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				Prologue. The Kiss of Death

				The last time I looked into a mirror and I saw daddy? It was the last time I tried to phone my daughter. It was the day I got an ankh tattooed onto the back of my hand. Now, hand tattoos skate the fine edge of legality/illegality across the United States. So hand tattoos are hard to get, unless you know the right people. It was 1996. I was living in Seattle, back when the city was still gritty. I was far enough underground to know someone who knew someone, and presto: a hand tattoo was mine for twenty-five dollars. I tipped the guy another five bucks because people say it hurts to get a tat that close to the bone—but it didn’t hurt me.

				Thousands of years ago, North African priests, priestesses, and holy people of genders neither male nor female used the ankh to mean something along the lines of Eternal Life, The Divine Androgyne, or The Power of Sex. Take your pick. To me, it seemed like just the right mix to mark the place where Death—sweetheart that She is—kissed me on the hand.

				Earlier that day, the free queer clinic had called to confirm my diagnosis of chronic lymphocytic leukemia, and I didn’t yet believe the doctors when they told me that CLL is a slow-moving cancer and probably wouldn’t kill me. I was forty-eight years old, Lady Death had just kissed the back of my hand, and I wanted to make peace with my daughter, with whom I hadn’t spoken for nearly sixteen years.

				It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to speak with her for all these years—it was that she most likely didn’t want to hear me. My best educated guess is that she believes—with all her heart and soul—that I am completely and irredeemably evil. Fact is, there are many reasons that people would agree with her. Permit me to count the ways:

				I’m sixty-three years old, and for the past quarter of a century I’ve been living in queer subcultures out on the margins of America. I write books that have been condemned by Pope Benedict—and those are just the books that are taught in universities around the world. I don’t think the pope knows about all the porn I’ve written, but he’d probably condemn that too. 

				There are a great number of people in the world—I dare say most of ’em—who would say I’m a pervert and a bad person because I’m a transsexual woman. I was born male and now I’ve got medical and government documents that say I’m female—but I don’t call myself a woman, and I know I’m not a man. That’s the part that upsets the pope—he’s worried that talk like that—not male, not female—will shatter the natural order of men and women. I look forward to the day it does.

				I call myself trans, or a tranny—and the latter angers a small but vocal group of transsexual women who see tranny as the equivalent of kike to a Jew. Right, I’m a Jew, and everyone knows someone who’s got a thing about Jews. I’m also a tattooed lady—which in most cases means I can’t be buried in a Jewish cemetery. But that’s OK, because after the doctors harvest whatever’s useful, I wanna be lit on fire. My girlfriend knows where to scatter my ashes. Right, I’m a dyke on top of all this. Constant through my incarnations as man then woman then neither, it’s always been women who’ve made me weak in the knees . . . well, knee, singular, nowadays. My right knee is titanium and space-age plastic and it never gets weak, and that makes me the bionic tranny. My daughter doesn’t know any of this about me, and even if she does, none of what I’ve told you so far is why she thinks I’m evil.

				And—full disclosure—there’s more. I’m a sadomasochist. I enjoy mixing up pleasure and pain. I’m not a sadist—strictly a masochist. I’m the one who gets whipped, paddled, cut open, and pierced. I like it when people cut on me—I’ve been a cutter since I was a teenager. As for piercings, I’ve got ’em in body parts I wasn’t born with.

				And I live with borderline personality disorder (BPD). This gives me a whole lot to write about as a performance artist, and as an advocate for queer youth, freaks, and other outlaws—which are all more reasons some people think I’m a bad person.

				In 1970 I ducked out of military service in Vietnam with a psychiatric deferment. It was an act back then, but today? On good days, I’m merely depressed, and more than one therapist has considered a diagnosis of bipolar disorder—but they’ve finally settled on BPD. Well, I settled on it as soon as I heard that the “borderline” they’re talking about is the impossible state of mind that exists between neurosis and psychosis—not unlike the impossible state of gender that exists between man and woman. Several doctors have developed theories of borderline archetypes. I’m the waif. For some real fun, google Princess Diana AND Borderline AND Waif . . . that’s us. My eating disorder is a lot like hers. I love food—can’t get enough of it. And I love to starve myself long enough to see bones poke up just under my skin—and that’s yet another borderline. 

				And still . . . in my daughter’s eyes, none of this matters much, if at all. There’s a whole other reason I’m bad. I’m a certified post-traumatic stress survivor—no, that’s not the reason my daughter Jessica thinks I’m a bad person. Surviving my trauma, though—that’s what makes me evil in her eyes.

				A few hours after the guy drew the ankh into the back of my hand, it was throbbing. It occurred to me for the first time that because of my leukemia, I no longer have enough mature white blood cells to go after possible infections. I had to call Jessica, let her know that this disease was lurking in her own blood. I wanted to say . . . I didn’t know what I wanted to say. I hadn’t thought about it much before that moment—I’d always assumed we’d always be out of touch. But I wanted to say, Hello. I wanted to say, I’ve always loved you. I wanted to say goodbye. I didn’t know how to reach her. I’d sent letters and cards and cash to several addresses, but they’d all come back to me with Addressee Unknown scrawled across the envelope. Like me, my daughter has moved around a lot in her life, and I didn’t know where she was living at the time. I couldn’t afford a private detective and no amount of Internet sleuthing had revealed her whereabouts. This was 1996—there were no sophisticated people-finding websites yet.

