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This book—with the exception of the dirty parts—

is for my mother and father, with love.
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Author’s Note

To protect the privacy of people who might be embarrassed
by their association with me, or by my description of their
naked bodies, many of the names in this book, along with a
few identifying details, have been changed. Otherwise,
everything here is true as I remember it.
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Introduction

For the great bulk of my adult life, beginning roughly when
I was sixteen and continuing, off and on, until now, at the
age of forty, I have fallen short, sometimes dangerously
short, of the conventional ideal of masculinity. From my
taste in clothing (skirts and high heels and women’s under-
wear), to my taste in cosmetics (pink lip gloss and eyeliner),
to my taste in sex (I can’t get aroused unless I’m submissive,
and it helps if the woman looks like a boy), to my distaste
for body fat and body hair and competition of any kind, to
the two hours it still takes me to get ready to go out at night,
I have behaved, in many respects—and I have gotten no end
of shit for it—like a vain, prissy, neurotic, body-obsessed
“woman.” Or, in the words of a powerful Italian mobster
named Jackie the Toad, with whom I worked very closely
for a year after college, I have behaved, revoltingly, like
“half-a-fag.”

By “half-a-fag,” Jackie the Toad was not suggesting that
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I occasionally sleep with men. Of my heterosexuality he
was fairly well convinced, since he believed, erroneously as
it happens, that I was sleeping wholeheartedly with a
“plump and yummy” Italian hairdresser we knew in
common. (And as it happens, I do not sleep with men. On
the few occasions in my adult life when I have been in the
near company of another man’s erect penis, my impulse
was to flee.) What Jackie meant by “half-a-fag” was that,
though I seemed to be attracted to women, and ostensibly
occasionally slept with them, the way I held myself—the
way I walked, the way I ate, the way I dressed, the way
I obsessively studied my reflection in the mirror, the way I
gabbed away “like a little girl” on the phone with my
friends, the way I did not salivate at the sight of every
woman’s bouncing tits—was not in keeping with what one
expects of a real man.

Jackie was not alone, among the important men in my
early life, in thinking that my masculinity left something to
be desired. My maternal grandfather, a rather prominent
political philosopher named Sidney Hook, who wrote, in
book after book and for every serious journal imaginable,
on subjects ranging from Marxism to existentialism, and
from psychoanalysis to euthanasia, and who spent most of
his life, in the face of Communist aggression around the
world, fighting, with his voice and his pen but never his
fists, for the causes of freedom and democracy—a man,
therefore, who could not have been further removed, both
culturally and intellectually, from Jackie the Toad—also, in
so many words, called me “half-a-fag.” The word he used
was faygeleh, a mild Yiddish pejorative for homosexual.
Queer and fairy are close approximations. When he used
the word, in a conversation with my grandmother over
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breakfast at their summerhouse in Vermont, with me, vis-
iting for a week during college, sitting daintily between
them, he assumed I didn’t know what it meant, forgetting
that Leo Rosten’s The Joys of Yiddish, which I had thumbed
through many times, was sitting in a bookcase just ten feet
away. I ended up cutting my visit short. The straw that
broke the faygeleh’s back was my grandfather’s more direct
confrontation, a few days later, of the issue of my sexual
orientation, in which he minced no words, in either Yiddish
or English, in expressing his disgust for my appearance. My
grandfather later apologized to me for his meanness and
intolerance during this visit, his letter including the fol-
lowing: “I hope you will one day forgive your Grandpa. It’s
not your fault, it’s mine. I’m an antediluvian fuddy-duddy,
an old stick-in-the-mud, and it’s not always easy for me to
keep up with the behavior of young people.” A year and a
half later he died, his apology unacknowledged. This is one
of the two or three moments in the book that I had difficulty
writing about without choking up.

