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FALLS CITY, NEBRASKA—"We are on
loan in this world,” Father Paul Witt tells
200 mourners at St. Mary’s Church, the
toniest Catholic congregation in Lincoln.
“Our goal is to get to heaven,” the priest
continues, as teen mourners alternately fid-
get and cry. But every eulogy, even for a
youngster, must offer a word or two about
the specific human being who has left this
world. “She was a very confused young
lady,” Father Witt says, gesturing toward
the coffin in which lies a 21-year-old on
whose face bruises from a gun blast are still
visible.

The Lincoln Journal reported that the
deceased was “buried in men’s clothing,
wearing her favorite cowboy shirt and black
cowboy hat.” But a day later, a Brandon
relative will prod the paper to print a cor-
rection stating that the corpse had, in fact,
sported “a black-and-white striped shirt
purchased in the women’s section of a local
store.”” The woman christened Teena Bran-
don caused even greater consternation
when she reversed her own first and last
names three years ago. “Keep the faith,”
Witt encourages her survivors, ‘‘even
though you have encountered something
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unclear whether he’s referring to Brandon’s
murder or her penchant for adopting a male
persona and dating women.

Last November, Brandon Teena blitzed
into Falls City, a dusty farming community
in the southern tip of the state, asking to be
introduced to the most attractive women in
town—even leafing through a new friend’s
phone book and requesting that she point
out the best-looking girls so Brandon could
invite them to ‘“his” birthday party.

Two days after Brandon arrived in Falls
City, every teenage and young adult woman
in town was after this pool player with the
jawline of a Kennedy, who could often be
seen in a White Sox jacket and slicked-back
hair. To the girls he fancied, Brandon
brought perfume, roses, and teddy bears, as
well as the cards and love poems other
boyfriends were too crude—or repressed—
to send. Sometimes he’d call a limousine to
take a girl to work, or, with Elvis-esque
extravagance, give a woman his entire pay-
check. When it came to making out, Bran-
don was rated heavenly, and unlike most
boys, he never pressured women for sex.
(One of his favorite songs was “‘Shoop,” in
which women rappers Salt-n-Pepa instruct
‘men to” ““gét “your’ lips wet.”) -
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Every former girlfriend the Voice talked
to says Brandon was the best boyfriend
they had ever dated: the most alluring suit-
or and certainly the best lover. No wonder
that, both in Falls City and back home in
Lincoln, where Brandon had also passed as
male, girls were always hanging on his arm.
“But when she saw Lana Tisdel,” swooned
the Chicago Tribune, ‘“Brandon focused ex-
clusively on her.”

After they spotted each other at the Kwik
Shop, Brandon asked Lana, the most glam-
orous 19-year-old in this economically de-
pressed town of 5000, out on dates to Har-
dee’s and the movies (where they saw
Addams Family Values), and they fell in
love in about two weeks. “Brandon was
nicer and looked better than any boy I'd
ever been with,” says Lana, a cool, shy, and
soigné blond who met him one evening
when she was singing karaoke country-
western songs at the Oasis, Falls City’s only
nightclub. “With a lot of guys around here,
it don’t matter what the woman wants, but
Brandon wouldn't tell a woman to do any-
thing—he asked. He knew how a girl liked
to be treated.”

Even after Brandon’s true gender became
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WEMPLE

URTS

They say Brandon was the best
boyfriend they ever dated. Clockwi:
from left: Reanna Allen, Daphne
Gugat, Lindsay Classen, and Gina
Bartu, who was engaged to Brando
for three months.

forging charges in late December—I
stood by her, not an easy thing to do
town where gossip is the major forn
recreation. Later, Lana would dare to
the press that Brandon had been “a g
kisser” and that “‘he was my sweetheart
still is.” Even after people had begun to
Lana a lesbian, Brandon’s favorite wer
far as to use a blank check her father
given her for a perm to secure the §
needed to bail Brandon out of jail.
Two of Lana’s male friends were less
giving. She recounts how John Lotter, z
year-old ex-boyfriend of Lana’s, and
buddy Tom Nissen, 21, pulled Brand
pants down in public at a Christmas
party and told Lana they would hold
lover down until she looked at the fer
genitals Brandon had tried to conceal
them all. “I covered my eyes. I didn’t v
to look.” But in the end, Lana did; ¢
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seeing Brandon’s femaleness was better
than beholding her boyfriend in such pain
and fright.

Later that night, Nissen and Lotter used
an elaborate ruse to separate the two wom-
en and drove Brandon outside the city lim-
its, where, police say, they each raped her
twice and beat her till there were boot-
shaped bruises on her back and her face
was dripping blood. Then, Brandon told
police, the men took her back to Nissen’s
house, locked her in the bathroom, and told
her to take a shower. She escaped out the
bathroom window and reported the rape
immediately. The two men were taken in for
questioning and then released, even though
a policeman who interviewed Brandon at
the time noted that her mouth and face
were badly injured, and a hospital test de-
termined she had recently experienced vagi-
nal penetration. “When Brandon showed
up at our front door, he was wearing no
shoes and a T-shirt, holding his ribs and
bleeding,” Lana’s mother says.