				But the back of my hand was still bleeding from where Death had just kissed me, and I couldn’t go another day without trying to reach her. After a few hours, I managed to squeeze a phone number out of the Internet for Jessica’s mother, my ex-wife Molly. She answered the phone after three rings. I recognized her voice from the single word:

				“Hello?”

				“Hey, Molly. It’s Kate Bornstein.”

				I heard the slightest intake of her breath . . . then the soft click, and a dead connection.

				I wasn’t surprised. I would have been surprised if she’d said something like, “Kate! Hi! It’s so good to hear from you! How’s life now as a performance artist after all those years you and I spent in uniform? And the woman thing . . . how’s that going for ya?”

				Molly hung up on me because that’s the way Scientologists are supposed to deal with me. In their language, I’m a suppressive person, an SP, and simply put that means I’m bad to the bone—that’s the kind of bad my daughter sees when she sees me in her mind’s eye, because my daughter was born into the Church of Scientology and to this day she’s a member in good standing. Me? I’m an excommunicated, decertified, and defrocked minister of the Church of Scientology. My eleven plus years as a Scientologist is my life’s trauma, and leaving the Church is what makes me a suppressive person.

				Scientologists believe that 80 percent of the population of all universes everywhere is made up of good and decent people, probably like you. Twenty percent of us are more or less nutty. And 2 percent of all sentient beings are suppressive persons, and we are completely and irredeemably evil. L. Ron Hubbard, the founder of Scientology, is always precise with the numbers he uses—2 percent, roughly the same number of people who live with borderline personality.

				SPs like me are so evil, simply talking with one of us can be enough to make you seriously ill. Reading any further in this book just might set you on a road leading to places far more horrible than any hell the old-time religions have managed to come up with. Aren’t I a fun person to know?

				I come with a warning label: Scientologists believe that if you keep reading, you will likely become what they call a potential trouble source (PTS). You’d be trouble, and the Church has never taken kindly to troublesome people. This book, for example, is likely to be troublesome for the Church. Well, it won’t be too much trouble for them—who’s going to believe a freak like me? Besides, the Church has enough heavyweight troublemakers making trouble for them than to worry about me. Still, no Scientologist—including my daughter and her two children—will be permitted to read this book that I’ve written for them. That’s too bad, because I just want to let them know what’s become of their daddy and grandpa—and I’m sorry. I am truly sorry. Because by writing this book, I’ve put my daughter and grandchildren in the impossible conundrum of choosing to satisfy their curiosity about me, only to become PTS, or possibly even a full-fledged SP like their daddy and grandpa turned out to be.

				So, Molly had hung up on me and I just stood there stupidly, holding the phone at my side. That’s when I realized I couldn’t contact Jessica, not ever. The Scientology way of life is all she’s known, all her life—she thinks it’s great stuff. I used to think so, too—so I’ve got no ethical grounds to criticize or fuck up her life’s path in seeking freedom. A terrifying klaxon blared from my phone’s receiver, and I hung up.

				I didn’t cry, I didn’t howl at the moon, I didn’t curse the allegedly immortal life of L. Ron Hubbard or any number of other Scientologists who had turned my daughter against me, using Church canon as an excuse. I didn’t go online to vent my rage and my grief to the hundreds, if not thousands, of ex-Scientologists who would’ve cheered me on and supported me. I didn’t do anything healthy like that. What I did was walk calmly up the stairs to the bathroom of my little townhouse in Seattle. I reached up to the top of my medicine cabinet and took down the smooth black leather case that held my assortment of blades, alcohol swabs, and needles. I chose a number 10 surgical scalpel—it’s always been my favorite. I opened my shirt and looked up into the mirror. My ribs were clearly defined beneath my skin, and that made my anorexic little heart smile. Just above my heart—that’s where I cut a valentine heart into my skin.

				The place where the blade first breaks skin, that’s what hurts the most. It’s only for a split second. The next thing you feel is warmth, lots of it. The blood follows the blade, welling up through the surgically smooth tear in your body. Your blood is the payoff. Your blood is proof that you’re open and you’re alive. Your blood says you have the power to kill yourself if that’s what you really want to do.

				Cutting has always been orgasmic for me, and I came the way cutters do: orgasm as total relief. Genitals have nothing to do with it. After you’ve cut yourself, you don’t feel the sadness or the anger anymore. After you’ve cut, you can put your heartache aside, and that’s what I did. I put Jessica aside. I moved on to the next item on my do-before-I-die list: I went blonde.

				It was a dozen years after my gender change, and I’d never gone blonde. All my life, blonde had called to me, like some people are called into the service of the Lord. I wanted to be a kickass blonde, like Geena Davis in The Long Kiss Goodnight. I wanted hair like hers—I wanted eyes like hers and a mouth like hers. But I’d spent most of my life as a ruggedly handsome Jewish guy of Russian heritage, and I was afraid that too much of the rugged guy-ness would leak through the blonde and I’d be a yellow-haired guy in a dress. I’d be a towheaded freak, a platinum clown. Well, some angel up there must have heard my prayers and taken pity on me, because I ended up a devastatingly cute blonde. That accomplished, I moved on to the next item on my do-before-I-die list: Become a star.