The one or two other moments that brought me to the
brink of tears have to do with my dad. The poor man, to his
hurt and disappointment, has never known quite what to
make of me. And who can blame him? I’ve never looked
like the children of his friends, or even like the children of
strangers, and I certainly haven’t looked like the two chil-
dren (my older brothers) who preceded me. Nor have I
acted like any of them. My behavior, in his eyes—the eyes of
a hematologist and biochemist for whom there is always
either a rational or irrational course of action—has been
consistently irrational and bizarre. And I don’t know of a
single father who would disagree with him. Consider: I
rarely have a job, generally living hand to mouth on mung
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beans and millet and canned herring; I’ve lived most of my
life in a succession of cramped, skimpily furnished rooms on
other people’s terms, including a five-year stretch in a
curtained-off portion of a woman’s living room; I don’t own
a suit or tie or even a single pair of respectable trousers; the
heels of my shoes, bordering on stilts, run from four to
seven inches; I own very few shirts that fall below my belly
button; my tattoos, like that terrible ivy growing up the side
of our house that my father was always hacking away at
with shears when I was a child, seem to climb another foot
every time he turns his back, and now, at the base of my
neck, are encroaching on my face; I move from coast to
coast seemingly at whim, doing the same “nothing” in Los
Angeles that I was doing just as easily in New York; my love
life is baffling, my romantic entanglements lasting, on
average, about forty-five minutes; I sometimes go for weeks,
even months, not speaking to anyone, in a state of willful
solitary confinement, and, far from unsettling me, this seems
to bring me nothing but peace and fulfillment; despite my
having a law degree, and having clerked for a federal judge,
which should have earned me a salary by now of at least
$250,000 a year, my most recent bout of employment, for
$12 an hour, was babysitting a seven-year-old girl named
Ruth; I own nothing, and save nothing, and accomplish
nothing tangible, and have no permanent hold on life what-
soever. If an alien spacecraft, mistaking me for a representa-
tive human being, zoomed down from the heavens and
grabbed me for the zoo back home, my absence would be
noticed by about ten people, and missed, at most, by five.
Ruth would be one of them.

And, yes, I dress like a girl. How many dads out there 
do we know of who could put up with that? About my
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shiftlessness, my lack of drive, my father has continually
expressed frustration, but about my androgyny, to his great
credit, he’s only directly pressed me once, when I was eigh-
teen, about to head off to Columbia College (his alma
mater), my androgyny having just come into full bloom. I
was in the kitchen at the time, making a quesadilla with fat-
free mozzarella. He snuck up behind me, taking me by sur-
prise just as I was about to open the toaster oven:

“Jonathan? Can you please explain something to me?
What is this ensemble all about? The sarong, the earrings,
the lipstick, your mother’s perfume. My curiosity has finally
gotten the better of me, and I can’t help but try to satisfy 
it.”

There’s an especially obnoxious drawl that every
Southern California teenager, when under attack, can adopt
in half a second if he wants to tell his parents to “fuck off
and leave me alone,” and I put on that drawl and said: “I
don’t know, man. I wear what I wear.”

“Don’t call me ‘man,’ and just try to explain. I’m your
dad. I think I have a right to know. I don’t think I’m asking
too much.”

He did have a right to know. He was not asking too
much. His curiosity had a right to be satisfied. I will give
him all of that. Unfortunately, I wasn’t in a position to
enlighten him, because I didn’t know myself. I was just
doing what came naturally to me. Being called to account
for it, as I have been again and again throughout my life,
was like being called to account for my need to breathe.

It was not until the writing of this book, a deep and
painful stab at self-analysis (the only kind of analysis I can
afford), that I was able to come up with a plausible answer
to my father’s question. It is an answer, I hope, that will 
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satisfy him—his curiosity, if nothing else—and will explain
to him why his youngest son, despite having been clearly
shown the way to success and happiness, veered so drasti-
cally off the path.

But it is not an answer that will satisfy everyone. A book
can only be appreciated if you have the courage to crack the
cover. And I have no reason to believe that my mother, for
example, who, upon learning that I was writing a memoir,
begged me, repeatedly, to “please publish it under a pseu-
donym,” will, if she does manage to crack the cover, have
the wherewithal to make it past the first paragraph of this
introduction.

It also helps, to fully appreciate the contents of a book,
if you can read. My five-year-old nephew, Ariel, when he
heard the title of this book, called me up and said, with a
note of intense worry in his voice: “Uncle Jon-Jon, can I ask
you a question?”

“Of course,” I told him. “Anything.”
“Do you, um, wear bras?” The poor kid was terrified.