Still, no arrests were made because, as
Sheriff Charles Laux puts it, “What kind of
person was she? The first few times we
arrested her she was putting herself off as a

was telling the truth and when she wasn’t.”
(Police have also argued that speedier ar-
rests might have compromised the case.
Said Laux’s deputy, “You just can’t go run-
ning out and arrest someone.”)

One week later, on New Year’s Eve, Nis-
sen and Lotter allegedly shot and stabbed
the young gender offender to death, along
with two other people who were sleeping in
the same house. Finally, the police were
convinced they meant to do her harm. Both
men have been charged with first-degree
murder, sexual assault, and kidnapping.
Nissen told police that he drove Lotter to
the house and saw his friend put on a pair
of gloves, break down the door, and kill the
occupants. “I feel like killing someone,”
Lotter had told Lana a few hours earlier.
“He was wearing gloves, and I’d never seen
him do that, not even in the dead of win-
ter,” she says. According to police, casings
and bullets found at the murder scene
match a gun Lotter allegedly stole from an
acquaintance on the night of the murder.
The gun and a folding knife were found on
the ice of the frozen Nemaha River, inside a
pair of gloves.

All three victims were shot “execution-

guy. We were trying to figure out when she style,” at close range. Lisa Lambert had
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opened her home to Brandon; Phillip De-
Vine, a young black man, had been staying
with Lisa because he’d had a fight with his
girlfriend, Lana’s sister Leslie. All three vic-
tims were shot in the head, but Brandon
was also stabbed.

Neither Nissen nor Lotter has yet offered
a plea in the case; both, through their law-
yers, decline to comment on the charges.
But although they won’t go on trial for the
slayings till next month, Brandon’s murder
has already provoked controversy. Richard-
son County Attorney Douglas Merz, antsy
over accusations that his office put Bran-
don in danger by refusing to prosecute the
rape while she was still alive, maintains that
neither that incident, the murder, nor his
office’s response to them had anything to
do with Brandon’s sexual identity. “I don’t
know what a hate crime is,” says Merz. “I
don’t know if we have laws against hate
crimes in Nebraska. You should ask your
New York attorneys about that.”

Brandon’s mother JoAnn is considering a
civil suit against Merz and Sheriff Laux for
their slowness to act. According to Lana’s
mother, Linda Gutierres, Laux—pro-
nounced “Lox”’—told her, after Brandon

had been raped byt before she’d been mur;;
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Brandon Teena (right), teaching Lanaz
Tisdel to play pool: ‘‘He knew how a
girl liked to be treated.””

dered: “You can call it ‘it as far as I’
concerned.” Brandon’s sister, Tammy, sa
that immediately after the murder, Lai
made insinuating remarks to her abo
Brandon’s sexual identity: “What kind
sister did you have?” (Laux declines
comment on these accusations.)
Brandon, who splashed on Preferre
Stock aftershave every morning—a produ
“from the House of Stetson” whose lab
says it is “what preferred men prefer’—to
many different stories about her own phys
cal sex, sexual orientation, and gender ide
tity. She told Daphne Gugat and Linds
Classen, Lincoln girls she briefly dated, th
her breasts were a ‘‘deformation frc
birth.” Gina Bartu, a secretary who liv
with Brandon for five months and even g
engaged to her, was told, “I was born wi
both parts, but I'm nothing but a man no
I had the operation done in eighth grade,
there’s nothing to worry about.” As ti
went on, Gina recalls, “he’d alw‘ays S
therg was, some part; of the  operationt
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Brandon impressing friends at his engagement party: He was worried about
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being thought of as a weakling.

remains to be done. Later, both of us knew
that there was no operation—that he hadn’t
done anything.”

As for Lana, Brandon told her at one
point that she was “‘a hermaphrodite,” but
later confessed this was untrue: “I was born
a girl, I am a girl, but I have all the feelings
and intentions of a man.” As a teenager,
Brandon had attempted suicide and been
confined in a psychiatric institution be-
cause, she told friends and family at the
time, she thought she might be gay.

Brandon’s survivors choose their own im-
age of her according to their memories, gen-
der norms, and sexual shame. Relations be-
tween the mourners from Lincoln and those
from Falls City have become downright vit-
riolic since the murder. At Nissen and Lot-
ter's March 17 arraignment in Falls City,
pandemonium breaks out outside the court-
room: JoAnn and Tammy Brandon heckle
Lana’s sister Leslie in the middle of her
interview with a television reporter. They
interrupt just at the point when Leslie, an
outspoken 21-year-old in the Job Corps, is
defending Brandon'’s right to use male pro-
nouns, a man’s name, and any other mascu-
line accoutrements: “When Brandon died,
she was dressed as she wanted to be
dressed. She was dressed as a male.”

“No, she was not!” JoAnn screams as the
cameras frantically turn to include her.
“And her name is Teena, not Brandon!”

Leslie isn’t fazed: “Well, I got introduced
to Brandon as Brandon!”

“That was her mistake!” JoAnn sputters.
The Lincoln and Falls City camps—led by
the Brandons and the Tisdels respectively—
symbolize their fight over Brandon by de-
bating the appropriate way to refer to the
murder victim: as ‘“Brandon” and ‘he” or
“Teena” and “she.” What appears to be
under contention is judgment and blame:
homophobia is alive and well in both fam-
ilies, and so is guilt over Brandon's fate.
After the funeral, two of Brandon’s friends
followed Lana to a diner and harangued her
with cries of “murderer.”