				Seattle is a great place to live if you’re deeply depressed with suicidal longings, but it’s no place for a happy-go-lucky blonde with dreams of stardom. Three weeks after I went blonde, I’d rented myself a truck and I was driving east to New York City with an old orange cat named Gideon and a butch dyke who enchantingly resembled nothing less than a gallant young Christopher Walken.

				That was fourteen years ago. I’ve been writing this book for the past six years—against the recommendation of three thoroughly reputable psychics. My slowpoke leukemia hasn’t killed me yet, and I no longer suspect that it might. It’s been fourteen years of some serious chasing after stardom and just as seriously running away from it, but I haven’t become a star. I might be on my way, though. As I write this book, I have secured myself a place as a sublebrity in the pantheon of America’s queer and postmodern subcultures. That makes me happy. 

				I wrote this book because I’ve needed to check off two Herculean tasks on my do-before-I-die list: reconciliation with my daughter’s life in Scientology, and coming to terms with the ghost of my dead father. I was still a man when my father died, and at his funeral? The only thing that kept me from spitting on his coffin was the respect I had for how deeply my mother had loved that man. He only ever hit me once, but all my life, my father knew how to scare me. He was my worst bully, and I failed him as a son. I was the dreamer who’d never amount to anything, and he was the bad guy: arrogant, distant, and intimidating. As hard as we both tried, we weren’t kind to one another. I stopped living my life as a man, in large part because I never wanted to be a man like him.

				Talk about a rock and a hard place: I am now—but never could be then—a daughter to my father. And I have been—but no longer can be—a daddy to my daughter. I’ve got a father/son story that only a handful of people have been able to tell truthfully and from experience. It’s a story I’ve wanted to tell my daughter since the day I left her, just over thirty years ago. She was nine years old, born on the Fourth of July. And I’ve waited until now to tell this story, because I’ve been terrified by almost certain reprisal from the Church of Scientology. It’s a brand-new religion in its most fundamental stage of development, in that every aspect of the Church is dependent on the infallibility of its founder, L. Ron Hubbard. Scientologists follow the letter of L. Ron Hubbard’s writings as carefully and unquestioningly as fundamentalists of any religion might follow their own texts, word for word.

				So, here’s what L. Ron Hubbard says Scientologists must do—must do—about suppressive persons like me. First, we’re publicly declared enemies of the Church, and I have been. You can walk into most any Church of Scientology in the world, and there should be a bright yellow piece of paper that reads, “Al Bornstein is an enemy of the Church.” And from the moment I was declared an enemy in 1982, I’ve been subject to something called Fair Game. Scientologists will deny its existence. They’ll say I’m making this up, all this nonsense about Fair Game. Well. If I am, there are thousands of other people making it up, too.

				Scientologists believe the mantra If it’s not written, it’s not true. Well, L. Ron Hubbard did write down the guidelines for declaring a person Fair Game, and exactly how you’re supposed to treat that person. I’d quote that for you here, but I don’t want them to sue my ass off for copyright infringement. Plus, within the Church it’s what they call a high crime to paraphrase the founder’s words, and my doing so is further proof that I’m a suppressive person. So be it. Here’s roughly what Ron wrote to do about SPs like me, back on October 18, 1967.

				As a Scientologist, you are sanctioned—if not ordered—by the founder to do whatever bad thing you might want to do with me. It’s your canonical duty. You can steal from me, you can hurt me by any means. No Scientologist will think bad of you for doing that—just the reverse. If you fuck me over bad enough to render me no threat to Scientology and mankind, you’ll get the equivalent of a medal. You’re allowed to trick me by any means, you can sue me, you can lie to me. Hubbard says you can destroy me. That’s the word he uses. The bona fide Fair Game policy is easily found on the Internet.

				Scientologists will argue that despite the fact that their founder wrote that document, I’ve got nothing to be afraid of, because one year and three days later—October 21, 1968—Ron clearly wrote (and again, I must paraphrase) that the Church of Scientology must cease declaring people Fair Game. And truly, from that day forward, those words did not appear on any official Church publication. Ron clearly explained, in writing, that declaring people Fair Game caused bad public relations—but he was quick to point out that even if you don’t call people Fair Game, you can still treat them like they are Fair Game. It’s all easily searched and found on the web.

				I joined the Church of Scientology in 1970, and left in 1981. Ron died in 1986, just a few months before I had my sex-change surgery, back before the Internet. Now, I can with one google read firsthand accounts of Scientology officials and ministers and those in the employ of the Church who’ve blackmailed, harassed, and even physically beaten troublesome people like me. These are really scary people, and as I’ve told you: I’m an easy target when it comes to finding dirt in my life. 

				On the other hand, I could be lying about all of this. Really, this could be something I’ve made up with the intention to destroy or at least weaken the Church of Scientology—because there’s another thing you need to know about suppressive persons: we always lie. And we lie with the purpose of destroying anything that’s truly good for humanity—and what could be more truly good for humanity than Scientology? That’s the reasoning behind Fair Game. I don’t want to lie, so before I sat down to write the first full draft of this book, I got five words tattooed onto the back of my right hand. They’re done in white ink, with shadowing the color of dried blood. They look like they’ve been carved into the back of my hand, and healed up as scars:

				I must not tell lies.

