specifically to cru-
cifixion. People who  were
crucified died of various causes
including heart failure and in-
fection, but perhaps most often
asphyxiation due to the hanging
position.

continued on following page

In the spring of my senior year, one of my best
buddies, Rick, invited me to join him in a prank.
There was a long tradition of senior pranks at the
school, including a legendary (and probably
apocryphal) incident where a VW Bug was
disassembled and put back together in the library.

There were four conspirators altogether: Rick,
Roger, Tom and I. We met at Tom's house in the
evening. His parents were rich and it was a big
place, so our meeting was private. We gathered
our disguises and armed ourselves. Our weapons
were water balloons and brightly-colored super-
soakers. Then, Rick, Roger and I drove to our high
school, parked the car in a getaway position, and
quietly stole inside. We climbed the stairs to the
second floor, and silently made our way to the
library, where the doors were closed but not
locked. Inside, the student council was meeting.

On Rick's signal we burst in, lobbed a few water
balloons at the officers, and sprayed people
liberally with our water guns. Most importantly, we
dropped a handwritten document on the table and
booked out. We had no trouble escaping without
being caught. The document was the prank’s
punchline. It was a “list of demands” from the
"Phony Terrorist Liberation Front" We had a blast
writing it, but I can only remember one line item:
that every time military recruiters were allowed
on campus, a local peace group should also be
invited to set up a table.

This was 1987. Nowadays, we'd be expelled for a
stunt like that, or even arrested. But back then, all
that happened was an interrogation and a few
detentions. Everyone was already assuming that
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Rick was the ringleader, but I wasn't under
suspicion myself. Our friend Karl was being falsely
accused, and he already took too much hell from
both the students and the staff, so we felt it was
important to set the record straight. So I
accompanied Rick when he was called in before
Brother Wilmot, the disciplinarian, a mean old cuss
who eventually got removed for physical violence
against students. (He assaulted an untold number
of boys for years and was only stopped when he
unwisely picked on the son of a major donor.)

Wilmot's biggest concern was the identity of the
third participant. He was convinced it was Karl, or
at least he really wanted it to be, so he could crack
down on him. To this day, I'm proud of the fact that
I did not break down under pressure and betray
Roger. I also stood up to Wilmot and berated him
for trying to intimidate Rick and told him it wasn't
constructive. Wilmot's job was to intimidate, and he
had a reputation for it, but I was pissed off about
what a prick he was being, and Rick didn't deserve
the hell he was getting. The administration hassled
Karl and his father, who they brazenly accused of
lying. They really showed their colors as class-A
assholes.

Tom and Rick ended up negotiating a deal where
they confessed and apologized on condition of not
naming the third participant, though they also
stated in writing that it was not Karl.

Incredibly, I personally received no punishment.
They didn't even call my parents. So that was a
lesson learned: you can face off with an
intimidating authority and walk away, not only free
but feeling good about it.

continued from preceding page

Whatever the details, crucifixion
is gruesome, and displaying
visual representations of
it—which are often detailed and
realistic—is at least morbid, if
not sick. Many non-Catholic
Christians understandably give
the side eye to crucifixes.

What did it do to me to look at
that ghastly thing every single
day for twelve years? What exactly
was the message I was supposed to
get? Something along the lines of,
"Jesus died for your sins and look
how nasty it was, so shape up.' In
that way, a crucifix is a guilt-
generator. We were also supposed
to aspire to it, somehow. Cer-
tainly, martyrdom is celebrated
in the Catholic Church.

Martyrs are held up as the ulti-
mate believers because they were
willing to die for their faith and
we were told we should be ready to
make that sacrifice ourselves. One
nun in grade school told us that
"Communists" hate Catholics and
that some day, a Communist might
burst into the room with a ma-
chine gun and demand that
everyone who is Catholic stand up
so he can shoot them, and that
when that happens, we should all
stand up and get shot. I was ter-
rified, obviously, but was also
ashamed that did pnot want to stand
up in this circumstance.

Since when does the repulsive
inspire anything  uplifting?
That's some truly twisted condi-
tioninge..
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- - First base, second base, third base, home: this is

GI rlfrle“ds how we talked about how far we'd gotten with a
girl when we were in high school. Among my male
friends, we were more encouraging than compet-
itive when it came to "scoring," but an edge was
there. The more action you got, the cooler you
were, for sure, but in the Dweeb scene, this metric
also counted homosexual experience, which was
unusual at the time. So, Peter was at the top of the
heap for having the most sex with girls and with
other boys. At least the way he told it. He relished
his position on top of the heap, and loved recount-
ing his adventures to a rapt audience, and surely
was exaggerating. No matter, I was inspired by
him, and was drawn to that path. With that goal in
mind, any experience was valuable because it ad-
ded to the running tally. In contradiction, mono-
gamy was also idealized, and the longer you were
in a couple, the more "adult" you were, and other
friends were doing that. By any of these metrics, I
felt like a loser.

Sexual activity often took place in cars. You'd go
"park" somewhere with someone. One of our fa-
vorite spots was an unfinished suburb in the
country just outside town. They'd only put in roads
and streetlights, and the streetlights were always
off. I brought two different girlfriends out
there—Lorraine and Diane—and we'd make out
with the tape deck playing. A low-key third base is
the farthest I got with both of them: just me finger-
banging. Neither one ever touched my below the
waist.

Lorraine was my age and hailed from Council
Bluffs, the city in lowa across the Missouri River

continued on page 37
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From the earliest age, I felt close to girls as friends.
One of these was Fenny. In second grade, we sat in
the back of the classroom together and captured flies
in little cardboard film boxes. We giggled constantly.
Like, that's my main memory: laughter. We often got
in trouble for it, but if we ever made a serious effort
to stop, I don't remember it.

There was a kind of high that came from spending
time with girls in those early years; a joie de vivre
that I experienced only then and never after. Was it
ruined by pubertyé Or by the very different social
mood that pervaded after? Certainly, all my pleas-
ures were dimmed by the anguish that marked my
social life from sixth grade onwards.

Fenny became sexually active at the age of 12 and she
kept me apprised of all her escapades during long
phone conversations. I was incredibly fascinated by
her stories, and a little jealous. Not that she was
hooking up with people other than me—I never had a
single twinge of sexual attraction to her—but because
she was having these experiences and I wasn't. I
didn't have specific desires yet myself so it's not like I
could have even named something I wanted; rather, I
was super intrigued by the space she was in because
she was having sex. It was foreign and magnetic and
a little frightening all at once.

Girls as friends; as people to be close to, to laugh
with, to confide in: this I loved—and still do. It's al-
ways felt entirely natural, and in many cases,
preferable to hanging out with guys. However, I was
not left to enjoy these relationships as they were. The
culture intruded.

continued on page 39

Girls as
[riends
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Culture as
prison

I must admit that I'm embarrassed
to talk about the fact that I have
dated women. If I was gay, why did
I do it? And since I did, doesn't
that mean I'm not really?

Well first off, a lot of men in
prison or on long ocean voyages
fuck the hell out of each other but
still consider themselves
straight, and I wouldn't try to
tell them they're not, especially
since so many of them drop it as
soon as females are available
again. Horny guys will go to ex-—
tremes to get off.

Am I claiming that being a gay
male at an all boys Catholic high
school in Omaha, Nebraska, in the
'80s was can be likened to incar-
ceration? Yes, I am.

Absolutely no boys at my school
were openly dating each other. It's
hard to imagine anything more
forbidden, really. What fooling
around did happen was kept under
wraps, for fear of reprisal from
the students or the school. Is it
different there now, 35 years
later? I have no idea, but it's
difficult to imagine.

continued on following page

38 - HigH ScHooL HELL — GIRLFRIENDS | GIRLS AS FRIENDS

continued from page 36

from Omaha. A couple of the Dweebs lived there,
and she was a friend of theirs. Our relationship
only lasted about two weeks but heated up fast;
she was the first girl I went past first base with.
She was passionate and a little loopy, both of
which I considered to be positive qualities. Rick
ended up "stealing her" and dating her for awhile.
At first I was mad, but after about three days, I
didn't care anymore, so we made up. Our friend-
ship was too important. "It's just a girl," I said to
him, which I guess was kind of a "bros before hos"
sentiment. Soon enough we were hanging out to-
gether with no discomfort.

Diane was a year older and had already been to a
year of college. I had only just graduated from high
school, so I considered her very sophisticated and
myself very lucky. She was bookish and wore
glasses but also had a fabulous head of curly dark
hair and a great sense of fashion that put her out
ahead of the high school girls I knew. She was a
fellow Woody Allen fan and introduced me to Elvis
Costello. I started her smoking cigarettes. This
was the summer of 1987, and I would classify her
now as proto-alternative. Not for the last time, I
felt myself drawn to a girl who I wanted to be as
much as I wanted to be with, though at that age, I
was still unaware of that distinction.

I almost skipped one important character, Leah.

She was a crush that lasted from childhood into

high school, where it finally achieved its denoue-

ment. She was one of four kids in a family who

lived across the street from my first childhood
continued on page 40



continued from page 37

From very early on, I understood that I was supposed
to marry a woman and have children. This was bey-
ond central—like a pillar holding up a ceiling—it
was foundational: that upon which the house is built.
Of course, the culture at large is obsessed with
couple-dom and the pursuit of "the one'—witness
TV, movies and pop music—but Catholicism added
its own very thick—and toxic—layer to that heap of
propaganda. I was afloat in that sea, with nothing
else in sight, so of course I looked at the world, and at
my peers, through that marital lens. The only ques-
tion: Which girl was right for me? I started asking
this as early as age seven, and for years I couldn't
imagine anything else. In the 'vos and ‘Sos, there was
no talk of "gay marriage” in Omaha, Nebraska, and
precious little talk of 'gay" anything, except as a
shadowy concept you wanted to avoid at all costs.

In second grade, I exchanged school pictures with a
girl who I 'liked.” We rode the bus together. Her stop
was before mine, and when I got off sometime later, I
saw that she had dropped my photo on the bus steps,
where it had been tracked with dirt. I immediately
assumed she had flung it down on purpose and I was
dismayed, though of course it could very well have
been an accident. I never asked her about it, so it
remains a mystery.

But it's telling, though—isn't it?—that I took it for
granted that it was rejectioné Why did I do that?
What had already happened to me, at the tender age
of seven, that I concluded betrayal? Had some other
woman already broken my trust? Who could that
have been besides my mother?

continued from preceding page

So, with my preference not even
remotely available as a public
option, what did I do? Date girls.

It was alternately nerve wrack-
ing, exciting, heartbreaking and
confusing. Nerve wracking be-
cause working myself up to ap-
proach a girl was stressful;
exciting because I was trying new
things; heartbreaking because
rejection was common; and con-
fusing because I could tell my
experience was not the same as
most of the guys around me, who
seemed to have very different
drives and emotions.

I never felt totally easy—going
about dating, and that's true of a
lot of straight people too, but
there was that extra element.

My desperation can't all be at-
tributed to hormones. At least as
significant was that I desperately
craved approval.

It's easy to dismiss the desire to
be liked as merely egotistical,
but there can be something much
deeper to it than that. We are so-
cial animals, evolved to live and
work collectively, and exile is

continued on page 40
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continued from page 39

the worst thing that can be im-
posed on us. In that light, my ex—
plicit exclusion by my peers (and
by the adults who let it happen)
was not merely hurtful—it struck
a chord of existential dread. For
our species, it's a big fucking
deal to get kicked out of your
tribe, and in historical times it
would have been a literal death
sentence.

So when I asked a girl out and she
said yes, or when I made a pass and
she caught it, the message I got
was that I was a person who was
worthy of existing.

For a minute anyway. The satis-
faction never lasted long, and I
perpetually sought more. It was
like begging for food, being given
a meal, and devouring it but never
feeling like my hunger was sat-
isfied. In hindsight, I can see at
least two things: that without a
self-generated sense of self-
worthy, it would never have
mattered what anyone else did or
said; and—crucially—I had an
itch that no female was able
scratch.
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continued from page 38

home, in the city in Omaha. They were Catholic and
the kids went to the same grade school. Leah was
a gifted student, or in other words, a nerd, though
she wasn't super unpopular like me.

From the beginning, my crush on her was highly
idealized and romantic. I constantly pictured us
getting married, but rarely fantasized about sex. A
tragic quality also pervaded, as my attraction felt
unrequited. Nonetheless, we were friends who,
along with our siblings, spent lots of time at each
other's houses in grade school. In high school, she
attended one of the all girls Catholic institutions
and associated with the Dweebs.

It was then that Leah and I finally started going
out, and she was my first kiss with a girl. I was 16,
which seemed to me far too late to be getting to it. I
was thrilled, but as much for reaching that mile-
stone and for finally overcoming the unrequited
part, than for the act itself. We went out for just a
few weeks, and did nothing more than kiss and cop
feels, and then one of my best friends snatched her
away. I was really upset... for about a day, and then
I didn't care, even though being with her had been
years in anticipation. I feigned being angry at my
friend for a day or two more because it seemed
like it should go on at least that long, but then
dropped it. "It's just a girl," I said to him, just as
with Rick about Lorraine. In no time at all, we were
all on friendly terms and none of it mattered.

But the years of perceived unrequited pining had
made a mark on my psyche and became a kind of
default position that I would assume repeatedly



until my thirties. The idea that I shouldn't expect to
be liked clouded my outlook, and prevented me
from seeing when other people did have an in-
terest in me. It was not at all her fault, and I am not
blaming her, but my formative time with her played
a part (along with church, school and family) of
laying the foundation of "I am not liked because I
am unlikable" upon which so many of my relation-
ships were built thereafter. In truth, I was a) too
shy to try so I didn't really know, and b) not really
interested ultimately.

The life narrative that emerged from my relation-
ship with Leah was based on feelings, not facts.
However, my emotional mind would supply that
narrative as fact in years following, as away of in-
terpreting current relationship dynamics, and this
would plunge me into self pity and bitterness over
and over. "See! They don't like me again. It's just
like before." Actually it wasn't just like before but
the narrative was convenient for dodging the self-
examination that would prove otherwise, and
which would force me to face the truth of my
sexuality and identity. A paralyzing fear held me in
a kind of stasis, and wouldn't let me advance.

Friends,
lovers, or ..?

As my teen years came to an end, I
found myself increasingly mys-—
tified by attraction. As I gained
experience with both males and
females over the years that fol-
lowed, it began to dawn on me that
not every "crush" was sexual or
romantic. Some were platonic,
others intellectual or artistic.
Some were imitative, in that I saw
qualities I admired and wanted to
have in myself. At times, I was
entirely bewildered by my own
feelings.

Qur society gives us two cat-
egories for non-family members:
friends and lovers, but it's obvi-
ously more complicated than that.
Perhaps that's more apparent to
people who aren't straight, who
already don't fit into a neat box.
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Seven years of

42 - SEVEN YEARS OF MISERY

misery

I suffered from serious depression for seven straight
years, from sixth grade through high school gradu-
ation. ‘That period still stands out as the worst of my
life. And while depression was a regular visitor in the
decades that followed—sometimes acutely—things
were never that bad again.

Being the object of nearly universal animosity was
rough, especially because I am a social person by
nature. I wanted lots of friends.

My situation was utterly mysterious to me. I had no
idea why people rejected me. In grade school, I was
made fun of for wearing glasses or having pants that
were too short, but I didn't see how these things ad-
ded up to the total exclusion I was subjected to. In
high school, I had acne, but not as bad as many oth-
ers, and veah, I was bad at sports, but why did that
provoke such derision?

It took me awhile to realize I was a nerd. I was just
kinda clueless about all those social distinctions,
which of course just exacerbated it.

At some point, I had to face that there was nothing I
could do. I was trapped. There was no way of escap-
ing the station I'd been assigned to, even though I'd
had no part in choosing it. The helplessness this bred
was a large part of the depression: hating my life and
not being able to do anything about it.

Those were seven impressionable years at a format-
ive stage. Much of my worldview was formed under
those miserable circumstances. Sometimes I'm sur-
prised that I turned out as well as I did, considering.
That is, I wasn't beaten down for life. But I see that
unhealed trauma remains. Then again, my deep




empathy was also shaped in those days.

I'm not a believer in the maxim that "everything
happens for a reason,” which is really just a claim
that the universe is ruled by fate, and an anthropo-
centric fate at that. It's true that, in retrospect, we
can often point to something we gained from any
experience no matter how difficult it was, but that
just speaks to the nature of human resiliency, and is
not evidence that life is inherently meaningful. I also
don't throw in with the pessimists, who insist that life
is meaningless. In truth, it is neither; that is, life is
[ree of meaning.

Looking at things this way, I can accept that my
seven worst years were neither a punishment nor a
test. They were merely the luck of the draw. They are
not a proof of either God or the Devil. I was not Fob.

Yet the echoes of that time are with me still, I must
admit. In certain moments of self-doubt, when I am
fearing rejection or hoping for acceptance, perhaps it
could be said that I am again twelve and four-eyed,
fourteen and gawky, or sixteen and zitty.

A friend suggested that I could think of these past
traumas like a box of photographs. They are there,
and I can go through them when I want, but I don't
have to think about them evervday. I can wait for a
time when I feel ready.

I appreciate that way of framing the subject. I'll just
add that the way it feels to me right now is that here I
am, going through them, but I didn't pick the time;
the time picked me.

Near the house I lived in as a teenager, they built a
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"Love your
neighbor as
yourself"

In the Bible, the character of Je—
sus is quoted as instructing:
"Love your neighbor as yourself.'

I never comprehended what this
could mean, because nowhere else
in the Bible is the topic of "lov-
ing yourself" directly addressed,
or if so, it wasn't covered in
school or at mass. There's just this
one throwaway mention as half of
what is billed as the "greatest
commandment" and that's it.

At no point in twelve years of
education did we discuss ques-—
tions like: "What does it mean to
love yourself?" or "How do you
learn love yourself?" or "How do
you help your neighbors love
themselves?"

By contrast, I feel like we were
buried under sentiments like "How
to hate yourselfy' and "How to turn
every emotion into shame,' and
"Why everyone is undeserving of
love."

Why even leave that part in if
you're never going to explain it,
and especially if you're going to
contradict it six ways from
Sunday to boot? This really il-
lustrates the malicious nature of
the Catholic Church.

park on top of an old landfill. Theyd buried
everything, graded the in-fill, planted grass and
trees, and set up playing fields and parking lots. But
the area wasn't totally stable and every once in
awhile, trash worked its way up and poked through
the surface. One time, an old washing machine
emerged near home plate.

So there’s that too—forces of nature working deep
down, exposing relics, and reminding us of the shal-
lowness of manicured surfaces.

We spend so much time attending to our outward
appearance—our clothes, hair, and skin—and don't
think so much about our bones or organs until
something goes wrong with them. Similarly, when it
comes to "who we are,” we tend to focus on our likes
and dislikes, our work and play activities, and our
present relationships, when what really drives us are
emotions and urges that are far more primal, though
we have been forced to sublimate them for the sake of
propriety in this repressed, puritan society from such
an early age that we don't even know what they are
anymore. We are the last people to understand
ourselves.

I observe all this and I desperately don't want to be
part of it. I don't want to be blind to myself: I don't
want to suffer from wounds I don't know about; 1
don't want to live unconsciously. I want to see—to
really see—who I am. I don't envision this is as a
state of perpetual happiness; I get that sorrow is an
intrinsic part of life. What I seek is clarity and ac-
ceptance.
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My final semester in high school was the worst
one of all. For some reason, everybody turned up
the dial on their mean streak, and the harassment
from my peers was more intense than it had ever
been. One day I was reduced to tears and ran
down the hallway wailing. It felt like the Dweebs
were under siege, and the bonds some of us
forged under that pressure were fierce. Our re-
sentment at our classmates and our appreciation
for each other rose in tandem.

I am still close to a few of my friends from back
then. Despite decades apart and contrasting life-
styles, that connection has remained. I will never
be grateful for the hell we went through, but I can
recognize that the stress, as a force, produced
something beautiful. In another time and place, we
could have found analogous intimacy through
more positive means, like a wilderness vision
quest, but I'll take what I've got.

With the vision quest, a trained elder or medicine
man would have been our guide. But there are no
such rites-of-passage in our culture. Instead
cruelty is compounded with cruelty, and makes
brutish men from innocent boys. We oughta shut
down every school and start from scratch.

In that final year of high school, I was less pliant
and more resentful. Depression had been joined by
anger. Intimidation was giving way to bitter hatred.
I no longer considered myself a practicing Cath-
olic, though I was stuck with church-going for the
time being, since that was my parents' purview. I
wanted out as soon as possible, out of all of it.

How tragic for a young person to be afflicted with
so much negativity! Though it follows, considering

Senior year

ConFessioNS OF A QUEER, CATHoLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 45



Trauma &
forgiveness

46 - TRAUMA & FORGIVENESS

the depravity of the monstrous institution that is
the Catholic Church, and the stifling conformity of
Midwestern American culture specifically, and the
brutish malevolence of Western society at large.

It's no exaggeration to say that, in that time and
place, there was no room for gay-curious youth,
except hidden at the margins. Nearly everything
and everyone was demanding that you be straight
and narrow. Straight as in heterosexual, and nar-
row as in your mind and your lifestyle choices.

I have spent much of my adult life trying to ignore
the wretchedness of my upbringing. And ves, I know
that compared to many, many other people, I had it
easy. I did not have bombs falling around me. I had
enough to eat and a roof over my head. I was spared
serious injury and illness. Being born white and
male, neither racism nor sexism were wielded against
me. Insofar as the standards of our society go, I re-
ceived a good education and was offered many op-
portunities for what is considered success. My
critique of these standards is sharp—indeed, I reject
them utterly—but I understand that my position is
privileged by multiple ways of measuring such things.

And vet: I can, with introspective honesty and an
educated perspective, look at my upbringing and see
that, despite all of my "advantages,” I was a victim of
cruelty. The traumas I experienced were real, and no
child should experience such things. In this moment,
[ feel some real resentment towards the people and
the institutions that subjected me to them. This in-
cludes my parents, my teachers, and nearly every




I "Il just go ahead and say it: | consider
raising a child Catholic to be a form
of abuse. I'm not exaggerating. I really
mean that. Fuck the church. It belongs
on the ash heap of history.

other adult who participated in raising me, whether
their part was large or small. The number of "grown
ups" who impacted me in truly positive, healthy
ways, is tiny.

On the topic of letting go of trauma, is il necessary
for me to drop my vitriol for the Catholic Church¢
"Vitriol," btw, is "bitterly abusive language,” and now
that I have the definition in front of me, I see that the
word doesn't quite fit. ‘1o call out the malignance of
that vicious, blood-soaked institution is not "abus-
ive"—it is merely to cite fact. True as well is that I
don't want to be "bitter;" to me, that implies that I'm
burdened somehow.

But my point is that I don't believe I need to "forgive”
the Church or write off its bad qualities in order to
free myself from the trauma it inflicted on me. In-
deed, if I am able to liberate my consciousness from
my painful past, that itself will demonstrate just how
wrong the Church is. And isn't that the best revenge:
living well?
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48 - SMOKING

Smoking

LGBTQ folks are more likely to suffer from addic-
tion than straights, largely because of the stress,
isolation and depression they can be subjected to.
How fortunate it was, then, that the Dweebs rejec-
ted alcohol and drug use.

But we did smoke cigarettes, and I got hooked on
those the spring of my senior year. We were al-
lowed to go off campus for lunch, so four or five us
would pile into somebody's car and head over to a
fast food place on the main drag, less than ten
minutes away. There, I would get three large or-
ders of fries, dump them out in a huge pile on my
tray, salt them liberally, and devour them. After-
wards, we'd all light up.

Then, it was smoking over bottomless cups of cof-
fee at Perkins. Then, it was sharing a pack while
cruising Then, it was a habit whenever we got to-
gether anywhere.

I was nowhere near a pack a day—or even a
week—at first. Just a couple-three cigarettes per
occasion, but it crept up steadily over time.

Why did I do it? First of all, you catch a high when
you first start smoking. There's a rush that ripples
through your whole body, especially your head.
The source is nicotine, which triggers a surge a
dopamine. So you light up, inhale, and that literally
stimulates your reward circuits. This is a chemical
fact.

Secondly, to be cool. Yes, for real. Often uncon-

sciously—but sometimes quite deliberately—I was
imitating movie stars, musicians, writers and other
famous people I admired. I strove to wield my prop
with flare, to become that black and white photo, to



live that film scene. I was seeking escape from the
dreariness of life in Catholic school in Omaha.

Thirdly, as an visible act of rebellion. By the '80s,
smoking was increasingly frowned upon in proper
society, and indulging in it marked you as an out-
sider. That it was a public activity was key to this;
when I lit up, I was—in my own mind, any-
way—advertising myself as belonging to one cul-
tural category, and not another: with the hoods,
not the goodie-goodies.

In college, smoking became a full-on addiction and
daily habit. My freshman year roommate was a
German citizen who also smoked, and our room
became a vibrant locus of social activity in large
part because we allowed smoking there. Other
smokers hung out for sure, but also non-smokers
who appreciated the scene, because they them-
selves felt "outside" in some way. Some of those
non-smokers became smokers from the influence,
I'm now sorry to say, though at the time it felt like
adding new members to a special club. Having
never been popular, it was thrilling to be at the
center of a fun scene.

For a creative writing class, I lampooned the ob-
ligatory "Why I write" essay with one called, "Why I
smoke." It was all very lofty in a self-consciously
ridiculous way, and contained the line:

I n gratitude to Prometheus for his gift, | make my lungs
an altar from which | send the smoke of sacrifice

heavenward.
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50 - CoLLEGE!

College!

Beer &
weed!

Going away to college was an immensely liberating
experience for me.

First of all, it was Lutheran, not Catholic, so I felt
no need to pay any mind to the Church-y part. After
twelve years of Catholic school, this was a water-
shed.

Secondly, I was away from my parents. No curfew.
No saying where I was going. No needing permis-
sion for anything.

Thirdly, nobody knew me, so I could be whatever I
wanted to be, and didn't have to suffer the same
ways anymore. I vowed that I would never, ever
again be the object of universal derision like in ju-
nior high and high school. I would do this by
carving out my role myself, and not letting anyone
else do it. I would stand out from the crowd not as
a dweeb, but as an outrageous figure who set his
own rules and rejected conventional standards. I
wouldn't be at the bottom of the heap because I
wouldn't be part of the heap, period.

And, whether because college was just different,
or by dint of my efforts, or both, it worked. I was no
longer someone who everybody kicked, mocked
and tortured. I was able to walk around with my
chin up, with confidence, and not be perpetually
fearful. I had rebelled my way out of social misery.
Everything could change now. Everything didn't,
but enough did that I turned a real corner and
never went back.

Two weeks into the first term, I had my first beer
and my first toke of marijuana on the same even-
ing. My friend Daphne invited me over to her dorm
room where she put Peter Tosh's "Legalize It" al-



bum on the turntable. The cover featured Tosh
with pot plants and the title emblazoned across the
front. I was astounded that someone could publicly
make such a brazen call. We each drank a can of
cheap beer, and then she made a "carb" out of one
of the empties by denting the side, poking a small
hole in the dent, and placing some leaf there to
light up. Daphne had thrown a towel down over the
crack at the bottom of the door first, and we ex-
haled through a toilet paper tube stuffed with tis-
sue.

I got loose from the beer and buzzy-headed from
the weed. As I walked back to my dorm, the world
felt like it had expanded. I laid on the grass in the
middle of the quad and gazed up at the stars with
wonder. Things would never be the same.

Also about two weeks into the first semester, I de-
lighted in my first experience of cross-dressing.

The occasion was a mock wedding put on by two of
my new friends. The groom was Richard R. Larson,
who lived across the hall from me in our dorm. The
bride was Rhiannon, who lived on the girls' floor
upstairs. Rich set an account of the event to music,
and I include the lyrics with his permission:

Sitting in a place better known as Hell
Popcorn woman she's looking real swell
Asked her to marry me, she said, "Sure!"
Beautiful woman and angel pure.

So we're standing on the steps in front of this
church

With a thousand people around
Preacher man said to kiss the bride
And I realized what I've found

Cross-
dressing!
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Like a waking
dream

The whole first year of college
felt like a waking dream. Al-
though I had moments of disap-
pointment, sadness or unfulfilled
desire—mostly around desire, of
course—the overriding emotions
were anticipation, exuberance
and love. Everything felt easy
after the seven years of anguish
I'd just experienced. I was exposed
to new people, new music and new
ideas. We spent hours and hours
talking and smoking, getting to
know each other and ourselves,
sharing secrets, hatching plots,
and trying to figure out the
meaning of life. Sometimes it felt
like we were getting close. Maybe
we were.

continued on following page
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"Hell" was the name given to our dorm room by my
roommate, Oskar, and I, and we spelled it out with
duct tape on our windows in giant letters that
could be read from a distance. Rich was hanging
out there when Rhiannon came into the room with
a bowl of popcorn to hang out, and offered some to
Rich. He found it so delicious he proposed to her
on the spot. She was like, sure, how about at the
the Chapel tonight at midnight?

So a ceremony was hastily organized, over which
Oskar would preside. The roles of Best Man and
Bride of Honor were gender-switched with Best
Man filled by one of Rhiannon's female friends,
Karina, and bride of honor by... me! Karina pulled
off a handsome, if slightly Chaplinesque look
complete with mustache and fake stubble. Some of
the girls in the dorm were totally psyched to find a
dress that would fit me and do my hair and
makeup. I definitely enjoyed this particular kind of
attention, and loved my first experience with drag.

Hand-written invitations were distributed but
mostly the news spread by word-of-mouth. At
midnight, we were astounded to find a crowd of
well over a hundred people gathered for the
spectacle. They cheered for each member of the
wedding party as we processed down a makeshift
aisle. There was much laughter, but none of it
mocking. The whole affair was a light-hearted
farce.

The contrast with high school and grade school
could hardly have been more stark. There, I'd been
mocked by the crowds, but here I was applauded.



I'll most assuredly never be able to run for public
office, given my ridiculous behavior in college. No, I
never wore blackface, but by today's standards,
some of my antics are totally unacceptable. At the
top of this list was my penchant for public nudity,
or at least, flashing.

The years of fretting about my late-blooming pu-
bescence had left me highly self-conscious about
my body. My locker room shyness had been ex-
treme: I'd rush in, skip the gang showers, and
change as fast as I could in a corner, being careful
to never be fully naked. I wanted to just get over
that already. In my new setting, I felt like the best
way to do so was to flaunt myself without warning
in social settings. Typically, this involved a drop of
the drawers and a quick pelvic-thrusting dance,
immediately followed by a rapid zip up and a
feigned denial that anything had just happened.

Remarkably (in retrospect), nobody ever seemed to
be offended by these lewd episodes, which were
generally greeted by gales of laughter, though who
knows what people were feeling but kept to them-
selves. These days, this kind of thing might get you
suspended, but I've got nothing to say about that
other than that it was a different era, and that my
goal was achieved: my self-hatred for my body
faded to a manageable bashfulness.

And who wants to run for public office anyway?

Flashing!

continued from preceding page

Domesticated animals like cows
who have lived in confined quar-
ters their whole life will, when
released for the first time, caper
about with Joy. Though they've
never had the space before, they
know what to do with it as soon as
they get it, and celebrating is at
the top of the list. That was me, as
soon as I got out of Omaha.

Not that my personal suffering
was over. Not by a long shot. Many
sources of torment had been re-
moved, but not all. I was still
living in the Midwest, and it was
still the '80s. Wounds remained
unhealed.
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"Mavbe you
Jjust haven't
mel the right
woman..."”

54 - "MavBe You Just HAVEN'T MET THE RiGHT WomaN"

I can cringe now when I look back at some of our
sexual behavior in those days. "Consent” was not a
topic back then, at least not at my little Lutheran
liberal arts school, and seducing someone into doing
something that didn't immediately appeal to them
was not out of bounds; indeed it was treated as par
for the course. The roles that everyone was expected
to play were still half-stuck in the 1950s, when it was
improper for a woman to make the first move; the
guy was supposed to be the initiator and being a
little pushy was an expected aspect of the ritual. She
wasn't supposed to "give it up" without some per-
suasion, after all, since a lack of resistance on her
part risked earning her the label of 'slut,” "easy” or
worse. This was decidedly unwanted at a place
where—as the joke went—so many of the women
were there for their "MRS degree.”

The number of same sex couples I knew of at my
college my freshman vyear was zero. The number of
out gay people who I knew was the same. I was open
with my friends about my own same-sex attractions,
and I flirted with the guys in my circle who I found
appealing, but they were cither straight or didn't yet
feel comfortable exploring their feelings otherwise, so
I didn't get much action there. (But not none.)

My college was a rather repressed institution, really,
though that would change over the time I was there,
in part through my own efforts.

As a result, I settled for seeking sexual adventures
with women for a multiple reasons: I was lonely, 1
was horny, I wanted to be loved, I wanted to be ac-
cepted, I wanted to be normal. And also because part
of me thought that maybe I just needed "to meet the




right woman." That was a common trope at the time,
in a sociely that sought to minimize or erase homo-
sexuality, and I was not immune from it.