These unlikely Capulets and Montagues
are wrangling over the words each camp
believes will do the most to draw off oppro-
brium from the dead woman—and by exten-
sion, from themselves. But they are also
fighting about who knew Brandon best,
who cared the most about her, and which
side it was that abandoned her to her death.

“Where was her family all the time she
was in Falls City?” Leslie challenges the
Brandons.

Tammy erupts: “You knew her for three
weeks and you act like you've known some-
one her whole life!”

For Lana, and Brandon’s other girl-
friends, Brandon's gender is a question that
cuts closer to home. “‘For your information,
I am not a lesbian!" Gina recently snapped
at a girl she heard gossiping about her at a
party. A close friend has told the Voice that
Gina is in therapy to deal with lingering
questions about the relationship. Gina had
told the friend, a cousin of Brandon’s
named Maury Adair, that sex with Brandon
was “the best sex she ever had.” (Gina, 20,
offers “no comment” on Maury’s report,

but she seems at once embarrassed and
stirred when talking about how Brandon
made her feel. “He was a good lover,” she
murmurs. “I'd say so. Yeah.”)

Lana seems less uncomfortable with the
paradox, possibly because she is less con-
scious than Gina that she may have been in
a lesbian relationship without knowing it.
Lincoln is a hard town to grow up homo-
sexual in, but it does have a smattering of
gay visibility: two bars, a male cruising area,
a few organizations. Gina figured out about
Brandon’s gender a month into their rela-
tionship, and decided to continue dating
Brandon, she says, ‘‘because of the way he
treated me. I'd never had that in a relation-
ship with a man—he made feel so good.
And he kept saying he was going to get the
operation.” Yet when Brandon took her to
a gay bar in Omaha last October—with
Maury and some other gay male friends—
Gina became hysterical. “It was horrible,
and I hated it! I wasn’t used to seeing so
many gay people in one place! And the fact

“I CAN'T BE WITH A
WOMAN THAT WAY.
THAT'S GROSS,”
BRANDON TOLD HER
BEST FRIEND, SARA
LYON.

that some people would look at Brandon
there and think Brandon was a lesbian, that
might mean I was a lesbian too.”

It was probably easier for Brandon to
throw Lana off the scent because, as Lana
unselfconsciously affirms, “we don’t have
that kind of people here in Falls City.”
When A Current Affair called Brandon’s
case “‘a female Crying Game,” Lana had no
idea what they were talking about. “There
was a movie called The Crying Game?” she
asks, bewildered.

Lana unabashedly informs us that she
still thinks about Brandon “morning, noon,
and night, when I wake up in the morning
and when I go to sleep.” She carries the
huge black teddy bear that Brandon gave
her—which she has also christened Bran-
don—wherever she goes, and she’ll buy
only Brandon’s favorite candy bar (What-
chamacallit) and brand of soda pop
(Sprite): “I didn't like the Sprite at first,
but it's growing on me.”

A large scrapbook about Brandon is
proudly displayed on Lana’s living-room ta-
ble, the first page of which is a collage
centered on a photograph in which Bran-
don looks like JFK, at once serious and
mischievously conscious of his good looks.
For Brandon’s name, Lana says, “I cut the
letters out of Red Baron pizza boxes, and I
colored with a red Magic Marker.”




Lana repeats two phrases as though they
were mantras: (1) “When I kissed Brandon,
1 wasn’t kissing a woman, I was kissing a
man,” (2) “Brandon didn’t love me the way
a woman loves a woman, he loved me the
way a man loves a woman.” What's the
difference, I ask, between the way a man
loves women and the way a woman does?
Lana can't come up with one. Though she’s
adamant that both she and the dead woman
ought to be considered heterosexual, Lana
goes back and forth about whether Bran-
don’s gender would have proved a barrier to
the relationship if Brandon had survived.

“Everything I felt had to disappear be-
cause of the fact that he was a woman,” she
asserts at first. Later, she admits that it was
Brandon, not she, who broke off the ro-
mance when Brandon’s gender was made
public; Lana would have been willing to
continue the relationship despite the strong
opposition of her parents and community,
“because Brandon was a man on the inside,
where it counts.” Later, she adds medita-

GIRLFRIENDS
REPEATEDLY TOLD
OTHERS BRANDON
HAD A PENIS. ONE

TOLD A FRIEND, “I'VE
SEEN Him DELH

tively: “‘Brandon knew how women wanted
to be treated because, in fact, he was a
woman. That’s probably why he was so
nice.”

She has dozens of pictures of her dead
boyfriend displayed around her living room,
but the portrait she likes best is one I gave
her, a photograph of Brandon at 11 or 12
years old, wearing a flowered blouse and
shoulder length hair, with her hand on her
hip. “She looks so beautiful!” Lana says,
touching Brandon’s hair and cheeks. She
looks like a girl on the verge of puberty, and
Lana loves it.

However they classify Brandon, every-
body wants her. From photos of the won-
der-boychik playing pool, kissing babes,
and lifting a straight male neighbor high up
in the air to impress party goers at her and
Gina’s engagement party, Brandon looks to
be the handsomest butch item in history—
not just good-looking, but arrogant, auda-
cious, cocky—everything they, and I, look
for in lovers.