				Ask a Harry Potter fan to explain the full significance of the words, and why I wanted it to look as though it had been carved into the back of my hand. Or you can google the words of the tat and my name. You’ll even find a picture of it. I must not tell lies. The tat was as painless as the ankh on my left hand. The two tats go well together. I’m an old lady—or an old whatever—and I’ve learned a great deal about the power of sex, the wisdom of androgyny, and even the logic of eternal life. That’s the most important stuff in my life, and I won’t lie to you about any of that. I promise.

				For over thirty years, I’ve been too afraid of the Church of Scientology to even try to mend bridges with my daughter. So now I’m going to try. I’m coming up on the last years of my life, and I don’t want to go to my grave carrying with me the one-dimensional bad-guy image of my dad. And if they want to look, I’d like my daughter and grandchildren to see a few more dimensions in their dad and granddad.

			

		


		
			
				PART 1

			

		


		
			
				Chapter 1. Go

				Disney will never make a movie about my life story, and that’s a shame—I’d make a really cute animated creature. But I was born and raised to play the role of young hero boy. I spent my first fourteen years living in Interlaken, New Jersey. It’s an upper-middle-class island in the middle of Deal Lake, just one town inland from the summer seaside resort of Asbury Park in its glory days. My family was one of a handful of Jews who lived there. I was four and a half years old when I realized I wasn’t a boy, and therefore must be a girl. I still lived the life of a boy. People still saw me as a boy, and later as a man—and I never had the courage to correct them. Instead, I lied to everyone, telling them I was a boy. Day and night, I lied. That’s a lot of pressure on a little kid.

				The Saturday Evening Post arrived each week, by mail. Norman Rockwell, craftsman of the American dream, painted most of the covers. I longed to be each and every one of those corn-fed midwestern freckle-faced Rockwell girls—engaging, grinning in the face of adversity, defiant, weeping with the loss of love, dependent on the men in her life. Rockwell girls are especially dependent on daddy. And they were blonde. Oh, how I wanted eyes the color of cornflowers and hair the color of fresh-picked corn.

				Well, here’s a cover that Norman Rockwell would never have painted: my mother on the delivery table, knocked out from not only the anesthesia, but also the pitcher of martinis she’d drunk over the course of her six hours’ labor with me. I was born drunk and loving drugs. The first words I heard were, “Welcome to this world, honey. Welcome.” Twenty-four years later, the same doctor—Griff Grimm—would hold newborn Jessica and say those same words. Griff and my dad were resident physicians at Fitkin Memorial in Neptune, New Jersey—a small hospital serving a cluster of small seaside summer towns. 

				Living on the Jersey Shore, the Atlantic Ocean was our magic, and the boardwalk was our magic carpet. Summertime meant sharing that with the tourists—we all had summer jobs that depended on the tourists. In a summer town, the father-son bonding seasons are autumn, winter, and early spring.

				My dad and I bonded over old-school pro wrestling—we shared that fandom. Dad had once been the Indiana State College Middleweight Wrestling Champion. He took me to the pro matches in Asbury Park’s Convention Hall.

				“Remember, Albert,” he’d say to me, “it’s all an act. But there’s a lot of skill in making it look real.” I knew that already. I had a lot of skill in making myself look and act like a real boy. 

				My father was a doctor, so we could afford to sit ringside. He rarely stayed seated. Dad was up on his feet most of the time—as close to the ring as he could get—shaking his fist and bellowing at the bad guys, or at the referee for a bad call. That was his anger. He showed some of it at home, but ringside he really let go. My dad thought he saw me, his son, caught up in the bloodlust of the sport. Nah. It was plain old lust for me. I watched those matches shivering in sexual turn-on. Pre-match, the wrestlers would strut around the ring. One for one, the good guys always gave me a wink. They gave everyone a wink, but I took it personally. When they winked at me, I was a beautiful young girl and I longed to be caught up in their arms. Any bonding my dad and I did over wrestling, or fishing, or baseball was—like everything else in my life—based on the lie that I was a boy.

				Paul Kenneth Bornstein, MD

				That was the name, hand-painted on the pebbled-green-glass office door to my father’s medical office on the second floor of the Medical Arts Building in Asbury Park. When I turned thirteen and became a man, I was told that one day my name would be painted right underneath his, and we’d share a practice together. It never occurred to me to question that future, and besides, I never argued with my dad. My big brother and I called him dad. Only girls called their fathers daddy. Dad’s patients called him Doc—so did most of the tradespeople and store clerks up and down the shore. To them, I was Doc’s son, as in “Doc’s son is here for the prescription,” or “You got those roast beef subs ready for Doc’s son?” or “Hey, Doc’s son is here delivering Christmas presents.” Yes, we were Jews but back then we weren’t supposed to shout about it. We celebrated Christmas, not Hanukkah. I was bar mitzvahed but, as I’ve mentioned and as you may have noted . . . it didn’t work.

				My dad’s parents immigrated from Russia—or Poland—or whatever they were calling that strip of land that drifted back and forth. I don’t know my family’s town of origin, but growing up, I heard vague references to Minsk and Pinsk. Minsk, Pinsk, someone would say, and Uncle Davy would unconsciously rub the camp number tattooed on his forearm. He always wore long sleeves. Minsk, Pinsk, someone would say, and invariably someone would recite “The Ballad of Max and Anna Come to America.”