In fact, I was susceptible to that one for years.

Decades even.

the end.

And actually, to be perfectly honest, I have to
say—and I am astounded to find myself
admitting this—that it's taken me until the very
moment of writing this, on the sunny afternoon of
August 2nd, 2021—at the age of fifty-two—to finally
fully concede that there will never be a "right
woman." That that's just not how I'm wired, period,

Unbelievable, isn't it? That 'right woman" line was
always so arrogant, so scornful, so dismissive. Which
is why gay people have often enjoyed turning it
around on the hets, saying to straight guys, "Well
maybe you just haven't met the right man/"

Yet it works. It did on me for for over thirty years.
Sometimes overtly and sometimes very subtly; always
active and never completely dormant. Its roots were
way down in there, dug in deep. At last, I pull them
up and hold them up to the light. "WTF? That was
still in there?" Like a splinter that broke off and
worked its way down, hiding out after the original
entry point healed over.

Part of me feels like a doofus about the persistence of
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that lie. But another part of me is like, "Don't sweat
it. ‘That's just how that one went. Nothing to feel em-
barrassed about. It just wasn't time until just now.
We know that's true because that's how it went." I'll go
with that.

f one thing is becoming clear to me through this
writing exercise, it's that shame is bullshit.

56 - "MavBe You Just HAVEN'T MET THE RiGHT WoMaN"

Shame is different from guilt. How so? Picture this:
You're in a crowd: the subway, a concert, a baseball
game. Everybody's jammed in close together, moving
slowly, and you accidentally step on somebody's foot.
Immediately you pull back and say, "I'm sorry!" In
that instant, it's totally natural that you "feel bad" in
one way or another: you don't want to hurt someone,
you don't want to get hurt if they're pissed off, vou
don't want to embarrass yourself if you think they're
hot, etc. Maybe you also see how the mistake resulted
from your own actions, like looking at your phone
instead of where you're going. This is garden variely
guilt, and it's focused on the event and on your be-
havior. ‘Typically, the injured party accepts your
apology and evervbody moves on with no further
friction. By the time you get to where you're going, it's
forgotten, no problem. None of that is "shame."

"‘Shame" is ego-focused and is reflexively directed:
'Stepping on their foot is proof that I'm a bad per-
son." "I hate myself for being clumsy.” "What's wrong
with me that I make so many mistakes?"




No good comes of such thoughts or the self-interrog-
ation that follows. I know this because I've gone there.
I won't say "down the rabbit hole” because that's an
allusion to a charming children’s book, Alice in
Wonderland, which if anything, offers nuggets of
wisdom for avoiding the kind of mental disorienta-
tion that people are referencing with the idiom:

"Then you should say what you mean," the
March Hare went on.

"I do," Alice hastily replied; "at least—at
least I mean what I say—that's the same
thing, you know."

"Not the same thing a bit, " said the Hatter.
"You might just as well say that 'I see what
I eat'is the same thing as 'I eat what I
see'l"

"You might just as well say," added the
March Hare, "that 'I like what I get' is the
same thing as 'I get what I like'!"

"You might just as well say," added the
Dormouse, who seemed to be talking in his
sleep, "that 'I breathe when I sleep" is the
same thing as "I sleep when I breathe'!"

Guilt is about what you do and shame is about who
you are. What's often called "Catholic guilt" would
more accurately be labeled "Catholic shame.” They
might say, "hate the sin but love the sinner" but they
don't really mean that when the sinner is you. No, in
that case, you are arm-twisted to hate your sin and
yourself. Its really fucking sick and I want to
extricate every last bit of that bullshit that might still
be in my body.

Here I am trying.
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An open Dear ladies:

I am offering an apology. Yes, our time together

Ietter to was over thirty years ago, but better late than

never?

|
the gl rls First, let me say how much I appreciated your
personal qualities, which included intelligence,
I fOOIGd sense of humor, artistic talent, non-conformity,
and sensitivity. These are the things that drew me

|
around with ..
in COI Iege These are also the qualities that too often went

overlooked by people in your life like your parents,
the guys you had crushes on, female peers, pro-
fessors, etc. We had this in common: the pain of
being ignored for who we were.

I also enjoyed the intimacies of the heart that we
shared: the mutual vulnerability, the whispered
confidences, the emotional closeness.

All this should have been enough, but I tried to
push it further. I was viewing you through the lens
of "looking for The One," which is an unreasonable
standard to subject anybody to anyway, but that
was particularly unrealistic in my case, since no
woman was ever going to fulfill my true desires.

It was nothing personal. You were awesome, each
of you in your own unique ways, and you deserved
better than to be led on. But that's what I was do-
ing: deceiving you. Somewhere, deep down, I knew
that I was looking for Mr. Right (or at least, Mr.
Right Now) not Mrs. Right but I couldn't face that. I
didn't—desperately didn't—want to be gay. I
wanted to be normal. And I used you in that quest.
Yes, used you, and I feel bad about it to this day.
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I felt bad about it then, too, but my denial was so
entrenched that I sometimes tried to push those
bad feelings right back on you, like they were your
fault. I'd manufacture some complaint about you
and place the blame there. So I'd make up a reason
it "couldn't work out," usually keep it to myself, and
then start treating you differently. If you noticed
and were confused and asked me about it, I'd
either clam up, mumble some excuse, or blurt out
something stupid. Anything to avoid getting into
what was really going on.

All of this was a lost opportunity for everyone in-
volved. For me because, given how understanding
many of you were, you could have been real allies
in my struggle. For you because maybe you blamed
yourself unnecessarily, and for sure because you
were denied a chance to learn more about what
it's like to be closeted.

was pushy sometimes, both sexually and emotionally,

and | regret that. As each stage left me feeling
unsatisfied, | thought getting to the next one would do the
trick. It never did. | treated us both like we were lab rats
(which is no way to treat a lab rat, I'll add).

Some of you tried to call me on my bullshit and that
usually didn't go well. I'd deflect and disown. I was
good with words—a little too good for my own
good. If one of you had broken through and ex-
posed me, it would've been for the best, and would
have spared some agony later for some of your
sisters.

Somehow I was both proud and shameful, both
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arrogant and self-hating, both clever and blind. It
was like the Sting song, where he built a fortress
around his lover's heart, surrounded by trenches
and barbed wire, but it was my own heart that I
was walling off, and it was you I was keeping out.

S ometimes I'd joke with one of you that | wished you had
a gay brother, and that was hitting the mark. | was
appraising you as relationship material and | was liking
what I found but—to be crass but on point—you didn’'t
have a dick, and in the end that was a deal breaker, even
though I was too embarassed to admit that to myself.

I knew that. But way too much of the time, I
couldn't handle that, and I tried to convince us both
otherwise. <shakes head> OMG what a scene. I
really regret it. I totally do.

One more "thank you," though, and that's to those
of you who were more sexually seasoned than me
and who took me by the hand (or by whatever) to
give me new experiences. I wasn't going to be sat-
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isfied until I'd tried as much as I could and you
helped me do that. I am especially grateful to the
one of you who took my virginity. Your light-
hearted approach was perfect and the event re-
mains a good memory. I know that too many other
people can't say the same about their first time.
Pat yourself on the back.

I haven't ever been somebody who wanted to
change the past since, after all, there's no guaran-
tee it wouldn't turn out worse if I did! But that be-
ing said, I can still acknowledge the quality of my
behavior towards y'all, and own up to the fact that
I was too often deceptive and disrespectful, and I
apologize for it: I. Am. Sorry!

I realize that fessing up like this doesn't undo any-
thing, including any trauma you might still have
from our interactions. No, this doesn't make me
"clean." But if you've needed to hear any of this—or
if it simply brings you a smile—I'm glad.

Wishing you all the best!

Much lovel
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The St. Olaf
Leshian &
Gay Alliance

62 - CoLLeGE — OLGA

My college didn't have a gay group when I arrived
there in 1987. Rumoredly, the last time there had
been one was the early '70s. So some of my friends
and I decided to start one during my junior year.

Credit for getting the ball rolling goes to Kathryn
Dawn, a lesbian who was one year ahead of me.
She was a force of nature with an acoustic guitar,
a wicked sense of humor, and a smile that could
light up a room. I loved Kathryn Dawn with that
special passion that can only exist between a gay
man and a lesbian; the mutual lack of sexual
charge lends an easy clarity to solidarity.

Our college—St. Olaf—was Scandinavian, and
Kathryn Dawn played on that with the initials of the
group's name: OLGA, for the Olaf Lesbian & Gay Al-
liance. We went through the paperwork to become
a formal group on campus, which entitled us to
apply for funds from the Student Activities Com-
mittee, and to reserve rooms and other resources.

Please note that in those days—the tail end of the
'80s—it was sufficient to say "gay" and "lesbian."
Bisexual people were not taken seriously enough
to merit an explicit mention, and as for trans folks,
there was no notion at all of our current under-
standing (at least not on that campus).

The group was divided into two components, public
and confidential. The aim of the public arm was to
promote education about gay and lesbian issues
on campus, and membership was open to anyone
regardless of sexual orientation. The confidential
subset was exclusively for people identifying as
gay, lesbian, bi or questioning, and its meet-ups
were unadvertised and closed to the public. You
had to be in the know to be alerted of the specifics,



and we took our gate-keeping seriously. These
were times when the fear of getting beaten up was
still high on the list of typical gay and lesbian con-
cerns.

Indeed, Kathryn Dawn was courageous for step-
ping right into the bright spotlight by starting
OLGA. Inspired by her example, I joined her there,
as did a few other people. I also theorized (and
hoped) that publicity conferred its own kind of
safety; that some people would not dare attack you
if you were out in the open, with so many wit-
nesses present, so to speak.

t that time, | wavered between calling myself "gay" or

"bisexual.” What label to use was a conundrum that
went on for years. Should | go by my behavior or by my
feelings? If by the former, then my fooling around with
both boys and girls made me bi. If by the latter, then "gay"
(whether | wanted to admit that or not). "Gay" also had the
advantage of being uncomplicated and struck me as more
appropriate for my public advocacy position—for what is

now called, "optics."

The first year, we needed to put effort into the lo-
gistics of starting an organization, and I don't re-
member many events until the spring, but that's
when we went all out with, "Walking Between Two
Worlds Week." We had movies, speakers, panel
discussions, and speak-outs, and saturated the
campus with posters and fliers. It was a resound-
ing success, with high attendance all around. I
think we might have been surprised at how well it
went, and that no ugly incidents marred it.
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Homosexuality
& the Bible

Being that St. Olaf was a Lutheran
school, the topic of religion
regularly came up in discussions
or Q&As at public events. Many
Christians did (and do) believe
that the Bible is unequivocal in
its condemnation of homosexual-
ity, so I decided to tackle the
subject head on. I was enrolled in
a special program at the school
called the "Paracollege" (as in
"parallel" college), where I cre-
ated my own major, designed much
of my coursework (in close col-
laboration with my instructors),
and received evaluations instead
of grades. So I found an open-
minded theology professor and set
out to research this particular
topic thoroughly for school
credit.

Academic Biblical study is a
rigorous process. You're not just
pulling out chapter and verse and
going like, "I think it means this."
Yeah, that's the most common ap-

continued on following page
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The most disagreeable reaction came not from the
school or my peers, but from my parents. At the
end of my junior year, when I knew I'd be co-lead-
ing OLGA the next year, I sat them down to talk
about it. I described myself only as "not hetero-
sexual" and explained I was divulging this because
my position with the organization might put me in
danger. "I just thought you should know."

Well, they really didn't want to know. A look of hor-
ror came over my mother's face and my father just
went silent and wouldn't look at me. It was super
uncomfortable. This didn't fit their narrative at all.
My mother was all like, "what about—" and men-
tioned the names of my high school girlfriends. She
really wanted grandchildren, so this announce-
ment was a disappointment for her. Recall that this
was twenty-five years before the Supreme Court
legalized gay marriage and topics like gay couples
adopting children were still far out of the main-
stream. I was quite disheartened by their reaction
and just shut up about it after that.

In its second year of existence, I became one of
two co-coordinators of OLGA, splitting leadership
duties with Holly, another guitar-playing lesbian.
Membership grew so much that year that we
became the second biggest student group on
campus, so we had obviously struck an untapped
demand. We were making enough noise that a
journalist from a gay publication in nearby Min-
neapolis visited and interviewed me. I was putting
my safety-through-publicity theory to the test,
that's for sure.

OLGA had a great year. A student theater group
proposed collaborating with us, and we wrote a



skit that we performed in the dormitories, fol-
lowed by a panel and a Q&A. The skit was set ata
college party, where two guys—one gay and one
straight—are waiting in line for the bathroom and
end up getting into a discussion about homosexu-
ality. Through their dialogue—which we peppered
liberally with laugh lines for the audience—we
raised questions that straight people commonly
asked gay people, like, "When did you decide?" "Are
you the man or the woman in bed?" "You don't look
gay" and "If I was gay would you be attracted to
me?"

The format proved to be popular and was an ef-
fective way of generating frank, fruitful discus-
sions. I usually sat in on the panel for the Q&A
sessions myself, and I really enjoyed the events,
though by the end of the year I started to weary of
the personal exposure, which definitely exceeded
what a regular straight person would subject
themselves to unless they were a performer.

I stuck with it, though, because I knew that many, if
not most of the people at St. Olaf intended to have
children, and I hoped to make it easier for those
children by educating their parents beforehand.

Of course another part of my motivation for co-
founding and co-leading OLGA was that I wanted to
hook up with guys. On this measure, I was disap-
pointed. There were far fewer to choose from than
I hoped for, and little mutual interest among those.
Still, I managed to get a little action, including a
memorable experience with a Sardinian exchange
student, which stood out because he was the first
guy I blew who had an uncircumcised dick.

continued from preceding page

proach among clergy and the laity
alike, but that's bullshit. The
academic method—called, ‘'ex-
egesis,'—entails looking at the
original language (the Bible
wasn't written in English!), com-
paring how the key words in your
target passage are used in other
passages (with a Concordance, a
heavy tome that indexes every
word in the Bible), researching
the cultural context of the time
and place it was written, consid-
ering the author or authors and
their other work, and reading as
many commentaries as you can get
your hands on. It's a lot research
and it takes time. In my opinion,
an atheist or agnostic doing an
exegesis of a given passage is
showing far more respect for the
Bible as a document and a histor-
ical resource than most Christi-
ans ever do, which is ironic.

What I ended up finding out is
that the Bible does not unequi-
vocally condemn homosexuality.
In fact, most of what is cited is
ambiguous, if not downright
muddled, especially as relates to

continued on page 66
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continued from page 65

contemporary understandings of
sexuality, straight or gay. The
selectivity is also without jus-
tification. Why aren't other parts
of Leviticus trotted out, like the
prohibition against wearing
clothing "of mixed fibers." ("Your
poly/cotton blend t-shirt from
Walmart is sending you straight
to hell!")

The project provided me with all
the ammo I needed to engage in
discussions with Christians on
the topic. The honest ones were
willing to hear it, and would
soften their views. The hardcore
ones wouldn't budge, but that's
how they are; they're after culture
war, not truth. On a personal
level, it caused me to push
Christianity even farther away,
as I saw how shaky its foundations
were, and how little the leader-
ship knew or cared.

66 - CoLLEGe — OLGA | Beautiful Boy

I also got action I didn't want. Back in OLGA's first
year, Kathryn Dawn told me about a guy named
Tony who had approached her because he was
guestioning his sexuality. He was on the football
team so he was totally closeted. She felt that he
needed another male to talk to and asked me to do
it. I said sure. As far as I was concerned, this kind
of thing was in my prime job description as an ad-
vocate.

I met Tony in his dorm room. His roommate was
away for a few days, so we had total privacy. It all
started innocently enough, just talking about his
feelings. He was nervous about his teammates be-
cause he figured—rightly, I'm sure—that it would
make things really uncomfortable in the locker
room. Eventually, he asked me if I was attracted to
him.

Tony was a big guy, with arms and legs at least
twice as big as mine and shoulders like an ox. His
torso was barrel-like and his hair cropped to a
crew cut. Not really "my type," maybe, but I was
enticed anyway because I could tell he was making
the moves on me. My penis got really hard and no-
ticing that, he rubbed it through my pants, which
was a huge turn-on. Then he took my hand and
pressed it down on his own crotch so I could feel
how hard he was too.

Then he led me to his bed and told me to take off
my clothes. While I was fumbling with that, he got
naked too. His cock was red and bulbous, not par-
ticularly long, but rather thick. His testicles
seemed small, and were pulled up taut under-
neath. He shoved me down onto the bed and star-
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Tragically, I often got crushes on straight guys,
thought they didn't all turn out to be 100% straight.
Prominent among these was Fay. He had long curly
black hair, brilliant blue eyes and some super sexy
five o-clock shadow. He hung out with a crowd of
guys who did drugs and listened to 60's psychedelic
music. 1 started partying with them because I liked
smoking weed and I enjoved their devil-may-care
energy. It didn't hurt that Fay wasn't the only one
who was cute, and that almost none of them had
girlfriends, which allowed me to hold out hope. They
knew me as one of the people involved with OLGA
and I was open with them about my sexuality. For
their part, it was a total non-issue and they didn't
orill me with a bunch of questions, which I really
appreciated.

[ was also open with Fay about my crush on him, and
he said he was flattered but didn't really feel the same
way. He never just gave me a solid, "no," though. We
kept hanging out, which for me there was a slow-
burning agony. The more time we spent together, the
more I felt drawn to him, and I fantasized regularly
about him taking me into his arms and kissing me
like on the cover of a romance novel.

Then, in the final week of the last semester, he sur-
prised me.

He found me smoking outside my dorm, and told me
he was taking off soon. He was transferring a to a
different school (which I already knew), so he didn't
need to stick around any longer and he was getting
packed up to leave. In fact, he had a car with him,
and it was already half full. This was a sunny after-

continued on page 69

Beautiful boy
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continued from page 66

ted kissing me, aggressively, with lots of tongue. I
didn't like his breath, but he had me pinned. Then
he turned me on my side, pushed me toward the
wall, and grasped me from behind. He started
thrusting his cock into my ass crack, and that's
when I became alarmed. I was not interested in
anal sex with this guy, right there and then. For one
thing, AIDS. For another: just not ready.

I started to squirm a little, trying to loosen his grip.
"Hey," I said. "Take it easy." Tony didn't respond and
just kept grinding. "Stop!" | said. "Please!" and I struggled.
He tightened his hold. | got scared. He was way stronger
than me. If he wanted to do something to me, there wasn't
anything I could do about it. | was at his mercy.

68 - CoLLeGe — OLGA | Beautiful Boy

I let out a little sob of helplessness. His movement
slowed down. "Please let me go," I said. Finally, he
relaxed his hold. I freed myself, rolled out of bed,
and started clumsily putting my clothes back on.

"Sorry," he said.
"That's alright," I replied, even though it wasn't.

I told Kathryn Dawn about the encounter and she
hugged me. "I'm so sorry," she said. "I had no idea
he was going to be like that."

"I know you didn't," I told her. "It's okay. He needs
help figuring himself out. But I couldn't help him
that way."

"No, you didn't have to," she assured me.

continued on page 70
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noon in May, and the sultry humidity of early sum-
mer magnified my pining ache. He was... Fust... So...
Hol.

After an emotional conversation where I confessed
my desire for him again, he offered to drive me to my
work study job at the cafeteria so I wouldn't be late.
We pulled up in front of the Student Center, and
because of the time of day, lots of people were coming
and going. He turned off the engine and turned to-
ward me. I looked back at him and smiled, even
though I felt like crying. He reached over and took
my hand in his. The thrill of that contact was like a
jolt of electricity that zipped through my whole body,
sending thrills of excitement up my spine. I swear
every hair on my body stood on end. The rest of the
world dropped away from my senses, and there was
just me and him on the bench seat, and our clasped
hands quickly getting sweaty on my end, and his
beautiful face with its sculpted jaw, high cheekbones,
and... and those eyes, those entrancing blue eyes that
had always been the lure that hooked me.

died. Right there on the spot.

hen he leaned forward, turned his face slightly,
half closed his eyes, and kissed me on the lips. I

It was brief. We did not make out. There was no
tongue. I didn't even have the chance to kiss him
back. He pressed his mouth against mine, gently, and
as he pulled away, I felt his breath on my skin.
continued on page 70

CoNFESsIONS OF A QUEER, CaTHOLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 69



continued from page 68

t wasn't a rape, but it could’'ve been if he'd wanted to,
and | feel like it gave me an inkling of what women go
through with rapey men: the powerlessness, the shame, the
blaming oneself. For a long time afterwards, | was far less

angry with him than I was disappointed in myself for
“letting it happen" or by "asking for it" by going to his
room and getting undressed. It would be years before |
would accept that he was the one guilty of a transgression,

not me.

70 - CoLLece — OLGA | Beautiful Boy

Not long afterwards, he targeted another gay guy
in OLGA, and repeated the performance, but this
time in a car on a back road in the countryside.
Should we have reported him to a campus
authority? I don't think that occurred to either of
us. For my part, I remember being hesitant to
make much out of the event because of how the
story could have been used to stigmatize
homosexuality on a campus where I was working
to make being gay okay. Publicizing this would have
sent the wrong message. Optics again.

Last I heard, OLGA was still going at St. Olaf,
though under a different name. Co-founding that
group still stands out as one of my proudest
achievements. Even today, when so much is so
much more accepted, it's still a heterosexual
society, and coming out just to oneself can take
some courage. In certain conservative pockets, it
can take a lot. I'm grateful that it's better than it
was and I'm happy I can say that I played a part in
that improvement.



continued from page 69

That was it. The sounds of the campus returned, and
I was aware of all the people walking by the car, and
I admired him for not being shying in public. In fact,
it was my first kiss with a guy in public.

I mumbled something—maybe "thank you'¢—and he
smiled broadly and let go of my hand as I reached for
the car door. Then—flash!—I was on the steps in the
midst of the movement—Ilike a flag in the surf—and
he was pulling away. I waved, he nodded and smiled,
and then his car turned and his face was out of sight.

I floated up the steps to the glass doors and I was at
least halfway through my shift, hours later, before my
feet touched the floor again.

Such experiences show me that I'm gay. Sure, there
were times I enjoyved making out with women, but it
was never like this. Never even close. Jay's lips met
mine for no more than two seconds, but my full body
was titillated for literally hours afterwords, and it's
still a vivid memory now.

I saw Tay one more time after that. I knew what
school he had transferred to, up in the Twin Cities,
and one day found myself nearby, while hanging out
with one of my female friends from college who had
also been hot for him. "Let's go look for him," I sug-
gested, and she quickly agreed. As it so happens, he
was in the first dorm that we walked into, in the
common room up front, tripping on acid. He was
blown away to see us. It was quile a coincidence,
that's for sure. We spent maybe a half hour with him
and went on our way, though not without a hug,
which I melted into like butter in hot pan.

Senior year
let-down

I had the same crowd of best
friends throughout college, and
though I'd added some from
younger classes as I went along,
the original set from freshman
year was still the most special to
me.

It was a hurtful let down, then,
when during the second semester
of senior year, so many of them
seemed to fall off the side of the
earth. People were pairing off
into monogamous couples in pre-
paration for entry into "the Real
World" and they weren't being as
social as before. There was a sense
of abandonment for me. I found
myself seeking new friends to
hang out with for the last few
months. This happened to include
cute sophomore guys who were
skateboarders and who got me into
music like the Butthole Surfers
and Jellyfish, so that was cool.

And they're the ones who gave me
some magic mushrooms!
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72 - INSPIRED BY "Lucy IN THE SkY"

Sky"

It would break my mother's heart to know this, but
the initial reason I was interested in doing drugs
was because of something she said.

The first rock and roll album I got to know was Sgt.
Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band by the Beatles.
By "album," I mean that it was a 12" vinyl record,
on which the songs were arranged with the inten-
tion of being listened to in order from beginning to
end. Sgt. Pepper helped defining the album as a
form.

The music itself was a melange of styles, including
straight up rock, folky-pop, psychedelia, English
dance hall and Indian raga. Some of the songs, like
"Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds" and "A Day in the
Life" were downright strange, with nonsensical
lyrics. Ten year old me asked my mom why the
music was so weird, and she said—while shaking
her head with disapproval—that it was because
they took drugs. The first thought that popped into
my head was, "Well than I want to take drugs!"

It would be nearly a decade before I started down
that path of experimentation, and though my dab-
bling ebbed and flowed over the years, it never
truly ended. I have much to say about these ex-
periences, and how they changed my outlook—and
perhaps even saved my life by pulling me back
from the brink of suicidal depression. More on that
specifically later.

Including that first time with Jill, I only smoked pot
a handful of times freshman year. The stuff we got
was pretty weak, I can see now. The first step
upon acquiring a new bag was to go through and
take out all the stems and seeds. It was Mexican
brick weed, not West Coast bud. Oskar and I actu-



ally got caught smoking it once, because the
dorm's ventilation system moved it throughout the
building from our room. The Head Resident gave
us a little talking to, and asked us not to do it in the
dorm again, and we actually didn't. It wasn't that
big of a deal to us because we didn't do it that of-
ten, and we just go out into the woods. We didn't
want to get in trouble. Looking back, I know she did
us both a big favor by not reporting it to the ad-
ministration. I could have lost my financial aid,
which would have ended my college career, and
Oskar could have been deported. What a gem she
was for keeping it to herself.

The Mexican brick weed was replaced in the sum-
mer after sophomore year by something much
stronger that people were calling, "Indica." In
comparison, it was a mind-blower, like going from
three-two beer to vodka. It was more expensive
but worth the price. Senior year, I had a friend who
ended up smoking too much and he descended into
delusion, claiming that he and I and Bradford were
the embodiments of particular figures in the
Biblical Book of Daniel, which is a bizarre apoca-
lyptic work. He ended up taking an ambulance ride
to the Twin Cities and then dropping out of school.
That was really weird.

At the very end of senior year, my friend Neena told
me she wanted to do a psychedelic. She was a fel-
low Paracollege student who was majoring in Art
Therapy. As part of her senior project, she put on a
fascinating slide presentation comparing the
visual artwork of children, German Expressionists,
and the insane. One of the featured works was a
scribbled rectangle in green crayon done by
someone in an asylum. It didn't look quite right to
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me and when it was time for questions on that one,
I raised my hand and asked if it was upside down.
This got me some funny looks, including from her,
but she pulled the slide out of the carousel to
check, and with a note of impressed surprise, said,
"Why, yes it is.," and turned it around and put it
back in.

She was interested in psychedelics because she
had heard that the state it puts you in is similar to
what schizophrenics feel. This idea has since fallen
out of favor, but at the time was still in common
currency.

So, I got some mushrooms from some cute sopho-
more skate guys. At their advice, we ordered soft-
serve ice cream to-go in the Student Center and
mixed in the dried mushrooms outside. We ate the
ice-cream on our way to a little patch of woods at
the edge of campus as the sun was about to set.

It didn't take long before we were both experien-
cing visual effects. The edges of the leaves and
branches were more pronounced. Neena found a
showy inflorescence on one shrub—perhaps it
was a lilac?—and buried her face in it with her
eyes closed while inhaling deeply. She seemed in-
stantly transported, and when she withdrew and
re-opened her eyes, she declared: ""Flower child!'
Now I get it!"

fterwards | described the effects of the trip as "intense

feelings of well-being with a hyper-awareness of the
beauty of every single thing in the world." It was a sweet,
mellow experience.
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We sauntered slowly around campus, touching
everything we saw. Each time one of us expressed
wonder about something, the other was feeling it
too, and this was delightful itself. Our experience
of a shared, simultaneous senses of perception
and wonder was one of the things people were in-
tentionally going for and exploring at the LSD-
soaked "be-ins" of the early '60s. At some point, we
went into a common room in one of the dorms by
crawling through the window.

omeone had left a can of Coke sitting next to an ornate

brass lamp, and | spent a good long time with a
ballpoint pen painstakingly transferring every detail of the
shape of the can'’s reflection to paper, without drawing

either the lamp or the can itself.

We parted after that and I walked around listening
to the new Lenny Kravitz alboum, Mama Said, on my
Walkman. Vivid mushroom-triggered visuals
pulsated, dripped and shimmered to every song.
I've always had synesthesia anyway, and one of my
favorite drug effects has been the enhancement of
this natural sense, or rather, crossing of the
senses. In my mind's eye, sound has always had a
visual expression, especially music. Words, letters
and numbers, too, all had their own colors and
shapes, and sometimes this helped with memory.

I tried acid for the first time a few months after
graduating college. I was living in a suburb of St.
Paul, Minnesota, named Oakdale, and working at a
convenience store / gas station, which incidentally
is still one of my favorite jobs I've ever had. It was
a neighborhood store and there were lots of regu-
lars, most of them for cigarettes, lottery tickets, or
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76 - INSPIRED BY "Lucy IN THE SkY"

snacks. I got to know what the smokers wanted
over time, and would pull out their Marlboro Lights
or Camel Straights or Capri 120s and set them on
the counter when they walked in. We'd make small
talk during the transaction without even mention-
ing totals and change.

The assistant manager and I quickly became
friends. Her name was Kristin and she was a
neighborhood mom of two kids who was happily
married ("He's Swedish so he's got a huge dick!")
and we drank a lot of beer together after (and
sometimes before) work. I was presenting myself
as "gay" at the time, and smoked Benson & Hedges,
because that was reputedly the in-brand with Twin
Cities gays.

If anybody else in Oakdale was gay, lesbian or
other, I never met them, but I wasn't particularly
lonely. I figured Oakdale was just a quick stop, and
that's what it turned out to be. I ended up moving
back to Omaha after six months because I couldn't
quite make rent and bills work on my wage.

Kristin and I got really close, and one night when
we were really drunk, she pushed it a bit.
"Someday," she slurred, "I'm going to give you a
blowjob, and I'm going to make you look me in the
eyes the whole time." I totally didn't what to make
of this threat/promise but she never followed up
on it, so it didn't matter.

She became convinced that we'd known each other
in a previous life. One day, she brought me down
into the basement of her grandmother's house in
St. Paul proper and pointed to an antique oven in
the corner that looked like it dated from the early
20th Century. "Can you remember what it looks



like inside?" she asked me. I kneeled down in front
of it—which felt oddly familiar—and put my hand
on the handle. I closed my eyes, concentrated, and
got a picture of a particular pattern of discolora-
tion on the back wall. Then I opened my eyes,
opened the door, and saw exactly what I had been
picturing. I stood and faced her, amazed.

"Can you remember what you wore then?"I pic-
tured an outfit with a black vest and a dark red tie,
and then she described it to me, just like I saw it. I
was agape at that point and she laughed.

"What I can't remember, she said, "is whether we
were brother and sister or husband and wife."

A crew of high school students who were regulars
at the store invited me to hang out with them after
work one night and I found myself in an apartment
with a bunch of 18 and 19 year olds. They asked
me if I wanted to drop acid and I was like, sure.

They gave me a little square of paper that I put on
my tongue and left there until it turned to mush, at
which point I swallowed it. It left a metallic sensa-
tion in my mouth.

I remember they had a toy with blinky lights they
were rolling around on the floor and at some point
it started to make trails as it zipped around. They
were amused when I announced this. I was just
starting to settle in, but then they all decided to call
it a night. Someone dropped me off at my place on
their way home.

So I was alone as the trip really started to hit, and I
got a little freaked out. First of all, I was experien-
cing gastrointestinal distress. An ache started in
my stomach, and then worked its way down. I'd

Acid &
the Bomb

LSD is short for Lysergic acid
diethylamide—-25. Its formula is
CooHysN2z0. The abbreviation is LSD
rather than LAD because the Ger-
man word for acid is "S&ure,' and
its inventor was Swiss chemist
Albert Hoffmann, a German
speaker.

Hoffman first synthesized LSD in
1938 at Sandoz Laboratories in
Basel, Switzerland, as part of
drug research seeking respirat-
ory and circulatory stimulants.
Animal testing didn't reveal any
noticeable effects so it was set
aside.

But five years later, following
what Hoffman called, "a peculiar
presentiment," he resynthesized
some. During testing, he acci-
dentally ingested a small amount.
Feeling strange, he layed on a
couch, closed his eyes and watched
a "stream of fantastic images of
extraordinary plasticity and
vividness and accompanied by an
intense kaleidoscopic play of
colors.'

Three days later, on April 19, he
purposefully ingested 250 mi-

continued on page 78
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continued from page 77

crograms—an amount now con-
sidered strong—and the effects
were so intense he needed help
getting home from the lab. Wartime
restrictions forbade cars, so his
assistant biked home with him.
Thus was born, "Bicycle Day, a
holiday of sorts marked by con-
temporary psychonauts. Hoffman
described the ride in his book,
LSD: My Problem Childs
"Everything in my field of vision
wavered and was distorted as if
seen in a curved mirror. I also
had the sensation of being unable
to move from the spot. Neverthe-
less, my assistant later told me
that we had traveled very rap-
idiy."