He lives in North Carolina. The craziest thing he’s ever seen
is a guy with a long goatee and tattoos who works at the
Whole Foods in Raleigh. Ariel heard the words Uncle Jon-
Jon and man in skirt, and his wheels started spinning. He
had visions of an angry mob outside his bedroom window,
carrying pitchforks and torches, screaming for the head of
the nephew of the man in New York City who wears bras.

No, Ariel. I don’t wear bras. Unlike cross-dressers (those
deviants!), I have a sense of proportion. Five-inch wedges
from Steve Madden—I own ten pairs—are respectable. My
Tommy Girl tank top, falling just below my hairless nipples,
is respectable. My gray flannel skirt, with a rhinestone 
belt buckle saying JON-JON attached to it, is respectable.
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Man in the grey flannel skirt.qxp  14/4/11  2:12 PM  Page xvi



Stockings, wigs, pancake makeup, and whatever else cross-
dressers do that I don’t do—keep it away from me.

Ariel’s confusion was understandable. He was hardly
alone—anyone who has ever set eyes on me also comes to
mind—in wondering what goes on behind the scenes. One
thing I’ve learned over the course of twenty-four years of
behaving and dressing androgynously is that people hate to
be confronted with indeterminacy. The uncategorizable is
unsettling. If I were a man in drag, people would know
exactly what I am, or at least they would believe they know
exactly what I am, and have fewer problems with me: “Oh,
yes yes yes, that man is definitely gay, and he has a very
strong identification with women, he probably thinks he is
a woman, and that’s why he dresses like one, and a sex
change is probably in the offing, in fact it wouldn’t surprise
me if his own special vagina is being made to order as we
speak.” But that’s not what I was, that’s not what I am. I
have a penis, and I am attached to it. My androgyny was,
and is, more subtle and confusing, less womanly, say, than
boyishly girly, or perhaps girlishly boyish better captures it,
or perhaps epicene is the word we’re looking for here, but
epicene’s not very helpful because what the hell does
epicene really mean? And this difficulty in summing me up
drives people crazy. They won’t have it. Whether I like it or
not, they’ll find just the right label for me—homosexual,
bisexual, transsexual, polysexual, metrosexual, metasexual,
autosexual, cryptosexual, crypticsexual, protosexual,
extraterrasexual, gender-bender, glam-boy, player, poseur,
flaneur, slut, aesthete, dandy, Lebenskünstler, lotus-eater,
bohemian nymph, bourgeois nymph, bourgeois nymph
masquerading as a bohemian nymph!—and, whether they
like it or not, they’re determined to make it stick.
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Well, with this book, the labels are once and for all
removed, and I reveal myself for the frigid neurasthenic,
plagued by a thousand and one anxieties, that I really am. I
reveal myself, with that great sense of relief that comes from
unburdening oneself of a painfully held secret, and with
instructions to my parents, and to Jackie the Toad, to please
not read the dozen or so pages in which I discuss my sadly
distorted sex life, as the Man in the Gray Flannel Skirt.
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IF WE IMAGINE MY LIFE as a series of waves, with the crests
representing periods of friskiness and vigor, and the
troughs representing periods of anxiety, fear, guilt, and

despair, then the summer of 2004, when I was thirty-six
years old, newly unemployed, with no plans for the future,
and hiding out in shame at my family’s country house in
southern Vermont, was a trough. It was a trough so deep
that not even by throwing back my head, and looking
straight up into the clear blue sky, could I see the light. My
state of mind at this time was not all that different from my
state of mind at the age of fourteen, not long after my two
older brothers had gone off to college and left me home
alone to fend for myself against the overwhelming love and
scrutiny of my parents, when I wrote in a journal, while sit-
ting at my brother’s desk and looking out his bedroom
window toward the sea: “The sun has vanished . . . all is
black.”