				Max and Anna, my father’s parents, were age fourteen and twelve respectively. They were lovers who together supported the radical Red Russian forces seeking to overthrow the czar. Young Max was captured by the White Russians—forces of the czar, not unlike the Stormtroopers in Star Wars. Max was banished to a POW camp in Siberia. Thousands of miles west of Siberia, in Minsk or Pinsk, Anna—twelve years old, remember—set off to rescue her radical lefty lover boy. She was dirt-poor, so she had to walk—but like a heroine in some Disney cartoon, Anna could sing, so that’s what she did. Every night of her journey to rescue Max, she sang for her supper and lodgings in villages and at farmhouses. It took her nearly a year to cross Russia, but she made it to the front gate of the gulag where Max was being held. She’d saved some money from her singing, which she used to bribe the camp guards to look the other way while Max clambered under the wire and rose up into the arms of his dear love. The way the story was told, the guard wiped away a tear and gave them back half the bribery money.

				So, Anna and Max escaped into the woods of wildest Siberia. They ran all the way back to Minsk, or Pinsk. Uncle Davy insists ravenous wolves nipped at their heels. Two steamer tickets were waiting for them in Bremerhaven, Germany. There was family in New Jersey, and they were counting on Anna to succeed. The two young lovers emigrated to Paterson, New Jersey, where family members had built and later owned the giant silk mills. Beautiful story, right?

				It was all a big fat lie—everything I just told you. But, I swear, that’s the story I believed all my life. Until ten years ago, I believed that Grandpa Max and Grandma Angie were badass socialist freedom fighters. My brother corrected me one day when I was visiting him and his wife, Deb, down the Jersey Shore. Deb had never heard the story of Max and Anna’s odyssey of love and radical revolution—so I began to recite what I just told you. From the moment I began the story, my brother was shaking his head in disbelief. And by the time I got to the Siberian camp, he was laughing out loud.

				“Where did you hear that bullshit?”

				“Everyone, Alan. Everyone.”

				So now, according to my brother—whom you should be more willing to believe than myself on these matters—here’s the real story of Max and Anna.

				Max was not a Red Russian. He was a big supporter of Czar Nicholas, whose regime was violently anti-Semitic. That made my grandpa a turncoat and a quisling. He was the son of a wealthy Jewish businessman, the owner of a large department store in Minsk, Pinsk. Max belonged to a Youth for Nicholas group, the czar’s local bullies. Anna’s family was wealthy, too. That’s how she could afford the singing lessons that coached the voice that later got her a solo number at Carnegie Hall. Most importantly, though, Max and Anna hated each other. It was an arranged marriage. Max left for America, leaving Anna behind. She followed two years later, her family virtually pushing her onto the ship that would whisk her into the arms of the man she despised. There was no Siberia. Wolves may have nipped at Uncle Davy’s heels when he was released from the concentration camp and had nowhere and no one to go home to—he wandered for months, and wolves could have sniffed him out as wounded prey. But no wolves came near Max or Anna, unless Anna was wearing their fur. All of this brings me to the impossible conundrum of writing truth in memoir.

				I must not tell lies. And I promise you I’ll be telling lies in this book—little lies, to make the story more fun. I like to lie. I like to tell tall tales. But this book, after all, is for my daughter and grandchildren, and I want them to know some truth of me if they ever care to look. I’ll tell you lies I believed to be true—and then I’ll correct them like I did with Max and Anna’s story. And no doubt, I’ll tell lies that I still believe to be truths. I got real good at lying because of the great big lie I told day and night for nearly twenty years—that I was a boy.

				I knew what a boy was—I could see them on television, but they weren’t me. Good and decent human beings in 1950s America could look at television and see lots of people just like themselves. When I watched television, I never saw anything quite like myself . . . but I did learn how to make myself look and sound like a boy. Liar, liar me. But now I’m going to do my very, very best not to do that.

				I must not tell lies.

				It’s in my skin. I see it every time I look down at my hand.

				My dad grew up working the silk mills. He would be the first of the family to go to college. His twin sister, Frances, paid most of his tuition—that’s what women did for their brothers back then. Frances could never figure out why I wanted to be a woman, and I could never explain it to her. My father worked a number of jobs to pay the rest of his way through medical school. In addition to his college champion wrestling days, my father was a semiprofessional boxer. That’s where he earned his cauliflower ear and the first of his three broken noses. I was twelve when I watched my father break his nose the third time. He slipped on some ice. When he stood up, blood was streaming down his face. He cursed and told me that I screamed like a girl.

				My dad worked a job speed-testing racecars on the Indianapolis Speedway. And in the summers—this was during Prohibition—my dad would drive rum across the Canadian border into the United States and down to the Jersey Shore. He worked for Dutch Schultz, the notorious Beer Baron of the Bronx. My dad totally looked the part: darkly Russian face with a broken nose, his hair slicked down—and he had a crooked grin that made all the ladies go weak in the knees. My dad was a bad boy and the new doctor in town—he was a complete catch. Not that my mother was looking for a catch at the time. She was in college, and she was wearing Leon Goldberg’s fraternity pin.