Hoffman was afraid he had
poisoned himself and was so con-
cerned that he called a physician
to his house, but the doctor didn't
find anything wrong with him
other than dilated pupils. Even-
tually, the anxiety wore off and
he found the remainder of the trip
very pleasant, looking at the
colors and shapes behind his
closed eyes.

Hoffman said: "I did not choose

LSD; LSD found,and £ats8Mg page
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heard rumors about acid being tainted with
strychnine, and in that moment I imagined that's
what I was experiencing.

Besides that, I was feeling less like myself with
each passing moment, and the sensation of help-
lessness that accompanied it was increasingly
frightening. I was being afflicted with a classic fear
of psychedelic trips: "What if I'm going crazy and
never come back again?"

To calm myself, I put music on my stereo and laid
down on my bed. I'd set up the speakers so that
when my head was on the pillow, I'd have perfect
left-right balance. What did I listen to? Sgt. Pep-
per's Lonely Hearts Club Band.

What followed was one of the most magical listen-

ing experiences of my life. Instead of merely seeing
the music as colors and shapes in front of my eyes
as I always had, and as Marijuana magnified, now

I was inside the music, and it was going on around
me three-dimensionally.

By the time "Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds" star-
ted, my agitation had melted away and I was won-
drously immersed, despite continued discomfort in
my gut.

After Sgt. Pepper I put in what I had up until then
considered to be the Beatles' masterpiece, Abbey
Road. It's their last album, and is their most lushly
produced. The second side is famous for a lengthy
medley that was edited together from multiple
songs, most of them fragments, and had always
been the highlight for me and my friends in college.
I knew that John Lennon had dismissed it—"None
of the songs had anything to do with each other, no



thread at all, only the fact that we stuck them to-
gether"—but that had never made sense to me,
and I'd written it off to his cynicism.

But listening to it on LSD, I vividly saw what he
meant. No, the parts didn't fit together. The trans-
itions that I'd once found so pleasing were now
jarring, in part because the emotional state of the
band was so obviously different in each one.

Despite that disappointing revelation at the end,

the two albums got me through the most difficult
part, and by the time "Her Majesty" cut off, I was
on the come down, much to my relief.

The next day, I remembered something that "beau-
tiful boy" Jay had told me: that when you take acid
something in you is "turned," and you're never the
same again. As I walked to work through a vacant
lot in the early afternoon, I definitely felt altered.
The untended trees seemed alive in a way I hadn't
noticed before and I found myself enthralled by the
vividness of the golden sunlight on their furrowed
bark, and of the contrast of their yellow leaves
fluttering against the autumn sky. I was experien-
cing something like butterflies in my stomach, but
under my skin throughout my whole body. Most
prominent was a sense of exquisite vulnerability,
like some part of me had been opened and was ex-
posed to the air. "Turned" indeed.

I didn't know it then—and wasn't giving the subject
any thought—but it would be fifteen years before I
did another psychedelic. Then I would dive into the
pool I'd only dipped into so far, and really try to
"turn" myself.

continued from preceding page

The invention of LSD happened in
the same time frame as the devel-
opment of the atomic bomb. In my
mind, this is no coincidence. The
Universe, seeing what we were
fooling around with, was like,
"Whoah! They're messing with some
dangerous shit! [nuclear weaponsl]
Let's send them this other thing
[LSD] and if enough of them take
ity they'll never use the first
one.'

Author Daniel Pinchbeck drew a
similar cosmic connection
between acid and the atomic bomb,
and also included the Holocaust.

So I think of LSD as "our" psyche-
delicy, "our" meaning techno-in-
dustrial civilization. Mush-
rooms, Iboga, Mescalin, Aya-
huasca—these all belong to other
cultures and we are treading in
foreign territory when we imbibe
them, and that's important to re-
member. But LSD—that one was
sent to us, to fix what ails us and
I believe we should all try it.
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more clearly?

ho is the little boy who was subjected to so

much pain by the adults and institutions
around him? What would he have become under
more humane circumstances? How can I, decades
later, get to know him, and in so doing, see myself

80 - HeALING?

Is it as if a precious stone has been slathered in layers
and layers of shit? If so, then they can be washed
away and the beautiful object can be held up to
sparkle in the sun. Or is it as if a sapling was heaped
with rocks, sprayed with poison, and left unwatered,
and the tree that grew from it is irretrievably twisted,
misshapen, and unhealthy?

Trauma is an unavoidable reality of human life for
most people in this day and age, that is, since the
story called 'civilization" started, 10,000 vears ago.
That much is clear. The question is: can we heal from
it, as individuals, and collectively? I surmise that the
former and the latter are interdependent, being that
we are a 'social species,” but one can always start
with: What should I do to heal myself?

Of course, there are entire dogmas and industries
based on providing answers to that question but
many (most?) are self-serving, profit-driven or
simply misguided. I suspect we should look first to
whatever methods are freely available to ourselves by
dint of being human, as these would be universal
regardless of culture, time, or place.

So first—perhapsé—observe.




Here, I am observing myself by recounting my own
background, from the earliest memories to the
present, with a special emphasis on sexuality, as that
has been the source of so much that has been fraught.
I am attempting to be vulnerable, since it seems that
the armor I've been wearing has only been weighing
me down. I am trying to open up and tell all, because
clamming up and holding back has just caused
blockage and stagnation. I am striving to strip away
as much as I can, to see what is artifice and what is
really "me."

Put another way: Are we—our true selves—merely
the accreted collection of our experiences? Or is that
just our baggage? I mean, I get it: we all have our
story about ourselves that we are telling ourselves
and which we insist that everyone else believe, but
who are we without that story? By trying to tell the
fuck out of my own story here, perhaps I can trick
myself into seeing through it: of catching a glimpse,
anyway, of whomever (or whatever) is there under-
neath it all.

S omewhere—maybe?—is a man I haven't met: he is
that little boy grown up, but free of the shit and
the poison. Not that his traumas are erased from the
past—that's impossible; events that happened cannot
unhappen—Dbul that they lose their power over the
present and are reduced to mere points on a
timeline, to be acknowledged but no longer
acquiesced to. This would be a true freedom.
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Taking it to

the Max

82 - ExiLE IN OMAHA

(Exile in
Omaha)

Moving back to Omaha was a huge bummer, but I
didn't have much choice. I'd failed on my first at-
tempt to live on my own, in Oakdale. I arrived at the
end of November, 1991, with the goal of leaving as
soon as I saved enough money to do so.

Some of the Dweebs were still in town, so that was
cool. We didn't get together as a group very often,
but the network was still there. Peter had an
apartment with a straight guy who he said was
hung like a horse. Somehow he always found out
these things about people right away. Rick was still
living at his parents' place and we started hanging
out regularly, and he was the one who introduced
me to the Max.

The Max was a gay bar located in a very
nondescript building downtown. The structure's
original storefront windows had been bricked up
long ago. There was no sign announcing the pres-
ence of a business there. To enter, you went
through two glass doors into a small lobby, really
no more than an airlock, where a sign proclaimed
that a "private party" was going on inside and that
anyone could be turned away for any reason. The
doormen checking IDs gave you a once over be-
fore deciding if they'd let you in. They didn't want
any trouble. Apparently Rick and I "passed" be-
cause we weren't turned away. After enough visits,
we were recognized and just waved in. The secret
club aspect was definitely alluring.

I had never heard of the place before and didn't
know how Rick had learned of it, except that he
just seemed to find about things like that.

We went every weekend for months. Rick was het-
erosexual, but deviant. The Max turned out to be



his entree to the leather scene, and he was actu-
ally named, "Mr. Leather Nebraska" a few years
later.

The club was divided into different sections, in-
cluding a little country bar where dudes in cowboy
boots and hats were line dancing, a sight I found
delightful. Rick and I spent most of our time in the
main bar, which boasted a dance floor and
mirrored walls, all very tastefully lit. I loved dan-
cing, and the more I drank, the more I loved it.

Of our dozens of visits, I only got lucky once, with a
guy who was middle-aged but had a young face
and looked cute in his baseball cap. I ended up sit-
ting on his lap at the bar, kissing. He invited me to a
party at his place a few days later. When we went
into his bedroom to fool around, he took off his cap
and that's when I saw that he was bald up top. That
was an immediate turn-off for 22 year old me and I
made some excuse and scurried out of there.

Sometimes Rick and I would cross the river to
Council Bluffs, Iowa, after the Max closed because
the bars over there stayed open another hour. One
night this led to an after-bar party that was mostly
straight people, but this one super cute guy and I
hit it off. We were both drunk and tumbled onto a
couch in the living room, making out ravenously.
Just as we started to tug at each other's zippers,
some dude-bro came in and made us stop and get
up. This was a painful parting. I was so horny and
had been craving a hook-up for months, and just
when it felt like it was finally going to happen—and
with someone so attractive—we were denied. I
could tell the dude-bro was grossed out that we
were gay and wouldn't have done anything if one
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Internalized
homophobia

Being gay doesn't mean jyou're
automatically not homophobic. It
can be challenging to buck the
trends of the culture you live in,
and ours is homophobic and
misogynist and racist and
more and even though it has im-
proved over the last few dec—
ades and especially the last few
years prejudice is still common.
As social beings, we tend to go
with the cultural flow, sometimes
to some not—-so—pretty places.

Given the time and place I came of
age the 80's in the US Midw-
est homophobia was the rule, and
exceptional outlooks were few and
far between. Consequently, I was
instilled with strong, negative
beliefs about homosexuality and
gay people. Over time, as I got
around and met more people, these
prejudices were worn down. But I
can't say that they've dissipated
entirely.

Recently, as I've been reflecting
on myself and my sexuality, and on

continued on following page
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(or both of us) had been female.

One afternoon I got to be in a ménage a trois. I
knew them both from Catholic school but they
themselves hadn't met until afterwards and were
now girlfriend-boyfriend. I was hanging out with
her on a regular basis at the time, totally platonic-
ally. He dropped by her place one night, and it took
me a minute to recognize him, he looked so differ-
ent. It had been almost ten years. He had long hair
and was into alternative rock now. When he left the
room to go to the bathroom, I whispered to her,
"Damn, he got cute!" and she was like, "Wanna
share him?" and I was like, "Hell yeah!" He took
some convincing, and in the end he needed to wear
a blindfold to be comfortable with it. I gave him
head first, and he totally couldn't tell who it was,
and was very turned on. (I'd had plenty of practice
by this time.) She and I never touched each other.
That's not where our interest was. Eventually, the
scene just turned into them having sex while I
watched, which was kind of a bore. I've been in at
least three ménage a trois hook-ups, and the dy-
namics can be awkward. It takes some focus from
everyone involved to keep it equitable and pleasing
all around.

I ended up working at Perkins, my old high school
hangout, and it was definitely okay to be gay there.
At least two of the other waiters were out and
open (at least in the back of the house). One of
them was a total snob, and although I appreciated
his sense of humor, I wasn't drawn to him. Some
attraction did develop between me and the other
one, though, one night we went out for drinks. Af-
terwards, he drove me back to my parents house.
It was late and we made out on the couch in the



family room. I can't remember how far it went,
though I'm pretty sure zippers were unzipped. I do
recall how scratchy his stubble was—slightly
painful actually. Incidentally, this was the same
night that the "LA riots" broke out; there was
something on the radio about it. (Nowadays, I
would know to call it an "uprising" or a "rebellion"
rather than a riot.)

One of the Dweebs got accepted to the University
of Iowa in Iowa City, and some of us roadtripped
out to see him one weekend. We ended up at a gay
bar, where I ordered a pitcher of beer and leaned
up against the wall drinking it myself, like it was a
giant mug. I met a sweet young black guy there
who took me back to his place, an Airstream
trailer. First thing you saw when you walked in was
a dentist's chair in the middle of the room. Why?
Because he just liked it, he said, although I wonder
now if he had a fetish he just didn't want reveal at
first.

We quickly got naked in his bedroom and he
dabbed some perfume on his pubic hair and on
mine. "This is something we do," he said, "we"
meaning Black people. I appreciated the scent,
which was both musky and sweet. He was a direct
but tender lover and he drove me pretty crazy be-
fore making me cum, kissing and licking me all
over my body. His darting tongue acted like its own
independent creature. I mirrored his attentiveness
and so learned a lot from him about how to please
a man. I stayed over night with him in his bed,
which was a first. Up til then, everything had been
cum and go. When I left in the morning he gave me
a black and white 8x10 glossy of himself in white
Speedos by a swimming pool and told me I was

continued from preceding page

my background and my traumas,
I've realized that one reason I've
been hesitant to just go ahead and
call myself "gay" at this stage in
my life is because of latent ho-
mophobia I've been carrying. That
isy part of me has still been
thinking that being gay is a bad
thing. It's not a big part, but it's
there.

Separately, I have apprehensions
that labeling myself gay might
have negative social con-—
sequences, like being rejected by
peers, or worse, being targeted
for violence. But those things are
fears that are justifiable to one
degree or another, and any in-
ternalized homophobia I have is
another subject.

It's a bit disappointing to admit
this: I haven't 100% accepted that
me being gay is totally okay be-
cause I haven't 100% embraced the
idea that being gay at all is
totally okay. WIF?

continued on page 86
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continued from page 85

I mean, I've got no problem with
anybody else being gay, that's for
sure. I've met exactly zero gay,
lesbian and bi people in the life
who I think shouldn't be gay, les—
bian or bi. So what's my hang-up
with me?

Perhaps my social apprehensions
are not an entirely separate
topic. To wit: because I know that
some people would disapprove, I
am letting that lend credence to
the idea that disapproval is le-—
gitimate. Which is really ri-
diculous. I don't let the fact that
some people are war—mongers
dissuade me from my awareness
that US foreign policy is crim-
inal. Although that's just some-
thing I believe rather than
something I am.

I guess I just have to admit that,
as of this moment, anyway, I'm
still not completely free of the
bullshit homophobic programming
I've been subjected to my whole
life.

continued on following page
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welcome to visit him again anytime I wanted. I
haven't been to Iowa City since. I wonder what
happened to him? He stands out now, as one of the
best and most special.

I had been applying to go to graduate school in the
fall of 1993, and that spring—after having been in
Omabha for a little over a year—I flew out to the
West Coast to check out the University of Eastern
Washington in Spokane, where I'd been accepted
into their Creative Writing MFA program. My dad
handled the details of the car rental since I was
too young to sign those kinds of papers myself and
I was quite surprised at the airport when what
was waiting for me was a brand new Pontiac Fire-
bird, just off of the lot. It had 18 miles on the odo-
meter. It didn't even have plates yet—just a
cardboard sign in the back window. That was a fun
car to drive, and I took it out onto the I-90, which
winds up through the mountains into Idaho, and
soon after, Montana. In Idaho, a cop pulled me
over because I didn't have plates and he couldn't
read the sign in the back window, because of the
angle, which I swear was closer to horizontal than
vertical. "I didn't know if it said, 'Fuck you, pig' or
what," he said cheerfully, laughing. He had a big
toothy smile under a bushy mustache. After glan-
cing at my drivers license, he sent me off. I had no
idea at the time how this exchange reflected my
privilege as a white person.

The University was headquartered in Cheney, right
outside Spokane. I met a couple professors, and
some first year students who would be in their
second year when I attended. One of them gave me
a full tour not just of the campus, but showed me
around the Spokane neighborhood where most of



the staff and students lived. It felt like it would be a
nice place to live and go to school.

A couple weeks later, in Omaha, I was cleaning off
the table where I'd been doing all the paperwork,
and found a form that I'd completed but forgotten
to send in with everything else. It was the applica-
tion for being a TA, a teacher's assistant. I looked
at the due date and it was the Friday previous. This
was on a Monday. In a panic, I called up the MFA
office and spoke to the secretary, asking if it was
too late. I told her I could fax it right away. She
said, "Sorry, that meeting started a few minutes
ago. It's too late."

And that was that. Without the TA position, which
was paid, I couldn't afford tuition. So I didn't go.

Every once in awhile, I wonder about that alternate
timeline. Earning an MFA would've led to a teach-
ing job, and I would have been a career man. It
would have been a pretty mainstream existence.
Maybe I even would've gotten married and had
kids. I have no idea. It's also possible I would've
ended up hating academia and dropped out to do
something else.

I never felt bad about the mistake of neglecting
that one piece of paper. I was impressed, though,
by how such a major life fork could be settled by
such a minor thing.

I soon forgot about it though, because I got an in-
vitation to move to Minneapolis, and a couple
months later, I was there.

continued from preceding page

I often wonder about the acul-
tural self—that is, the self that
is apart from cultural influences.
Some would say, I know, that the
self is defined by its shape, and
therefore how that shape was
molded by culture is inseparable;
in other words, we all start off as
a chunk of clay, and society is the
potter, and the self is the bowl
that is thrown on the wheel. But
even if true, the self cannot be
truly understood without ex-
amining the contours as they are
and with the knowledge that other
contours could just as easily have
been applied by different hands.
Culture is relative and all of the
civilized ones have been tempor-
ary so far. Any universality ex-
ists at a deeper level, and that is
where my interest lies.

A1l that being said, I'm ready to
just say, "whatever,' about the way
I was raised and the residues that
remain, and Just be 1like,
"Whatever. I'm gay already."
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Minneapolis

In the spring of 1993 I moved to Minneapolis with
the express goal of "being gay." The city had a
homo-friendly reputation, and was a destination
for queer folks from the surrounding rural states.
My college friends, Marylee and Bradford, invited
me to join them in an apartment right off of Frank-
lin and Nicollet, just south of Downtown, and only a
few blocks from the gay neighborhood, Loring
Park. "You won't need a car,' Marylee assured me.
"It's right by a bunch of bus lines."

At that time, it was really easy to get temp jobs do-
ing office work, especially if you had a college de-
gree, and before long, I was riding buses around
town to different gigs. At one of these, I met Lee, a
gay guy my age. We became pals right away and
hung out after work at cafes and bars where we'd
scope guys and enjoy our own cleverness.

One afternoon we were up to our usual at a side-
walk table at the Times, a well appointed yet casual
bistro downtown. We were only halfway through
our first round when the hostess seated another
guy our age at the table beside us. He was super
cute, and I tried not to be too obvious about
checking him out.

ee handed me a napkin. "Wipe that drool of f your
face,” he mocked. "And then invite him to sit with us.
He's checking you out too."

88 - MINNEAPOLIS

My cheeks got hot, but I was thrilled. "No way,
really?" I whispered.

"Yes way," he hissed. "Now go."

I tried to stand up in an elegant way, probably
failed, and took the three steps to his table. "Hey,



do you want to join us? We're just having a couple
drinks after work." The "just" conveyed that Lee
and I weren't "together."

He looked right into my eyes and smiled. My stom-
ach erupted in butterflies. "I'd love to," he said, and
brought his beer over.

His name was Ralfie and the three of us drank,
smoked, chatted and laughed into the evening.
When we parted, he gave me his number and told
me to call him so we could get together. I didn't
waste any time. I ringed him up the next day and
we made a date for the upcoming weekend.

t was a sunny Saturday afternoon in spring, one of those

first balmy days in Minnesota that makes your heart
giddy after the long cold winter. We strolled down the
Loring Greenway—a charming pedestrian walkway that
winds from downtown Minneapolis to Loring Park—and
the fruit trees were in full blossom, their petals wafting
down to the ground in the gentle breeze. It was

unbelievably romantic.

We definitely would've been holding hands if we'd
been a heterosexual couple. But this was still the
Widwest in 1993. Loring Park wasn't Omaha, but it
also wasn't the Castro. Regardless, I was high on
the moment. It was my first time being mutually
starry-eyed with another guy.

We ended up back at his apartment where we did
much more than hold hands. In no time at all, our
clothes were off and we became a moaning mass
of grasping limbs and sweaty skin. Our physiques
and sexual temperaments were well-matched, and
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we laughed a lot. We both enjoyed delightful or-
gasms, and not for the last time.

For the next month, we got together a few times a
week, and every outing finished at his place or
mine. There was lots of dick sucking, lots of 69ing,
lots of coming. I liked to swallow. He was the first
guy I tried to have anal sex with. I was interested
in receiving, not giving, and though we worked at it
for quite a while with some lube, I just couldn't re-
lax enough to let him in. I apologized, but if he was
disappointed, he didn't show it.

He often left me messages on the answering ma-
chine I shared with Marylee and Bradford. At
some point, Bradford gave me a hard time about
that, as if Ralfie was coming on too strong.
Whether he was actually complaining or was just
teasing—or both—wasn't clear. I certainly didn't
mind the frequency myself, but I felt self-conscious
because this was the first time I'd had a boyfriend
around straight friends, and I let his comment get
the best of me, and I fucked things up with Ralfie.
Rather than just telling him what Bradford had
said and how it made me feel, I put some distance
between us so he wouldn't call as often. I mean, I
basically broke up with him without saying it. It
was stupid, and I'm sure it didn't make sense to
him.

But we were so horny for each other that we kept
hooking up every once in a while anyway. Usually,
I'd ring him up late at night, after bar close. He
lived just a few blocks away, convenient for booty
calls.

I gotta say now what a fool I was! Bradford had his
own hang-ups, and that's what was really going on,



but I didn't see it like that; I was blinded by own in-
security and let that overpower my desire for
Ralfie. Now I can see it as a manifestation of in-
ternalized homophobia. It was a lost opportunity
for sure. One fork in the road led to me standing up
for myself and taking a step toward healing, and
the other to meekness and deeper repression. Un-
fortunately, I took the latter.

Over time, my visits with Ralfie became less fre-
guent and eventually stopped. But I saw him—or
thought I saw him—one more time after that.

Four years later, in the Summer of 1997, I was in
Budapest, Hungary, sitting at an outside restaur-
ant, watching the traffic, when a particular driver
caught my attention. He had Ralfie's sandy hair, his
long, thin nose, and—most tellingly—his exact way
of slightly leaning forward over the wheel and
looking back and forth when entering an intersec-
tion. He was just far enough away—maybe 50
feet—that I couldn't quite tell if it was him, and
then he turned the vehicle and left my sight. I had
opened my mouth but hesitated to call his name,
and then he was gone. It was summer and his
windows had been down so there was a real
chance I could have gotten his attention if I'd
seized the moment.

The idea that he was in Budapest was not beyond
the pale. He'd been to eastern Europe before and
had talked about going back. There was a woman
in the passenger seat, who could've been his friend
he liked to travel with.

The "what if" of that moment fascinates me. At the
time, I was visiting from Boston, where I had a
girlfriend (Tori) who I wanted to be "faithful" to. But
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The Gay
Nineties

The first night I went to the Gay
Nineties, it was a cold and there
was snow along the curbs,
blackened from car exhaust. When
I was ready to goy I asked a boun-
cer where the closest bus stop was.
He was a big, muscular black guy
and after looking me up an down,
told me he'd show me. As we walked,
he asked me where I was from and
he was impressed that a Nebraska
boy had made it up to Minneapolis.
The stop was only three blocks
away, and he stood with me for a
few minutes until the bus arrived.
I was too naive in the moment to
know he'd spotted me as a vulner-
able greenie and was making sure
I got home okay. These were still
the days when, according to rumor
anyway, there was sometimes blood
in the snow outside the bar from
fag-bashings.

The Nineties boasted multiple
sections, including a dance floor,
a country room, a leather dungeon
and a piano bar, where a hilarious
lesbian tickled the ivories. She
played up the archetype of the
pilano bar player to a T, with a
generous helping of schmaltz. Her
rendition Billy Joel's "Piano Man"
as "Piano Bitch" was a classice I
sat at the piano when I wanted a
break from the meat market atmo-
sphere that pervaded elsewhere.

continued on following page
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if it had been Ralfie, and the spark was still there,
would the romantic setting of Europe have over-
come my self-imposed vow? Did Life give me a
second chance with him?

I don't really regret my choices, because here I am
and maybe different choices would've landed me in
a worse spot—you never know—but wow, did
Ralfie have pretty eyes, and geez, was I stupid to
mess it up with him!

Ralfie was not the only guy I hooked up with in
Minneapolis during my 23-month stint there. Not
by a long shot, though he might have been the
cutest, and he was definitely my favorite.

I regularly hit the gay bars downtown on week-
ends. I was nervous about it, so I'd "front-
load"—that is, get half drunk at my apartment first.

At 24, I was not hot. Not ugly per se, but a little
geeky, and definitely not "pretty," so by the appear-
ance-obsessed standards of gay dudes in their
early 20s, I was not usually worth a second
glance. This hurt, for sure. Worse, it confirmed an
imagined pattern of rejection, and fed my sense of
self-worthlessness. So on many evenings, I'd go
out, dance and drink, try to meet people, and then
return home, alone and depressed.

On other evenings, I'd get picked up, almost always
by somebody older than me because to most gay
men north of their mid-30s, virtually all dudes in
their early 20s are cute. I had my own appear-
ance-obsession, and these men were not the ones
who were the best looking to me, but I liked feeling
wanted, and when it came to sex, something was
better than nothing.



I never knew what I was getting into until we were
at their place, usually an apartment. These men
varied in body type, what they wanted, and how
much they turned me on. Some did more than oth-
ers, but the excitement of a new penis was real
every time. Sometimes it was their best feature,
and I'm including their personality in that.

Some guys were easy-going, and they'd kiss me
lingeringly and stroke my hair gently. Others were
forceful, pressing their faces against mine hard,
and grabbing my ass roughly. I appreciated both
ends of this spectrum, and everything in between. I
demurred at anal sex—especially after trying and
failing with Ralfie, whom I trusted—so it was
mostly blowjobs. I got good at them, and didn't
mind jizz in my mouth. The flavor varied from guy
to guy and sometimes it was a bit rank, but I loved
the sensation of the ejaculation in my mouth no
matter what.

It was mostly one night stands, and I usually didn't
get a number, and I almost always left right after
the sex and didn't sleep over. Why? Because of the
shame I felt after cumming. I was still cursed by
the Catholic indoctrination that it was wrong to
have an orgasm except in your sleep or with a wo-
man you were married to. I hadn't gone to Sunday
mass for years, and had rejected nearly
everything else about the institution, but I couldn't
shake that one. Those fucking priests had gotten to
me in my formative years, when I was confused
about everything, and had marked me with this
curse like a tattoo.

It wasn't enough to leave the church and play the
slut. I needed healing from an equal and opposite

continued from preceding page

I never knew what would happen in
the Nineties. One night, a hot
young guy with a killer body, in a
leather vest and no shirt, stepped
up to me in the crowd, grabbed my
genitals and gave me a long deep
kiss. Then, he stopped, gave me a
wicked smile, and disappeared
into the crowd. Overcome with
lust, I tried to follow him, but he
was gone. I never saw him again
that night or afterwards.

Another evening, I was sitting at
a small table when a Black gen-
tleman in a plum colored tailored
suit offered to buy me a drink.
"Certainly,’ I told him, and he
returned a few minutes later with
a couple bottles of Zima, which I'd
never tasted. He sat down and made
pleasant conversation until the
drinks were gone, and went on his
way. I was so impressed at his
courtesy, and would have gladly
seen him again too.

I started taking straight friends
with me, unaware that I was con-
tributing to in a trend where gay
bars started getting diluted with
straights. The '90s was a break-
through decade, with gay culture
and the mainstream infiltrating
each other more, which turned out
to be a mixed bag. But for me, it
was an exotic adventure, and
though my sexual urges were too
often unrequited, I was grateful
to be the fuck out of Nebraska.

ConFessioNs OF A QUEER, CaTHoLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 93



The specler of

94 - THe AIDS Scare

AIDS

force of sexual positivity, but I wasn't getting that
from the gay bar scene. I was looking for some-
thing where I wasn't likely to find it.

The closest I got to that was Bart.

A mutual friend set us up on a blind date, and we
hit it off right away. He had been a chef for years,
and his forearms were criss-crossed with scars
from kitchen work, which I found really hot. He

was barrel-chested, with firm biceps and strong
hands. When he held me, I felt protected. He was

Lurking in the background during all these adven-
tures was AIDS. The liberation of sexual activity
from monogamous heterosexual coupledom that
flowered in the ‘6os and 'vos was curtailed in the gay
community by this terrible plague in the 'S8os. When I
first met Bart, he told me that most of his friends his
age were dead. It was a big deal.

[ was hitting puberty about the time AIDS was hitting
the headlines, so the media was saying that sex equals
death and the Church claiming that that sex would
condemn you to eternal damnation. So if I had sex
with men, I would die and go to hell. Wow. There's
some formative trauma.

By the time I got to the gay community in the early
90s, the death rate had slowed, but the crisis was not
over, and awareness was definitely high. Safe sex info
was posted all over in gay spaces. Condoms and lube
were regularly distributed in the bars by guys with
display boxes on straps around their necks like ci-
garette girls. Culturally, frank communication about
the past sex life of vou and and your partner became
expected. The way it was talked about was that when
you had sex with someone, you were having sex with




38, which was 14 years older than me. He told me
there was an appeal to youth, just for being youth,
and that I would understand when I was older. I
had a premonition that I would get to enjoy this
dynamic from the other side someday, and I was
right about that, to the same age gap.

Bart lived close by in Loring Park and was also

car-less, so we'd meet up and catch a bus to go for

dinner or brunch, then back to his place after-
wards for sex. We did this once or twice a week

everyone they had had sex with. So if vou hadn't
been tested for HIV, you needed to be able to say what
you'd done with who, when. Any ego/jealousy issues
you might have about your new partner's past part-
ners needed to take a back seat to safety, so you just
needed to get over that stuff. This was valuable.

The fact that I didn't have anal sex with anyone put
me in a low risk category. Giving blowjobs was only
considered dangerous if you had open cuts in your
mouth, which would be a direct vector to the blood-
stream. Swallowing cum was no big deal because
apparently the virus couldn't survive your stomach
acids.

Even so, the worry that I had somehow caught it was
always in the back of my mind, and when I finally got
lested in early 1995, after moving to Boston, I was so
relieved. Not immediately relicved, though; back
then, you had to wait 7-10 days for the lab to get back
to you, and that could be a long 7-10 days. It was for
me. I was so psyched about my negative result that I
framed the letter and hung it up on my living room
wall.
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and talked on the phone a little bit in between. He
never once cooked for me.

Sex was a little on the rougher side, and he defin-
itely played the dominant role, though not to the
point of S&M. He regularly wore a cockring, which
I'd never seen before.

H e was missing his four front teeth on top from a
childhood accident, but wore a partial bridge so you
couldn’t tell. He'd take it out for giving head, though, which
gave him a serious advantage in that department. There's
probably gay men who fantasize about having a boyfriend
like that.

I learned a lot from him in the sack, and we gener-
ally had a good time. My most vivid sexual memory
with him is unpleasant, though. We were 69ing and
he excused himself to go to the bathroom. When he
returned, we got back into position, but it was im-
mediately obvious to me that he'd taken a shit. His
butthole was right there by my face and I couldn't
miss the smell. It was gross, and I was glad when
that session was over. Why didn't I say something?
Because my sexual self esteem was so low. I didn't
dare vocalize anything that might upset the other
person. I figured I was lucky to be with anyone at
all, since I didn't have much to offer, especially in
the looks department. "Beggars can't be choosers,"
as they say.

Of course, being afraid to ask somebody to stop
something I wasn't enjoying—Ilet alone requesting
what I might want, or might want to try—wasn't
good for me or for my relationships (brief as most
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of them were). Inevitably, I would feel resentment
which I would misdirect at the other person. Yes, I
definitely got together with guys who selfish or
taking advantage, but my dishonesty was mine and
no one else's.

was easily carried away by my emotions to places of
shame, resentment and denial. | hated myself, and |
hated hating myself. Everything felt like a struggle.

So when Bart tried to open me up a little, emotion-
ally, he met resistance. I didn't want to admit to my
issues because they overwhelmed me. He was a
recovering alcoholic, and years of AA meetings
had given him practice digging things up. The lack
of alcohol use in our relationship was a stark con-
trast to most of my other sexual escapades at that
time, and this made for a different space that
offered more intimacy, and that meant more hon-
esty. It was too much for me at that point. After
three months of seeing each other regularly, I cut
it off with him. I wasn't ready to go into my dark
places yet, not even with his help.

Harold was the third and final boyfriend I had in
Minneapolis, among all the one-night stands.

I was at Cafe Wyrd, a coffee shop in Uptown with a
largely queer clientele. I had a notebook open in
front of me and was sipping my latte when I saw
him. Our eyes literally met across the crowded
room, like in a movie or novel. I broke that gaze out
of shyness, but though I was writing and he was
reading, we kept finding ourselves looking at each
other when we'd glance up. Finally, I just gave him
an inquiring look and gesture about joining him at

CoNFESsIONS OF A QUEER, CaTHOLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 97



his table and he beckoned me over. He was a bit
shorter than me, with a slight frame and fair skin.
His hairline was prematurely receding, but it was
cute on him. He was more feminine than me, which
was a marked contrast from Bart. When he made a
joke, he arched his eyebrows in a really gay way,
and I was into it.