Her bereaved girlfriends are leery of de-
scribing sexual details, but it’s glaringly
clear Brandon was the precise opposite of a
“do me” feminist. “He wouldn’t let anyone
touch him here, here, or here,” Lana says,
pointing to her breasts, crotch, and thighs.
Other lovers report, with varying degrees of
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Sheriff Charles Laux (right) chaperons suspect John Lotter (center): Laux
reportedly said of Brandon, ‘‘You can call it it, as far as I’'m concerned.””

explicitness, that Brandon never got
touched by them. She was the only one who
touched, stroked, stimulated, or shtupped.
You could call Brandon a top, but I'm not
sure that word fully captures her enormous
desire to give other people pleasure.

“He always gave,” Lindsay Classen had
put it in the Tribune. Later, Brandon’s Lin-
coln girlfriends will blissfully recount how
he did all the chores while they were dating.
“A regular Betty Crocker!” Daphne tells
me. “Oh, that guy could cook!” When
Brandon and Gina moved in together,
Brandon strode over to the loo and in-
formed her girlfriend that she’d never have
to pick up so much as a scouring pad to
keep it clean. “This is your bathroom,
Gina,” Brandon breathed, devotion in his
voice.” “I'm going to clean it every day!”
Gina marvels, remembering the laundry sit-
uation in the halcyon days they were to-
gether: “You only had to take off your dirty
clothes and, within the twinkling of an eye,
they’d turn up clean.” Brandon did laundry,
scrubbing, and vacuuming morning, noon,
and night. “Everything you need will come
from me,” he told Gina, brushing her hair
50 she wouldn’t have to brush it herself.

It's hard to say whether giving exquisite
pleasure and never getting it makes a lover
more like a man or like a woman: But to her
partners Brandon was ‘‘the perfect wom-
an’s man—every woman’s dream,” Daphne
pronounces, licking her lips. Since the mur-
der, many of Brandon’s former flames have

gotten together to compare notes about his-

technique: “We all get pretisq“iisser!’

around & o everything right.”

About Brandon’s “equipment,” Maury
raves: ‘Whatever Brandon was using, it
looked really real. I once saw him change
outside the car, strip down to his under-
wear, and I could not believe how real it
looked.” Maury bitched at his cousin for
exposing himself, but Brandon postured
back: “I don’t care. If they don’t like what
they see, they can make the arrest.”” Bran-
don’s housemates once found a strap-on in
the dirty clothes bag, where “Brandon had
hidden it because he was the only one who
ever did laundry.” Ever quick-witted, Bran-
don tried to blame the lump of latex on his
cousin, the only gay man in the house, but
Maury wouldn’t stand for it: “I was like, ‘If
I want dick, I can get it any time I want.’”
The housemates quickly figured out that the
simulacrum was Brandon’s manhood.
“Brandon probably did wear it a lot of the
time,” Gina concedes, abashed. “I don’t
want to go into the sexual aspects about it,
people can probably figure it out.”

On Christmas Eve, after Lotter and Nis-
sen tore her pants down, Brandon cried on
Lana’s shoulder: “I didn’t want to hurt you!
I’'m not gay!"—echoing a statement he’d
often made to Gina (“We're not in a gay
relationship!”) during their many argu-
ments about the subject. After weeping, he
told Lana “to never tell anyone he cried on
my shoulder, because men don’t cry.”

A short, small-bodied woman—five foot
five and only 120 pounds, except for the
one year she was pumping iron—Brandon

He
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made a scrawny and very young-looking
man. She went on posing anyway, conceal-
ing her breasts with the help of an Ace
bandage and two baggy shirts, and never
letting anyone see her flesh-and-blood geni-
tals. Girlfriends repeatedly told others
Brandon had a penis. “I've seen him pee!”
one 17-year-old told a friend. “I've had sex
with him!”

How could someone be so sexy and allur-
ing when she never let another human be-
ing touch, or even see, the places on her
body where she could be given pleasure? A
related question is why Brandon, when she
escaped her hometown, didn’t go some-
where like San Francisco or even Denver,
the gay mecca of choice for corn belters.
Instead, she left the big and relatively gay-
friendly city of Lincoln for a town with no
jobs, no gay community, and far less toler-
ance for difference. “In this town, you have
to look a certain way, act a certain way,
wear a certain kind of makeup to fit in,”
Lana sighs, getting up her nerve to duck
into the Kwik Shop for a pop. Counter girls
there who flirted with Brandon outrageous-
ly when she was alive refuse to touch
Lana’s money now.

The experience is nothing new for the
Tisdels. Her older sister Leslie has endured
the town’s disapproval for years because of
her penchant for dating black men. Lana
remembers: “When Leslie and her boy-
friend Duane went to Hardee’s, they
wouldn’t serve him.” Yet in such an envi-
ronment, the Tisdels have raised a young
child of Leslie’s who is black. Long before
Brandon, the Tisdels were despised by their
fellow citizens, not only ‘“because we asso-
ciate with black people,” as Lana puts it,
but also because they live on welfare. “In
Falls City,” Lana explains, “you have the
high class, the middle class, and the scums,
and we're the scums.”