				My mom was born Mildred Lillian Vandam, the youngest of three children in the home of Albert Herman Vandam and his wife, Esther Cohen Vandam, whom everyone called Essie. She was a downtown Henry Street Jewish good-time girly-girl who liked her gin. Essie was the girl—later the woman, and later still the old woman—who, at a party, would sing and dance on tabletops while shaking her behind. Her husband, Albert, was an orthodox Jew who spent half the year scouring Europe for religious relics and the other half of the year selling them to the Catholic Church. After Al died, Essie tried three times to kill herself. She spent her last years living in our house so my parents could keep an eye on her.

				My mom had grown up on New York’s Upper West Side, in an apartment not far from Grant’s Tomb, overlooking the Hudson River. She’d attended Julia Richmond High, a girls’ high school across town on the East Side, where, in her senior year, she read the tragic lesbian pop classic The Well of Loneliness. Mildred followed her brother Leroy into Brown University. She was supposed to find a good husband there.

				Well, my mom didn’t actually attend Brown University. She went to Pembroke College at Brown University. That’s where the girls went. Boys like me and Uncle Roy, we attended Brown University proper. Boys and girls all took the exact same classes—it was completely coeducational except for the dorms. But Brown back then was part of a deeply rooted New England Baptist old boys’ club. No women could hold a diploma from Brown University.

				Up until 1970 there were two exceptions to this academically determined gender divide—two women who hold a Brown University diploma prior to 1970: Wendy Carlos, pioneering synthetic-music composer who graduated Brown University while she was still Walter. And me, Albert Herman Bornstein. If I asked them to print me a copy of my diploma—and if I paid them for it—Brown University would use the name Katherine Vandam Bornstein. They’ve already changed it in their records.

				My mom and dad met when he paid her a house call to cure her tuberculosis.

				Paul Bornstein had set up his practice in Belmar, a few blocks from where the Vandam family summered each year. There was no air-conditioning back then, and fans don’t cut the miasmic heat that is and was a New York summer—so any New Yorkers who could afford to, fled the city for the beach, the boardwalk, and the deep-sea fishing of the Jersey Shore.

				Eighteen-year-old Mildred was lying in bed with what Essie knew to be tuberculosis. Their regular doctor had laughed at Essie’s diagnosis, and he’d gone deep-sea fishing with Essie’s husband, Al. That left Essie alone in the house—her daughter upstairs, dying of tuberculosis.

				Essie placed a phone call to the nice new doctor in the neighborhood—he was a Jew, so that made him even nicer—and in a few minutes Paul came knocking on their door, with a little black doctor bag like you might see in a Norman Rockwell painting. Essie took young Dr. Paul up to her daughter’s room. It was perfectly noir: bad boy meets wealthy, young it girl. Paul was rugged and handsome. He was a doctor, but he talked like a mill hand. He walked like a wrestler. Mildred lay there in the bed, propped up with pillows, a thoroughly modern cute-as-a-button flapper. The two of them fell in love at first sight, and they stayed in love with each other until the day they died.

				Essie insisted on staying in the room for the medical examination. Paul approached Mildred with his stethoscope. He tapped Leon’s fraternity pin fastened to her pajama top, prominently positioned over her heart.

				“So, what’s this?”

				“Absolutely nothing, Doctor.”

				Mildred casually unpinned Leon’s undying love from her heart and tossed it to the floor. Paul laughed and applied the stethoscope to her chest. You just know he heard her breath and heartbeat quicken.

				They made a lovely couple, my parents. Mildred was as gracious as she was elegant and beautiful. Paul was as gallant as he was rugged and handsome. My mom thought she was the luckiest girl in the world. My dad never got it, how a class act like Mildred could fall for a palooka like him.

				Around the time that my teenaged mom-to-be—not in the least tubercular—was making googly eyes at my dad-to-be, L. Ron Hubbard—like my father—was in his early twenties. While my father was setting up a medical practice on the Jersey Shore, Ron Hubbard was reportedly off tramping through Asia, learning Eastern religions and customs. All of us in Scientology believed this about Ron. He was an explorer, an intrepid researcher into the darkest depths and starry heights of the human soul. He engineered and built the Bridge to Total Freedom.

				Lafayette Ronald Hubbard was a rugged guy, just like my dad. He was born on March 13, 1911, in Tilden, Nebraska. My dad was born just a few months later, on May 19. If you believe the authorized biography, Ron grew up out by a tribe of Blackfoot peoples. By the time he was four, he’d already learned all the Blackfoot lore there was to learn, so tribal elders made him a full-fledged blood brother. What’s more, at thirteen years old, Ron became the youngest Eagle Scout in the history of Scouting. So goes the authorized biography, and as Scientologists we believed it.

				A great deal of that authorized biography has been poked full of holes. There’s evidence that many of the outrageous claims about Hubbard’s life are out-and-out lies—go ahead, give it a google. As Scientologists, we always figured he stretched the truth a little—to make a good story a little bit better—but we thought most of his reportedly grandiose and holy life was true.

				After a respectable period of engagement, my mom and dad were married. After another respectable period, Mom gave birth to my big brother, Alan Vandam Bornstein. Yes, we were both Al. He was big Al, I was little Al. For the record, I have a cousin Al, too. Big Al and Cousin Al were prewar babies, I was post.