As it turned out, he was also from Nebraska. Lin-
coln, the next city over from Omaha, about an hour
west. We talked about sharing a ride down there
for Thanksgiving, which was about a month and a
half away.

We hung out a half dozen or so times after that,
and phoned each other regularly. He rented a
room in a house with friends in south Minneapolis,
and we listened to ABBA on his stereo there. One
night he came over to my place when a huge end-
of-summer storm rolled through town at sunset.
We were in my bedroom, and my window was wide
open, letting in the wind and the racket.

W e rolled around and kissing on my bed, and I could
see the lightning through my closed eyelids. Thunder
shook the building. | had goosebumps from the charge in
the air and the intensity of our passion. A mixed tape he
made for me was on stereo, and our faces were misted by
rain as his favorite song played, the transcendent, "Dream
a Little Dream of Me," by the Mamas and Papas.

98 - MINNEAPOLIS — HAROLD

It still stands out as one of the memorable make-
out sessions of my life.

Harold was sensitive, and like me was insecure
and prone to depression. I think he "got" me more



than any other guy I had met in Minneapolis, but
that made me apprehensive. I was scared of
getting that real, because it would reveal my self-
loathing. So I started paying less attention to him,
and took longer to return calls, and turned down
an invitation. He knew something was up, and told
me that I didn't have to pretend to be friends with
him to get a ride to Nebraska for the holiday. I
denied that that's what I was doing, but inside I felt
a guilty start because there was some truth to it. It
wasn't the whole story, but...

The road trip to Nebraska was a good time. We
listened to music, chatted and joked, and it was
easy. I felt closer to him again, and wondered what
I'd been afraid of. We didn't fool around at all, or
even hold hands, because we were traveling by
day through Iowa.

For some reason it didn't work out to ride back to-
gether, so I returned to Minneapolis another way. I
kept meaning to call him to get together, but never
got around to it.

Then, just a few weeks later, I got a call from one of
his roommates. Harold was dead of apparent sui-
cide: asphyxiation in his bed. That sounded like it
could have been accidental death from autoerotic
stimulation, but I believed her that he had taken his
own life, because I knew he was capable of feeling
that wretched. I felt super guilty about it. I hadn't
been a decent friend to him at the end, and for no
good reason. Fear of being "too close" is not a good
reason. I worried that my seeming rejection of him
had been the final straw that drove him over the
edge. Of course, I had no idea if I had been on his
mind at all, but I shamed myself about it.
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To this day, a feel a twinge of culpability when I
think about him, and our relationship, and his
death. Also to this day, I feel bittersweet tug
whenever I hear, "Dream a Little Dream of Me," and
I'll get tears in my eyes. I won't put it on unless I'm
going to actively listen to it. It will never be back-
ground for me again.

Oh Harold, if you can hear me, let me say: I'm so
sorry.

[ J
Se e k lng. the When I was in college, a thing called "the Purity Test"
° made the rounds of my group of friends. It scored you
sordid

on a list of 100 yes/no questions about your experi-
ence with sex and drugs. You counted mo's and the
lower the number, the less "pure” you were. This be-
ing the late 'S8os, the test was on paper and you
tallied your answers on a separate sheet because
when you were done, you'd pass it along to the next
person. The text itself had been literally typed out on
a typewriter, and by the time it reached us, the letters
were a bit fuzzy, and there were marks from folds
and staples, due to multiple generations of xeroxing.
This degraded appearance was super common at the
time, and became its own aesthetic, most promin-
ently in the ‘zine scene. Some contemporary 'dis-
tressed” fonts are intended to mimic this look.

Some people were hoping for a lower score and others
for a higher one. I wanted a low one, and was proud
that I was at the lower end among my friends. My
same-sex experiences definitely helped push it down.
After taking the test and announcing their scores,
some people made goals, like "I want to be under 70
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by the end of the semester.” Someone returning from
a date might proudly declare that they had 'lost a
point.”" We never took it as far as organizing contests,
though I'm sure other people did.

Behind my own desire for a low number was an in-
feriority complex from the seven year nightmare that
had been junior high and high school, when I was
mocked by the majority of my peers. I felt mot good
enough” all the way around, but perhaps most of all
in terms of sex and sexual identity. One measure-
ment of conventional masculinity in both straight
and gay circles is sexual experience. The more "ac-
tion" you get, the more of a stud you are. So there was
that.

But I also personally saw it in terms of personal lib-
eration ala the Sexual Revolution, which was about
rejecting puritanical notions of morality that repress
people and their natural urges. One calch phrase
from the era: 'If it feels good do it." This was a he-
donism, but a hedonism with goals, spiritual and
personal. And political. Because once you make the
connection between sexual prurience and religion,
and between religion and culture, and between cul-
ture and history, what rears is ugly head is Patri-
archy, that vile system for subjugating the feminine;
not just individual female humans but values
perceived as human, and ultimately Mother Nature
herself.

So, you could fuck your way to personal enlighten-
ment and social emancipation.

Not that it was that high-minded for me all the time.
It was also about being cool.
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That coolness was centered around adjectives like
'sordid" and "gritty.” Rule-breaking was key, though
more in terms of cultural norms than legality. You
gol points (or, with the Purity Test, lost them) for
living dangerously, not just physically but emotion-
ally. Risk-taking was its own goal. What would
mother not approve of? Do it.

In Minneapolis, "sordid” meant going home from the
gay bars with various and sundry strangers, without
knowing more than their first name, if that. 1
notched eight or ten of these one-nighters over the
course of a vear and a half. I was trying to be a slut.

"Sordid" wasn't all about gay bars. There was Gwen,
a big, loud woman with expressive lips and a hearty
laugh. A Minneapolis native and a fellow temp, she
introduced me to her group of friends, who called
themselves the "OP’s—the 'original punks.” Back in
the late 'vos, they were the first kids in the Twin
Cities to adopt punk fashion and music. Now they
were disdainful of the younger punks, who they con-
sidered poseurs. Though they'd dropped the punk
wardrobe, they were still an art and music crowd
who threw great parties. At one, twin sisters who had
just gotten clitoris piercings sat on each other's lap
with their skirts hiked up so everyone could see their
newly adorned anatomy. One gold ring gleamed
above another in the folds of their pink shaved flesh.
I was astounded at this display but delighted to be at
a party where such things were happening. Gwen
seduced me one night when we were both drunk, and
it was a very plush experience given her girth. Af-
lerwards, we went back to just being party buddies.
The casualness itself was "sordid."




My time in Minneapolis ended with an unpleasant
relationship so nightmarish that I moved to the
East Coast.

It started innocently enough. One of my temp jobs
had become permanent because my bosses had
been impressed by my work ethic, which included
a willingness to work overtime. The job was down-
town quite close to where I lived, so I could hit a
bar or three after work with co-workers and then
stumble home. These companions were temps my
age who lived close by too. This was when urban
rent was cheap since most professional people
over thirty were scare of city living because of all
the "crime"—read: "black people"—and scurried
home to the suburbs every night.

Tim was a computer geek with a baby face who
lived in Loring Park even though he was straight.
Keith was a super cute guy with sideburns and
curly blond chest hair. I had a crush on him, and
though he claimed was straight, I could pick up
that he wasn't quite, and that he'd probably be
willing to "experiment" given the right circum-
stances—Ilike, being drunk and alone with me.
Peggy was a pretentious Minneapolitan, NPR
listener who took photos of old buildings and drink
expensive wine. She wore styley skirts with tights.

Brit's, an English style pub, was a regular watering
hole. They served Guinness and other imports on
tap. This was before micro-breweries were a
thing, so beer snobs went for foreign suds.

On a Friday night, we were likely to hit the Nineties
after dinner, and dance like crazy. Eventually we'd
pile into a taxi, since the buses had stopped run-
ning by bar close, and either party more at

That time
Iwas

engaged
to a woman

The worst
Valentine's
Day ever
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somebody's apartment, or just get dropped off at
our respective pads.

One night it was just Peggy and I, and after we had
fallen giggling into the back seat of a cab and blur-
ted out our addresses, she pinned me down and
started kissing me forcefully. I was drunk and
lonely and went with it. Lights flashed by, people on
the sidewalk whooped, and pop music played on
the radio. Then she pulled me out of the cab in
front of her apartment building.

he led me up the steps, through her front door, and

pushed me onto the couch in the front room. There, she
kicked of f her shoes, pulled off her tights, and unbuckled
my belt. Before | knew what was happening, she had
straddled me, rolled a condom onto my penis and pulled me
inside her. We were still half dressed. Sordid, for sure. And
a bit nonconsensual, but this was 1994 so we weren't
thinking about those things.

104 - MINNEAPOLIS — PEGGY

And thus began a pattern that would repeat itself
over the next decade and a half: a female
friend—whom I'm really enjoying as a close buddy,
confidant, and sister—makes the moves on me; I
give in; sooner or later, heartache and disappoint-
ment ensue; I lose friend and wish we'd just stayed
that way in the first place. These experiences were
traumatic, and not less so for being repeated.
Looking back, I feel a mix of sadness and resent-
ment. Sadness for the connection that was lost,
resentment that they started something.

The situation with Peggy was complicated by the
fact that she already had a boyfriend. True, she



was unhappy with him, and they'd been fighting
and seeming on track to break up, but they were
still together, and our hook-up was sure to cause
trouble, as he had a jealous streak. I knew the
whole back story about him and their crumbling
relationship because she'd been telling me about
it—like girls do with their gay best friends.

I didn't feel right about it at the beginning, or at any
other point along the eight month timeline that fol-
lowed. Liz Phair's song, "Fuck and Run," was cur-
rent then, and was the theme song of my feelings
with it's refrains of "I want a boyfriend" and "I
didn't think this would happen again."

Yet it did happen again and again, and eventually
Peggy's boyfriend, Blaine, found out. He was livid
and immediately hated me. By an unfortunate co-
incidence, he happened to work in the same build-
ing, so I was filled with trepidation every time I
waited for the elevator.

Peggy couldn't make up her mind and set Blaine and me
up in competition with each other. | was profoundly
uncomfortable with this dynamic. But the regular sex was
a novelty to me, and in the moment it had me hooked, even
if I would much rather have been with someone else. |
mean, if a genie had asked me to choose, | would've picked

Keith, not her.

Like a vise being slowly cranked shut, the drama
steadily increased. Peggy would announce she'd
broken up with him, and then a week later would
end up back at his place after a night out at some
expensive restaurant. She had fancy tastes that he
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A fifteen year
deception
begins..

What Peggy represented was nor-
mality, and acceptance by the so-
ciety. One day, early on in our
romance, we went through the line
together at a grocery store and
the cashier, who was an older
gentleman treated us 1like a
couple, and made a joke of handing
my change to her. I'd never had
this experience before and was
thrilled. I felt like I had been
welcomed into the club I'd been
kicked out of in sixth grade. I
mentioned the incident to Peggy
in the parking lot with much ex-
citement but she was dismissive.
"Oh whatever, that happens all the
time."

For her, fitting in had always
been a given. She had never ex-
perienced life as an outcast. She
had no idea what it felt like to
crave the endorsement of society,

continued on following page
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could afford. She also had daddy issues and Blaine
was fifteen years her senior. He'd call me at ran-
dom to taunt me. One night he cornered me in bar
and got in my face with a friend of his.

The stress was wearing me down, and I sank into a
hopeless depression. I had difficulty concentrating
at work, where she was now also a full time em-
ployee, in a cubicle across from me. I arranged for
some time off. I wanted to get out of town for some
perspective.

One of the managers at my company had taken a
new job in the Boston area a few months previ-
ously, and she had told me, "If you're ever going to
be in Boston, give me a call" So I rang her up, and
told her I'd love to visit.

"Would you ever consider relocating out here?"
she asked.

"If I could find work out there," I said, and in my
mind I pictured myself casting a fishing line.

"Well, we happen to have an opening right now,"
she said. "You could interview while you're here."

In a week, I was in Boston, where I had four inter-
views in three days. A few days after I'd returned
to Minneapolis, I was offered a job at an annual
salary of $35.5k, which was more than I'd ever
made before. That was good money in 1995, in
pre-gentrified urban America, even in Boston
where housing was distinctly more expensive than
in Minneapolis. I excitedly accepted the offer. I was
so grateful to have a way out. The move would
force Peggy to make a choice one way or another,
and the ordeal would be over.



The tensions with Peggy and Blaine reached a
peak on Valentine's Day. She had recently broken
up with him again but they already had reserva-
tions for a prix fixe luncheon at an upscale place
for the holiday, and she felt like she couldn't stand
him up. Desperate to just settle the issue once and
for all, I took a drastic step and proposed to her. I
didn't really want to get married, and I knew that,
but I wanted the contest to end, once and for all.
So I swung around to her favorite second-hand
shop and picked out a simple antique silver ring
with a sapphire. True to my gay self, I also got
matching earrings, since "it's all about accessoriz-

ing."
I popped the question on the evening of February
13th, and she accepted with tears in her eyes.

The next day, at the luncheon, Blaine also proposed
to her. True to himself, he gave her a fancy gold
ring with a big diamond. He wouldn't tell her how
much he paid for it, but had to mention that he'd
insured it for $5000.

For the next week she wore a ring on each hand
while she tried to make up her mind. I found myself
wishing I hadn't asked her, but I couldn't bring my-
self to withdraw because that would mean "losing."
It didn't matter that I didn't even want the winning
prize. The competition had become an end in itself.
I was entirely miserable, but couldn't extricate
myself.

Over the next few weeks, I made arrangements to
move, which included returning to my job in Min-
neapolis for a few days to wrap up everything
there. Peggy was taking my position, and the train-
ing was alternately simple, because she was

continued from preceding page

and certainly not how satisfying
it was to receive it, even in such
a little way as the off-hand humor
of a cashier.

But for me, this was all novel, and
I liked feeling like I was just a
regular guy. I still wasn't, and
deep down I knew that, and not so
deep down, I could tell I was
playing a role, but I repressed all
that and went for broke to keep my
place on the team. It was bound to
fail of course, and fail
wretchedly, but I just needed to
follow it through to the bitter
end.

I didn't know it, but Peggy was
only the first in a string of fe-
male relationships over the next
fifteen years that taught the same
lesson repeatedly: that being
dishonest to others in order to
bolster my own dishonesty to my-
self would always end in
heartache.

CONFESSIONS OF A QUEER, CaTHOLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 107



smart, and tortuous, because Blaine kept calling.

I drove a moving van out to Boston in the second
week of March. Peggy came along and then flew
back. We only saw each other one more time, at a
mutual friend's wedding in Minneapolis a month
later. She wanted to have sex, so we did, but after-
wards, I told her I was done. She wasn't altogether
surprised, but she cried and I held her. As her
tears dampened my chest, I stared at the wall
over her shoulder and felt no sadness at all. Just
relief.

[ J
I always found sexual encounters with males versus
Deszre’ with females to be fundamentally different.

[ J
de nlal 3 With males, there was an immediate ease—notwith-

° standing the momentary awkwardness that can at-
dls hanes ty lend any first encounter as two sets of drives,
experiences and personal styles come into contact
with each other and work it out (or not). Of course,
some experiences were better than others, and some
were downright bad (as I've been describing), and,
unfortunately, there were occasions when I was
overcome with guilt afterwards because it was
something I wasn't supposed to do—which would
make me into someone I wasn't supposed to he—but
the actual doing of it just "felt right" somehow any-
way, despite being relentlessly pounded with homo-
phobia by school, church and society for years and
years.

Put another way, you can tell if a shoe fits when you
put it on and walk around in it, regardless of what
anybody wants—including yvourself.
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With females—once I'd gotten past the first few ex-
periences where the foremost factor was sheer nov-
elty—I felt like I was trying to play a part. The role
varied depending on the partner and the moment:
romantic or animalistic, committed or casual, sens-
itive or domineering, receptive or rote, drawn out or
quick, quiet or loud, inside or outside, hottom or top,
me first or her first. I would try to suss out who I was
supposed to be and then be it. Success was measured
by how happy she was with the performance. That's
how I got my hit of approval, which was what I was
looking for. Other than getting off, though most of the
time, masturbating was more satisfying.

So in a very real sense, whenever I hooked up with a
women it was a test. Which means that every inter-
action was insincere at a basic level. No wonder it
never worked out for very long with any given fe-
male; at some level, conscious or not, you can tell if
somebody "means it," and deep down, I didn't. That's
not very sexy.

I was conning myself, too. Never 100% and never for
long without doubt, but I kept trying. I just really
didn't want to be gay. Eventually I didn't care about
the Church or mainstream society anymore, but I
had internalized the homophobia. The conflict
between my sexual attractions and my social desires
sometimes raged and sometimes just simmered but
never dissipated. Depression ebbed and flowed with
it, repeatedly driving me to excruciating emotional
suffering. Throughout it all, I somehow managed to
keep a smile on my face much of the time, but this
additional layer of acting only put off the inevitable
reckoning.
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Boston:
Adventures
with the
Concept
Queen
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My first three months in Boston were the loneliest
period of my whole life, before or since. The only
person I already knew was my boss, but she
wasn't a friend, and even if she had been, she lived
far away in an outer-ring suburb. After work and
on weekends I went to bars and cafes alone, trying
to meet people, but it didn't work. It was definitely
harder to make friends there than in Minneapolis. I
suffered a low-level but unrelenting depression.

Then "the girls upstairs" moved in, and my whole
life changed overnight.

I lived on the second floor of a four story walk-up
apartment two blocks from Boston Harbor. Be-
cause of the building's layout, everyone who lived
there went by my door, so I totally noticed one day
when some exuberant people my age started
tromping up and down. I popped out, introduced
myself, and helped them carry up their stuff from
the street. The next day, I dropped by with a loaf of
home-baked bread as a housewarming gift, which
really impressed them. "They" were the Concept
Queen, her sister Kelly, and their friend Jenny.

We all hit it off right away, but especially the
Concept Queen and I, because I was intrigued by
her many schemes, which included publishing. She
was a graduate of MassArt and was brimming
with big ideas about art, culture, science, and their
interdisciplinary relationships.

The girls upstairs didn't waste any time throwing a
big party up on the roof even though that was ex-
pressly forbidden by the lease. The Concept Queen
introduced me to dozens of people that night, and
just like that, I had a vibrant social life and an ever
expanding circles of friends and acquaintances.



Funny thing was, the Concept Queen had been
confused about my name, so everyone met me as,
"Russ." I finally said something to her about it, and
she apologized, but I was like, "That's okay. I like it.
I'll just go with it." I'd always been into nicknames
anyway, and it seemed perfect to take a new name
to go with my new life. I was even published under
the name as a regular contributor to the local mu-
sic magazine, The Noise.

Being a writer for The Noise also opened lots of
doors for me. I'd show up at a local band's gig and
they'd be like, "You write for The Noise? Here's our
CD! Come to our party after the show! We'll put you
on the list at our next gig!" etc. Being a rock and
roll insider was a blast. I soon learned that I'd get
the most enjoyment from the gig if I only wrote
positive reviews. The one time I put out a negative
one, the backlash in the letters section was merci-
less, so after that, if I didn't like something, I'd just
wouldn't say anything at all.

The Concept Queen launched a zine project called,
Entropy Press and I became her partner-in-crime
in producing it. Each episode had a theme, and
she'd publish literally any submission that fit it. The
format of the zine also changed to reflect the
theme, so the first episode, entitled, "What is en-
tropy?," was printed on glue-bound card stock that
soon fell apart. The second was "mental" and was
laid out as a map-folded blue print of the brain on
one side with all the submissions collaged on the
other. The third was "sabotage" and it was
presented on various sizes and colors of paper,
loose in a manila envelope like a file of evidence.
We spent hundreds of hours together going over
submissions, laying them out, making copies, and

Super, ultra,
wicked, mega
love’

I fell in love with Boston with a
passion I've not felt for an urban
place since. The density, the en-
ergy, the accents; I was utterly
entranced. Like many young Mid-
western writers in the '80s and
'90's, I'd long fantasized about
living in a big city on the East
Coast hanging out with cool
people doing cool things in cool
placesy, and I found all that in
"the Hub": art lofts in old ware-
houses, gritty alleyways splashed
with graffiti, local bands playing
loud music in smoky clubs, druggy
parties, crowded subways, exotic
food. For a fan of architecture,
Boston is a showcase of every
style since Paul Revere's day, and
I walked around agape at the
amazing buildings and unique
neighborhoods. I took hundreds of
photos with a Pentax film camera.
I lived in the North End, an old-
fashioned ethnic neighborhood
where all the necessities of life
were within walking distance. I
even achieved fame. Many of my
dreams came true.

*Title of a great song by the Gigolo
Aunts, a Boston band, which they
released during my years there.
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Saturn returns

I don't know what you think about
astrology, dear reader, but I hit
my "Saturn Returns" while I was in
Boston. This phase starts at the
age of 27, lasts 2-3 years, and is
often accompanied by major 1life
changes. Lots of people get mar-
ried then. Others—like Jim
Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Janis
Joplin and Kurt Cobain—die. Some
people believe that your soul
stops growing on its own at this
point, and will only develop
further if you actively work on
it. In our culture, it's the gateway
to 30, when one is expected to
leave behind the irresponsibil-
ities of R0-something life and
"settle down."

I didn't know any of that at first,
but as 1996 turned to 1997 (and I
was 27 going on 28) I felt some-
thing in the air, and something
inside myself: a sensation of
rapid growth and transformation.
So I made a plan to quit my job in
the spring and go to Europe for
the summer. This was knocked off
kilter by a new relationship that
flowered with incredible in-
tensity, rose to dizzying heights
of passion and intimacy, and then
dove into the depths of despair,
eventually bringing my life in
Boston to an end, and setting me
on an entirely new course.
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distributing. We also translated each zine to digital
form for the internet. This was the mid-90s and the
World Wide Web was brand new. Sluggish dial-up
connections were still common and images had to
be formatted as low-res as possible so we reduced
all visuals to two-colors, which happened to match
the aesthetic of xeroxed zines.

We were often together out on the scene, and
people were like, "You and the Concept Queen
should date," and I was always like, "Nope. That
energy's not there." And it wasn't, from either side.
We totally loved hanging out and were awesome
art-project buddies, and it was perfect—and com-
plete—that way. As a tall leggy blonde with a killer
sense of fashion, she got lots of male attention, but
she was rather picky. Eventually we both ended up
in intense romantic relationships and drifted apart,
but while it lasted, our artistic collaboration was
one of the most fruitful partnerships I've ever en-
joyed.

The closest the Concept Queen and I ever got to
hooking up was only vicariously, when she was
having sex with a guy across the street, and got
together with his ex-wife. From the Concept
Queen's fourth floor apartment, she could look
directly into the fourth floor apartment across the
street, where Marco and his wife Maria lived with
their young son Marco, Jr. Marco was Italian, with
a mischievous sparkle in his eye, a rascally smile,
and a nonchalant swagger to his gait. His uniform
was a tank top, and he had the shoulders and bi-
ceps to make it work. He was, in other words,
totally hot. He and the Concept Queen kept seeing
each other through their windows—and liked what
they saw—and eventually met face to face down



on the street. Marco and Maria were breaking up,
and the Concept Queen accepted Marco's sexual
advances. I befriended him and Maria and their
son, who was a charming kid. As her husband be-
came more involved with the Concept Queen,
Maria spent more time with me, and at first it was
totally platonic. Emotionally, she was in a fragile
place and needed someone to talk to. I was fine
lending my shoulder to cry on.

One night she came over to my apartment alone
for a dinner that I cooked from the marvelous in-
gredients available from the little Italian groceries
in the neighborhood. Then, somehow, we were in
my bed, having sex. Physically she was rather
passive. Her vagina was the loosest I'd ever ex-
perienced and I wondered if that was from child-
birth, or if Marco was really big. I wasn't into the
whole encounter, but it seemed special to her. I get
it. It's that rebound thing, when you comfort
yourself with somebody new. I didn't mind being
that for her.

Admittedly, there was an element of getting turned
on because I was someplace that Marco had been
and I was attracted to him. But I buried that one
deep.

I tried to date around in Boston. At any given mo-
ment, there were a handful of women I was
"working on," meaning I was trying to suss out and
pursue possibilities. Most were dead ends. Here
and there, I made out with somebody or had a one
night stand, but I didn't feel sated at all.

I also realized I couldn't give the women I met what

they wanted: to be the particular woman most
loved by a man who loved women in general. I just

Clueless

Every once in a while, I'd buy a
dozen roses and walk around
downtown handing them out to
women, one by one, randomly. Not
totally randomly, I11 admit; I
particularly sought out women
who seemed 1like they probably
didn't get flowers much, if at all.
I usually did the whole thing
wordlessly. I'd simply hold out a
flower in offering, and when it
was accepted, I would bow and go
on my way. The point was to gift
unconditionally. A few women were
so grateful their eyes would well
up with tears. It was very rare for
someone to turn one down. I found
this activity incredibly grati-
fying, and I didn't learn as much
about myself from that than I
could have.

CONFESSIONS OF A QUEER, CATHOLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 113



The one
Boston
boyfriend
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didn't feel that way about women, and I couldn't
pretend I did. When I was around straight guys, it
was super obvious that I didn't have the
attractions to women that they did. I accepted this
about myself, in part because I found men so
crass. So I knew that if I was going to find a wo-
man to be with, she was going to have to be really
different.

I didn't know then, as I do now, that wanting
something rarely leads to getting it, at least in the
form you're picturing it. Sometimes, life is just a
waiting game.

The Boston years were the least gay phase in my
life. I never even looked up the gay bars. I was try-
ing to be hetero, having just come off the experi-
ence with Peggy, when I'd felt "normal."

There was only one boyfriend, McCormick. He was
an artist a few years older than me, with dark
curly hair, ringing laughter, and a fashionable
wardrobe that leaned toward the foppish. He was
more worldly than me, but never drew attention to
the gap, so I didn't feel self-conscious about it. He
introduced me to alternative medicine. One day
when we ate in Chinatown, and he ordered an
enormous bowl of spicy soup and then squirted
herbal tinctures into it to treat a cough. He had a
Traditional Chinese doctor instead of a Western
physician.

I found him quite attractive and one night when he
was swinging by to pick me up for a date, I decided
to fulfill a fantasy. When he knocked, I opened the
door and pulled him in wordlessly, then pressed



him against the wall where I started kissing him
hungrily. He caught the pass without skipping a
beat. I started feeling him up in a really forward
way until I could feel through his pants that he was
getting aroused.

hen I dropped to my knees, unzipped his pants, worked

out his cock and started giving him enthusiastic head.
I used every technique I knew, and from the sounds he was
making, | knew he was loving it. He placed one hand on the
back of my head as his hips gently rocked. I didn't stop
until he came in my mouth and | stayed down there until he
was totally done and I'd swallowed every drop.

Then I stood up, smiled, and said, "Hi! Nice to see
youl"

"Nice to see you too," he purred, and kissed me. (By
the way, that's a great lover who will kiss you after
he cums in your mouth.)

That night he took me to a party on a tug boat
anchored in the harbor that had been renovated
into a residence. He got me totally stoned and I
forgot we were in a boat until I went looking for the
bathroom and wondered why the walls bowed in
as they approached the floor.

McCormick was awesome, and I can't remember
how or why we drifted apart. People come and go,
especially if you move around as much as I have,
but McCormick is one person from my past I'd love
to see again, but so far the internet has not given
up his current location. Hey buddy, if you're out
there, drop me a line! I'll bet you're still sexy!
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To sex and
drugs, add
rock & roll

116 - BostoN — Rock & RoLL

One reason I was psyched to move to Boston was
because it was home to one of my favorite bands,
Letters to Cleo. Unfortunately for me, I arrived
during a spell when they weren't playing live
shows, but I found their wedge of the music scene,
which included bands like the Pills, Boy Wonder
and the Gigolo Aunts. They all knew each other,
and shared stages, studio spaces, and inspira-
tions. Letters to Cleo even lifted a melody from a
Pills song, and that was totally copacetic.

Any night of the week, you could catch great local
music at dozens of area venues for covers under
$10.I saw some of the best music of my life on
stages so small they barely held a foursome and
their amps. The quality of musicianship and
songwriting was impressive. Some songs could
have been big hits nationally with exposure. I my-
self became a minor fixture due to my Noise gig,
and enjoyed getting a "Hey Russ!" from the stage.

Where Minneapolis had been a hard-drinking town
for me, Boston was all about pot, and that was
better for me. Imbibing hard liquor to the point of
blacking out isn't healthy in any way, and Maryjane
pushed that bad habit aside.

My most frequent venue-hopping buddy was a guy
who the Concept Queen and I called, "Johncoffee-
john," to differentiate him from all the other Johns.
This John worked at a coffee cart (hence the name)
and lived illegally in a warehouse downtown. He
didn't have a doorbell or a phone, so I'd shout up to
his fourth floor window from the alley. He'd come
down and let me in, and we'd smoke up in his place.
We wore sunglasses on the subway when we went
out because we were that high.



The quintessential experience of this period was
the time I shared a joint in a men's room stall with
Danny Horrid, the lead guitarist for Ramona Silver,
before their gig. That's exactly what I'd come to
Boston to do.

The peak moment was the night I met Kay Hanley,
lead singer of Letters to Cleo. I was in a Cambridge
club with my friend, Brendan, who was like, "Look!
Isn't that Kay Hanley?" Sure enough, there she
was, playing pool with one of her bandmates.
"You've got to say hi," Brendan said, and he didn't
need to give me a push.

I approached her in between shots and asked her
if she was Kay Hanley. When she said yes, I intro-
duced myself.

"Are you the Russ?" she asked. "Who writes for
The Noise?"

Talk about thrilling. Here I was, meeting one of my
favorite musicians ever, and she'd already heard
of me. Whoabh. Big fantasy come true.

Boston was such a place of fulfillment for me. One
night, I was alone in the Concept Queen's art stu-
dio, writing something for Entropy Press. I was
probably drinking a Guinness, and I was definitely
smoking a Nat Sherman cigarette, when I turned to
look out the window. The view was of downtown
Boston, and it was night, and all the skyscrapers
were lit up. In that moment, I realized I was living
the dream I'd had in Omaha as a teenager. Here I
was: a writer in a big East Coast city, "hanging out
with cool people doing cool things in cool places." It
wasn't New York City, but it didn't have to be.
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Ramona Silver: Live at Mama Kin, 12/15/96

(Issue 168: Feb '97)

] t several la-

rd on the street is tha ; :
Ege_swgre looking at Ramona SllverK?lg}it
now, and when I caught her %t .Ma;nfgh%nil w

5 ’
easy to see why. Her band 1. r
:rv:ice psgwerful and pretiy, ar}d herf concx)p
positions a varied collection ‘% onger
tunefulness. And they all rpck. Jonde?
Woman" is coast—to—coast radlq ready, >
"Adaptor" is a playful romp szth som;a‘ics
the most charmingly seli—con{s};}o?solmy ios

"Pickin'
I've heard latelye. N er
! ! d sweet but sop
"Trailers" EP is short an o e
isticated (like Ramona hersells, t

isaicr:naark one-note feedbac_k gfﬁt?‘ai%gpﬁ
! 1ts own. "Don't Fix the pipe”
?strlg C’fllet‘s—i‘u.ck—once—mox.‘e—befor_et ;ive N
t:;reak—up number that finl.shes .W:i. o
frenzied, dueling Jjam. Thlst g;zh oo
scream! As a band, they turn out e e
flawlessly but avoid roteness, and e
obvious from their on-stage shenan%gatls
that they're having fun up therte. Thats
important: we have enougp stuc to;vn
themselves "serious" bzatnscilsl vler; tlg;is‘ers o
4, and Ramona . a
::c&izilg,competent and refreshl‘ng ex:bii—

ance. I hope she's New England's nex

Inhale Mary

"Used Memories for Sale" (Cactus Records)

(Issue 166: Nov '96)

[IMAGE: Inhale Mary "Used Memories for Sale" GD coverl
have to admit I was very skeptical that this disc
would be any good. Live, Inhale Mary's songs bleed one
into the other through long, trippy jams that range
from goth to punk to space and back to hard pop. The
atmospheric experience they create in a smoky venue
would be impossible to convey on a recording, but
fortunately, they seem to know that, and the CD
presents their material in a different fashion. They
use the studio to excellent effect, bringing out ele-
ments of their music that are either difficult or im-
possible to pull off on stage (especially with some of
the sound systems I've seen them deal with). Special
effects on vocals and guitars are sprinkled through-
out liberally, but they don't drown out the composi-

tions—except when they are supposed to, as on the
totally fuzzed out "And What? (Summer's Here). A few
songs really sound like they have strings in them, but
it's actually f'd-up guitar. ‘Frankengandhi,' "Horse,"
and especially "Strange Exquisite" have serious hit
potential if the "Right Ears" could pick them up. "It'11
be Allright" is conspicuous in its absence; will you
be putting that on a single, guys? On the flipside of

sical export.

