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4 o unaccompanied women

taught English was wild. Built for fifteen hundred kids, it housed

almost three thousand teenagers, and in the seventies a lot of them

were stoned a good deal of the time. Like, hey man, why notT So

were some of the teachers. Everyone smoked something, and dur-

ing our fifteen-minute morning break the faculty lounge, a cloudy

haze, looked like a cocktail party with bad furniture. The talk,
though, was great. \7e were all young and smart and funny and

occasionally profound. One day as I stared out the window onto

the quad where hordes ofkids jostled each other or held each other

up, Dan came up behind me, put his arm around my shoulders,

pointed to the theatre of the absurd going on outside, and said,

"Someday, my son, this will all be yours." I collapsed with laugh-

ter, and we became fast friends.

Dan taught me to love opera, black-and-white movies, and, on

Sunday afternoons, champagne. Accompanied by the glories of La

Traaiata played at top volume on his fine stereo, we toasted each

other, celeb rating our like-mindedness on books and music and

people, very few of whom escaped our often malicious judgment.

From opposite sides of the room we drank to our superiority.

Dan lived alone in a tiny redwood cottage high in the hills, at

the end of a long path that wound up through madrone and live

oak from the street below; it was the most romantic place I could

have imagined. On the evening of my undoing, Dan, in his Levi's

and sweater, relieved me of the bottle of champagne I had brought;

from inside the cottage I heard Tosca lamenting her lover's fate.

Overhead the stars were beginning to shine; inside , a fire burned

brightly in the fireplace. \7as this a night made in heaven? \7ith-
out a drop of champagne, I was tiddly ofl the promises implicit in
the evening before me.

I don't remember dinner, though I can safely say that it was

wonderful, for Dan, along with everything else, was a wonderful

cook. He seemed to do it easily, as easily as he gardened, as easily

as he selected the perfect concerts for the two of us to attend, as

easily as he shushed those in the movie audience who whispered

during the film and who fell silent when Dan r
foot-tall frame in their direction. I suppose dir
evenrng was somerhing like coq au vin, with a sa
ths rnsal-rnade of endive from Dan,s garden; bu
had the salad, which I,m sure was sprinkled s_it
amounr of vinaigrette seasoned perfectly with herl
garden, I had had enough champagne to require I
as I plopped down on the floor before the fireplace
\7ell, one thing led ro another, and before I coui
leaned my head against his long thigh and waired
come next. ril7hat came next was Dant hand on the
and as I lifted my chin for the kiss that would sea
eternity, I heard Dan say, ,,Oh, 

dear heart, don,r v
suddenly I did. Dan was gay. How could I have be,

Dan was my first gay friend, though flor m1, la5
ever, the ooly gay man I have ever known who pre
pany of women. Men were for sex, and Dan had a
would proclaim to me in the years to come, bur ri.or
made better companions. And so I, along wirh or}
of us unaccompanied by men of the tradiiionai son
companions. In public Dan and I looked like a cour.
perhaps his wife, perhaps his lady friend, maybe e.
n'ho clearly enyoyed each other,s company. In prir;
distance, sipped champagne, and dined on nastl- iir
people who, unwittingly, had incurred our conrem;

Eventually we lost rouch, as they say. Dan mo
country, and, forewarned and forearmed, f resumec
men. It would be almost thirty_five years before I
more into the wodd of sexuality, a world that in facr
all along had I had the courage_or perhaps the Ct
peek into it.

For thirty-three years teaching had been my pa's
passions of every kind, it wore me out. And so I lerr
:rlv life became plain and simple. I lived in a Iirt.,
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6 . unaccompanied women

little street, around the corner from the post office and the bank

and the movie theatre and restaurants Italian and Chinese and

French and Middle Eastern and Mexican and Indian as well as, if
you felt like American, a soda fountain-malts, lime rickeys, the

works. My neighbors said "Good morning," and so did I; we were

friendly and at the same time respectful of one another's privacy.

Unlike me, who was a renter, most of them had lived in their
houses for many years. So when a single man, young, no more than

thirty, bought the modest house next door to me for nine hundred
thousand dollars, we raised our eyebrows in wonder: My neighbors

had become millionaires almost overnight. My cottage, too, shot

up in value, and I began to worry that my landlords might raise

the rent accordingly. The fear ofbeing ousted, ofbeing unable to
pay increased rents, is endemic to renters; deep down we know that
nothing is really ours, that, except for the protection ofa few good

laws, we live at the mercy of those who own the property we pre-

tend is ours. So we try not to think about those very real possibili-
ties, which resurface every so often, against our will, in the middle
of the night. I put myself back to sleep by reassuring myself that,
someday, I would be able to buy a small place, not for pride of
ownership but in the interest of getting a good night's sleep.