The country house in question had been bought in 1935 by

Greetings from La Jolla

PROLOGUE

Man in the grey flannel skirt.qxp  14/4/11  2:12 PM  Page xix



my grandfather, a professor of philosophy at NYU, as a
summer refuge from the grime and bustle of New York City,
a place to write his books while his wife, my grandmother
Ann, gardened and cooked and hunted for mushrooms. The
house, along with a few acres of grassy land, cost a total of
$1,600, for which an initial deposit of $10 was considered
sufficient. A year later, clearly in need of more distance
between himself and the outside world, Sidney bought an
additional 125 acres of adjoining land, most of it densely
wooded, at a cost of less than three dollars an acre, and,
proud of his purchase but a little embarrassed at the size of it,
he wrote to a friend, half in jest, that he would keep the land
in “trust” until the arrival of socialism. The day before he
died, in July 1989, shortly before my last year at Columbia
College, he yelled out to me, from his hospital bed, after I said
goodbye for what I knew would be the last time, “Continue
your studies, Jonathan! Your studies first; everything else can
come later!” Perhaps he hoped that one day, after continuing
with my studies and becoming a scholar, I might use the house
in Vermont, the land adjoining which would presumably still

xx PROLOGUE

The house in Vermont, August 1936.
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be in trust until the arrival of socialism, just as he did, as a
summer refuge, a place to write my books while my wife gar-
dened and cooked and hunted for mushrooms.

Instead, fifteen years later, with no wife or job to my
name, and a law degree I was letting go to waste, I was
using my grandparents’ house as a summer hideout, a place
to do nothing, free of charge, while trying to avoid my par-
ents’ phone calls. The last time I had tried to do this my
mom tracked me down in fourteen hours flat. It was late
August 1997. I had just finished working as a law clerk to a
federal judge, a job that is normally considered a feather in
one’s professional cap, just so long as one does not take off
that cap and toss it in the trash can. Having decided, shortly
after the clerkship ended, that I would not be taking the bar
exam, and would not be practicing law, and, instead, that I
would try to get a job as a personal trainer in a health club
on the island of St. Bart’s, I had tossed my professional cap
in the trash can, causing my mother’s hackles, from three
thousand miles away, to nearly break through the ceiling of
her new kitchen. When I arrived in Vermont late at night,
having driven all day from North Carolina (where I had
clerked), I immediately pulled the phone out of the wall.
And then I got into bed and pulled the covers over my head.
Fourteen hours later, after eating a light lunch on the front
stoop, as I was preparing to go back upstairs and get back
into bed and pull the covers back over my head, Ralph
Ayers, our neighbor up the road, drove up onto our front
lawn and yelled out to me:

“Your mother’s trying to reach you! She says the phone
just rings and rings! She says she’s at home if you want to
call!”

When I called my mother to complain, asking why she
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had sent Mr. Ayers to smoke me out of my hiding place, she
told me a parable:

“I have a friend named Yael,” she said. “Her son was at
a very good law school. He had one paper to finish to get
the law degree, but he refused to do it. One single paper to
get the degree and he wouldn’t do it. He left law school and
never went back. All that work, all that training, all that
expense, was for nothing. Yael, the mother, was of course
very upset by this. And, if you ask my opinion, it’s very dif-
ficult to blame her.”

“Tell me, Mom: What is the son doing now?”
“He’s a personal trainer.”
Seven years later, in that trough of a summer of 2004, I

was back on the front stoop. Having recently quit my job at
The New York Review of Books, and having conceded to
my father that, as he put it concisely, “it doesn’t seem to
make sense to quit a job without having another one lined
up,” I had driven up to Vermont and pulled the phone out
of the wall. After a light lunch, I would go back upstairs, get
back into bed, pull the covers back over my head, and wait
for something magical to happen. At some point in my
thirty-six years on this planet, at around the age of thirteen
or so, the magic had disappeared from my life, and I
needed, desperately, to bring it back.

It was at this very low point in my life, with the sun invis-
ible and everything black, as I was sitting on the front stoop
and preparing to go back upstairs, that Pete Young, our
neighbor down the other side of the road, drove up onto
our front lawn in his red pickup truck, a big smile on his
face. He said he had a surprise for me. Someone, as we
might have guessed, was trying to reach me. But it wasn’t
my mother. And it wasn’t my father. It was . . . me.

xxii PROLOGUE
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“Blast from the past!” yelled Pete. “Little Jon-Jon says
helloooooo!”