The Noise
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the coin, a few of the songs end a bit too abruptly, as
if wanting to sink into the twilight zone of a live
show. All in all, though, Inhale Mary succeeds with

this OD, an accomplishment that has eluded other
bands that sound great live.
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JANUARY — Keep Me From Sleeping

Label: Ticklebee Records
Review by — Jade Papillion| % B Yes evet Y

January's CD starts with a recording of a pull-toy, "The sheep
AAAN" then kicks into "Fleece'y their driving, somewhat
resplendent single. There is often a touch of grandeur in
January's music, albeit a shadowy grandeur, and this child-
hood artifact strikes an ironic note. If January were in a
"happy flock of sheep'y they would certainly be the black one.
January's music has been described as "pop in the dark', a la-
bel which asserts its tunefulness and melody, but which also
extols its undeniably Goth quality. January is catchy, but

they are not sunny day music.

"Fleece" definitely rocks—the best choice for a single — and
brings to mind the small, smoky clubs they play in around
Boston. The guitar riff that catches you and pulls you
through the song, over a pulsating bass line, and through
Christine Zuffrey's pastoral lyrics, is an insistent, rolling
hook. Mid-song you are thrown into wild, wa-ing solo, and
then yanked back for the crisp finish. Nice work, from be-

ginning to end.

Tracks 4-7 flow together so well, conveying such a consist—
ent mood, that one could call it a suite. Starting with the
plaintive guitar, throbbing bass line and ricocheting rim-
shots of "Naphtalene"s opening, and ending with the breath-
jly-delivered after-hours poetry of "Dinosaurs'y January
takes you on a moody trip through the longings for love and

nsides. At the center of this journey

meaning that gnaw your i
is "Happy" whose lyrics, "What's wrong with me? Why can't I
just be happy?", are delivered with a poignant power that is

truly beautiful, hitting that spot in your chest and making
it quiver with sadness. "Long shadows remind you, your time
has come, your day is through.' Appropriate for these pre-
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Millennial times, perhaps, but the foreboding in this music
is far more personal. January has accomplished a moving,

affecting piece of work here.
So why only three stars? First, at only seven tracks, thisis a

short CD. Though, that I wanted more is a good thing. Second,
the recordings here of "Magnificent" and "Fuzzy Sweet" do

and fast songs deliver in a live set.
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Love at
first sight

(but not for
long last)

120 - BostoN — ToRrI | ART REFLECTS LIFE REFLECTS ART...

Just about every Saturday I took a big long walk
starting from the North End, through the knot of
streets of the Financial District, across Boston
Common (where the trees make room for the
paths) and the Public Garden (where the paths
makes way for the trees). and finally down the full
length of the Back Bay, with its eight cross streets
that I can still recite from memory: Arlington,
Berkeley, Clarendon, Dartmouth, Exeter, Fairfield,
Gloucester and Hereford), ending up at Mass Ave
(Massachusetts Avenue). If you turned right there,
you'd cross a bridge into Cambridge, and pass MIT
on your way to Harvard Square, and eventually
arrive in Somerville (pronounced, SUM-ma-vull).
But my journey usually ended at the Other Side
Cosmic Cafe on Mass Ave. In a review for Caffein-
ated Magazine, I wrote:

"The Other Side Cosmic Cafe, a Seattle-style cafe
on the outer fringe of Boston's opulent Back Bay
is far more than a mere coffee joint. The self
descriptor, 'cosmic' is apropos not only of their
wide selection of beverages and food, but also of
the attendant crowd and progressive culinary
philosophy. 'Not your father's Starbucks,' to coin
a phrase...

"The Other Side attracts mostly young people,
some clearly students from nearby Boston Uni-
versity, Emerson College, Berklee College of Mu-
sic, or MIT. And of course there's a lot of
overflow from the pierced and dyed Upper New-
bury Street crowd. The average age tops out
around thirty, but I do see some 'grown-ups'in
there sometimes, especially during the day. Not
a place I'd go in job interview clothes, though.
Additionally, the Other Side seems to be a semi-
regular drop-off point for the hard to find En-

continued on page 122



In Boston, I became fascinated with how on-screen
hypertext could free story telling from the linear
constraints of a hook. Inspiration hit me at 3:30 am
on a train in Germany, and I drafted a poem that
would serve as the framing structure of a grand
project. Broken up into si1 separate lines, this poem
became the table of contents, with the lines arranged
on the screen in a figure eight because that shape has
no beginning or end.

Two thirds of the stories were composed by choosing
the first word of each paragraph ahead of time and
writing from there. Read from top to bottom, the first
words would spell out a phrase. Half were dictionary
definitions—meant to represent an objective
perspective—and the other half lines from poetry,
song or literature—meant to represent subjectivity.
The other third were free-form. I was going for
avante garde but some of it was merely pretentious.

A friend suggested I go full multimedia, so I worked
with artists and musicians I knew to include visuals
and a soundtrack. At first I chose existing art and
music to fit the words, but as the project progressed,
a more symbiotic relationship developed: songs in-
spired stories and images created characters. One
particularly enthusiastic band wrote new material to
2o with stories that resonated with them.

When the project was finished, I threw a release
party at a local club. Three of the bands plaved in
front of projected slides, artwork was hung up
around the venue, and friends did readings.

The book was unabashedly autobiographical. The
tagonist (neither the protagonist or antagonist) was

continued on page 123

Art reflects life
reflects art...
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tropy Press, an underground art 'zine that ori-
ginates (geographically at least) in Boston."

One afternoon, I was on my way out when I saw my
friend Frida ordering at the counter. Standing next
to her, facing away from me, was a long-haired guy
in a leather jacket. I stopped to say hello to Frida,
and when her friend turned, I saw that he was a
she. Her name was Tori and instead of leaving, I
joined them. When Frida needed to take off a bit
later, Tori and I kept hanging out and dropped into
the nearby Museum of Fine Arts.

In a room devoted to east Asian art, we happened
to find ourselves standing on opposite sides of a
Buddha statue in the middle of the room, and our
eyes met.

Time stopped. Veils were cast aside and we were seeing
each other directly, without projection or defense. The
sense of exposure was disarming but liberating, enervating
like a blast of air from a door flung open. | was struck in

that moment with a presentiment of profound potentiality.

122 - BostoN — TorI | MAKING Love

The eleven and half weeks that followed was one of
the most magical periods of my life. We hung out
nearly every day during that time in a merging of
heart, body and mind that was extraordinarily
deep and felt both otherwordly and thoroughly
grounding—both dreamlike and acutely clear. The
Concept Queen said, "Your DNA are calling out to
each other!" Knowing it was special, I told myself I'd
give it three years to see where it went.

continued on page 124
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named, "I.," and I'd already been writing about him
for a couple vears. His main love interest, 'S.," was
Tori, or rather, became lori, since I wrote the [irst
story featuring 'I. & S. before I met ‘lori.

I am including one particular story here because it
captures the quasi-psychedelic intensity of the early
days with ‘lori. I wrote it months afterwards, when
that passion had cooled, but when my memory of it
was still clear.

This story takes its structure from the Biblical verse
cited at the beginning. The first word of each
paragraph is bolded to accentuate this.

Gen. 2:25

And T. took her into his arms and laid her upon the
bed, and the light of the full moon made a square
over her breasts. Her eyes were closed and he [it a
candle. The orange light flickered on her face and the
shadows of her eyelashes danced on her forehead.
Beethoven wafted in on NPR. He leaned over her and
kissed her. She kissed back, the tip of her tongue
showing him the shape of his lips. 1. felt a spark
between them, and in the sky of his closed eves,
glowing shapes appeared and revolved around one
another, gold, red and incandescent white. It seemed
to 1. that warmth borne on air rose within him and
issued out of his mouth into hers. When he pictured
this sensation, he saw fire pouring out, and she
moaned and pulled him closer.

continued on page 125

"Making love”
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But what happened after eleven and half weeks? I
went to Europe and when I returned a few months
later, the spell evaporated. We "went out" for an-
other two and half years, but that was just us try-
ing to make something work because isn't that
what you're supposed to do? Ugh.

ori was my one experience of love-at-first-sight with a

woman. | find it telling that | thought she was a man
at first. She was on the adrogynous side of feminine, with a
rather deep voice, and her closest friends were male. |
wouldn't call her a tomboy, but she was no princess.

124 - BostoN — TorI | MAKING LovE

As I mentioned, this was my Saturn Returns, and I
was craving novelty. Tori acquainted me with or-
ganic food, herbal medicine, and many esoteric
spiritual ideas. In sum, she introduced me to the
counter culture, specifically, those vestiges of hip-
piedom that were still intact.

She was seven years older than me, and that gap
was just big enough that she had caught the tail
end of the Sexual Revolution that AIDS shut down
when I was coming of age. So she got to see and
experience a world that I never did, where people
had sex as a way of saying, "Nice to meet you." Not
for the first or the last time, I resented that I had
missed that party and had grown up in such up-
tight sexual circumstances.

To her credit, she tried to help free me from some
of my repression, but she had her own issues, and

continued on page 126
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The floor was still below his feet and his feet were
still in his shoes, and his shoes still scraped the floor.
Ordinarily, 1. would be working on changing all of
that, but this kiss—this gut-jingling, brain-tingling,
lip mingling kiss—demanded his full attention. He
floated onto the bed above her and the sky swallowed
him, and he was flying in a field of shooting stars.

Man, this was trippy, a small part of I.’s brain ob-
served. No drug had ever gotten him this far. He was
living his whole life, with all senses, through his lips
and not—for the moment—trying to do anything
else. He felt her warmth below and his own sinking
down into her, as if his body was passing into and
through hers. The lights in the heavens swirled into
visual cacophony, spinning and spangling, and
spick-speckling, and night was eclipsed by light.

And two lights with long tails coalesced 'midst the
chaos, and each held the end of the other in its
mouth, fat tadpoles in playful chase, clarified blur.
They swam beaming, round and round, puppies rol-
licking, kittens tumbling.

His trumbles trembled. His waggles wigdled. His
smooveds moved.

Wife. Would he like to call her that? That question
was the furthest thing from his mind. And no, he
wasn't finding his mother here, either. This cigar was
just that. Smoke billowed out from the fiery end. How
it begged to be buried. The sky opened above the
earth and there was water in between.

continued on page 125

CONFESSIONS OF A QUEER, CATHOLIC NEBRASKA Boy - 125



Magic in a
bookstore

One afternoon, Tori took me to
western Mass to visit the town
where she went to college. With
much excitement, she brought me
to the bookstore there. As soon as
I stepped inside, I felt drawn to
something, and I followed my feet
as they led me down a long aisle
and stopped me in front of a
particular shelf. There I let my
arm rise up, seemingly of its own
accord, and my hand came to rest
on one book in particular. I took

it down and it was, My Name is
Chell i T'm in R F
Western Civilization, by Chellis
Glendinning. The work introduced
me to the principles of anarcho-
primitivsm and presaged my next
phase in 1life, which wouldn't
start for another three jyears,
halfway across the country. It
remains one of my favorite books
ever.

This magical moment was clearly
born of the falling-in-love
experience that Tori and I were
then enjoying. Because such
experiences are dramatic breaks
with the normal, they can help
bring out our dinnate psychic
abilities.
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they clashed with mine, and we ultimately brought
ourselves more misery than healing.

But we were great travel partners, compatible in
terms of our thresholds for comfort, danger, and
curiosity, so we had fun road trips together. In
1999, we saw 34 of the 50 US states, and stayed in
Mexico's Baja twice. This was during the Dot Com
Boom before the crash, when it was incredibly
easy to find work, especially if, like me, you had
web design skills. There was lots of money and op-
portunity sloshing around in the economy, so it
was simple to go to a city, find good-paying work,
and then move on when you were bored. We
temped in Tucson, San Francisco, and Connecticut.
I also worked for a branding firm in Minneapolis
that sent me to Boise, Idaho. Since I was the son of
an economics professor who had explained the
boom-bust cycle of capitalism to me at an early
age, I knew it would end, and that I should enjoy it
while it lasted.

Tori and I appeared to be a happy couple to other
people, but that's only because we'd both been
raised not to display our dirty laundry in public.
Privately, we argued constantly. Neither of us were
fulfilling the needs of the other, and on my side of
that equation, I was in denial about what my needs
were. I knew I wasn't being honest with her on a
fundamental level sexually, but I so desperately
wanted the relationship to "work" that I strove to
quash those desires, and wished for them to go
away. Such an unhealthy way to interact with

continued on page 128
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Were Six and Seven compositions of his growing
deafness? Everyone knew Nine was a product of
nearly complete loss. Six is that huge painting of
clashing armies in the Vatican Museum, but Seven is
bass and tinny melody felt Beeth-ing through the
floorboards of an apartment below. Seven is a series
of cosmic undulations clashing: First there is Venus
twinkling at dusk, followed by the spreading of a
speckled blanket, a wave of September shower, and
then the vastly deep Milky Way, that path knee deep
in glittering drops of promise. Lastly, Seven is a
nearly full moon, one day from complete blossom,
ecstaticising but unfulfilled; the "best part” might lie
just ahead, but you don't care if you reach it. This is
where it's at for now, and the beauty is beautiful
enough.

Both of you are in this room, rolling on the bed, en-
tangled, two-backed, and—are those halos above
your heads? Why noté Tonight you dance in the
heavens. The themes plaved in the rays are yours
upon which to make variation; their essence shines
from within you; chute and ladder both, down you go
up, you and not you indistinguished, indistinguish-
able; that which is neither either nor or: Him and
Her. We-y? Th-e2 I-ou? Y-e? Nope. Yes; that's the
answer. Not that you're looking for one. Not in the
middle of a kiss like this.

Naked. It happens. In the shower. While sleeping.
Between changes of clothes. But not too often in this
way up to this point for our 1., so he's way psyched.
And in a very real sense, never in this way at all. The

continued on page 129

"rising"—the first chapter:

T,

Like a tree. A man
stretching out his arms.
Strength in openness.
Sacrifice: call down the
vultures and bring up the
nails. Inhaling deeply and
facing sunward to breathe
in the light.

A variable. Unknown but
quantifiable. The answer
depends on the question
formulated. Anyone can do
it, but everybody hates
math. The indefinite part of
the solution.

The 'tagonist. Both parrot
and ventriloquist: a
wooden parody in
flamboyant feathers.
Seeks parity. Who will tell
the Emperor the bad
news? "Is it bad?" That's
the moral of our story,
kids. Turn the page and
you will see.
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someone! She knew I wasn't being absolutely
truthful with her. She was aware of my same-sex
attractions, and I think she knew they were a big-
ger deal to me than I was letting on. She probably
would have been okay with me exploring those
feelings, too, but I was more interested in pre-
tending that they weren't important.

It was really a horror show of my own making, and
by the winter of 2000, I was ready to bail. That
spring, we'd be the three year mark, the pointin
time I'd originally committed to in mind. So before
we left for our second trip to Mexico in December,
I was honest with her that I thought we should go
our separate ways afterwards. I was hoping if we
gave up the illusion of forever, we could enjoy our
time together without so much pressure, but it
didn't happen like that. We'd been uptight with each
other so long, we didn't know how else to be.

In the Spring, she dropped me off Minneapolis on
her way back East. Bradford had an extra room I
could rent. There, we officially broke up. My de-
pression was debilitating and I spent the first five
days in bed, only getting up to go to the bathroom.
The lovers part had never worked after that first
eleven and a half weeks, but we were best friends
and losing that was dreadful. It wasn't the last time
I'd suffer through that scenario, but it was prob-
ably the worst.

dug out my art supplies and made a picture of an
anguished face being split into two separate faces.
That's how it felt; like I was being ripped in half.
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relief of roots releasing in leaves. These stars make it
as bright as day. Inside, there is a rabbit, tiger or
snake, clinging, grasping, suckling and fuckling (the
1" is dropped later), and breath pulses within both as
in one, one body (rolling down the hillside?). And he
and she, they—it¢ were—

And? And what¢
Were together?

Not really. Tust in their heads. Or maybe not. What
is love? Is it a momentary extra-sensual awareness
of the multiple-dimensionality of light? That is, of
that which was first upon a level beyond that at
which our conscious imagination ordinarily ends?
(‘1o those for whom one is only literally understood,
three is the unkowable value bevond an abstracted
lwo. Of course, once one accepts one as simile, then
lwo is only logical, and three can come into view.) T.
didn't open his eyes. He saw her body through his
fingtips, chest, thighs, hips, toes, stomach and he
felt—

Ashamed? Guilty? Insecure? Not vel. Those things
would come later. But if she felt them too, he would
be fine. For 1., shared sexual dysfunction could breed
intimate comfort. Was there anything wrong with
that¢ He certainly didn't care right now. This was a
dizzy moment when reality exceeded dream and
brought perfect balance. They kissed. And kissed.
And And and And and And and And and And. And
kissed and kissed. And And.
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What I am
& what I'm
supposed to be
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A very conspicuous pattern for much of my life was
sex with males and relationships with females.

Looking back now, it is glaringly, and perhaps em-
barrassingly, obvious that the sex was driven by in-
nate urges, and the relationships by social pressures.

That is to say, my lust for male physiology and my
gravitation to male intimacy is intrinsic. It's just part
of me. I didn't ask for it, I couldn't make it go away if
[ wanted it to, and when I'm able to dispense with all
the cultural BS that condemns it, it feels entirely
‘natural.”

By contrast, my relationships with females have been
all about the pursuit of an ideal. The compulsion to
achieve monogamous marriage did not spring up in
my heart (or lower). It was imposed from the outside.

From science, I could borrow the terms "endogenous”
and "exogenous"—uwhich denote things that originate
from within vs. from without an organism. The
magnetic pull I feel towards males is endogenous. The
motivation to find a lifelong female match was exo-
genous. Both were powerfully—and at times over-
poweringly—influential on my life choices.

I don't know how it is for other people—or what is
human nature and what is merely my nature—but
T've had a real knack for molding myself into the
shapes I believed I should be, at least to outward ap-
pearances. Internally, the struggle never ceased. The
contradictions were a torment, as was the knowledge
that I wasn't being fully truthful, that I was play-
acting to one degree or another.

I have spent much of my life obsessed with pursuing




the "authentic.” What is real—like really real—bhbe-
neath the surface? So much of our society is about
keeping up certain appearances, and so often this is
dishonest. Making the right impression is more im-
portant than doing the right thing so much of the
time. We see this in politics, religion, the workplace,
among [riends, and in family relationships. To be
blunt, there's a lot of fucking lying go on, left, right
and center.

As I have searched for the authentic, I have always
known—wahether I wanted to admit it to myself or
not—that my own deceit, to myself, was the worst of
all. T mean, I didn't—and don't—have any power
over anyone else’s dishonesty, but my own is totally
mine. Yes, I can look around and see who tried to fool
me about what, but once I repeat any fantasy of my
own volition, it's on me.

Or is it¢ "Of my own volition" is really the key phrase
here. How many of my choices can truly be described
as free, and how many were the misshapen spawn of
coercion? The modern propaganda machine is highly
sophisticated, and utilizes science to persuade us to
support ideas and policies that are against our own
interest. We are strong-armed into eating, drinking
and smoking things that are bad for us. The mainline
religions are old hands at brainwashing, and Western
culture has been in the business of top-down dom-
ination for even longer, but the contemporary means
of persuasion are the most effective vyet.

In popular culture, we are barraged with ideas about
romantic love between a woman and a man. The
quest for "true love” with a member of "the opposite
sex" is held up as the ne plus ultra of human exist-
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Acceptance &
vulnerability

Here's a nasty trap: desperately
wanting wvalidity from those
around me, but when it's offered,
being unable to accept it because
I don't feel worthy.

What the fuck is that? It's not
modesty. It's shame about wanting
it.

Why am I uncomfortable with my
desire for acceptance? My encul-
tured reflex is to say that it's a
personal fault. After all, I was
born into a guilt-based religion
in a callous region of a cold-
hearted nation where thick skin
is lionized. I'm supposed to be a
"rugged individual.'

But that's all bullshit.

Of course I have a desire for ac-—
ceptance. It's a fucking human
need that's been actively denied
to me by that same culture. My
birthright as a living creature
on this planet is that I belong
here and that I deserve the cir-
cumstances of healthy living,
physically and emotionally. So
no, it's not a personal fault to
want it.

But there is vulnerability in
experiencing a desire, and
that—I am guessing—is at the
root of my discomfort. And though
this, too, is understandable—who

continued on following page
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ence. Unlike today, when gay, bi and trans characters
appear in movies and shows, in the yos and ‘8os it
was exclusively male/female match-ups in the me-
dia.

During senior vear in high school, we were required
to take a theology class called, "States of Life,” which
laid out the acceptable Catholic options for adult-
hood: monogamous marriage, the priesthood (or
monkhood), or celibacy as a single. That was it. Sex
was condoned only in marriage, and was otherwise a
sin that would send you to hell.

My parents also reinforced these ideals, so it was
pretty much 24/7 brainwashing from society, school
and family until the age of 18. After that, when I es-
caped Omaha to college, the pressure lessened a little,
though heteronormativity was still the norm. Given
all this, it's no wonder I tried my best to find "the
right girl." The part of me that just wants to fit and
and do what I'm supposed to do might not be obvious
to those who know me from my radical political
work, but its been a major factor for most of my
years on this planet.

I don't really want to be alone, but I mean that in the
sense that I don't want to be without community.
Being half of a permanent couple just isn't a priority,
personally. Being able to choose among various
partners at different times has more appeal. After all,
there's so much to learn from so many different folks.
I certainly don't feel like I have enough to offer to be
somebody's "only.” Why should I expect as much from
anyone else?

I guess I shouldn't be surprised that it's taken me




until past my half century mark to see through some
of this. To start to get clear about which choices I
made were actually "of my own volition" and which
were forcefully compelled. To figure out that our
culture want me to think it's me when it's really the
system.

All that being said, ves: the lies I tell myself are mine
to stop telling—once I spot them as lies. I must stress
that the moment of clear-seeing is the key, though. As
Roger Waters sung on the first Pink Floyd album:
"Real eyes realize real lies." But how do you attain
that authentic vision?

I don't have an answer for that. I doubt if a single
method applies to everyone. I don't even know if it's
something we can compel through our own efforts, or
if we must rely on epiphany, which seems to have its
own will.

This writing project was sparked by a particular
epiphany: "If I were a teenager now, I'd probably just
be gay from the beginning.” These words just popped
into my head one day this spring from seemingly out
of nowhere, which in my experience is the hallmark
of epiphanies.

This phrase then became the object of regular reflec-
tion in the background, while I did farm work, drove
my truck, or exercised, taking on the qualities of a
mantra. One by one, I comprehended episodes in my
past that had formerly confused me, with ramifica-
tions for the present. It felt like the loosening of
knots.

I also experienced a heightened awareness of child-
hood and teenage trauma. Certain facts—Ilike that

continued from preceding page

wants to feel vulnerable in a so-
ciety that mocks vulnerability,
especially if you're a man?Y—what
the hell else am I supposed to do?
Become a senseless automaton?

As ridiculous as that might sound,
I do see that ideal held up as ad-
mirable. Look how often the hero
in a movie or TV show is grim-
faced. They've experienced
tragedy in their life, and that
pain is always Jjust below the
surface, but their tight-lipped
visage assures us that they're not
letting anything else in. Even
when they crack a Joke, the
corners of their lips barely turn
upy if at all. Contrast this with
the villains, who are far more
likely to flash a grin or to let
out a peel of laughter. (Two wel-
come exceptions are Spider Man
and the COW's Flash, who aren't
afraid of good cheer and an open
heart, despite the traumas they've
suffered.)

I've got no interest in being a
poker—face, but in moments I've
been alarmed at how far my emo-
tions have run away with me. I've
felt despair so deep I wanted to
die, and euphoria so high I never
wanted to come back down. A ther-
apist once told me that my range
of emotions "falls outside the
normal range,’ whatever that
means. So, to fear of vulnerabil-
ity, add anxiety about losing
emotional control.
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my high school harbored pedophile priests, or that I
saw a crucifix virtually every day for eighteen years,
or that homophobia was as ubiquitous as the air I
breathed—took up prominent places in the front of
my mind and demanded consideration.

When the timing chain busted on my truck, cutting
short my summer travels, and giving me a a couple
weeks without transportation while I waited for re-
pair, I sat myself down at the keyboard to dredge up
and display my reflections.

The process was often uncomfortable. Whenever [
identified a painful or embarrassing memory, I had
to work hard to not push it away, and to instead put
it on center stage under glaring lights for full in-
spection. I expected it to get easier over time, but it
didn't. Each recollection was its own challenge.

We all have ideas about who we are and I suspect
there's always a gap between those notions
and reality. It could go either way, too, with one
person thinking of themselves as smarter than they
really are, while another is braver than they believe.
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In my own case, I've been seeing that I'm far more
impressionable—and less of an independent
thinker—than I've been considering myself to be.
Over and over, I have chosen conformity over per-
sonal desire for reasons of fear or longing. That's
been deceitful, and now I am struggling to be forth-
right. The lack of practice means I'm [umbling
around a bit. I keep stopping myself before I speak,




as I realize what I was about to say was merely ha-
bitual response, and not genuine.

Author Tom Robbins says it's never too late to have a
happy childhood. I don't know if I understand exactly
what he meant by that, but I do feel that by revisiting
those days now, and by trying to push through the
discomfort of the bad memories, that I can learn
something, and perhaps even transmute them. After
all, everything that happened to me had a part in
making me the me who is here now, and in that way,
I can't wish for anything to have been different.
Which isn't to take away from just how plain fucked
up it was to be raised Catholic in Nebraska, or how
much I wish for a world in which no child would ever
be subjected to those kinds of condition again.

So can I be happy now? I don't know. "Happy" is a
funny word. I don't think we're meant to be happy
about everything every minute of the day. I might
instead aim for a life of "acceptance” punctuated with
moments of joy. "Acceptance” means no longer being
haunted by the traumas of the past, or being uncon-
sciously controlled by them; to see them for what they
are: past events with a formative influence that are
neither stumbling blocks nor secret rulers.

Is that possible? It feels like it.
Will it be work? It could be.

Or it might be like fruit that ripens on a tree, which
just takes the time it's going to take, and there's
nothing you can do to rush it. In that case, there is
also Nature, and a wind storm could knock it to the
ground when it's still green. That is to say, whether
we heal might not be entirely up to us.
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Minneapolis:
introduction
to activism

136 - MINNEAPOLIS ACTIVISM

Seeking a way to ease my depression from the
traumatic break-up with Tori, and not just wallow
in self-pity, I turned outwards and threw myself
into political activism. Fortunately for me, Min-
neapolis in the summer of 2000 was a great place
and time to do that.

Across the US, radical organizing had been ener-
gized by the "Battle of Seattle" the previous
November, when protesters shut down the World
Trade Organization (WTO) talks with direct action
in the streets. That event was itself was an ex-
pression of a global movement against corporate
globalization, whose unofficial motto was, Otro
mundo es posible: "Another world is possible."

One spin off from the WTO protests was the Inde-
pendent Media Center (IMC), aka "Indymedia," a
website set up for the protests by anarchist-
minded tech geeks. The heart of the site was its
"open publishing" feature, which allowed anyone to
post text or photos without going through an edit-
orial or approval process. The idea was that
people could report the news from the streets
themselves, which would provide an important
counter-narrative to corporate media, which ten-
ded (and still tends) to disparage protesters and
misrepresent their aims and actions. It also func-
tioned well as a cop-watching tool, where people
could publicize incident of police brutality, which
were all too common during the event. In 1999,
neither blogs nor social media existed, so the role
played by Indymedia was unique. I was a regular
reader but would soon become much more.

Minneapolis had a tradition of leftist politics
already. AIM—the American Indian Move-



ment—was founded there in 1968, and the city had
been a hub of the labor movement since the
1870's. A socialist held a seat on the City Council.

In July, animal rights activists demonstrated
against the annual conference International Soci-
ety for Animal Genetics (ISAG). The city police,
fearing "another Seattle," transformed downtown
into a militarized zone. Their tactics against pro-
testers were heavy-handed and included pepper-
spray, teargas, beatings, and many arrests.
Bradford and I attended each day and uploaded
photos and accounts to Indymedia, as did other
participants.

So much content flooded the newswire that a
techie created a Minneapolis IMC website. (At this
point, Indymedia had already expanded into a
multi-city network.) That techie contacted me and
gave me the login information for running it. The
first thing I did was request that she rename it
"Twin Cities" because I knew the St. Paul people
would be (rightly) pissed off. The second thing I did
was call a meeting to organize a collective to run
the site. I had no interest whatsoever in doing it by
myself; indeed, I was philosophically opposed to
the idea. I had been enthusiastically soaking up
anarchist philosophies, so top down authority was
anathema.

I had already been volunteering for the Ralph
Nader presidential campaign, and some of those
folks jumped into Indymedia, too. Green party
politics appealed to me, with its triple focus on so-
cial justice, environmentalism, and anti-militarism.
Anti-police brutality protests were also happening
that summer, as the cops were notoriously racist
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and had recently shot a black man. All these
movements and issues overlapped.

he Twin Cities IMC tagline was: "Don’'t believe the

hype—bypass the corporate media machine—take
control—make up your own mind. Don't just passively
consume the media spectacle, check out IMC and get the
truth as the events unfold."

138 - MINNEAPOLIS ACTIVISM

I'm pretty sure I helped write that. The em-
dashes—my favorite form of punctuation—are a
dead giveaway.

Bradford and I flew out to Los Angeles in August
for the protests against the Democratic Conven-
tion. The demonstrations there numbered in the
thousands and it was exciting to march with so
many other people. We spent much of our time at
Patriotic Hall, a building where LA Indymedia act-
ivists set up a media space for uploading stories
and photos, and for editing audio and video. Amy
Goodman broadcast Democracy Now! from a
makeshift studio there during the protests. At
night, police helicopters with floodlights circled the
building, which made for a siege-like atmosphere.
The air was charged with the adrenaline of thou-
sands.

Back in Minneapolis, the Nader campaign was
heating up. National organizers from Portland,
Oregon, showed up one day, with stories of a re-
cent Nader rally there that 10,000 people had
bought tickets to attend. These activists wanted to
repeat the event around the country, and were of-
fering to front the money to rent a venue and an
organizing space. They were seeking volunteers to



run that space and help organize the event. I had
just completed a temp job and had a small nest
egg, so I stepped forward, along with a few other
people.

Though I had only committed to eight hour days, I
was soon there from 7am to 7pm, and then until 9
or 10pm. The final few nights before the event, I
just slept there, along with Bison, one of the Port-
land activists, who had stayed to help out since the
first day.

he national organizers were so impressed by my

performance that they sent me to Chicago and then to
San Francisco, to help organize the events there, which
were now dubbed, "super rallies.” | wasn't paid, but they
covered travel and accommodations. | worked 12-16 hour
days, and found myself energized by this frenetic level of
activity.

After the rally in SF, I was in DC with Bison and the
other Portland activists. I'd been asked to go to LA
to help with the rally there, but I preferred to re-
turn to Minneapolis to help my crew there, so a
plane ticket was purchased for me. But then I got a
visit from Tarek, Ralph's nephew, whose position
could be described as that of consigliere. He in-
formed me that the national campaign would
prefer if I went to LA rather than Minneapolis. I
was quite taken aback that little old me was getting
such an entreaty from someone so high up, butI
kept my face passive and said, "Okay, but on one
condition. I haven't had a chance to meet Ralph in
person yet." Tarek assured me he'd make that
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The
inevitable
rebound
relationship

140 - MINNEAPOLIS — THE INEVITABLE REBOUND RELATIONSHIP

happen, after the LA rally, and we shook on that.
Another ticket—DC to LA—was purchased, leaving
the DC to Minneapolis one in limbo, though it would
prove useful later.

The ten days in LA was another big push, with no
time off except to sleep. Backstage at that event
with the rally participants, I got to shake hands
with Phil Donahue, shoot the shit with cartoonist
Tom Tomorrow and drink wine with Cornel West.
Only after the event had concluded was I brought
before Ralph who said, "I've heard you've been
working very hard," and thanked me. From there it
was a rush to the airport to catch a midnight flight
to the Twin Cities. The last three day push before
the election was a frenzied whirlwind.

The pain of my broken heart had faded. The focus
on the external, with activism, was undeniably
helpful. So was the fact that I got to enjoy new ro-
mantic and sexual partners.

The "rebound relationship" is a well-known syn-
drome in the dating world, meant to soothe a
broken heart, but is probably more about coddling
a bruised ego and re-building self-confidence. My
rebound from Tori turned out to be with a mutual
friend, Shelly, a housemate from Boston. She
moved to Minneapolis to hang out with Bradford,
who she'd met when he visited me in Boston for my
book show. They dated for a short while and then
broke up. Bradford said his attraction for her
soured because "she smelled like a man." In the



meantime, Shelly and I had been hanging out reg-
ularly anyway, and we'd often go out dancing at
First Avenue, the downtown Minneapolis club
made nationally famous by Prince's movie, "Purple
Rain.!" I'd drank Red Bull with tequila and danced
my ass off. The set ender every night that summer
was Beck's "Debra," a comical song in which he
croons to a woman he meets at JC Penney about
how he wants to "get with" her and her sister,
whose name he can't recall: "I think her name is
Debra."