Talking with a number of Falls City dwell-
ers—bartenders, store clerks, gossipy public
servants—I ascertain that Lana is not imag-
ining this disapproval. “They’re not our
kind of people,” sniffs a retailer. “They
aren’t in the mainstream,” a local profes-
sional hints hugely. Already, several local
women have called Brandon’s family and
Lincoln friends to inform them that the
murder victim’s last girlfriend “sleeps with
everyone and has no friends.” The Tisdels
are the most forward-thinking family in
Falls City, but even they are hopelessly mis-
informed about homosexuals. “When I
found out Brandon was a girl, I told them
not to bring him back here when he got out
of the hospital [after the rape],” says
'agplz:i‘s‘ mother, Linda Gutierres. “ ‘Bran-
‘but you can’t¥hipg. against you,’ I said,
lesbian. Because I heard all"tfigst0ure @
about AIDS, and you know, I have little
ones here.’”

Brandon died in a farmhouse in Hum-
boldt, an even smaller town just outside
Falls City, where an acquaintance of hers
named Lisa Lambert let her stay when
Brandon moved here from the metropolis
with no money, no car, and no job last fall.
In all the newspaper accounts, Lisa is de-
scribed as “a generous person” who often
put herself out for strangers. She and Phil-
lip DeVine were also killed by the wrathful
intruders. None of the news accounts about
the case—local or not—has mentioned that
Phillip was a black man visiting in an all-
white town. I only find out his race when
Karen Garrett, the garrulous owner of a
Humboldt dive called Big Mike’s Tavern,
refers to DeVine as “that black fellow.”

Gossiping over rum and Cokes, Garrett
informs me that Brandon and Lisa were
both found lying on Lisa’s waterbed. Police
say that's where the two were killed in the
wee hours of December 31. (DeVine was
sleeping on the couch.) Except for a sugges-
tion by the Chicago Tribune writer that
Lisa was “‘attracted” to Brandon, newspa-
per accounts have avoided discussing the
possibility that Lisa and Brandon were lov-
ers. Perhaps they don’t want to besmirch a
dead local. Brandon, a cross-dresser from
Lincoln, was a double alien, someone who
might easily be called a lesbian—but a
young Humboldt girl who “is remembered
as being nice to everyone,” as the Pawnee
Republican puts it, a nursing-home worker

with a young baby, oughtn’t to be called
one. Lisa is already being celebrated in Falls
City as the “‘innocent” victim of the
slayings, and boxes have been placed at
businesses around town to collect money
for the care of her infant son, who survived
the attack on the farmhouse.

When I confront Lana, she tells me Lisa
and Brandon had been dating ‘before Bran-
don and I were.” In fact, it was Lisa who
told Lana that Brandon was a woman in the
first place. “A day before Brandon got put
in jail, Lisa phoned me to let me know he
was a girl.” Leslie Tisdel, who was a close
friend of Lisa’s, says Lambert continued
having sex with Brandon “after she’d found
out he was a girl.”

Daphne Gugat, who became close friends
with Brandon after their brief courtship,
went to visit Brandon for several weeks at
the farmhouse in Humboldt, claiming to be
Brandon’s older sister. “How are you pull-
ing all of this crap off?” she’d asked her,
fascinated. “I have no idea how I'm pulling
it off!” Brandon replied, delighted. How did
Daphne suppose she was doing it? “I think
she was using a fake plastic penis,” the 18-
year-old cackles. Both Lisa and Brandon
told her they were having sex. In fact, Lisa
told Daphne she had to keep seeing Bran-
don even after she found out that Brandon
was a girl, “because the sex was so good.”

But frequently, Brandon would take Li-
sa’s car and drive down to Falls City. “He
didn’t want nobody to go with him when he
went there.” On the occasions when Lisa,
Brandon, and Lana were all together, “‘Lisa
would just stand there and you could see
the steam rolling out of her ears.”

It’s startling to enter the Gay and Lesbian
Resource Center at the University of Ne-
braska in Lincoln after three days in the
land of Teena Brandon. Two women in a
life-size poster on a wall eat each other out
in a tangled embrace protected by dental
dams: both the poster and its legend, “‘Safe
Sex Is Hot Sex,” would have made Bran-
don run from the room. It is bizarre, but
perhaps fitting, how little interest gay and
lesbian activists here evince in Brandon and
her death.

“When we heard about the murder, we
thought about doing something, but David,
our director, said he didn’t think it was
appropriate for us to do anything because
the victim adamantly didn’t consider herself
a lesbian,” says Melanie Aswell, a graduate
student in English. She’s taking several
queer theory classes, but none of her class-
mates or teachers have found it worthwhile
to discuss Brandon under the rubric of gen-
der identity, sexuality, or essentialism ver-
sus construction.
grQﬁYig. Bqlkovac, the 22-year-old under-

tor, knew Brandoffs, s, the center’s direc-
ed Pius X High School. AtcHhattend-
David, Brandon was despised at Pius as
much for her trailer-trash caste as for the
fact that she wore a crew cut and men’s
clothes to school every day—often with a
tie. When 1 visit, every girl is wearing make-
up and a skirt, getting ready for afternoon
tennis. There are several plaques up in
memory of students who recently passed
away, but not for Brandon. The principal,
Greg Logsdon, won’t say a word about her,
unwilling even to mouth platitudes about
the tragic loss of a student. “It would vio-
late the family’s confidentiality to discuss
her,” he says finally.