In Pete’s outstretched hand was a postcard. It had just
arrived, with a brand-new twenty-three-cent stamp affixed
to it, at the local post office. On the front of the postcard,
against a backdrop of some very old pictures of La Jolla,
California, where I grew up, were the words “Greetings
from La Jolla,” and on the back, in a child’s scrawl, was a
short note that I had written, when I was a little boy, to my
future self. I had absolutely no memory of writing this note.
But it was definitely my childhood scrawl. Apparently, in
February 1976, when I was seven and a half years old, I
decided, in a fit of playfulness, to drop a few words of
greeting to my future self, and, with the help of a mailman
named Hal, who promised to keep the postcard in his 
possession for thirty years before putting a stamp on it and
mailing it, to send this greeting to one of my favorite 
places in the world—my grandparents’ country house in
South Wardsboro, Vermont. The postcard was addressed as
follows:

Jonathan Goulian (Me)

The Future

c/o Sidney Hook

S. Wardsboro, VT 05355

Dated 2/21/76 (someone mysteriously later wrote a 4
over the 6), the postcard reads:

Dear Me,

I just was hanging out with my buddy Rick (you

remember him, right?) and we thouht [sic] it would be fun to
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write postcards to ourselves in the future. Hal, the mailman

said he would send it in about 30 years! Well, I’m just

hanging out, playing soccer (did I become a pro-soccer

player?) + going to the beach a lot. Mom + Dad are cool. They

sometimes give me a hard time though. La Jolla is pretty cool

to [sic]. Do you still live there/go surfing? See you soon!

Jon-Jon (me)

It is amazing to me, as I think back to that moment,
standing on the front lawn in Vermont and confronting this
ghostly visitation from my past, that I didn’t scream, drop
the postcard, and run into the woods. In Star Wars, there’s
a scene in which Luke Skywalker, while doing some
mechanical work on R2-D2, accidentally triggers the
appearance of a tiny hologram, which shoots out of a portal
in the side of R2-D2’s body. The hologram is of Princess
Leia. She’s holding out her hands in a plea for help. She’s in
trouble. “Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi,” she says. “You’re my
only hope.” Luke, who is not Obi-Wan Kenobi, is under-
standably startled. This image of Luke confronting the holo-
gram, a rather creepy image to me when I first saw it, at the
age of nine, and still creepy to me as I recall it now, is what
comes to mind as I think back to the sudden arrival of that
postcard. I was obviously not expecting this little note to
suddenly fall out of the past. Nor was I its intended recip-
ient. The postcard was addressed to a man named Jonathan
Goulian, a mature, grown-up man who, Little Jon-Jon
assumed, would have long since cast off his childhood nick-
name, and who would be respectable enough by now to
possibly be living in La Jolla. I was not that person. That
postcard was for somebody else. And, just as the hologram
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of Princess Leia made its way into Luke’s line of vision only
through a series of accidents, so did this postcard, which
had been idling for thirty years in the possession of a man
named Hal, have no business ever finding its way into my
hands.
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Consider for a moment the mind-boggling literalness
with which Hal the Mailman followed either his own idea
of waiting “about 30 years” to send the postcard or mine.
It’s unclear from the note. Regardless of whose idea it was,
even if I had commanded him to do it, nothing prevented
Hal from waiting only five years—it still would have been a
good gag—or ten years, or, though even this would have
been pushing it, fifteen years. What kind of lunatic,
knowing full well that any one of a number of occurrences,
including my premature death (or Hal’s, for that matter!),
would have ruined the joke, just bides his time? And where
did he keep the postcard all this time? In his briefcase? With
a Post-it note—“Send in 30 years”—on his forehead?
Wherever you are, Hal, thank you for sending it, and now
you’ll be so good as to stay away from me.

Also, I just happened—just happened!—to be staying, on
the day this postcard arrived, over twenty-eight years later,
at the very same summer home to which it was sent. We
could have easily sold the home by now. Summer homes
don’t always stay in the family, especially after the original
owners have died (my grandfather in 1989, my grand-
mother in 1995). And even though we hadn’t sold it, I could
have been anywhere on the planet at the time of the post-
card’s arrival. I had lived all over. In New York, Los
Angeles, North Carolina, Spain, Italy, Israel. Any one of
those places could have been captivating enough to claim
me for good. Little Jon-Jon, who loved, more than any-
thing, spending his summers at Grandma and Grandpa’s
house in South Wardsboro, Vermont, of course assumed
he’d be spending his summers there for the rest of his life.
And, well, he was right.