Over the course of these evenings, Shelly and | would
alternately hang out with each other, or go off in
pursuit of someone who interested us. It was like girls-
night-out, not dating. | was totally into that dynamic, and
would've been satisfied if it had stayed that way.

One day we were at her apartment where her
young cat was yowling and wouldn't stop. "She's in
heat," Shelly explained. "I haven't had the chance to
fix her yet. But I can make her feel better now." She
stuck a Q-tip up the cats vagina pushed it in and
out. The cat's sounds changed in tenor, first be-
coming more excited, and then calmer. After no
more than two minutes, she had totally quieted
down. Shelly pulled out the Q-tip and the cat
promptly curled up and fell asleep on the sofa.

I was a little shocked, but Shelly was totally non-
chalant about it. Later, after we had dinner, it be-
came clear that her cat was not the only female in
heat, and that I'd been invited over to be a Q-tip for
her.
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Her sweat did kinda "smell like a man," though I
don't know if I would have noticed if Bradford
hadn't described it that way. I didn't mind, though.

For the next month or so, we had a regular thing.
We still went out dancing, but now we had sex too.
I was enjoying it enough for what it was—a re-
bound—so I was disappointed when she cut it off
one afternoon at a bar. "I just don't want to be in-
volved with anyone right now," she said. Humor-
ously, my first thought was, "Well, since that's what
we were here for, we should've gone dutch on this
round.”

Six weeks later, she was engaged to someone
she'd just met and was moving back to her home
state of Vermont to raise a family with him. Haven't
talked to her since.

I worked temp jobs at advertising companies in
Minneapolis in 2000. The dot-com boom was in full
swing, and with my web design skills, it was easy to
get well-paying work, from $25 to $S40/hr. At one of
these "branding firms," I met Reverend Robbie, as
he called himself, a tech geek, proud pagan, and
long-haired hottie. We were the same age and
shared compatible politics and humor. Before too
long, I felt comfortable enough with him to confess
my attraction, which he accepted good naturedly.
But he did have a girlfriend. "Lucky her," I said, and
figured nothing would ever come of it.

The firm had clients all over the country and sent a
team to North Carolina for a week that included



Reverend Robbie and me. The gig was very simple
work we didn't have to do in person, but that was
the era: people were throwing money around like it
grew on trees, and at the rate that venture capit-
alists were giving it away, it might as well have.

On our last night, Reverend Robbie knocked on my
door with a four pack of Guinness stout in cans
and I invited him right in. We were having an easy-
going time cracking jokes and laughing—just being
buddies really—when suddenly he set down his
can and lunged at me. Just like that, his lips were
on my lips, his tongue was in my mouth, and his
hands were all over my body. I was elated, it can
go without saying.

fter a few breathy moments, he paused and took of f

his shirt. I gasped. He wore fairly loose clothing, so I'd
had no idea he was so ripped under those casual button-
ups: such wide shoulders! such a broad chest! such bulging
biceps! and all making that manly V down to his waist. His
face was bearded but his body was nearly hairless except
for his pubes. He was a solid, smooth hunk of muscle, and

he wanted me!

It was soon obvious what he was looking for, as he
maneuvered us into a position where he was on
his back with his legs spread, guiding my cock to-
wards his ass. I don't know if he had been practi-
cing with a dildo, but it only took a little coaxing to
go all the way in. He groaned with pleasure and
pulled me close with his eyes shut. I was gentle but
rhythmic. The pleasure of the bond was exquisite,
not just physically but emotionally. I warned him
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when I was close to ejaculating. "Come inside me,"
he whispered hoarsely, and I did.

e laid there holding each other, enjoying that
moment out-of-time that can follow sex, when the
world is far away and you can't tell your breathing apart

from your lover's.
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Eventually, my penis became flaccid and slipped
out, and he drew in a breath sharply. I could feel
my cum dripping out of his rectum onto the sheets,
which were soaked with our sweat. Later, and too
soon, he left to sleep in his own room. I didn't want
to let go of him, but we didn't want our supervisor
finding us together in the morning.

My gig at that company was over after that trip,
but the Reverend and I stayed in contact and we
met up at the Inauguration Day protest on January
20th, 2001. I was there handing out copies of the
just released first edition of the Twin Cities IMC's
newspaper, the Twin Cities Free Press. Reverend
Robbie and his girlfriend showed up with
homemade signs. This was the first time I met her.
She was pretty but not a princess. I gave him a big
hug and shook her hand warmly. "This is his first
protest," she said to me. "You're taking his virgin-
ity I just about choked. She looked directly at me
with an enigmatic smile. Did she know or did she
not know? I cracked a joke and made small talk.

Then there was Oliver. He and his wife Cecily were
a pagan couple I knew from the Nader campaign

who lived just a few blocks from Bradford's, as did
a lot of the people I knew at this time. It was a very
liberal part of town, and Nader had actually gotten



second place in that voting precinct, behind Gore
and ahead of Bush.

I attended a small party at their house one night
after the election. At one point during the evening,
he off-handedly mentioned that he was bisexual
and that he and Cecily had an open marriage.
Hearing that, I stuck around until everyone else
had left. I'd had a little crush on him for months. I
appreciated his sharp sense of humor and his cute
face, but I'd never acted on my feelings because he
was married.

Sitting alone in the living room with some soft mu-
sic on, I asked him if I could give him head and his
"yes" was immediate, like he'd been waiting for the
question. A minute later, his pants were around
his ankles and I was on my knees in front of him.
His penis was long and skinny, and it was easy to
roll my tongue around the head. I was really get-
ting into it, and he was starting to moan, when the
bedroom door opened and out came Cecily "Hi,"
she said to us, casually, and walked through to the
kitchen.

I froze and looked at him questioningly. "It's okay,"
he said. "We really do have an open marriage."

"Ok," I said, and resumed. A little while later, she
walked back through carrying a plate of food.
Again, she said, "hi," and this time I gave her a little
wave. When she went back into her room, I heard
a TV come on. A few minutes later, Oliver came in
my mouth, and I happily swallowed.

"That's a great marriage you've got there," I told
him.

"I like it" he smirked.
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146 - PORTLAND ACTIVISM

I moved to Portland in February of 2001 on what
people might consider to be a whim.

Rewind to December 2000: I was in Minneapolis
and didn't want to do any more winters in that
frosty state. (I had six under my belt already.) I
narrowed down my preference to either San
Francisco or Portland, Oregon, but got stuck. The
benefits of each were in balance. Everyone I asked
had different opinions. Finally, I beseeched the
universe to send me a clear sign, and that's what I
got.

One night around the New Year, I was helping
some friends clean up after a fundraising party for
their pirate radio station, when a scrap of paper
on the floor caught my eye. I picked it up and, lo
and behold, it was a bus transfer from Trimet, the
bus and rail system in Portland. I showed it to a
buddy who knew of my conundrum.

"Looks like you're moving to Portland," he said.

I didn't have many possessions in Minneapolis,
having arrived there at the end of a road trip with
Tori, so I moved out West by flying. There was still
that ticket in my name from the Nader campaign
floating around, so it was free.

I timed my February arrival in Portland so my first
full day would be on the 13th, for luck. So many of
my friends in Minneapolis were pagans, and they
considered thirteen an auspicious number. Bison
met me downtown and I stayed with him in his
dorm room at Portland State University while I
looked for someplace to live.

Through Indymedia connections, I found a room in
a house on Clinton Street with three other people.



People's Food Co-op was just a few blocks away,
and the Cascadia Forest Alliance (CFA) was across
the street. CFA was an Earth First! effort that used
non-violent direct action including road-blocks,
lock-downs and tree-sits. I was thrilled to make
their acquaintance, and over the next couple years
I provided glowing coverage of their activities on
the Portland Indymedia website, where I became
one of the main editors.

This was pre-gentrification Portland, back when
you had to say Portland, Oregon, to differentiate it
from Portland, Maine. Rents were low, and the
neighborhood was a hotspot of activism and hippie
houses. The Red & Black Cafe opened on Division
as a worker-run collective, and regularly hosted
political meetings and events. This was before
smart phones, so cafes were still places to meet
strangers. The union behind the collective, the In-
ternational Workers of the World, aka the Wob-
blies, eventually discredited themselves in the eyes
of many by organizing against an accomplished
activist, but they had a good thing going before
that.

It was a fine moment to have arrived in Portland. If
you listened to old timers, the city had already
changed too much since the early '90s, and I have
to acknowledge I was part of a wave of turn-of-
the-century newcomers that started nudging up
rents. But having been apprised of the punk- and
artist-led gentrification driving out Blacks in North
and Northeast Portland, I chose to land in South-
east. Where I was gentrified out myself just seven
months later by a landlord who wanted to renovate
the place and jack up the rent.
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Still, for the next few years, the logistics of life
were affordable, and I soon found myself in an-
other activist house, which became the unofficial
headquarters of Portland Indymedia. Anarchists,
tree-sitters, and media-makers were constantly
coming and going, and we served many a meal
from dumpstered food. We set up computers for
running the website and for editing video, and the
place was a abuzz after protests downtown, of
which there were many in those days, especially in
the lead-up to the US invasion of Iraq in 2003.

During that particular window of time—after the
WTO uprising and before the 2003 invasion of
Iraqg—the revolutionary energy was palpable, like
people were awakening and power structures
were weakening. Many of us called ourselves an-
archists. The international scope of the anti-cor-
porate globalization movement meant we were
part of something bigger than ourselves. When an
Italian anarchist was killed by police at a political
action in Genoa, protests erupted worldwide, and I
took the lead organizing the march in Portland.
That one got me on local news, with my Che
Guevara t-shirt and fiery rhetoric. As in college
with gay activism, and in Boston as a scenester, I
found myself easily stepping into a visible role.

I had an activist girlfriend was in 2001, a few
Peace, Iove months after arriving. Though so much had
& 9 1 1 happened since, this was only a little over a year
/ after the end of my three year relationship with
Tori, so I was still kinda stuck on women. That s, I
continued on page 150
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I longed for an activist boyfriend, but had to settle
for the occasional hook-up. That being said, I got
lucky with five different Indymedia guys altogether,
some of them more than once, and sometimes more
that one at once. Three of them were ostensibly
straight, but that was nothing new for me. These en-
counters didn't have a negative impact on our
working relationships or friendships. If anything,
they brought us closer together. After all, you know
someone a lot better after you've have their dick in
your mouth.

One of them had the shortest penis I've ever seen:
barely more than an inch long erect! It was almost
impossible to give him a blowjob because it barely
made it past my lips, but both times we got together it
was with another guy who was more normally pro-
portioned so by trading off, everyone was pleased.

Slim was a skateboarder, and I'd always had a thing
for skateboarders. He had curly blond hair, sparkly
blue eyes and a knock-you-over smile. His interest
was internet radio, which was still in development at
the time. He moved into the Indymedia house and the
chemistry between the two of us was hard to ignore.
We flirted physically rather than verbally, playfully
tackling each other to the ground or tickling each
other. One afternoon, he invited me into his bedroom
and closed the door. He turned on a computer mon-
itor that was playving heterosexual porn. "This was
the least sexist stuff I could find,"” he said, referring to
the fact that the woman was on top. He sat down on
the edge of the bed to watch it. I stood near him, not
sure if I should join him on the bed or not. He started
rubbing his crotch with one hand through his jeans. I

continued on page 151
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remained frustrated by how neither that nor any
other relationship with a woman had worked out
yet, and I wanted to have a "successful" experi-
ence. <shakes head> Is there a word for such
stubborn denial?

Her name was Mona and she worked on the news
crew at KBOO, the local community radio station.
Sexually, she was aggressive and she tied me
down to the bed sometimes, which I agreed to be-
cause, why not? As with my other relationships
with women, the sex was secondary. With Mona, I
liked the public image of being a media activist
couple. It seemed cool in a "Sixties" kind of way.

As is perhaps fitting, the end of the relationship
tracked with current political events.

On Friday, Sept. 7, 2001, I was at her apartment,
and I felt just a little "off" but I didn't think anything
of it. The next day, Saturday, the sensation was
stronger, but I had no explanation. On Sunday, I
had become quite agitated and didn't know what to
do with myself. By Monday, I felt like I was going
out of my mind, and a very particular image came
into my head to describe my mood: like the roof
was crashing in. That phrase stood out; I'd been
depressed or anxious countless times in my life,
but that particular feeling was new. What could it
mean?

I saw Mona that day at the radio station, and we
got into an argument. Accustomed to associating
negative emotions with female relationships, I
tried to attach my bad mood to her somehow. She

continued on page 152
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felt a tingle in my pants. Then, with his other hand,
he began stroking my crotch too, all the while not
taking his eves off the screen. I got really hard really
fast. I grabbed the back of a chair to steady myself,
closed my eyes, and let my head fall back.

He unzipped my pants, pulled out my cock, and

started sucking it. I was one of the first guys he
was with—if not t&e first guy—but he was good at it.
Most men are, right out of the box. They know how

the equipment works, after all.

I insisted on returning the favor. He pulled down his
jeans and I kneeled down in front of him. His eyes
were back on the porn, and he rubbed his own balls
while I sucked him. He came, but somewhat
nervously, it felt like. Suddenly, we were both un-
comfortable and we quickly zipped back up and I left.

Nonetheless, one day shortly afterwards we talked
about becoming boyfriends. It was Slim's idea. For
about 48 hours I had fantasies about being an openly
gay couple with him in public, holding hands on the
street, putting our arms around each others
shoulders in bars, telling our friends. I wanted it
really bad.

Then, before anything even started, he called it off.
Something gave him cold feet, I don't know what. 1
was crestfallen. I'd gotten so close to what I wanted.
And then... <sigh>.

continued on page 153
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resented that, as she should have. The next day, all
became clear when passenger planes hit the
World Trade Center in New York City and the
buildings blew up and collapsed on live television.
"Roof crashing in" indeed! I'd experienced a pre-
monition without recognizing it as that.

She dumped me the next day, saying she just
needed to focus on her job. From the station, I
biked downtown in a breaking storm and as I
crossed the Burnside bridge lightning flashed
across the sky, lighting up the other bridges. I
couldn't feel the tears on my cheeks because of the
rain pounding my face. I met a couple friends at a
bar and they consoled me.

The atmosphere right after the attacks was
stifling. The upsurge in mindless patriotism was
ugly, with the yellow ribbons playing the role of a
loyalty test. People perceived to be Muslim were
attacked, even in liberal Portland. I took to buying
my tobacco at a particular convenience store even
though it wasn't the closest because it was run by
Middle Easterners and I wanted to show my sup-
port. When I would ask how they were doing with a
serious tone, they knew I was not just making
small talk. They sincerely appreciated it.

I ‘ve been anti-war as long as | can remember. In high
school, a military recruiter called and | was like, no,
never. "What if the Russians invaded and were going to
attack your family?" he asked. "In that case, I'd think
about picking up a rifle.” I said and told him to never call
me back. So, non-interventionism but not strict pacifism.

continued on page 154
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I had a thing for one of the Wobblies who worked at
the Red & Black Cafe. He had a goatee and little
round eyeglasses—a proper Commie look. We spent
most of our time at the cafe, and sometimes I'd help
him clean up after hours. But one night I brought
him to a backyard keg party in the industrial district
near the railroad tracks where we kissed under a
tree. Not crazy making out, but not just a quick peck
either. I didn't feel the ground under my shoes until
the next day.

But that was it. He told me it would never happen
again. He said he didn't feel anything. I wasn't sure I
beliecved him about that but I didn't argue. No is no,
after all. I listened to the Beck song, "Bottle of Blues,"
over and over for about a week. We didn't hang out
again. He made it clear that he didn't want me
around. That hurt.

I enjoved one more hook-up with an activist friend.
He'd recently left a miserable marriage and hooked
up with a new girlfriend who was as unlike his wife
as night and day. Where the wife had been proper
and demanding, the girlfriend was a crass libertine
who flouted convention. My friend had been
repressing his own masculinity for years, and now it
burst into flower, making him irresistible. Though I'd
never been attracted to him before, I gave him a
blowjob. I was actually dating a woman at the time,
Lorelei, but that didn't matter. Nothing ever
happened between us again, and neither of us men-
tioned it. It was one of those itches that you only need
to scratch once.
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So I knew where I stood when it came to the US
response to 9/11: it shouldn't be military. This
stance put me into a single digit percentage of the
US population at that time, immediately following
the events. But in Portland that segment was vis-
ible and got right into action, so I immediately had
activities to take my mind off my depression about
being dumped by Mona.

Downtown's Pioneer Square—aka "Portland's Liv-
ingroom"—was a traditional protest spot, and it
became the center for actions demanding a
peaceful response. We Indymedia folk ended up
going there multiple times a week for various ral-
lies, marches and other events, always by bike.
Sometimes we'd just take a few pictures and get a
couple quotes from a small group. Other times we
documented police brutality against big crowds.

ith Indymedia, | was thrilled to be engaged in a

burgeoning movement and I dedicated most of my
free time to it. I felt like I had found my calling with what |
had no shame calling "advocacy journalism." No, | was not
"objective;" | was on the side of justice.

154 - PORTLAND — PEACE, Love & 9/11

Some of what I learned about political activism
was disillusioning. Whenever there was a big
march, a contingent of the "Black Bloc" would
show up. These were young people, in their teens
and twenties, who dressed all in black and wore
masks to conceal their identity. They were usually
the first to take to the streets to block traffic. They



often end up playing cat-and-mouse with the cops.
They were unabashed militants. I thought they
were cool, but they wouldn't give me the time of
day. Why? My appearance.

When I first showed up to Portland, I had long hair,
bushy sideburns, a handlebar mustache, and wore
a cowboy hat. Hippie/hipster one could say. This
was the wrong look for the Black Bloc. But when I
shaved my head and face and put on a black
hoodie, suddenly I was accepted. That was an
educational moment. "Was it really that easy to get
in with them?" I thought. "No wonder they're so
easy to infiltrate"—which they were. Agents pro-
vocateur were seemingly always in the ranks of
that set, and if windows got broken, you could bet it
was the outsider who threw the first brick.

In March, 2003, the US attacked Iraq with its
"Shock & Awe" campaign. Downtown Portland
erupted into protest, and the mayor made the
choice to let people run free for a few hours and
burn off some steam before reigning it in.

I expected protests to ramp up after this invasion,
but instead, they died down. The huge marches of
10,000 people demanding peace stopped.
Indymedia kept humming along, but within a
couple years, by 2005, it had peaked, and I
dropped out at that point to pursue urban farming.
(For a full account, see my book, Adventures in
Urban Bike Farming.) Blogs and social media were
competing with open publishing. By the time
Occupy rolled around in 2011, Indymedia was little
more than a memory in activist circles.
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Saying no to
fatherhood

156 - PORTLAND — SAYING NO TO FATHERHOOD

The fact that I've never had children has been in-
tentional. Or rather, the fact that I've never had
children as far as know. After all, I had sex with
women I didn't see for at least nine months after-
wards, or ever, and condoms are not 100% effect-
ive, so it's possible I have biological progeny
running around in the world.

Until my early 20s, I assumed I would "start a
family" at some point, but that wore off as I ob-
served what "family life" is really like.

First, the United States struck me as a terrible
place to raise a child. The suburban "nuclear fam-
ily" model—which only dates to the late
1940s—has produced widespread dysfunction.
Previously, people lived in extended families in
rural areas and villages, and before that in bands
and tribes. Even city life offered more cohesive
community in the pre-WWII ethnic neighborhoods,
but they're gone now.

Also, I just didn't want the commitment. I mean, I've
never even been up to the responsibility of owning
a dog. "Settling down" into any one job or place—or
person—has never had any appeal to me.

That doesn't mean I never got a woman pregnant.

The first time (that I know of) was in the summer of
2003 in Portland. Emma reminded me of Peggy,
back in Minneapolis. Like Peggy, she wanted to
convert me. I was hesitant to get involved but I was
lonely and she was a good kisser. Sexually, she
was pushier than any woman I'd ever met, and in
true Portland style she attributed her libido to be-
ing a Scorpio. <eye roll>

This pushiness manifested in the rest of her per-



sonality too, and I didn't want to get serious with
her. In fact, I had resolved that it was time to break
things off in as easy going a way as possible. I
planned to talk to her one night at my place after
dinner, but—perhaps sensing something
awry—she was even more aggressive than usual.
Before I knew it, we were having sex. I didn't want
it, but when I tried to pull back, she wrapped her
legs around me and yanked me closer. This stimu-
lation proved to much for me to control and I
ejaculated—with no condom. I was struck with
dread, but she was euphoric and threw her head
back in ecstacy. It felt like her body was sucking
everything out of me. I had a sinking feeling I'll
never forget.

Likewise, I'll always remember the rage that
burned across her face when I accused her of
forcing herself on me. She sputtered angrily and
shut down the subject immediately.

A few days later, she had an acupuncture appoint-
ment and she said the acupuncturist asked if she'd
had unprotected sex recently because her pulse
felt "slippery," which was a sign of pregnancy. She
offered her wrist to me for me to feel, and indeed
there was a "slippery" sensation to the movement
of the blood under the skin.

I was horrified. The decidedly non-consensual ex-
perience had been assault as far as I was con-
cerned, and I just wanted her out of my life. Now
this was threatening to tie us together, potentially
for decades.

For the next few days we spent hours discussing
what to do. At the time, I believed that the decision

was entirely up to the woman and that the man had

"Sit and drink
pennyroyal tea"

The debacle with Emma inspired me
to grow herbs that could be used
for abortion. I started with
Pennyroyal, which is an easy one
to care for and propagate. It's in
the Mint Family and spreads by
runner roots. Given adequate wa-
ter, it will thrive even in poor
soils.

Pennyroyal has a bad rap because
two young women in Colorado died
from drinking Pennyroyal essen-—
tial oil in an attempt to mis-
carry. But their mistake was in
the preparation, not the plant.
Ingesting more than a few drops of
any essential oil is dangerous
and possibly deadly. Down an
ounce of Oregano essential oil all
at once and you'll get sick.

Drunk as a tea, Pennyroyal is much
much safer. In fact it would take
75 gallons of Pennyroyal tea to
reach a deadly dose. Small amounts
are used to kick start a "stuck"
period when one isn't pregnant,
because what the herb does is
stimulate the smooth muscles of
the uterus. That being said, lar-
ger doses can harm the kidneys, so
Pennyroyal should be used with

continued on page 158
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caution, preferably with the
specific advice of an herbalist.
The other caveat is that herbal
abortion is most effective only in
the first two weeks following
fertilization, and the success
rate falls after that, with the
possibility of hurting the fetus
without losing it increasing.

I knew an herbalist in Portland
who regularly helped out women
with herbal abortions free of
cost. She was an anarchist, so she
pursued her calling in the con-
text of mutual aid and of altern-
ative community building.
Nowadays (early 202R2), with Roe v.
Wade in a precarious position,
her outlook was prescient.

When I ran an online seed and
herbal medicine store with Cla-
rabelle years later, our best
selling tincture was Pennyroyal
because it's so hard to find. Al-
most everybody's afraid of it be-
cause of the story about the
Colorado women, which is too bad
because this lovely plant defin-
itely has a place in responsible
herbal medicine.

158 - PORTLAND — EMMA | LORELEI

no say, so I just listened, though my fingers were
crossed that she'd choose to abort it. She went
back and forth multiple time. It was seriously
stressful. The turning point came when she de-
clared, "If I keep it, I get to keep you!" This alarmed
me enough that I dropped my passivity, and from
then on, did my best to convince her to get rid of it,
while giving an impression of impassivity. It was a
game of subtle manipulation, such as I had learned
in the corporate world, and it worked. Sitting in
front of the co-op late one morning, she finally
said, "Ok, I don't want to have it."

At that very moment, our mutual friend, Lori,
pulled up in front of the store. "Look who it is," I
said. "She can help you." Lori was knowledgeable
about plant medicine, and Emma had already de-
cided that if she terminated the pregnancy, she
wanted to do it with herbs. She rushed over to
Lori's car, and after talking for just a couple
minutes, they took off.

The next day, we went to a friend's cabin in the
countryside. She'd already started taking the
herbs in the morning and by nightfall, she was
cramping. Mid-morning the next day, she expelled
blood, including a tiny clot that might have been a
cluster of embryonic cells. I fished it out of the toi-
let and we buried it under a Pacific Yew tree on the
property, with incense and ceremony. I breathed
one of the biggest sighs of relief of my life. She
wanted me to stick around for her emotional re-
covery, but I'd had enough. My own feelings
needed to be processed and she had other friends.

Our social circles overlapped and so we ran into
each other regularly for years afterwards. At one



dinner party, she showed up with her current boy-

friend and a newborn baby. The boyfriend was
clearly annoyed with her, and treated her rudely
over the evening. A few months later, they had
broken up.

The echoes between Emma and Peggy were

strong: they were both pretentious and pushy, with

their own agenda for who they wanted me to be.

Emma felt like a closing parenthesis around a dec-

ade in time, 1994-2003. Indeed, I never pursued a
relationship with a woman again after that. A
couple more relationships with women followed,
but they were the instigators.

With only an exception or two, I'd worn condoms
throughout my sexual life, so it blew my mind (and
not just my mind), when I started having sex with
Lorelei, who I didn't need one with. We were co-
workers at the food co-op where I'd had a job for
the last three years. Because she was new, she
was assigned to the evening shifts on the week-
ends, which nobody else wanted except me. I pre-
ferred those nights because none of the uptight
staff people were around and I'd get invited to
parties by chummy customers stopping in for or-
ganic beer and wine.

Lorelei and I became besties in no time at all. We
scoped guys together in the store, though we def-

initely had different taste. After work, we'd tip back

a couple bottles and smoke cigarettes on the

Besties to
lovers to
nothing
(again)
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store's upstairs porch. I was often her ear for
complaints about her ex. She was a newly single
mom of a three year old boy and liked socializing
again, so we'd also hit bars.

She started in November and in April I got fired.
Unbeknownst to me, the managerial clan at the
store wanted me out, and they'd been building a
case against me out of small infractions, the kind
of treatment nobody could survive. I was blind-
sided by this sudden turn of events and bummed
out big time because I really enjoyed the job.

The other thing I hadn't seen coming was that
Lorelei had the hots for me, but had been holding
back because she didn't want a workplace ro-
mance. Less than 48 hours after I was fired, she
made a big pass at me, and [, still reeling from the
shock of recent events, caught it.

Afterwards, I took a walk with a friend and told him
I was hesitant to go with it because we were so
close and I didn't want to lose that. My friend said
not to worry and just go for it. I still wasn't sure,
but given that his advice was usually on point, I
took it.

What followed were three months of intense
sexual activity au naturel. Lorelei had decided that
one child was enough, so she followed her monthly
cycles very closely, and knew when it was safe to
have sex and when it wasn't. There are various
signs about where you are in your cycle that are
easy to read once you get to know them. She had
tracked her temperature daily for years because
there is typically a drop right before ovulation. The
consistency of the vaginal fluid is also starkly dif-
ferent during the fertile phase. The appearance of



saliva under a microscope is also unmistakable,
forming patterns like fern leaves when the egg is
out and wanting to meet up with sperm. During one
week in each twenty-eight day cycle, she wouldn't
have sex at all, no matter what, even with a con-
dom. During the other three weeks, she felt per-
fectly comfortable without protection.

I felt like I was experiencing sexual intercourse with a
woman for the first time, it was so different without the
latex barrier. Still, ] was secretly playing a game of "let's
pretend" and | had to block out certain thoughts and feel-
ings so they wouldn't distract me. Even so, I did fall into a
sort of sexual addiction with her on a purely physical leve!|,
and | constantly craved orgasms. We were also both
smoking lots of strong marijuana, which heightened the
sexual pleasure. It was another kind of "sordid."

Lorelei was a "Betty," as they say: conventionally
attractive in a way that she turned men's heads
wherever we went. For my part, I tried to project a
neutral vibe when I was out with her in public, as if
she were just a friend. I didn't want to engage with
other men competitively over a woman. In fact,
when some guy was clearly interested in her, I'd
step back and give him space. It was her call if she
wanted to hook up with someone else. I had zero
interest in having any kind of hold on her or what
she did.

Not only that, I wanted her to have experiences
with other guys if she felt the urge in a moment. My
thought process went like this: You never know
when you're going to die. Maybe you go to a party
and are super attracted to somebody, and they're
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Manifesting sex
with song

I didn't seek a rebound from
Lorelei but I was offered one by a
longtime female friend, Fern, who
was an herbalist. Given that she
was a healer, it seemed
appropriate to accept. But after
our hook upy, I got ill. I'd gone
down on her out of a sense of
obligation and had been
displeased by the rank odor and
flavor down there—I guess she
hadn't bathed for awhile—but I
didn't know it would make me sick.
My symptoms were similar to food
poisoning, with vomiting and
diarrhea. I was annoyed but didn't
say anything. The fling never
turned into anything bigger, and
our friendship continued.

But I'd had a big crush on Fern's
boyfriend, Bob, for a while. He was
a dark-haired, handsome fellow,
suave but simple. He worked
construction and was a bit of an
outsider to our countercultural
circles. They didn't quite seem
like each other's type, really, but
they had a thing for a few months.

At the time, I was living with two
gay guys, Jamie & Joel, who had
seen him so they respected my
crush. We used to make up comic
songs together, and I had one
about doing this guy in my
friend's basement, where she kept
all her concoctions in an old
walk-in safe that she referred to
as her '"pharmacy." The refrain

continued on following page
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into you, too, but you reluctantly forgo fooling
around with them because you're "with" someone
else. You hop on your bike afterwards with a nag-
ging "what if?" in your head, and then get killed by a
truck three blocks later. So you should kiss who-
ever you want at the party, because maybe it's
your last chance to kiss anybody at all. Don't worry
about how someone else might react tomorrow
because there might be no tomorrow.

Buried under the surface was the part of me that
was turned on by the idea of her being with other
guys because I wanted to be the object of male
desire that she was—the part of me that wanted to
be her: attractive, stylish, in control and able to say
yes or no to men as she wished.

I never thought that things between us would last
forever, or even for very long. I figured that our
sexual activity would naturally drop off at some
point when we met other people we wanted to be
with, and that we'd return to "just being friends"
with ease. For me, our bond was about being pals
first and foremost, and I assumed she felt the
same way.

Little did I know.

By late July, she was restless and looking for a
way out, but I didn't see the signs until afterwards.
In early August, she presided as the minister at my
wedding, where I married myself. This event was a
prank-slash-spell that she had originally sugges-
ted back in February, and that I'd been making ar-
rangements for since (venue, gift registration,
band, etc.). Two days later, she called me up and
said something cryptic along the lines of, "I'm done
exploring tantric energy and now I want to focus



on kundalini" I was like, "What does that mean?"
and she fumbled around, but it was clear I was
getting the "let's just be friends" speech.

Which could've been fine. But it wasn't even that.
She didn't want to be friends either. She didn't
want to hang out with me at all anymore. That was
just it. From besties, to lovers to nothing.

I was crushed and descended into an severe de-
pression. To this day, I don't know what was really
going through her mind. Was she sad too? Or was
it nothing to her? After all, a Betty like that can
throw away a man whenever she wants because
there's always more lined up to go. But didn't our
friendship mean anything? We only talked one
more time after that, but it was scattered and su-
perficial. I never got any answers.

The story has one intriguing coda: along with the
friendship and the sex, Lorelei and I also shared
psychic sensations, sometimes about each other,
but more often about the world. Sensing things at
a distance was a common one, or prescient visions
of the future. Months after the last time we com-
municated, around May of the following year, I
suddenly had a picture come into my head of Lore-
lei and a guy getting together and getting it on. He
was tall, dark-skinned, with long dreadlocks, a bit
of beard, and a muscular, barrel-like chest. Quite a
sexy man. The picture was so vivid and he was so
hot, that I found myself super turned on, and I'll
admit I actually masturbated to the image of him.
To this day, I'm convinced that I was picking up on
an actual event.

continued from preceding page

from the song was, "I'd do Bob in
the pharmacy / Down in Fern's
basement pharmacy." The Ilyrics
were obscene and the whole thing
was a big joke. What a surprise,
then, when it came true.

I dropped by Fern's house one
afternoon and she was out for the
day, but Bob was there. I saw an
opening, and lured him down to
Fern's pharmacy, where I soon
found myself kneeling down in
front of him while he thrusted his
cock into my mouth. He was ample,
but not oversized, and he gave me
a mouthful of cum. I loved it.
Absolutely loved it.

While having a smoke with him on
the porch afterwords, Jamie
happened to call and I told him
where I was and that I'd be back
soon, but that I was having an
"apres" cigarette. That's French
for "after" and I knew he'd know
what I meant but that Bob
wouldn'te The surprise in his
voice was very pleasing.

Even more pleasing was relating
the story to the two of them when I
got home. They both stared at me
with wide eyes while I gave them a
literal blow-by-blow of the whole
thing. Like me, they were
astounded that the song had come
true.