				A year after my brother was born, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. The same day, my dad signed up for military service. He served in MASH units across North Africa. Over the years, he rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel, in command of his own MASH unit outside Paris near the end of the war. I have a photograph of my father in North Africa, in the desert. He’s sitting outside at some government-issue table. The sun is blazing, and he’s got his shirt off. He’s deeply tanned. He’s writing a letter. It’s got to be a letter to Mildred, because his whole body says I love you—his whole body says sexy.

				My favorite photo of the two of them together was taken the day he got back from the war. They’re out to dinner, sitting together in a booth. The photographer was sitting across the table from them. They’ve finished their meal. My mom had just turned to my dad and the photographer captured the moment that she’s hugging on him with joy and abandon and love—so much so that my dad is shyly overcome with his own happiness. Pretty picture.

				Seven months after my dad returned home, my mom miscarried a girl-child. A few months later, I was conceived into the same wonderland womb. Now, here’s what I think: No one really knows what the previous tenant of my mom’s uterus had left behind for me to pick up and use. I’m sure that girl body had been meant for me. I’m sure I was supposed to call my father daddy. And that is simply not decent enough material for a Norman Rockwell painting, or a Disney feature-length cartoon.

			

		


		
			
				Chapter 2. The He-Man Woman-Hater’s Club

				I watched The Little Rascals on television. It was a weekly show about a gang of preadolescent boys. They were most of them working class. Some were homeless and lived with an old woman they called Granny. They had boy adventures that could almost have been real. In one of the better-known episodes, the little rascals start up what they called the He-Man Woman-Hater’s Club. I didn’t think it was funny. I wanted to grow up to be Audrey Hepburn: skinny, graceful, charming, delightful, smart, talented, a star, and a lady. I didn’t want the Little Rascals to hate me.

				Whatever it was that boys did, I couldn’t do naturally. I learned how to act. I stopped running screaming from spiders and bugs. I joined the Cub Scouts. But when it came time to make my rite of passage into the Boy Scouts, I chickened out. My first Boy Scout meeting was in a firehouse one town away, within bike-riding distance. I wore my Cub Scout uniform—I’d been told it was optional. My uniform with all its merit badges gave me the courage to face the big kids—about thirty of them. I guess they were Boy Scouts but there was no way to tell for sure—they weren’t wearing their uniforms. In fact, they were all buck naked. It smelled naked in there. It smelled like naked boys. They were laughing, pointing at me, yelling at me to take my clothes off. Chubby little me, I turned tail and ran for half an hour, all the way home. My brother drove me back the next day to pick up my bike. That was no place for a cub, no place for a beta wolf like me.

				You’ve heard of alpha wolves. They’re the ones who own things. They own territory. They own mates. They own their children. There are men who are like that—my father was an alpha wolf, and so was L. Ron Hubbard. Two of my three wives, and every butch dyke I’ve ever bedded, has been an alpha wolf. All my daddies have been alpha wolves . . . woof.

				Beta wolf, that’s me. That’s always been me. We don’t own, we follow. We don’t direct, we serve. Alpha and beta wolves survive in symbiosis: one cannot live without the other. As far back as I can remember, I have pined for the love of an alpha wolf.

				And of course it’s not all about love—that’s the wish, that’s the fairy tale. Most often, beta wolf is about terror. Not every alpha you’re going to meet is going to be your lover, so when you’re a beta wolf, you spend a lot of time in service to real jerks—but you learn how to work it. Puppies know how to work an alpha wolf daddy—they’re cute. Cute is bottom line for beta wolf behavior. C’mon, puppies are adorable. As soon as they see you, they flip over on their backs, they stretch their four legs until they’re impossibly long, they wriggle—they get so excited that they piddle. 

				This sort of behavior—cute, as a verb—is disarming. Cute is a survival tactic. Cute is life and death. Cute is what puppies and cubs and beta wolves do to keep ourselves alive in the face of . . . well, the big bad wolf. We are saying,

				“I don’t want your land. I don’t want your mate or your children. Look at me, I’m baring my throat and my belly to you. One bite, that’s all it would take . . . and I’d probably taste pretty good. I’m no threat to you. You’ve got me so scared I’m peeing myself.” And then, maybe we’d make big liquid love eyes and we’d say, “But aren’t I cute? You don’t wanna hurt me, daddy. You wanna cuddle me. And if you’re real good, I’ll let you have more than a taste of my blood.”

				All my life, I’ve rolled over for alpha daddies.

				But cute is not what boys and men were supposed to do. There was no use to being cute, there was no money in it, unless you were in show biz, in which case—despite how gosh-darned cute they are—only a few boys, and fewer men, are going to make a living with cute. What’s more, every single element of mass media declared loud and clear: cute is dumb. There was no feminist viewpoint in those days, no NPR. Cute was dumb. In ’50s mass media, the only people who crawled on their bellies, rolled over, and stretched their throats out as far as they could . . . were girls and women. I watched them, and over and over I said to myself, that’s me. That’s me, always smiling like that. That’s me, making everyone happy by just walking down the street being cute. In my young mind, the fact that I identified with cute proved that I wasn’t a boy. I’d never grow up to be a man. Neither, it turns out, did my father. Nope, Paul Bornstein wasn’t a man.