There’s a further reason why that postcard shouldn’t
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have reached me. We don’t have a mailbox in Vermont any-
more. Since the house is only sporadically used during the
summer, there’s no need for one, so we got rid of it fifteen
years ago. The woman working at the Wardsboro post
office on the day the postcard arrived, Cheryl, was relatively
new on the job, and had never heard of either Jonathan
Goulian or Sidney Hook, and no one by either of those
names had a registered mailbox in Wardsboro. Since there
is no return address on the postcard, if Cheryl had sent it
back, to the post office in San Francisco from which it had
arrived, it would never have been retrieved. It would have
been thrown away or languished, in limbo, forever.

But she didn’t send it back. She pasted it to the wall near
the counter, with a note above it: “Does anyone know these
people?” And, lo and behold, in walked, a few minutes
later, our friend Pete Young, who has lived on our little dirt
road for over fifty years. When, ten minutes later, he drove
up onto our front lawn, in his little red pickup truck, and,
leaving the engine still idling, hopped out, his dog, Twister,
on his heels, I had never seen him look so excited. “Blast
from the past! Little Jon-Jon says helloooooo!”

When the initial shock wore off, I was a little disap-
pointed. The note could have been spicier: “Dear Me: I just
saw Daddy bury a body in the backyard. I think it was that
woman in the fishnet stockings who comes over sometimes
to play with Daddy when Mommy’s at work.” Or, even
better, and more to the point of this book: “Dear Me: I
don’t feel like a real boy. I want to play with dolls, and wear
skirts, but they won’t let me. One day, when I’m bigger, I
will have my way.”

No such luck. Though as it is, it’s still pretty good. “Did
I become a pro-soccer player?” is priceless. No, little man,
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you didn’t. You continued to play soccer for nine more
years, but then, despite being pretty good at it, you abruptly
quit at the age of sixteen and became, instead, the village
freak.

And “Mom + Dad are cool. They sometimes give me a
hard time though” is also damn good. Yes, my little man,
Mom + Dad are still cool and, unlike most of your friends’
parents, still together. And, yes, they still sometimes give me
a hard time. In fact, though I don’t want to scare you, take
a look at this rather curt letter Dad will send you when
you’re thirty years old:

Jon: I need you to help me understand what it is you are

doing, and what you plan to do with your life. On a number

of occasions I thought that I saw meaning and direction in

what you are saying and doing, but that is not the way it has

turned out. I remain confused and concerned. Can you help?

And, while we’re on the subject, take a look at this other,
slightly warmer one he’ll send you eight years later:

Dear Jon-Jon: For many years I’ve wondered what direction

your life would take. But for some time now there has been,

to me, very little change. You seem to be in a chronic state of

indecision. How else to view the multiple relocations and

short-term living arrangements, a state of existence I long

assumed (or hoped) was temporary, but is seemingly perma-

nent? You’ve provided clues. My interpretation: That you

aspire to some creative pursuit and continue to search and

wait for the right path or opportunity. Is this at least partly

correct? Can you help me to understand? —da
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Don’t worry, little man! The reason I’m writing this book
is not only to help Mom + Dad understand what’s going on
inside my head, and to convince them that I’m a good kid,
appearances to the contrary, but also to make you under-
stand. Though I no longer live in La Jolla (I can’t afford it),
and though I no longer surf and go to the beach (I’m 
terrified of getting skin cancer), and though I’m not a “pro”
anything, much less a pro soccer player, I’m still, deep in my
heart, my bald head full of worries notwithstanding, the
same little boy, ready for adventure, that you are. So, if you
think you can handle it, hop on board, buckle up, and get
ready to travel with me through the world of my life. It
won’t be quite as fun as a magic carpet ride, and will
definitely be more harrowing, but, for now, it’s all we’ve
got. And at least Grandpa Sidney will finally be proud of
me. After years of doing nothing in this house, I’m finally
putting it to good use.

Oh, and one more thing, kid, before I move on with this
book: Who the hell is Rick?
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