This remains one of my favorite
examples of life imitating art.
I'11 let you know if I figure out
how to make it happen every
timeee.
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Suicidal urges
in perspective

164 - SuicipAL URGES IN PERSPECTIVE

I've experienced suicidal urges since the age of 16.
Our society does nothing to prepare us for such feel-
ings, though it's happy to shame us or lock us up if we
admit to them out loud. I've come to accept them as
just another part of life but it took me years to get to
that place.

Like all other emotional states, the desire to kill one
self is temporary. It comes along and then, sooner or
later, it goes. In the throes of it, though it can be en-
tirely overwhelming, and seem like it will never end.
That can be the worst part: the hopelessness about
the hopelessness; the despair about the despair.

I'd observed that much of my fretting focused on how
I could do it. Pills? Jump off a bridge¢ Run into
traffic? ‘This obsession was itself painful. In my post-
Lorelei depression, I wondered what would happen if
[ took that question off the table—if I had a loaded
gun at the ready, metaphorically. So I dug up a
Hemlock plant, cut off a chunk of root about three
inches long and half an inch thick, put it in a clear
Zlass bottle, filled the bottle with pure grain alcohol,
and sealed it with a bottle capper. As little as a
quarter teaspoon of Hemlock root will kill an adult
human when ingested, so essentially I'd made a
deadly tincture. I kept it on my bedside table. Any-
time I wanted, I could pop it open, imbibe, and in as
little as 15 minutes, I'd be dead.

This exercise totally changed everything. With no
more fretting about logistics, the question had been
reduced to a simple "ves" or no."

This clearing of space made room for new perspect-
ives and I had a vision of my suicidal urges as an




electrical impulse that traveled along a wire in a
bundled cable of many other wires that included
physical senses, breathing and heartbeat, hunger and
thirst, and the needs to defecate and urinate. Then
there was intellect, creativity, language, planning
and psychic awareness. At any given time, there was
a lot going on besides the suicidal ideations. After
seeing this vision, I never felt quite as overwhelmed
again. Even in my darkest moments thereafter, I
knew that my despair was not everything.

I also came to understand that the urge to kill myself
was not literal. What I actually wanted was for par-
ticular emotions to cease, not life itself. In fact, 1
definitely wanted to keep living, I just wanted to do
so without the despair.

A few months after making the Hemlock tincture, 1
was moving out of that house and felt like I'd learned
my lesson, so I took the bottle to one of my gardens
(this was during my urban farming years in Port-
land), and put it in the bottom of a hole. After ex-
pressing gratitude to that root, and to the Hemlock
species at large, broke the bottle with the point of the
shovel. The liquid disappeared into the soil and I
filled the hole back in.

Now I interpret suicidal urges as merely a sign that
my level of despair has reached a particular level of
intensity, like a line on a thermometer. Sooner or
later, it will subside if I just sit tight.

The medicine not taken—the Hemlock tincture—is
only part of the story. The medicine I did end up in-
gesting during this same period brought profound
changes to my life...
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Mescalin,
mushrooms,
and acid,

oh my!

166 - MESCALIN, MusHrROOMS & AciD, OH My!

The post-Lorelei depression was severe. At its
worst, I was considering suicide every day.

I'd been exploring herbal medicine for years, spe-
cifically those plants used for treating moodiness
and anxiety, and I hammered myself with them to
no avail. The worthlessness and despair I felt was
overwhelming. Each day was an arduous
challenge to get through with no relief in sight.

I gave myself a deadline, with an actual date, and
said, "If I'm not improving by then, it's time to hit
the hard stuff" by which I meant psychedelics. I
was 37, and hadn't taken such a substance since I
was 22 but I was dimly aware that LSD had been
used clinically to treat mental disorders.

The weeks crawled by and nothing got better. The
day arrived and I still felt like shit, so I went to
Duke. Duke was a friend with a trust fund who was
bottom-lining "The Cash Plant," a house in north-
east Portland where a crew of creatives dabbled in
music, art and drugs. They had a recording studio
in the basement and a chill out space in the attic.
I'd already been a regular visitor there since the
summer because they liked to buy my leftover
produce after farmers market. I smoked pot with
them when I visited, but hadn't done more than
that, even though they frequently made offers. Now
it was time.

Duke and company were delighted to be re-intro-
ducing me to psychedelics after such a long year
hiatus. They took the project very seriously and
spent some time discussing how to start me off.
They settled on mescalin, in the form of San Pedro
cactus powder, and carefully portioned out a par-
ticular amount, and instructed me how to take it.



The next morning, at the house where I was rent-
ing a room, I mixed the green powder with water in
a jar and shook it for a minute. The liquid became
thick and gelatinous. For some reason, I had de-
cided to can a batch of pickles while I was waiting
for it to hit, and so I set out all the supplied for that
first before I drank it. The flavor was neither
pleasant nor disgusting, but the consistency was
kinda gross, it was so thick and slimy. A friend was
there helping me with the pickles and she asked
me how it was. "Not bad," I said. "But not good."

The two of us made small talk as we stuffed jars
with cucumbers and spices and filled them with
hot brine. As we waited for each batch in the can-
ner, I gradually began to feel something. By the
time we were finished, I was ready to just chill out
and see where things went.

I went out to the garden. The day was sunny and
clear. It was late September and the summer veg-
gies were in decline, but the trees were still full of
leaves and many flowers were in bloom.Isatin a
sunny spot and closed my eyes.

A feeling of well being washed over me, like sub-
merging myself in a tub of warm water. The light
coming through my eyelids seemed to be illumin-
ating a vast space. The sounds of the city faded
into the distance.

My breathing became deep and slow. I was not
sleepy, but I felt myself descending into a serious
state of relaxation. The overall sense was of im-
mersion; of sinking into a wider world that I hadn't
known (or had forgotten) existed.

If I saw visuals, they were subtle, and I don't re-

Words fail

The psychedelic experience is
difficult to describe in
words. Aldous Huxley does a
decent job with his short book,
"The Doors of Perception,'
about a mescalin trip he took,
though his dose was clearly
not strong. Intriguingly,
Tolkien comes close in the
Lord of the Rings trilogy,
when he describes an altered
state of consciousness that
the hobbits have in the pres-
ence of Elves; it is other-
worldy or dreamlike, and even
affects their visual percep-
tion. This doesn't mean
Tolkien took drugs (he didn't);
it just speaks to the univer-
sality of transcendence, rap-
ture or reverie.

At mild doses, there is simply
well-being, heightened senses,
and central nervous stimula-
tion, which can lead to sexual
arousal. At average doses,
there are visuals, a more ex-
pansive perception of the self,
and a feeling of connection
with other beings, whether
human, animal, plant or other.
At yet deeper levels, there is a
loss of ego, time and space, as
if the everyday world is
merely an 3illusion. Epi-
phanies are common but often
difficult to verbalize after-
wards.
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Time travel?

I'm tripping on acid. I close my
eyes and see a sidewalk in a
city with a street lamp. A set
of stairs leads to a tenement
apartment. People in colorful
clothing are ©passing by,
stepping with exaggerated
motions in slow motion.
Everything is dim as if seen
through a tinted window. I
have the distinct feeling that
the scene is in the Sixties. It
feels so real that I could
swear I am there. Have I 1lit-
erally stepped back in time?
Does the psychedelic experi-
ence open windows for viewing
other eras? Or is it someone
else's memory of tripping then
and there, and the drug is
somehow sharing it with me?

168 - MESCALIN, MusHrROOMS & AciD, OH My!

member them. This was not a hallucinogenic ex-
perience. What it showed me was that there is
more to reality than our everyday experience of it,
and that consciousness is more expansive than
our thoughts or even our emotions.

Yes, my depression was real, but it wasn't the only
place I could be.

I reported back to Duke and his crew and they
were quite pleased. Over the course of the next
couple months, they prescribed me a variety of
substances, and increased dosages when they re-
peated one. I was given Psilocybin mushroom tea,
more mescalin, DMT, more mushrooms, LSD,
Salvia divinorum extract, more DMT, and more
LSD. I've lost track of every substance and every
occasion, but I know that in that intense period I
ended up taking something every five days on
average. I wanted a break in my mental state, and I
got it.

For the second mescalin trip, I camped on the
Oregon Coast. At that time, you could take a bus
from downtown Portland to Tilamook, and put your
bicycle on a rack on the front of the bus. From
Tilamook, it was just 11 miles to Cape Lookout
State Park, which features a separate
"hiker/biker" section that's free of pavement and
cars. I pitched my tent and drank down the slimy
stuff. Night fell and I lit a fire. The flickering light
danced on the trees around me, which were big
old firs. A couple hours in, as the reverie was
really hitting, I lay on my back, looking up at the
furrowed trunks and thought to myself, "I could
scramble right up one of those like a squirrel.”

I had never been much of a tree climber simply



because I'd grown up in the suburbs where the
trees were all too small, but these were nice big
ones, with lots of side branches. I jumped up, ran
to the closest tree, and scrambled right up it like a
squirrel. I made myself comfortable on a branch
about ten feet up. "That was easy," I thought. Over
the course of the evening I climbed that same tree
twice more, going higher each time. Perched up
there, stirrings in my body directed me to hold
particular poses. A sense of euphoria accompan-
ied each pose, and the sensation of energy running
in channels throughout my body. It was like I was
tuning myself to the space around me, and taking a
shape that allowed me to sink into everything, no
longer separate. Of all the substances I've taken,
mescalin has been the most physically-oriented
like this.

Mushrooms gave me visuals behind my eyelids:
colorful geometric patterns, like Spirograph but
three-dimensional, pulsating, and ever morphing;
like being inside a kaleidoscope. I was reminded of
closed eye visions I had as a child, where my entire
field of vision was full of cascading paisleys. The
visuals could be frightening too, with fangs and
claws protruding from monstrous shapes covered
with bristly hair or scales. I never saw eyes but
somehow felt faces. At times like that, I'd open my
eyes and if someone else was around, ask them to
sit close to me.

Sometimes the visuals were related to audio phe-
nomena. One afternoon, I laid in bed as a mush-
room trip started to peak, and with my eyes closed
saw a brightly colored sky filled with soft bulbous
forms. Then, as a car drove down the street out-
side my window, the sky was torn open by an ugly

To be a cat

There was a cat at the house
around the corner where I of-
ten ended up high or tripping.
He was a squirrelly calico
with a playful spirit, not yet
full-grown, and we hit it off
right away. I think he was
impressed that I would crawl
out of the kitchen window out
onto the garage roof to hang
out with him.

One night I was on acid, han-
ging out with him inside, and
I was like, "So what's it like to
be a cat? I looked directly
into his eyes and tried to
transport myself dinto his
headspace. For his part, he
seemed game. I felt a sensation
of movement, like I was step—
ping over a threshold, and
then... I recoiled in shock. I
had sensed something for just
a fraction of a second, but it
was s0... alien. That is, being a
cat is very, very different
than being a human, so dif-
ferent that I was terrified and
shrank from it immediately.

This was actually one of the
most alarming experiences I've
ever had on a psychedelic,
funny as that might sound.
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A horse, the
number seven,
and...

Lying back on a couch at the
Cash Plant, listening to music,
I find myself floating in a
cartoon landscape in which I
transform into a horse who is
somehow also the number seven
and a shade of creamy tan. Not
that the horse's coat is that
color, but that he is that
color.

gash, revealing a clouded darkness behind it. This
tear followed the sound from one end of the sky to
the other, then slowly closed as the sound receded.
It was a vivid illustration of how engines just don't
belong in this world, and of how violent they are
just by dint of their existence.

DMT is intense, and can be very strange, but
ramps up fast and then wears off quickly. DMT
stands for dimethyltryptamine, and it's a natural
substance found in many plants, and is also
secreted by the human brain itself. It's said that
the brain is flooded with DMT at birth and at death,
and occasionally during moments of extreme
stress. The visions that people report after near-
death experiences have been attributed to DMT, as
have alleged memories of alien abduction.

Duke brought me up the chill out room in the attic
of the Cash Plant for my first DMT experience. He
put a glass pipe into my hand that was packed with
weed and then carefully sprinkled some yellow-
orange grains on top. He instructed me to hold the
lighter slightly above the DMT, and not ignite it dir-
ectly, but rather try evaporate to it with heat. He
gave me a torch lighter for this task, the kind that
hisses when it's lit. When a little wisp went up from
the grains, I should then inhale as much as I could,
and hold it as long a I could. The goal was to get at
least three hits like this, and preferably four.

With the first hit, I felt very little; just a slightly
light-headed feeling. On the second, I had a sensa-
tion like my head was filling up with something
dense. During the third hit, my own hands started
to look like foreign objects to me, and I had diffi-

culty making them coordinate the lighter and the
continued on page 172
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My most intense psychedelic experience during this
period was with LSD, in 2007, on the one year an-
niversary of my first mescalin trip. I opened a jar of
the pickles I'd made that day, plucked out a grape
leaf, put it on a plate, and asked my friend to put at
least 13 drops of liquid LSD on it. I was seeking to
exceed the fabled 'ten strip.” The term refers to a
sheet of acid, which is often divided into a ten by ten
grid, so a "ten strip” is one complete row. It's con-
sidered a strong dose, not for the faint of heart. My
friend was like, "Are you sure?" and I nodded. "I won't
die and I won't go crazy.” He was a bit imprecise with
the dropper, though, so between 13 and 17 drops came
out, which at the high end approaches two ten strips.
I ate the leaf whole in one bite and rolled a joint.

About three hits in, I began to feel uneasy, enough
that I put out the joint. The acid was hitting me
faster than I'd ever felt. I half stumbled inside and
looked at the clock. It had only been about fifteen
minutes, which alarmed me. I went upstairs to my
room, and had the presence of mind to bring a bowl
with me in case I needed to vomit. I spent a few mo-
ments trying to set the space up, with lighting and
incense, but was quickly feeling overwhelmed. I
steadied myself by gripping the back of a chair, and
was assaulted by a sensation of movement, as if I was
being pushed forward hard, or was rooted in one
place with the whole world rushing by at breakneck
speed. It was the most terrifying moment of my life
up to that point. I thought to myself, "Oh shit, my
mother will be so disappointed if I die from drugs."

I looked at the clock again. It had only been a half
hour since I dropped, but I was rapidly approaching
continued on page 173

One with the
Great Vibration
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Cursive
capital "J"

I got together with a couple
friends at their house to do
psychedelics for the Winter
Solstice in R007. To fully
experience the longest nights
on either side of the shortest
day, we did acid the first
night and mushrooms the
second, staying wup until
morning both times in their
dimly 1it basement. I shuffled
up to their front porch
wrapped in a blanket at 3am
one of the nights and listened
to the nights sounds. Even at
that hour, the city was
generating a hum, 1ike it was a
giant machine. Back in the
basement, he and she were
curled up on the couch and she
morphed into the letter "J" in
formal cursive, light sky blue.

continued from page 170

pipe. With that inhalation, I felt a rush go through
my skull, and I held out the pipe and lighter to
Duke, who took them from me. I fell backwards on
the bed and was instantly lost in a place filled with
light. I didn't feel my body. I didn't have any
thoughts. There was just euphoria. I stayed there
for an unknown amount of time, and then slowly
drifted back down into the room. When I opened
my eyes, I was alone and the afternoon sun was
slanting in through the southern windows. I felt
immensely carefree, like some kind of burden had
been lifted from me. I went downstairs to find Duke
and the others and saw from the clock that only 20
minutes had passed. It had seemed much longer.
They asked me how it went and I asked them if I
could try it again. They laughed and Duke loaded
another pipe for me. The second trip was almost
indistinguishable from the first, except that when I
landed, my state of relaxation was even more pro-
nounced. The next day, I broke my espresso habit. I
just didn't want any caffeine.

Many people see creatures when they smoke DMT.
Psychonaut Terrance McKenna famously de-
scribed them as "machine elves" and he interacted
and conversed with them. I've personally met and
talked to people who saw such figures, or others. I
tried DMT from time to time over the next couple
years and never saw anyone, but one day, as I was
coming back to earth from the shining light, I
asked, with some exasperation, "Do DMT
creatures really exist?" and all at once, a face ap-
peared to me. It was like a mechanical dog and it
smiled at me and said, "Yes!" before disappearing

continued on page 174
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a level that exceeded all previous peaks. I felt a wave
of panic, grabbed the bowl, and huddled over it on all
fours. My head was spinning, or everything else was.
My stomach was in full revolt, with nausea rising. 1
was convinced that I was going to die or go crazy.

Then I started puking into the bowl. I heaved and
threw up repeatedly, and my distinct impression was
that I was not merely losing the contents of my
stomach, but was expelling something else too;
something psychological or emotional. I couldn't stop
until there wasn't anything left to come up. I pushed
the bowl away, took a sip of water, and rolled over on
to the mattress, which was on the floor.

The nausea was gone, as was the panic and the ver-
tigo. Everything was suddenly calm with a sensation
of sinking, slowly sinking, into a place made of
clouds. I was cushioned on all sides, and a deep
comfort warmed me from within and without.

My roommate's cat, Fuanita, who was very picky and
didn't really like anyone except him and his boy-
friend, came into my room and she sat down in the
middle of the C-shaped space made by my curled up
body. She tucked her paws under her chest and held
her head upright, like the Sphinx in Egypt, but with
her eves closed. She had never sat on my bed before. 1
regarded her through half open eyes and believed 1
was witnessing not just a cat, but the very essence of
cat-ness. She had ceased to be Fuanita, and had be-
come all-cats-ever, and in that form was accompa-
nying me on my far out journey. I was incredibly
grateful.

continued on page 175
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Monkey in a
window in the
Sixties?

Tripping on mushrooms at a
friend's house on a summer
afternoon, I lean out the
second story window to chat
with friends in the backyard,
and suddenly, I feel as though
I am in to the Sixties, having
the experience of a young
person then, tripping on
mushrooms and leaning out a
window chatting with people.
I'm wearing a sleeveless tee-
shirt with a sleeveless
button-up flannel shirt over
it, and that makes me feel like
a monkey in a vest, all sinewy
limbs and playful libido.
Bliss washes over me and I hear
myself laughing.

continued from page 172
instantly.

My program with Duke hadn't yet included LSD. On
my way back from a brief trip to northern Califor-
nia with some friends, I called him up and told him
I was ready. I was taking a train in and hoped to
dose upon arrival. Duke picked me up at the sta-
tion, brought me back to the Cash Plant, and
placed a paper tab on my tongue. He and the crew
did the same, in solidarity. He put on "Hot Rats,"
Frank Zappa's masterful work of instrumental jazz
fusion and I saw magical cartoon animals with
long necks and big mouths, like giraffes made of
lollipops, swaying in time to the music. So clear
were the pictures that I was convinced he must
have been on drugs himself when he composed it,
to attain this very effect, but Duke said, "Nope. All
Zappa ever did was coffee and Camel cigarettes."

On another group trip at the Cash Plant, this one
on mushrooms, I went down to their back porch to
smoke a cigarette. I was entirely euphoric and my
consciousness felt like it had expanded far beyond
my own body. I sat down on the wooden floor, put
the cigarette in my mouth, and lit it up. As soon as I
inhaled, a terrible sensation ensued. The expans-
iveness crashed down, crumpling around me, and
whatever lightness I had been feeling was re-
placed with a weight. My body felt twisted and
wracked, and I had a picture of myself as Gollum,
from the Tolkien legendarium, pathetic and needy.
This deflation of the night's trip was irreversible,
and though I regained some well-being when I put
the cigarette out and returned to the group, it was

continued on page 176
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The trip deepened and I lost track of time. I was
riding waves of color and light, floating untethered.

became aware of the deepest level of the trip only

as I was leaving it, because while there, I lacked all
sense of individuality and indeed all sense of sense. 1
had become vibration, nothing but vibration, at that
level where everything in the entire universe is
nothing but vibration—the one vibration that is the
true reality underlying the illusion of separate ob-
jects, and of birth and death. That illusion is what's
real for us when we're caught up in it, and there's
nothing wrong with that, but it is ultimately illusion.

I felt of all that in a single instant. It was not a
thought process I put together like pieces of a puzzle.
It was presented in one flash. The contentment while
being one with the vibration was indescribable. I can
only say it was like being at home beyond any sense
of "home" I had ever felt or imagined.

I didn't sleep that whole night, and twelve hours after
taking the hits, I biked to a friend'’s house. I didn't say
what was going on, but he could tell something was
up, and he put on the Miles Davis album, Tribute to
Jack Johnson. I was immediately entranced. I had
never 'gotten” Miles Davis before—and had always
wondered what Id mneed to do for that to
happen—nbut in that moment, he finally just clicked.
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Hearing
things on
'shrooms,

part 1

Walking down the sidewalk as a
mushroom trip is coming on
strong, I overhear a conver-
sation on a front porch. They
are talking about me. Actually,
I know they're not, and that the
mushrooms are giving me an
aural hallucination, but even
soy I only hear the manufac-
tured words, not the real ones.
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never the same.

Then there was the night—on either mushrooms
or acid—when I went down to the drum kit in the
living room at the Cash Plant, sat behind it, picked
up the sticks, and started to play. I gave each drum
a few taps with the sticks and tried out both the
foot pedals, one for the bass drum, one for the
cymbal. After some initial stabs at doing different
things with my feet and hands at once, I launched
into a totally decent performance. It was in a rock
and roll style, and I can't tell you what time signa-
tures I followed, but the whole thing held together
remarkably well. I sustained this for at least 15
minutes, and then sat back with a great feeling of
satisfaction. It was the first time I had ever tried to
play the drums. When I went back upstairs they
were like, "Was that you? Wow, you sounded good!"

The Salvia divinorum trip provided one of the
strangest visual experiences I've had with psy-
chedelics. Salvia divinorum is a plant in the Mint
Family native to Mexico, where stands of it have
been tended by indigenous people for many cen-
turies. The name literally means "Divine Sage" but
it would more appropriately be called, Salvia di-
vinitorum: "Divining Sage," as it was not merely
holy but used intentionally to call up visions. Tradi-
tionally, the fresh leaves were eaten in pairs, up to
a few dozen. In contemporary western psychedelic
culture, plant material is processed to extract act-
ive compounds, and the resulting powder is
smoked. It's sold by its strength, such as 5x or 20x,
which is five or twenty times as strong as the un-
processed leaf.



Those who smoke Salvia divinitorum are cautioned
not to do so alone, as some people become
physically active under its influence, and can
accidentally injury themselves. The effects
themselves come on quickly, and last just a few
minutes. Knowing all this, I got together with a
friend to try it, and he went first, smoking it out of a
big water bong. After a few hits, he was obviously
feeling something, and I took the glass out of his
hands so he wouldn't break it. At first, he just sat
there, but then he looked at me, got an alarmed
expression on his face, and started moving around
the room jerkily. I took a hold of his shoulders and
kept him away from the windo, because we were
on the second floor and there wasn't a screen. He
wiggled a little bit in my grasp, but not too hard,
and I didn't let him go. We had already talked about
this kind of thing before hand, so my restraint was
with his prior permission. He made some noises
that were syllables but not words, and then his
agitation lessened. Eventually, I guided him into a
sitting position on the bed. A little while later, he
came back, and told me that I had appeared to him
as a giant mustache with legs and arms that was
trying to grab him. We both had a good laugh about
that.

When my turn came, I sat on the edge of the bed
and took one hit after another, holding each one in
as long as I could. After the third one, I fell back-
wards. (My friend took the bong out of my hand as
this happened, he later told me.) Lying there on my
back with my eyes closed, I saw only an infinite ex-
panse of whiteness all around me. There were no
objects or shapes whatsoever. I gradually became
aware that I was lying lengthwise in a tunnel that
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Hearing
things on
'shrooms,

part 2

Tripping on mushrooms at a
party where other people are
on psychedelics, I overhear a
conversation where a girl I
just met there is talking about
me to her friend, about how our
relationship is going to go to
another level. But I know this
is just an audio hallucination
and that they're actually
talking about something else.

Then I catch the eye of a guy
sitting across the room from
me who is also tripping. We
lock gazes and smile bliss-—
fully at each other for several
to many long minutes. We are
somehow in love in that mo-
ment, not romantically or
sexually, but in some deep,
real way.

The next time I see him, at a
coffeeshop, he annoys me with
talk of permaculture.

stretched away forever in both directions, past my
feet and behind my head. Next, these bizarre
creatures suddenly appeared in the tunnel ahead
of me. They were like paper dolls cut from from
plywood, each one attached to the other at their
feet and hands. There were several rows of them,
in marching band formation. As I watched, each
line split into two, and with a wobbly motion, each
half moved outwards, towards the walls of the
tunnel. Their faces, though they appeared to be
painted on a flat surface, were animated, and they
had wide open eyes and huge smiles. With their
synchronized motion, lines appeared on the tunnel
walls, then widened into cracks and the tunnel
started to split open, as if the plywood paper dolls
were unzipping it, and what they were revealing
was—it seemed to me in that moment—a whole
nother plane of existence even stranger than this
one. That terrified me, and by exerting a supreme
effort of will—with a scrunched up face and
clenched fists—I forced myself "down," out of that
state, with the intention of returning myself to
everyday reality. This worked, and I found myself
tumbling down through a few other planes along
the way. One was an underground place with dimly
lit stairways intersected like in an Escher print.
One was full of leaves drifting through a sky lit like
twilight. Others blurred by. Then, just as suddenly
as I had left, I was back in the bedroom.

This spell of intense psychedelic use broke my de-
pression, as I had hoped. To this day, I consider
them to be a helpful tool for mental health.

178 - MESCALIN, MusHroOMS & Acip, OH My! | Two Year WEED TriP



For a two year period starting in the spring of 2008, 1
had a regular weed butter habit which significantly
impacted my worldview. I was living in a detached
garage-turned-greenhouse in the Hawthorne District
of Portland, a pre-WWII neighborhood of Crafts-
man-style houses with deep front porches and big
trees arching over the streets. Gentrification hadn't
overtaken it yet, and though moneyed professionals
were moving in, the area was still home to hippies
and working class families. Across the street was a
house of New Agey types, as advertised by the Tibetan
praver flags on the eaves, the crystal-laden Buddha
shrine next to the door, and the cobb sauna in back.
They threw parties with Tibetan singing bowls and
electronic music and I could often smell the incense
wafting over.

They also grew Cannabis in their basement and gave
me their shake which I'd process into weed butter in a
slow cooker. The result varied from batch to batch,
but was usually quite potent. I'd eat at least teaspoon
straight, first thing in the morning on an empty
stomach, then go about my day, which at that time
was being a bicycle-based urban farmer, zipping
around the city tending a few dozen gardens.

The ramping up took about three hours. The peak
lasted another two to three, and the come-down three
to five. So, virtually all day. I did this about nine out
of every ten days for two vears. About once in each
ten period I'd take a "heroic dose” and really trip out.

I don't use the term "trip out” here lightly. A serious
weed butter high is tantamount to an LSD experi-
ence, with pronounced sense dissociation and even
some visuals. I had moments biking around town

Two Year
Weed ‘Irip
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when I wouldn't know where I was or what I was do-
ing. "Hmmm," I'd think to myself. "Looks like a US
city, early 21st Century,” and I'd just keep going until
eventually my memory would be jogged by something
familiar, like the garden I'd been headed to.

y goal with this heavy use of weed bulter was to

shake my brain as hard as I could, for as long
as I could, and see what would jiggle loose and fall
off. Did it work? Hell yeah.

180 - Two Year WeED Trip | HoT FARMBOY

That period was all about examining—and reject-
ing—society’s notions of family, friendship, love, and
the self. I was in a city, interacting with many people
through my business, so I was immersed in society.
Simultaneously, I was engaged in an activity that
was at odds with city life: farming. Much of the time,
being so high was not actually fun, per se. I was
pushing myself, not chilling out. There was nothing
escapist about it. My brain took me to tortuous places
that were all about questioning everything I thought 1
knew, especially about myself.

Consuming that much of a Cannabis edible was not
common. I knew heavy smokers who sparked up be-
fore breakfast and torched all day until bedtime
whose eyes would widen when I told them what I was
doing. They were impressed I was able to function
that way. Funny thing is, I don't know if I could have
functioned any other way at the time.




I only had one boyfriend during my ten years in
Portland: Paul, a volunteer with my urban farming
operation. He was fourteen years younger than
me, which fulfilled my presentiment from back in
Minneapolis in 1994, when I was dating Bart, who
was fourteen years my senior. For the record, I
saw what Bart meant about the appeal of youth for
being youth.

The first night Paul and I hooked up, he wouldn't let
me kiss him, and he kept our action below the
waist. This was a red flag, but I ignored it,
ultimately guaranteeing disappointment. But for a
few months, I enjoyed our time together. Mostly we
were boyish buddies who constantly laughed. Until
we weren't. He was also super dedicated to
learning about small-scale farming and we had
great work chemistry. Until we didn't.

He only stayed the night with me once the whole
summer, but it was intense. For me anyway. We
laid down together on the ground in the garden
behind my greenhouse. An electric buzz of longing
vibrated in every cell of my body and kept me
awake the whole night. He just snored, lol.

Eventually, the contrast in desire was too much,
and with great reluctance I broke it off with him.
That heartache's sting was among the sharpest I'd
ever felt.

Ten years later I ran into him at a farmer's market,
where he had his own booth. He gave me a big hug,
and with those strong arms around me, it was like
a day hadn't passed for my desire.

Hot farmboy

A pentrating
contact

When Paul held me, I felt some-
thing deep inside me, like an es—
sential aspect of my self was
shapeshifted, or alternately, that
a obscuring layer was melted away
to reveal a true form underneath.
Whatever the case, the distinct
sense was of being or of becoming
"female" in communion with his
masculinity. I was immersed in a
particular vulnerability that
was naked but not weak. The erotic
intensity was matched by a mar-
velous comfort, as of finally
finding myself. He could have
done anything with me in these
moments of extraordinary intim-
acye

Yet as profound as these experi-
ences were for me, I was alone in
them. He was unaware of the power
of his touch, and of its potency,
and of whether he was sculpting
me or awakening something
inside.

The memory is vivid over twelve
years later, and still makes me
wonder who I am and how I tick. I
would love to find that place
again, and explore from there...
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182 - ComiNG Down

Coming
Down...

When dropping acid, Clarabelle and I preferred to
go camping in the forest. We appreciated the
solitude from other humans and the company of all
the plants. On this particular occasion, in August
2013, we were farming in Sandy, Oregon, in the
agricultural country east of Portland. We loaded
our gear into "Buck," our '87 Toyota pickup—a
four-wheel drive, fuel-injected, automatic named
for the deer sticker on the back window that came
with it—and drove up to a special place in the Na-
tional Forest a couple hours away.

The spot was a patch of old growth that had been
saved from logging in the early 2000s by forest
activists with direct action and lawsuits. As an
Indymedia reporter, I'd been a regular visitor and
even spent a few hours in the tree-sit, over 100
feet up. It was (as is) one of my favorite places in
the world, not just because it's beautiful, but be-
cause played a role, however small, in saving it
from the saws.

Clarabelle and I had visited before and we re-
turned to a favorite spot, at the end of a dead-end
logging road among a majestic grove of very tall
Fir trees. The elevation was around 5000 feet and
a neighboring clearcut gave us a view of the hills
to the west. We didn't bother to set up camp
besides throwing a sleeping mat on the ground
with some blankets and pillows next to an old fire
ring, and got right to the acid.

We each took two hits of blotter, and it was good,
clean stuff. The coming up was nice and easy. The
sunlight filtering through the canopy lit up patches
of bark on the trunks. The needled boughs, way
over our heads, waved in salutation in the gentle



breeze. The sky was clear except for a few clouds
in the west, but the ridge in that direction preven-
ted us from seeing very far.

We explored the plant life at the forest edge, our
bliss mounting with each moment.

Then, wanting to be close, we embraced. I picked
her up and she wrapped her legs around my waist
and put her chin on my shoulder. I set my feet
shoulder-width apart, and bent my knees ever so
slightly in a way that made her feel nearly weight-
less. I closed my eyes and was greeted by
exquisite shapes and colors, drifting by like reflec-
tions on the surface of a slow-moving stream. My
sense of clock time dissolved.

I opened my lids every so often, and each time,
there were more clouds in the west, building up
behind the ridge, but overhead it was still clear.

I could not tell where my body ended and
Clarabelle's began. Energy circulated back and
forth between us as if there were no separation at
all. We were fully clothed, but it felt like we were
making love naked—as if I was penetrating her or
she was devouring me. It was a moment of
transcendent peace.

Then, in an instant, everything changed. The clouds
in the west spilled over the ridge and raced across
the intervening valley toward us. The wind
whipped up with a howl and tossed the boughs of
the trees wildly.

Clarabelle jumped down and we both stared up the
sky with apprehension. It was rapidly filling with
low, dark clouds. "Should we go?" "Let's go." But
before we could move, heavy drops of rain began
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184 - ComiNg DowN

pelting down, banging on the truck like pebbles.
We stuffed the sleeping mat in the back, jumped in
the cab, fired up the engine, and started down the
two-track road, which had weeds a foot high down
the center. Thunder rumbled. The trees swayed in
the gale. We exchanged a wide-eyed glance of
alarm. My fear was that a giant would fall down
and block our way, stranding us for days.