“They all thought of her as the little dyke
in the school,” David remembers. He, too,
assumed Brandon was a lesbian until they
finally had a conversation about it last
year.“We ran into each other and talked for
about two hours. She said she was disgust-
ed by lesbians, that she didn’t think it was
right.” He remembers her saying,“David,
it’s not okay for me to love women as a
woman. I have to be a man if I'm going to
love women.” Then she told him she was
going to get her first sex-change operation
in two weeks.

Bolkovac isn’t the only one who remem-
bers Brandon expressing repugnance for
lesbians. “I can’t be with a woman that
way. That’s gross,” she told her best friend,
Sara Lyon. But somehow the way she was
involved with women, as a man with a plas-




tic penis, wasn’t gross. Nor did Brandon's
repugnance extend to gay men.
“When I first started running into Teena as
a man, she was hanging out with her cousin
Maury at the Loop [the gay male cruising
area],” David informs me. It turns out to
have been Brandon who introduced Maury to
the Loop when he arrived in Lincoln last
year. “I came to stay at my Aunt Doris’s
house, where Brandon was also staying, and
Aunt Doris—Brandon’s grandma—got really
mad. She was like, ‘That’s just great. Now
I've got two faggots living here!’”
Brandon, however, “was totally cool with
my being gay. He showed me where to go to
meet guys,” namely the gracious, shadowy
streets behind Lincoln’s famous 400-foot-tall
Capitol Building. Brandon even gave Maury
the money with which to purchase his first
pair of Freedom Rings, which Maury proudly
displays in his cousin’s memory on the rear-
view mirror of his Lincoln Town Car, a pre-
sent from his current boyfriend. It takes a lot,
however, for a lover to remain in Maury’s
good graces: when a recent beau “lost his
job, he lost me, because he couldn’t fulfill all
the promises he’d made,” he winks. Brandon
was furious with the man for being unable to
keep her cousin in the style to which he'd
become accustomed, “so we started chasing
him down, telling him we’d beat his ass.”
Brandon, Maury, their gay male friends
and a group of straight women mostly made
up of Brandon’s former girlfriends became
an impromptu social group, haunting male
cruising areas and clubs and conducting
raucous, all-night drinking sessions in
whatever trailer Brandon had managed to
co-opt from some lady friend with a source
of income. The one thing everyone in Bran-
don’s life can agree on is that she never,
ever hung around with lesbians. “That time
we went to The Run [a gay bar in Omaha],
all of us nearly lost our cookies, because we
saw these two overweight lesbians in these
skimpy little skintight things,” Maury
winces, remembering. “It was really gross,
we all thought so.” The sight was especially
hard for Brandon because several drag
queens had just made rude and pointed
remarks about her own femaleness: “Girl,
you're a girl! You ought to dress like a girl!”
Were gay men ever attracted to Brandon?
Daphne remembers it happening once, when
“gay guys pinched his butt” at the gay bar in
Omaha. Maury, however, says Brandon nev-
er got cruised by men: “Most of the gay guys
here are out, and they know what a lesbian
looks like.” So why did Brandon hang
around with so many of them? Daphne haz-
ards a guess: “Probably because he felt safe
with them. He knew they weren’t going to
touch him, they weren’t going to hurt him.”
She pauses, meditatively. Looks at her nails,
then continues. “He was really afraid of get-
ting touched by men.”

Tammy Brandon lives in a trailer park not
of dive bars, working-class gRIR, 4Rg $HiB
wreck shops where Teena Brandon grew
up. Most of her family and friends live in
trailer parks off the Cornhusker; except for
her stay in Falls City, she hardly ever lived
anyplace but a trailer. Tammy, three years
older than her sister, is a waitress whose
first child, an interracial infant, was adopt-
ed by a lesbian couple in San Francisco in
1991. The adoptive mothers, the first lesbi-
ans Tammy had ever talked with at length,
“helped me a lot to understand my sister.”
It was Tammy, not her mother, who Bran-
don called when she was raped. “I could tell
she hurt. But Teena was the type of person
who tried to bear it. She tried never to show
any anguish, or pain, or fear.”

With her sister, Brandon “would at one
minute admit she was gay, and another
minute say she wasn’t. She didn’t know
how to go about what she was feeling.” At
the age of 17, Brandon became anguished
about the conjunction of her sexual feelings
for women with the fact that she herself had
a female body. Did her sexual feelings scare
her? ‘Yes. She said that she never ever
wanted to have sex,” Tammy replies. (Lana
happily recalls Brandon promising ‘“‘we
wouldn’t have to have sex for months and
months, if I didn’t want to.”) Brandon’s
anguish about her body and its longings
was so great that even her mother finally

suggested that Brandon “just try living as a
woman and being gay.”

Why was Brandon so unhappy about being
a woman? Tammy looks me in the eye: “We
were both molested by a male relative when
we were little.” It started happening when
Tammy was two and a half. “I kept quiet
when it happened to me, but when I caught
him with Teena the first time, I went to
somebody right away. I told my grandmother,
but she wouldn’t believe- it.” Thereafter,
whenever the girls visited this relative, “he’d
be at Teena and I'd go outside and play until
the baby-sitter got there.” The girls never told
anyone else until Tammy told her mom about
her own abuse a few years ago. Brandon
apparently never told anyone.