In the meantime I went about the business of the retired per-

son: Being Busy. Instead of rising every morning at five A.M. to
prepare myself for the onslaught of one hundred sixty hormonal
teenagers, I sang in a choir, taught a class in writing at San

Quentin State Prison, taught a few classes at a nearby college, and

every Thursday morning escorted women into Planned Parent-

hood for abortions they had chosen to have, no matter the calls and

the hoots ofthe self-righteous, who thought the choice belonged

to them and not to the women who walked beside rne. I was one of
those newly retired people who say, "Oh, I'm so busy I hardly have

time to carch a breath!" Being Busy, like Staying Active, is not
only the American way and so commendable in and of itself; being
and staying busy-a full-time job-is useful for keeping at bay

those deep-seared emotions that threaten stabilirr
plain and simple life into anything but.

I just gave up; celibacy.was better than this ererna
nearly so humiliating. Then suddenly one aururr
rvalked home from the movies, genius struck, aib
rhere plopped into my mind what it was I n an
ri.ould get ir. By the time I gor home, a personal ac
n-as ready to go: ,,Before I turn 67, t *o,rld like ro :

rrli iife and had to admit that I didn,t have one
needy, ready, and determined. Next day, I went ro tl
Cosi.n rhe block, where I searched Tbe Neut york Rr: :
:nsrructions on how to submit what it was I wanrec
.ults I was prepared to live with. Or so I thoughr. _

Lord A-mighty.
The l,{ew york Reaiew is a highly regarded pubi-

ong essays on e\rerything_politics, literature, 
^.r. _.. back page devoted 19 a6l5_1sal estate, seminars ab:

:renr oppportunities, and, occupying the mosr spe.
-.cmerimes .three columns of personal ads. It seerr,e
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8 u unaccompanied women

men who read such an august journal would be a cut above the men

who read ads in a regular newspaper; I expected the Reuiew to pro-
vide a filter, leaving the dregs for those who weren't me. I expected

to get a little class out of all this. \What I got were sixty-three-and-
counting responses to my little ad and a new life I barely recog-

nized as my own. Never again was my life plain and never ever

simple. Did I get what I wanted? Yes, I got exactly what my ad

asked for, along with a life that got tossed around like a shoestring

in a windstorm, that got twisted into knots, until it freed itself
only to be buffeted about again by forces beyond my control.

At times my life seemed not to belong to me at all; it dizzied
and upset me at the same time it filled every nook and cranny of
me with men, some of whom I came to love, some of whom loved

me back . . . or not. To keep my sanity-truly, to quiet the din in
my head, the roar in my s21s-l wrote voluminously in my jour-

nal. In the end I made the journal into a book called A Round-

Heeled Voman, As Mark Twain says in Tbe Adaentures of Huckleberry

Finn, "You don't know about me without you have read a book by

the name of . . ." Then he goes on to create his richest character

ever, Huck, and we forget there ever was a previous book.

Likewise, the publication of A Round-Heeled Vornan brought
with it another new life. So, as Mark Twain claims he did h The

Aduentures of Tont. Sawyer: "toid the truth, mainly," I will, too. I will
tell you about my lives, so various and new, and about the people

in it now as well as then. Along the way, if I learned anything-
and I did-I will tell you that, too.

I know right this very minute that I'm different from the per-

son I was before I went after what I wanted. During my late-life
adventures I gave away myself, sometimes bit by bit, sometimes

wholly. Fortunately, I got most of the pieces back, though not in
the same order. I think what I'm after now is making the pieces of
me fit, smoothing the edges so they don't rub up against one an-

other and hurt. Have I given up the passionate lifeT I'm still de-

ciding. Maybe writing this book will help me find out.

CHAPTER 2

friendship

"Ta o?te, wbom I haae Anown /ong, ant/. acconip-t,:
I baaefound uak{ut naer lny sickness and Ljt:,i :
glad in my prosperity and flm in my adt,ersit,, :,
aud trust in peri/-lo a friend often trj,d a,ta, ,...
tuanting, "

-Lono Bynox in rhe dedication of the fourrh c.::
Harold's Pilgrimage,, to his 1iiend John Hobhous.

ott're a fuckin' wborel" His voice over r::
scratchy and high. How did he get mr nu.:,.

--: rhe phone company to unlist it, so I $,21s:_
)-nnv called from somewhere in Indiana, soli:..:
, , rnded like, to tell me rhat he was forty_tu,o \,.;:!
.: m)-book. "I'm;'ust thirty_fourpages into ir b::. .-{er conversarion when I,m 6nished.,, I rhankei _

.=.: h,.rng up.

Or. n.eek larer he r

,. : rhere,s a theme [ffi'"T::I;f;:T:T","T: .
:-: rhar never €ior filled.,, I,m always inreresrec ::.

-:, rur of my book, so I listened .,,Jane,you rook ::_. -:hol, 1,ou tried sex, and none of ir satisfiecl ..

- , -irht about Jesus Christ2,' I decided not ro reii '_.
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