In half a mile, we were out onto a two lane gravel
road that wound through the ridged territory in
hairpins, now up and then down, but always more
down. Lightning flashed and thunder cracked.

Each time I counted the seconds between light and
sound the number was smaller. Then, an ear-split-
ting peel exploded simultaneously with a flash.
Every hair on my body stood on end, and my heart
stopped beating. "Whoah!" Clarabelle I exclaimed
in unison.

After still more curves, climbs and declines—and
too much lighting (though none so close
again)—we finally hit a paved road. This was at
Timothy Lake, a popular destination, though still
way out in the sticks. A little ways on, near a junc-
tion, a forest ranger with a flashlight was directing
traffic. A tree had fallen on the pavement, blocking
one lane, and was being cleared away. We were
moving slowly enough that I could say, "Thank you,"
through the window, but I immediately felt icky
about it, like I'd sold myself out somehow. After all,
he was with the agency that "managed" the forests



as an agriculture operation, from who we had
saved the old growth. I mean, in that moment, I ap-
preciated that the road was being cleared, but I
resented myself for that gratitude.

A few miles later we were sailing along the 26, a
major state highway. The lanes were wide and
well-marked, and the forest pushed back far
enough on either side that nothing could fall onto
the pavement. Signs cropped up for various at-
tractions and amenities: Trillium Lake, Sno-Park,
Timberline Lodge. After passing Government
Camp, the road descended inexorably in great
wide curves through a broad valley. The rain was
still coming down, but not as hard, and way out in
the west, the clouds did not quite meet the horizon,
and the sun was still above that gap.

A brightly lit gas station heralded the boundary of
civilization proper. Buildings appeared first singly
then in clusters. The road widened still more, and
the forest gave way in some places to farm fields.
Then we were driving through Sandy's one-story
downtown. The restaurants were open and the

traffic lights were clicking through their cycles.

Just as we arrived back at our place, the sun
dropped down from the clouds, and shone out over
the entire landscape. Our garden was bathed in a
rosy, stage-like glow, and we walked around in
wonder at the magical light, which matched the
acid's late stage mellowness.
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Ayahuasca

“Ayahuasca is not a drug in
the Western sense,
something you take to get
rid of something. Properly
used, it opens up parts of
yourself that vou usually
have no access to. The parts
of the brain that hold
emotional memories come
together with those parts
that modulate insight and
awareness, so you see past
experiences in a new oay.”
—Dr. Gabor Maté

186 - AYAHUASCA

The first time I tried Ayahuasca, it was a spur-of-
the-moment choice. I was visiting my old friend,
Ashtar, on his new rural property in Washington.
He'd invited me up because he knew I loved to pick
berries, and there was a bunch of Salal, Huckle-
berries and Blackberries on his land. I'd also never
met his wife, Nina, a Brazilian who'd been particip-
ating in Ayahuasca ceremonies for twenty years.
Ashtar himself had been exploring this special
medicine for over a decade. The two of them had
been leading ceremonies together for a few years,
and one was scheduled during my stay. As it
happened, someone dropped out and they invited
me to take the slot. Though it was unplanned, I can
also say that the moon was going to be full that
night, and as I'd been watching her wax over the
previous ten days, I'd been hoping to take a psy-
chedelic when she peaked, and here I was.

People started arriving just after 7 pm, and a
couple hours later, everyone gathered in a teepee.
Ashtar and Nina were leading, along with their
friend Wind as fire-tender. Eight of us sat on mats
around the fire. Interestingly, all eight were men,
which Ashtar and Nina said was a first. For me it
felt completely appropriate because of all of my
recent work and reflection about same sex desires
and gay identity, work which prominently included
drafting this manuscript.

Nina gave us an outline of the night. First would be
prayers and songs, then an opportunity to take
rapé (pronounced ha-pay), and after that the first
serving of Ayahuasca. Later, a second serving
would be offered, and Nina explained that it was
typical for the effects to be mild or even unnotice-
able until after the second serving for first-timers,



which over half of us were. A third serving would
also happen, but this was optional—only for those
who wanted to "go deeper." The ceremony would
go all night and conclude with a closing prayer just
before dawn. We were encouraged to sit upright
as much as we could, from beginning to end. Talk-
ing and physical contact among participants was
strongly discouraged. We were to limit our vocal-
izations to the word, haux (pronounced "housh"),
an affirmation that can loosely be translated as
"amen." We were allowed to speak to Nina and
Ashtar, since we might need some help. If we
exited the teepee, we were supposed to stay within
a small area marked off with tiki torches, where
we could find the outdoor toilets, an area for
chilling out, and a spot to vomit.

omiting, as it turned out, was a very prominent

feature of the ceremony. Everyone had a small bucket
in front of them, and everyone used it at least once before
morning.

To start off, Nina led us through a basic grounding
exercise, where we visualized breath and energy
flowing into various parts of our body. When she
asked us to take deep breaths into our lower belly,
I couldn't. My shallow breaths stopped in my upper
chest, which felt tight and blocked. Witnessing this
tension was a lesson of its own. Clearly, I was
holding on to something.

Following this was a tobacco prayer. Ashtar puffed
on a pipe and blew smoke in each of the four dir-
ections, plus heavenward, groundward, and in-
ward, each with its own incantation.
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188 - AYAHUASCA

Then he and Nina performed a few songs. When
the rapé came out, just two people took it, the two
with the most prior experience. They both threw
up within a couple of minutes. As the first guy
started vomiting, Ashtar exclaimed, "haux, haux,
haux" and started chanting. This was a pattern
throughout the night, where an individual's exper-
ience was acclaimed by Ashtar or Nina. As the ce-
remony progressed, we all joined in on these
responses, and a collectivity emerged.

Though I'd taken psychedelics dozens of times be-
fore, this was my first ceremonial experience with
a substance. I'd been with other people while trip-
ping before, but not in guided, intentional manner,
with structure and rules. I'd never been opposed
to doing things this way; this just happened to be
my first opportunity. I was impressed by the
intensity of meaning that was added.

The first serving of Ayahuasca itself wasn't
presented until over an hour in. Then, one by one,
we went up to the front, and kneeled on the ground
in front of Ashtar, who poured each of us a tall
shot glass of dark liquid, which was downed at
once. The consistency was syrupy, and the flavor
sweet but very earthy; not unpleasant, but you
wouldn't want it as a flavor of ice cream.

More singing and chanting followed. Ashtar
strummed an acoustic guitar and Nina joined in on
ukulele and various percussion instruments. One
of the experienced participants also accompanied
on his own drum when he wasn't throwing up.
Wind regularly added logs to the fire, occasionally
tossing on small cedar branches, which were con-
sumed quickly with a loud, sputtering racket.



I closed my eyes and sat cross-legged in a half lo-
tus position on a meditation cushion with my hands
palms up on my knees. I was mesmerized by the
flickering of light through my eyelids, the smell of
smoke and incense, and the music. I couldn't de-
tect an effect from the Ayahuasca, but felt a subtle
shift in consciousness.

Another hour or so passed before the second
serving was offered.

This one didn't go down as easily as the first, and I
was queasy right away and let out a low moan.
After a scant ten minutes, strong sensations
welled up, and this is where I have trouble finding
words for what I experienced.

It was more emotional than physical, a kind of
anxiety that, like it or not, I had lost control. Over
what, exactly, I couldn't pinpoint, but things weren't
up to me now. I had a moment of sharp regret, and
wished I could reverse the process by throwing
up, but I knew from research that it was too late. If
I vomited up everything in my stomach right that
instant, it wouldn't make a difference. The effects
were already locked in.

Around the teepee, at least three people had
thrown up. As my nausea increased, I craved that
release, so I leaned over my bucket and stuck my
finger down the back of my throat. After a few dry
heaves, my stomach started giving up everything it
had, and for the next couple minutes, that's all that
was happening in my world. Ashtar called out a
reassuring, "haux, haux, haux," and others joined
in. The support was truly appreciated. I knew I
didn't have to feel self-conscious, and could take
as long as I needed to get everything out.

A potent mix

Ayahuasca is not a single plant,
but a mix of two: a vine contain-
ing DMT (N,N-Dimethyltryptamine)
and a leaf with an MAQOI—a
monoamine oxidase inhibitor. The
vine is typically Banisteriopsis
caapi and the leaf from Psychotria
viridis. Each of these plants have
various names among the different
Amazonian tribes who imbibe
Ayahuasca.

If consumed orally, DMT is broken
down in the digestive system and
nothing happens. But if it is ac-
companied by an MAQOI, the process
is blocked, which allows the DMT
to take effect.

How these Amazonian tribes
learned to combine these two
plants is hard for us Westerners
to imagine, but they have various
stories about being shown in
dreams by the plants themselves or
by animals who also use them. Re-
gardless, they've definitely
figured out how to make it "work"
and the resulting trip is famous
for a reason: because it's intense.
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s puke rushed up my throat and poured out of my
mouth, I felt that | was expelling not just the contents

of my stomach, but also some kind of "bad energy," for
want of a better term. Specifically, what was being cast
out was my appetite for smoking things.

190 - AYAHUASCA

When I was finished, I drank some Peppermint and
Spearmint tea I had brought, brewed from herbs
I'd gathered and dried myself. Just a tiny sip
cleared my mouth and throat, and induced some
very pleasant burping. The nausea was mostly
passed, but my sense of panic was growing. I
stepped outside for some fresh air.

There I found Wind and told him I was having a
hard time. He suggested I hug a tree, so I wrapped
myself around a cedar at the edge of the little
clearing. It was indeed reassuring. At first. Then I
was put off when I heard it creaking up above, and
I retreated to the "chill out" zone, where a little
shrine that had been set up with some crystals and
that kind of thing. It did actually feel safe there, and
I kneeled down and covered my face with my
hands. With eyes closed, I began to see shapes and
colors.

It's hard to describe these visuals because they
were in constant motion, like moving water. But it
wasn't familiar like ripples of a pond, or waves at a
beach.

In an inky black field of vision, brightly hued lines
and shapes pulsated, like a net with glowing
strands, or the scales of a lizard. When I closed my
eyes, this lurid, three-dimensional field would start
to envelop me, which was terrifying. I tried to keep



my eyes open, but even then, my vision was
overlaid. I couldn't escape.

This was the peak of my fright. I said to Wind: "I
know I'm not going to die, but it feels like I'm going
to die."

"That's ego death," he said.

I asked him if he would put his hand on my
shoulder for just a minute. I was drifting away and
wanted to feel more grounded. Instead, he offered
me a hug, which I gratefully accepted, and the
panic eased off a little. Then I told him I needed to
vomit and he led me to the spot for that.

I kneeled on the ground, feeling overwhelmed by
fear and sadness, but nothing would come out.
Something was holding me back. Then Nina

approached me with a bundle of smoldering herbs.

She thrust them in front of my face and as soon as
I inhaled the smoke, I started sobbing. She stayed
there, swishing the herbs around me as I cried.
Something inside me let go and then I was wailing.
Any hesitance dissolved and it all just came out.
Just as my sorrow was starting to overwhelm me,
Ashtar took up a new song in the teepee, and it
seemed he was singing to me—for me—to en-
courage my purging. This was an incredibly em-
powering feeling, and my sobs now emerged from
deep in my belly, the same place I hadn't been able
to breathe into before.

After a couple minutes, I quieted down. It didn't
know if everything had come out, but I felt much
better. Nina led me to a tree and I kneeled at its
base, with my arms around the trunk and my
forehead pressed against the bark.
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After vomiting
and tears:
laughter

The guy to my right in the teepee
was in his early twenties and had
been the first to throw up, just
ten minutes after the first
serving, and he hit his bucket
regularly all night, far more than
anyone else. But in between, he'd
laugh softly to himself, and in the
last couple hours, it became con-
tagious for me. I found myself
giggling too, back and forth with
him, like we were having a con-
versation.

Then, at one point during the
come—-down, he started laughing
loudly, quite loudly. It spread
around the teepee and soon nearly
everyone was chuckling and
chortling. "Haux, haux, haux,'
everyone giggled. Just like with
the vomiting and crying before, I
was overtake, and was soon howl-
ing with laughter. The release was
tremendous, and the eruption took
a few minutes to bubble down.

This was the gift of the youngest
among us.

192 - AYAHUASCA

At last, my breaths were coming easily, with no
agitation. I closed my eyes and the visions were no
longer terrifying. Waves of color washed over me.

I heard meowing. It was the cat who lived on the
land and I meowed back. Nina laughed and
brought him to me. I petted him and cuddled with
him until he was ready to go and then I curled up
under the tree just like a feline might. As I
breathed, deeply now, I was aware of energy mov-
ing up from roots to trunk to crown, and running
along the ground among all the plant life, and
wafting up from the soil into the air. I could see it
all clearly with my eyes closed. My inhalations and
exhalations were infused into all these flowing
forces and I knew that I could let go into
them—that I could "die" in some sense while my
body still lived. Even the death of the body would
merely be a release into this world of circulation.
Deeper still, what I think of as my "self" is only a
tiny thing in this expansive world and it was not
everything that I am either, and more profound ex-
perience of "being" that can only be found beyond
it.

Something shifted. Maybe the wind picked up or
the moon was obscured by clouds, because scary
images crept into my field of mind's eye view.
Things with sharp edges and claws were creeping
up toward me. I couldn't tell if they were inside or
outside of me—whether I was detecting a dis-ease
in myself, or the approach of malevolent spirits on



the land. Either way, I didn't want to face them
alone, and I retreated to the safety of the teepee.

Back inside, the music was loud and chased the
fearful pictures from my head. Whatever I had
started to encounter outside was prevented from
entering this space and I was so grateful for that.
After all, as many traditions have warned, not all
forces in the world are friendly, and some will try
to hurt us. That was the value of the teepee, with
the fire, and the singing, and the intentions of
Ashtar and Nine: they created safety.

From there, the trip slowly—very
slowly—subsided. The third serving had been
offered while I was outside but I didn't regret
missing it. I'd had enough for my first time! I sat on
my cushion, breathed deeply, and intoned, "haux,
haux, haux," when the moment called for it.

didn't "think" very much during the ceremony. This was

a big contrast with LSD, which I often find very
heady—even intellectual. Ayahuasca was far more about
physical and emotional sensations. She conveyed a
profound sense of the expansiveness of the world of living
things—of nature—that I had not experienced before, and
of which I got only a bare glimpse. She is very much a plant

medicine.
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Coming out
to my
parents

194 - ComING OuT TO MY PARENTS

I'm 52 years old, and I came out as gay to my par-
ents today, August 11, 2021.

I hadn't spoken to them about my sexuality in over
30 years, because that conversation—when I told
them I'd be leading the St. Olaf Lesbian & Gay Alli-
ance—didn't go so well. It was clear then that they
didn't want to hear about it.

So why now?

First, because for the last couple weeks I've been
engaged in this intense writing-as-therapy exer-
cise, exploring my sexual identity and past in detail.
Given that I was raised Catholic in Nebraska in the
'70s and '80s, that past is full of trauma, repres-
sion and denial. I have lots of memories that are
uncomfortable to revisit, so I've been forcing my-
self to go through them, one by one, and write out
everything I can remember about what happened,
and about my feelings about what happened. This
has been challenging and fruitful, with some very
welcome clarity emerging from the murky depths.
I've been laying bare my self-deceptions to myself,
and seeing how I've been dishonest with others.

It's become clear that I've been hesitant to call
myself "gay" due to internalized homophobia. I've
been using the word "queer" for years—and
"queer" is totally legit—but personally I was using
it as a dodge. I might return to it someday, but in
my here and now it's important to say "gay" in
order to break through some ossified shit.



Secondly, my parents just happened to be visiting
Oregon, where I'm currently living. I felt this kind
of conversation was best to have in person. Addi-
tionally, I was apprehensive about talking to them
about it, so in the spirit of this work, I took that as a
sign that I should.

I wasn't looking for their approval. It's been awhile
since I sought that from them on any topic. Neither
was I looking to berate them for their lack of sup-
port earlier in life; I accept that they did the best
that they could, even though that happened to in-
clude a lot of shaming and pressure to conform.
They didn't know any better, which speaks as much
to the limitations of the society that raised them as
it does to their own characters.

As it turns out, they had suspected, but didn't think
it was their place to say anything. They'd watched
as my romantic relationships with women were
fraught with difficulty and never lasted. I had
never told them about boyfriends because I'd
figured they didn't want to hear about them, and
they confirmed in today's conversation that this
was true. We had an unspoken "don't ask / don't
tell" policy, which I guess makes sense given they
were Clinton fans, lol.

Anyway, I'm glad I did it, because it felt helpful for
my own process that I'm going through right now. I
can check off that big scary box labeled, "come out
to parents," and move on to other challenges.
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In the end...

So please,
ladies...

I have to confess to a 1little bit of
resentment against some of the
women who made the moves on me.
Like, in the "all's fair in love and
war" dating world, I get that it's
okay to pick up and then drop a
dude if he doesn't suit your fancy,
by whatever standard. After all,
you're not giving up much because
your friends are gther people (in
most cases other women), and I get
the appeal of a gay guy because
he's much less of an ocaf than the
doofus heteros you've got to
choose from, but wait, sister: are
you taking into account how much
you might mean to him as a friend,
and is it worth it to trash that if
he's not Mr. Perfect after you give
him a test drive?

Incidentally, it would help if so
many women didn't think of men as
raw materials to be shaped into a
desired form. I mean, what else are
women doing when they try to se-

196 - IN THE END

Over time, I had to employ increasingly elaborate
mental machinations to keep myself sexually turned
on with female partners. They were often uncon-
scious or subconscious, though in moments of clarity,
I would see exactly what was going on and how I was
fooling myself. Then I would shrink back in disgust
and denial and try to shake it off. This never totally
worked, so there were always chinks in the wall
where light shined through. I couldn't ever fully kid
myself.

With my final female lover, Clarabelle, this game
playing took the form of replacing myself in my head
with other men, and then picturing them turned on,
which in turn turned me on. This entailed imagining
myself as an observer to our sex, rather than being
present as an actual participant. I'd characterize
that as both desperate and, frankly, weird.

I wanted the sex to work out because so much else
about the relationship did, which certainly wasn't a
first. I could be "in love" with a woman in a way of
speaking, despite the lack of sexual chemistry. I en-
joved having a life partner to confide in and to team
up with. I liked cuddling too, and if it was like being
kittens—warm, comfy and not erotic—that was
totally good enough for me. You could call me an in-
timacy junkie, which ain't easy in our over-sexual-
ized and under-loved society.

Also, T've always been very empathetic of other
peoples’ emotions, to the point of taking on their
feelings—and even their sexual desires—as my own.
In moments, I've been unable to distinguish my
emotions from someone celse’s. Wanting to meet
people where they're at has led me to contort myself.




That's been the case in all kinds of relating, not only
romantic.

T've enjoyed wonderful moments of closeness and
camaraderie with both men and women (and those
who categorize themselves other ways) and if I've of-
ten preferred my female friends, it's only been be-
cause most men are straight, and there’s always an
insurmountable gap there, even with the most sens-
itive of them. (That straight male friends are un-
aware of this gap comprises much of the gap itself.)

So these were the two patterns that repeatedly cursed
me: girlfriends with whom everything worked but the
sex, and male friends with whom I had everything
except the sex. I sometimes found myself wishing
that the females I knew could be dudes. 'l like the one
in the window, but do have it in a gay guy?"

Break-ups with girlfriends were always a mixture of
relief and loss. Relief because the tension was over.
Loss because a friendship was gone. Fust how much
pain this caused me over the years was revealed
during a strong acid trip in 2018. I was hanging out
with Clarabelle at a cabin in northern California,
when it hit me all at once, "it" being the accumulated
grief of lost female friendships going back to Peggy in
Minneapolis. Why, in all that time, had I been unable
to 'stay friends" with girlfriends after romantic
break-ups¢ Each situation was different of course,
but the common thread was that I was too exhausted
from the pressure and too ashamed of my own dis-
honesty; to be friends would have meant fessing up to
my deception, and the fact that most of that was self-
deception made it all the more difficult to talk about.

duce their gay guy friend? They're
obviously not acting out of re-
spect. They're hoping to "change
his mind." Which is pretty yucky,
honestly.

Then, when he doesn't measure up
in whatever way (and how could he
if he's not really into women) and
you ditch him, he's lost someone
who was much more than a roll in
the hay or a potential LTR: he's
out a friend, maybe his best
friend, maybe the one he would've
gone to for consoling when his
heart got broken. But it was you
who broke it so he can'te Any
break-up can be hard, but these
have another level of pain.

So please, ladies, if you're temp-
ted to bed your lonely GBF, please
think twice! The stakes are higher
than with some straight bro.
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he contemporary ego has no memory of its birth

and—lacking the perspective granted by a cul-
ture enmeshed with nature—is unable to conceive of
the world without itself, and so operates under a de-
lusion of immortality. Of course, nobody walks
around saying, "Ima live forever!"” but this assump-
tion is betrayved by people's choices, which are clearly
based on the false premise that there will always be a
tomorrow, and what's more, that tomorrow will be
little different than today. As a result, most of us
sleepwalk to our deaths.

Parting
with the
Illusion of
Immortality

198 - PARTING WITH THE ILLUSION OF IMMORTALITY

My first Ayahuasca trip, in August 2021, was so
affecting that I went back for another as soon as I
could, which was just a month later, in September.

The reason I wanted to return was because I'd
been unable to "let go" the first time. Brought to a
point where all I had to do was close my eyes and I
would've sunk into a place of exquisite visuals and
deep connection, I resisted with all my might, and
managed to hold myself back to just this side of
ego-based reality. I regretted it that very night, just
a few minutes later, when the window of oppor-
tunity had closed and I was clearly on the come-
down.

In the light of morning, I announced my intention to
come back again for the September session, and I
explained why: that I wanted a second shot at the
moment. My friends who led the ceremony were
happy that I wanted to come back but they warned
me, "You never know where's she going to take to



you. She's tricky!" Meaning, I could have that goal,
or whatever goal I wanted, but it wasn't up to me
where the trip would take me. She was in charge
of that.

And they were right. While the first trip had offered
that clear opportunity to transcendence that I had
been such a fool to turn down, this one was fo-
cused on pain, fear and death.

The structure of the ceremony was the same as
before, with a number of songs and prayers and a
chance to take rapé, before the first serving of the
beverage. This time, the first glass hit me hard, and
when the second was offered, I was seriously
tripping. Even so, the visuals kept their distance,
and my bodily sensations were the most prominent
aspect.

felt pain, fiery pain, in my chest. It was the grief of

years and years of suffering, burned into the nethermost
recesses. It was difficult to inhale deeply. Then I puked and
the pain passed and | filled my lung to capacity with joyful
ease. Twice more the pain returned, and was excised with
vomit, tears and many a "haux" from the assembled.

I felt so taken care of in that teepee. I could ex-
plore my pain and expel my demons, not just
without judgment but with ringing approval. The
reciprocity of support allowed me to go further in-
side and face my anguish more clearly than I had
ever been able to do by myself. I saw that, for my-
self anyway, healing is not a solitary activity. I need
community. Here I had it.
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Then, a moment of resistance came again. A flash
was presenting itself to me, and I knew it at once
for what it was, but I desperately tried to push it
away and not to look at it directly, but it was too big
and too strong.

I've had a history of such flashes. They always
come the same way: as a vision, often with words,
in which everything is displayed all at once, in an
instant. The picture and the language will be
etched into my memory and remain unchanged
ever after. Decades later, if I close my eyes and fo-
cus, I can see the flash clearly, with all its details,
just as it was when it appeared. These flashes are
moments of prescience; to wit, of seeing the future.
I have trusted them because they come to me
without me seeking them out, often out of nowhere
when I'm in the middle of something else. That is,
they are not products of conscious attempts to
prognosticate, an effort that in my opinion runs a
high risk of producing false positives. You want to
see something so bad that your mind makes up
something for you, and then you get to feel cool
about it.

S o this flash hits me, and | don't want it, but | can't stop
it, and so I see it. It's heavy. So heavy that it took a
week for me to admit to myself what | had been given,
which was—and it's challenging just to type this—an
apparent prediction of the month and year of my death.

200 - PARTING WITH THE ILLUSION OF IMMORTALITY

I say "apparent" because my resistance was so
strong that I am not 100% sure about the flash.
Was it literal bodily death, or was it some very sig-
nificant life event that is tantamount to a death?



I'm not going to reveal the month and the year
here. All I will say is that given my age, 52, and
current life expectancy in the US around 78, it is
sooner rather than later.

As I mentioned, it took about a week for me to fully
admit to myself what the flash had shown me, but
when I did, I experienced a remarkable set of sen-
sations about many things.

irst was an acceptance of the fact of death. Whereas

before I had "known" about death in the sense that |
had witnessed it and "believed"” in it, now it felt as though |
really knew it was real, as in real for me. That illusion of

immortality dissolved.

Then there was the acceptance of the timing itself.
I have never been one who has wished for a long
life and old age—it always seemed to me that
quality was more desirable than quantity—and
here was a message telling me I wasn't going to
get the latter anyway. So: "If I only have until [x] to
live, I'm totally fine with that."

As my acceptance deepened, I got this hit: "I'm en-
joying the strawberry on the way down." Thisis a
reference to a Buddhist story about a monk who
falls off a cliff and who will die when he hits the
bottom. As he plunges, he plucks a strawberry
that's growing from a plant clinging to the side of
the cliff and eats it as he goes. For me, this trans-
lates as enjoying life regardless of how much of it
remains.

After that, I received a message that I didn't need
to fret about "need. The words of a friend's advice
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from earlier that year had come into my head: "You
need to get a boyfriend." "You need to settle things
with your parents." "You need to take up a physical
routine." All the things he said had some merit. For
example, I'd been wanting to have a boyfriend for a
couple of years at that point, because I was crav-
ing whatever things I can only learn that way, in an
intimate relationship with another man, but just as
I was about to make a serious effort, the COVID-19
pandemic hit. There I was, stuck in the boonies of
southeastern NM, over 200 miles from the nearest
city, which was an extremely unfavorable location
for pursuing that goal. Giving myself more options
in that department partly motivated going to Ore-
gon for the summer of 2021.

Yes, his suggestions made sense. Certainly, posit-
ive things could flow from doing them.

But.

N eed isn't the right word. If | died without accomplish-
ing anything else at all, it's not like I'd be tragically
deficient. | am complete as I am, in this moment. | don't
need to do anything in particular. Life is not a contest,
with a set of levels to win, or rungs to climb. I can be satis-
fied with who I am right now.

202 - PARTING WITH THE ILLUSION OF IMMORTALITY

I can recognize that certain activities have the po-
tential to bring me benefits, but nothing is re-
quired. In fact, approached that way, I daresay I'm
more likely to reap any potential benefits.

For years, I regarded everything through a lens of
shame foisted on me by my upbringing: by Catholi-



cism, by the parochialism of the Midwest, by par-
ents who didn't know better. The message: "You
need to do such and such, and if you don't, you're a
bad person, unworthy of love and life."

When I encountered eastern spiritual practices
such as meditation, yoga or chi gung, I looked at
them this way: as things I needed to do so that I
could be a good person who deserved to be on the
planet. As you might expect, though I tried them all,
I didn't get much out of them. I was just going
through the motions. Now, it certainly says some-
thing about the power of these practices that even
merely going through the motions can have some
effect—that's how well-developed the motions are.
But without real commitment—or lacking true
presence one might say—they will only go so far.

So I find myself in a headspace that's new for me.
Increasingly, life seems... simple. I still experience
discomfort; the wind can be cold and the sun can
be hot. It hurts when I hit my head or strain a
muscle. I can be worried about a sound my truck
is making. But beneath it all is a pool of... ease,
which has been steadily deepening as time goes
on—and my expiration date approaches. Sensing
that depth there, I don't find myself wanting much.

And that might be the best feeling I've ever had.
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"Cis ? ({4
"“Irans2"
or..."—2"

204 - "Cis?" "Trans?" oR... "—?"

I've yet to call myself "cis" because I'm still pondering
that one. Am I a gay cis male—a man who wants to
have sex with other men? Or am I trans and I'd be
more fulfilled as a female who hooks up with guys?

If the latter, what would make me feel most myself¢
Surgery? Hormone therapy? Cross-dressing, even if
only privately? Taking on the label, "transfeminine?”
Going by "she” but not trying to "pass?" Just wearing
some make-up now and again?

Or am I gay cis male, but the best way of describing
myself is "nonbinary” or 'bigender" or 'genderfluid’
or...?

There's so much language these days for describing
identity—it's dizzying, really. When I was hitting
puberty and trying to figure myself out, there was
just "gay" and 'straight” (and barely 'bi"). I knew
about cross-dressing and had heard about what were
then called "sex change operations” but I didn't know
anyone personally.

On 1V, there was "Bosom Buddies' starring Tom
Hanks and Peter Scolari as a pair of heterosexual
men who dress in drag in order to rent an apartment
in an all-women's building. Then there was Fack, on
"Three's Company,” played by Fohn Ritter, who pre-
tended he was gay so he'd be allowed to share an
apartment with two platonic female friends. His
lisping, mincing delivery was over-the-top stereo-
Lypical. (Interestingly, this was one of the shows I was
forbidden to watch as a child, along with "Charlie’s
Angels” and "The Dukes of Hazzard," the latter two
were because they featured scantily clad women.)

So, media representation of non-heteronormativity




was scant or mocking in the ‘Sos, and the orthodoxy
of straight gender roles was unquestioned and con-
stantly force-fed. It was very clear who you were
supposed to be and who you weren't. It really sucked.
I am grateful it's changed so much.

In terms of pronouns, I found myself uncomfortable
with "he/him" as early as 2009. Starting that year,
when I needed to provide a third-person bio of my-
self for a publication, I carefully avoid using any
pronouns at all. I never called attention to this
choice, but I was totally consistent about it.

Then, in December 2021 after twelve years of reflec-
tion, I was ready to make a call. In the "About the
Author” section of "From Outside,” the collection of
essays I released that month, I went with they/them.
To drive the point home, I used these pronouns four
times in five sentences, so the intention would be
clear.

There are folks my age who mock all the new ter-
minology, and the focus on pronouns. I'll admit that
at first, I was confused by some of it. Now, though,
T've decided that a) I don't have to understand it all
in order to accept it, and b) I get to look at myself
fresh through all these new lenses, and isn't that
sweet?

ust because I only had three things to choose

from when I was a teenager doesn't mean I have
to stick with them now, in middle age. New
adventures in self discovery await me...
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Now & then

206 - Now & THEN | RELEASE

It's important to me to cut myself slack for my past.
It's common, I know, to look back on the "mistakes"
of youth with great smugness because now we
"know so much better." We haughtily declare how
stupid we were back then, but were we really? If
we were doing the best that we knew, how does it
make sense to apply a standard we've only
developed since? And if we were lost then but
didn't know it, how can we be so sure we've got it
right now, and aren't just fooling ourselves again?
Aren't we just guaranteeing more "mistakes" and
"stupidity?"

Another danger is that once we brand our own
younger self as stupid, it's that much easier to diss
the youth of today. Our lack of acceptance of
ourselves morphs into condemnation of others. I
don't know you, but I'm super bored with older
folks castigating younger ones and I don't want to
be part of it.

Can we learn by looking back? Of course. But it can
go the other way too. As Aimee Mann sings, in
"Way Back When": "If we knew now what we knew
yesterday.." Give that one some thought.

Life is in the living of it, in the moment we're in, and
no other. Not in looking back on it and casting a
guilty verdict and not in projecting forward either.
The past could be misremembered and the future
doesn't exist. Too often, we stand poised between
these two and in so doing, cancel out what's real.

It's like we're perpetually in a doorway on our way
out of one room and into another, never truly
departing or arriving. But this is an illusion. There
are no rooms. There is no house. There is just the
wide open of the now.



For vears—decades, in fact—I was obsessed with the idea of
spiritual enlightenment, and I judged myself in terms of that
lofty goal. Then, in the second half of 2021, I discovered how
deeply gratifving it is to merely dispense with the self-loathing of
my homophobic, Catholic upbringing in the Midwest. Do I still
admire ascended masters for their wisdom and perspective?
Sure, but in my own case, just not hating myself anymore is a
profound enough transformation for the time being. No, I'm not
sitting up on some peak, surveying creation with a penetrating
gaze, but now that I've ceased feeling guilty about being alive, I'm
satisfied down here in the valley.

I must stress that I'm not taking personal credit for this shift in
self-perception either. In fact, I've come to suspect that my own
efforts and intentions have little to no effect; that whether I scale
the heights or not, in this life or in another, isn't up to me.
Rather than being a self-directed individual guiding my own
destiny through my own choices, I might have no more control
over the course of my life than a leaf floating in a stream.

In @hich case, there's nothing to do but be alive to the
experience.

—The author, Winter Solstice 2021
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