She spent her childhood and teens culti-
vating a patina of invulnerability. “Whenev-
er she’'d fall and bruise herself or some-
thing, she’d jump up right away and say,
‘Don’t worry! I'll heal, I'll heal!” Tammy’s
friend Alan remembers. She seems to have
had an obsession with feats of strength:
Gina remembers Brandon putting her neck
between Gina’s legs and lifting her with just
his neck muscles, an act of bravado—or
masochism—Brandon would cap with at-
tempts to lift 200-pound men into the air.
Says Gina, “He was worried of being
thought of as a weakling.”

When, in high school, Brandon’s friend
Sara Lyon got pregnant and became appre-
hensive about the prospect of being a single
mother, Brandon offered to coparent the
child. “She said, if it was legal, I'd adopt him
with you, so he could have two mothers.” For
as long as they’d known each other, Brandon
had told Sara that she “wanted to remain a
virgin till the day she died.”

In high school, Brandon was raped once
again, by an acquaintance. Her sister says
she “filed a rape charge, and then dropped
it.” For reasons that are not entirely clear,
she started living away from home around
this time—staying with acquaintances and
relatives, even disapproving ones. The sui-
cide attempt came in her junior year, with a
bottle of antibiotics. (“He said he tried to
kill himself because he thought he was a
lesbian, but then it was proven that he just
had a sexual identity crisis, he wasn’t a
lesbian,” Lana had related rather cheerily.)
Four months later, Teena started showing a
side of herself that none of her friends or
relatives had ever seen. It wasn’t the male
persona; that had appeared months before.
No, the new, surprising side of Teena was a
vulnerable one.

“Teena wasn’t one to cry, and she did.
And Teena had always been a very laid-
back person, and suddenly she was very
scared,” says Sara Lyon. Sara and JoAnn
dealt with this problem by putting Teena in
a car “sandwiched in between all of us, so
that she couldn’t get out. We told her we
were all hungry and we were gonna take her
to Hardee’s for something to eat, but in-
f}ead we drove her to meoln General” for

HIGU IO ovoooma
Sara and Brandon talked for a wh‘]e heﬁg(
was the first time she told me that she
might be gay.” Brandon, who made a point
of never acknowledging adversity, added,
“It’s really hard.” She also burst into tears.
Then Brandon asked her best friend wheth-
er she'd still love her if she was gay. In a
journal entry from around this time, Bran-
don had written: ‘“‘Changes I'm going
through in my life will change me forever.”

“The thought of being gay was much
more disturbing to her than getting a sex
change,” recalls Sara. The crisis around
gender and sexual orientation might have
been precipitated as much by the recent
behavior of her family and friends as by the
memory of incest: Sara, JoAnn, and others
in her life had begun informing the women
Brandon was dating that she was a woman.
“I had talked to JoAnn about it, and we
both thought it was very unfair to this girl
that she didn’t know,” Sara says, describing
the first of many disclosure missions. “I
mean, this could screw her up for the rest of
her life.” The disclosure ended a relation-
ship that mattered greatly to Brandon. “All
I want is for her to love me,” Brandon
wrote about the woman in her journal. “I
know that I hurt her, and I finally realized
what I did. . . . But I want her to hold me, or
let me hold her.”
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JoAnn refused to call her daughter by
male names. “I wouldn’t play the game. If
someone would call here asking for Billy, I
would say, ‘There’s no Billy here.’ I
wouldn’t refer to her as something she
wasn't.” Like Sara’s, JoAnn’s attitudes
about Brandon'’s love for women are contra-
dictory. In one breath, she says, “I wish
Teena could have spoken to someone who
was a lesbian.” In the next, she clucks, “I
don’t feel you walk up and tell someone
what your sexual preference is.” Sara ex-
plains the way she and JoAnn felt about the
matter: “You don’t want your daughter or
friend dating another girl. That’s only natu-
ral.” She attributes Brandon’s homosexual-
ity to a “lack of attention from males.”

So the cycle of disclosures began. The
process was similar with each of the women
Brandon dated: Get told “the truth” about
Brandon by a zealous “friend” or former
girlfriend—or find out through personal ex-
ploration. Continue the relationship. Get
told again and again until the pressure to
end the relationship becomes too intense to
bear. Gina recounts that the ex Brandon
had written about in her journal told her
first. “Then Lindsay told me. ‘Do you no-
tice anything different about Brandon?’ is
how she put it. I thought they were both
just jealous.” That evening, Gina confront-
ed Brandon. “I know I'm, like, way out of
line,” she began timorously. “It took me 15
minutes to even get it out, because I knew
that it would hurt him. He got really mad,
and we had a big fight.”

Gina received her first report of Bran-
don’s femaleness in April 1993, one month
after they had started dating. But, in time,
entire legions of neighborhood girls and
boys would converge on their trailer to
“convince” Gina that Brandon was female.
“About 15 people came by one day and
said, ‘We're gonna find out the bottom of
this, it’s our right to know.””” Some threat-
ened: “We'll just strip him down and find
out for ourselves!” For many nights there-
after, “we had to go park in the airport
parking lot just to be alone.” Friends kept
coming to the trailer, “asking where we

were going, what we were doing,” and or-
dering Brandon to “tell” her girlfriend. Lat-
er, in a similar spirit, Daphne told Lisa
Lambert about Brandon’s gender, and Lisa
told Lana.