				This is one hell of a family secret I’m about to tell you, but as a member of the oldest living generation of my family, I get to decide what secrets to tell and what secrets to keep. Now, I’m not saying there was anything effeminate about Paul Bornstein. Au contraire. But I have been privy to two facts of his life that marred his otherwise flawless manliness: my father had never been bar mitzvahed . . . and my father had breasts.

				Bar mitzvah is the only hope a Jewish boy has of becoming a man, so technically speaking, my dad was still a boy like me—and I knew this as a fact, all my life. On his first day of Hebrew school, eleven-year-old Paul got into an argument with his rabbi, and he kicked the guy in the shins. Then he stormed out of class and never returned. According to the letter of Judaic law, my father’s temper got him stuck in boyhood all his life. I knew this about my father, but the fact is our family never followed Judaic law, not all that closely anyway. Dad called us secular Jews. So, bar mitzvah or not, my thirteen-year-old dad was a hard-working mill hand, and that’s what made him a man in the eyes of our family.

				My father’s breasts, on the other hand, were far more damning. His boobs were body and blood. “Fat-man boobs” doesn’t quite describe my father’s bosom. It was Jimmy Rubin who first called them to my attention. It was a lovely summer day at the beach.

				“Jesus, your dad’s got tits!”

				“He does not.”

				“Does too! Look at ’em.”

				By golly, there they were, sprouting from my father’s hairy chest—large, round breasts. They were even sort of perky, with cute little pink nipples. Now, you might think that this was a traumatizing moment in my life, but keep in mind, please, that I was a budding transsexual. My father’s tits were reassuring.

				I was ten years old, and for six years I’d been beating myself up for wanting to be a girl. Now I knew I wasn’t the only one—my own father was part girl. No, really. This was my rationalization: my father had a twin sister—their bodies were entwined, all of their prenatal lives. For nine months he and his girl twin had shared flesh and blood and hormones, and goodness knows what else. What effect might that have? I refuse to google this question, because I want to believe in the magic of it. I’d felt the warmth of that same magic, after all, the moment I slid into my mother’s womb, a room still warm from the girl-child who—a few months earlier—hadn’t made it to daylight alive.

				The story about my father kicking his rabbi in the shins on the first day of Hebrew school is documented in an article I wrote for the New York Times sometime last century. So it must be true. Well, it’s not. It’s another damn lie that I believed all my life to be the truth. After my brother read that story in the Times, he phoned me and said,

				“Hey, where did you get that thing about dad kicking his rabbi in the shins?”

				“He told me that. Mom told me that!”

				“Well, it’s bullshit. He didn’t go to Hebrew school, because he was too busy working in the mill. He didn’t have time for Hebrew school, and you know he didn’t really believe much in that crap anyway.”

				I like my father’s version better. The day I left the Church of Scientology, I thought about my father kicking his rabbi in the shins.

				In the late ’60s, early ’70s, the term male chauvinist pig replaced he-man woman-haters. Bottom line, an MCP was a guy who put more value on men than he did on women. Paradoxically, some MCPs put their women up on a pedestal—a statue of his fantasy—and that’s where their women were supposed to stay. 

				My dad proudly proclaimed himself a male chauvinist pig. He oinked—at home, and out in front of other people—at parties, at work, in restaurants and bars, on the beach. That’s what he’d do. Even my brother remembers that. Our dad collected little piggies—it gave him great joy to line them all up on top of the television. He wore ties and shirts with piggy patterns—not at the same time. My mother never would have allowed that. He wore cuff links with snarling pigs, from some college whose mascot was a snarling pig. He kept an adorable stuffed pig on the back shelf of his car, a Buick Riviera with the license plate MCP-1. He charged girls and women twenty-five cents to sit in his red leather recliner. It smelled of Latakia. Sitting in Dad’s chair for free was one good thing about being a boy.

				“Dad, you really are a sexist pig.”

				“You’re goddamn right I am.”

				We all laughed. It kept the peace to laugh at my father’s little jokes. Gender in our family was simple: real he-men were supposed to hate women, or at least know they’re a whole lot better than women. Husbands behaved proprietarily with their wives. From the day they were married until the day he went into the hospital to die, my father bought every article of clothing my mother ever wore, and most of her jewelry as well—gold, every piece of it. He bought her Chanel and Yves St. Laurent. Her summerwear was exclusively Lilly Pulitzer. Please tell me, what was I doing as a boy knowing all this?

				Two years after my father died, my mom called me on the phone. I was a brand-new girl then, and given to gushing about clothes. This day, it was my mom who sounded like a teenaged girl.

				“I went to the mall today, Kate,” she said, excited, “and I bought myself a sweater—cashmere with pearl buttons. Well, the buttons aren’t real pearls, but I don’t think that matters, does it?”

				It was the first article of clothing she’d bought herself in over forty years.

				“Fake pearl buttons? They’re fabulous, Mom. Oh yay, you!”

				“Yes, Albert! Yay, me!”

				“Kate.”

				“Oh, I’m sorry dear—Kate.”

				Ron Hubbard and Paul Bornstein grew up within a sexuality system that required no thought whatsoever. You were a man and you loved women, or you were a woman and you loved men. Anything else was unseemly or perverted. Their sexuality system didn’t include—except as freaks—lesbians, gay men, bisexual men and women, or sadomasochists. And as far as gender was concerned, there was no intersex, and transsexual was a word that wouldn’t be invented until 1963.
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