Meanwhile, Brandon was informing girl-
friends that she either had already begun
the long process of sex-change surgeries, or
was about to begin it. But much as she
hated her own women’s genitals, the pros-
pect of having them cut into was apparently
a difficult one for Brandon to reconcile.
“She told me she didn’t want to go through
with it,” recalls Sara, “because she was
afraid maybe that’s not what she wanted.”
But Sara, a nurse’s aide who is both the
smartest and the most. book-learned of
Brandon’s friends, hit on a plan: “I helped
her come up with the hermaphrodite story.”

It was during this period of gender an-
guish that Brandon started forging friends’
and lovers’ checks and buying herself lavish
presents off their credit cards. Though
Brandon forbade Gina to contribute any
money toward rent or food, Gina soon
found she was running out of money. “He’d
forget about court dates and then call me
up and get me to bail him out.” More and
more of her friends would open up their
bank statements to find that Brandon had
forged hundreds of dollars’ worth of checks
for clothes, girlfriend-gifts, and fancy meals.

Even Sara felt the sting of Brandon’s ven-
geance. “I was giving her free rent, free
food, and then it turned out she used my
phone to call one of the girls she was dat-
ing, and I had a $600 phone bill!” The
grandmother who had called Brandon a
“faggot,” and had not believed she was
being abused, was also targeted: Brandon
forged $100 of her checks. The grandmoth-
er, true to form, pressed charges.

All told, Brandon was charged with 18
crimes from March 1991 until her death,
ranging from auto theft to forgery—almost
all perpetrated on friends, lovers, or rela-
tives. Perhaps the most spectacular scam
was one she pulled on Gina at a time when
Gina was considering breaking off their en-
gagement. “I received a credit card from

Montgomery Ward. I was like, this is crazy,
I never applied for a credit card.” Brandon
pounded on the door at 3 a.m. that night:
“Let me in, I need to see you, I need to be
with you!” Gina wouldn’t talk, but let him
in; while she slept, Brandon pocketed the
card, which he had ordered in her name.
The next night, he showed up “in nice
shoes, pants, a new jacket, a belt,” which
he claimed he had gotten off his mother’s
credit card. “And she’s even gotten stuff for
you!” For Gina, there was a balloon and a
box with a diamond ring in it.

After Gina got the credit card bill for
$452, Brandon finally confessed that she
had perpetrated the scam to punish her. It
was a way of making her lover pay for all
the affection Brandon had lavished on her,
but was unwilling to spend on herself. Lana
nearly got scammed in a similar way. Before
she hit upon the idea of using her father’s
hairdo check to pay for Brandon’s bail,
Brandon asked her to hand over the $200
cash she was holding to pay her family’s
rent. The Tisdels, three adult women and
two children, live on only $346 a month.

Nor were swindles the only way in which
Brandon tried to nurture herself. In Lin-
coln, she invented a story that she had
cancer; had only a month to live: “I was so
sad all the time because Brandon was dying
of lung cancer,” Daphne remembers. When
Gina attempted to spend a weekend by her-
self in the country, Brandon couldn’t bear
it. “He called and said his grandfather had
died, so I came home. Well, it turned out
his grandfather didn’t die.” The next time
Gina went away, Brandon called and said
he’d been rushed to the hospital with a lung
injury. “This time, I didn’t fall for it. I called
the hospital.”

Far from the liberating lover women ini-
tially took him for, Brandon was hectoring,
hounding, possessive. “If I called people on
the phone, he’d want to know who I was
talking to,” says Gina. “He never wanted
me out of his sight.” At their engagement
party, for which Brandon rented a suite at
the four-star Harvester Hotel—"it had the
hot tub, it had everything”—Brandon no-

ticed one of his friends looking at Gina
little more than he should.” He threw
wine cooler at the friend’s head from acro
the room.

After the first month they were datin
Brandon’s jealousy had gotten so inten:
that Gina had few friends of her own le
“He was an obnoxious little creep!” Dapl
ne laughs. “He could be a real octopt
sometimes.” She remembers him packir
Lisa Lambert’s bags and ordering Lambe
to leave her own house. “He did that to n
in my own house, too,” she grins. Whe
women tried to break up with him, the ve
worst part of Brandon would emerge: |
would call, write letters, and appear in pe
son constantly, begging, wheedling, terrc
izing. “‘I know I cannot call you as much
possible,” read one abject letter to Gina.
know you have given me more chances thz
I can count.” Finally, the police asked Gi
whether she wanted an order of protectic
from her boyfriend.

“] wanted you to find out how good
could treat you before you found out
Brandon wrote to Gina before she left f
Humboldt. Maybe if Brandon had let hers
discover how good she could be treated, s
wouldn’t have had to push the women s
loved so far away from her. “Every now a
then,” Daphne remembers, ‘‘Brandc
would slip into Teena and say, ‘1 wond
what sex would be like.””

Daphne would reply: “What?!”

“Nothing.”

“Did you just say,
would be like’?”

“No. I didn’t say that.’”

Brandon had to go to Humboldt becau
everyone who'd loved her in Lincoln w
finally too infuriated with her, whether she
stolen their love or taken the money that th
needed to live. The frustration she had felt f
so long had finally frustrated others, and t
fury she could not express was ultimate
expressed on her. By men.

‘I wonder what s

The author wishes to thank Susan Mus)
for her insights, and Winnie Hough for h
research.
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