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aRequiem

KEPH SENETT

SOMETIME BEFORE I WAS born, my mother made a fabric art 
piece in remembrance of an aborted pregnancy. It was called 
“Requiem,” a three-dimensional, stuffed silver vagina weeping 
a cascade of multi-hued satin tears. She built it a full four feet 
high and hung it in a hand-carved maple frame. My mother is 
not one to understate.

When I was a teenager, I’d horrify new boyfriends by 
inviting them home to see my mother’s vagina. The thrill was 
heightened by the fact that the piece weighed easily twenty-five 
pounds and would unpredictably wrench its supporting nail out 
of the wall and crash onto my bed. I liked that it was shocking, 
but it was also a question asked of anyone I let into my room. 
Would they understand my mother? Would they understand me?
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My mother was a preacher’s kid, an only child who was 
moved from parish to parish throughout the southern United 
States with just her parents for company. When she finally got 
to college at seventeen—she’d worked desperately to skip a 
grade—she never looked back. It was the 1960s. She had sex, 
took drugs, got an abortion, enjoyed her first lesbian experi-
ence, raised her consciousness, and discovered feminism.

What my mother grew to understand with more clarity and 
anger than anyone I’ve ever known was that the simple accident 
of your sex at birth determines everything. As a girl, she was 
expected by her parents to grow up and marry. “They let me go 
to college for my BA,” she told me once, “but only because they 
expected that I’d also get an M-R-S.” But she refused to get mar-
ried, and she refused to apologize for it. It was the same with 
her abortion. She grieved, of course, but hanging her sorrow 
on the wall was her way of honouring the life that wasn’t, and it 
was her way of not apologizing for her choice.

When she became pregnant again, years later, she hoped for 
a girl. Of course, she knew she wasn’t supposed to care, but she 
didn’t apologize for her preference. When I was old enough to 
discuss it, she told me that she hadn’t thought she’d know how 
to raise a boy and that she’d simply not wanted to try. In 1970, 
I was born—a girl—and from the beginning I knew two things: 
that my sex was significant and that I should never apologize. 
And if you’re going to grow up to hang an enormous vagina 
on your wall, these are exactly the things your mother should 
teach you.

b b b



REQUIEM b 23

When asked to tell my coming-out story, I often say I was never 
really in. When I was five, my parents split up and my mother 
bought a renovated 1950s school bus that—geography be 
damned—she wanted to drive from Toronto to New Zealand. 
It broke down in the Kootenay Valley in British Columbia, so 
that’s where I grew up, in the Rockies. I was a hippie kid. I 
spent my childhood naked; I was free to be. There’s an old pic-
ture of me running along the beach, my arms flung out from my 
body at the odd angles children achieve in their ecstatic states 
of play. The photo was used on a brochure for a 1975 confer-
ence entitled “The liberated child and the intimidated parent.” 
Nobody, those unselfconscious arms said, was going to tell me 
how to find joy.

Later, I went to an alternative high school where, as in the 
“free schools” of my childhood, I was encouraged to participate 
equally in the institution’s governance. In practical terms, this 
meant we called our teachers by their first names and got in 
less trouble for smoking than our peers at the straight schools. 
There were only thirty of us in my class, and we all paired off 
and broke each other’s hearts and paired off again as regularly 
as any other teenagers. I quickly discovered that boys were far 
easier to bed than girls, so I had boyfriends. Sexual shame was 
low on my list of neuroses, but like all teenagers I harboured 
secrets. One of them was that I was constantly, painfully in love 
with my girl friends. All of them.

My eventual confession (in the mid-1980s, it was de 
rigueur to declare your homosexuality in the brave tone usu-
ally reserved for the podium at an AA meeting) was met with a 
collective shrug. My friends already knew or didn’t care, and 
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the same went for my mother. Telling my father was more dif-
ficult. Though he and I had a loving relationship, I didn’t really 
know him. From the time he and my mother separated, we were 
almost never within three thousand kilometres of each other, 
but I knew his voice well enough—I’d been calling him on the 
phone all my life. When I was a kid, it had to be on Sundays 
when the rates were cheap, or at least after 6 PM. By the time I 
was a teenager, the rates had changed, but I still made this call 
at night, after dark. I wasn’t ashamed, but it was awkward to 
come out to a man I didn’t really know.

My father has a wonderful voice, a rich and gentle baritone. 
That sound had always been the string and he the kite, and I 
knew that to reel him in all I had to do was pick up the phone. 
I told him what I had to say, and he said—I quote him exactly 
because even decades later I can—“I don’t care who you love, 
or how, as long as you have love in your life.”

Not everyone accepted me. Indian mystic Bhagwan Shree 
Rajneesh claimed, among many other things, that homosexuals 
had fallen from dignity, and he told his followers, known as the 
orange people, that we were not human. My stepsister, herself 
an orange person, greeted me on my next visit to her home with 
a spray bottle filled with rubbing alcohol and purified water to 
protect her from AIDS.

Ultimately, coming out was a relief, but it only formalized 
what I was already feeling. Thus declared a homosexual, I was 
free to go about the messy business of defining myself—and 
for a while I was defined by combat boots, spiky hair, and an 
undignified proclivity to pursue girls. Fuck the orange people.

When my mother came out, she was forty. Everything from 
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her politics to her hairdo to her impressive collection of tools 
had hinted at it, but she’d always demurred. “Oh, I’d love to be 
a lesbian,” she’d coo and bat her lashes, “but I just can’t get it 
up.” This was my mother: direct, saucy—and straight. Until she 
wasn’t. She fell in love with a woman, and I suddenly had two 
mommies. She was casual about it. It was the 1990s, and queers 
were here, but it was a problem for me. Oh, not politically, of 
course, but personally: she was usurping some of my carefully 
crafted identity. It’s one thing, a proud thing, to walk in the 
Dyke March with your mother when she’s straight-but-not-
narrow. PFLAG moms rule. It’s another when she’s gay. When I 
came out, I dropped a pin outside of her radius. I loved how it 
felt to follow the pull of my own choices. When she came out, 
our orbits collided.

We have ways of establishing independence. I moved out. I 
moved cities. I moved back. My mother and I remained teth-
ered, our lives entwined sometimes comfortably and sometimes 
not, but with every move, her vagina was among the other 
pieces of art, boxed and bulging against the seams of a taped-
up cardboard bicycle carton. The last time I unpacked it, I was 
moving in with my girlfriend. Years later she’d break my heart, 
but on this autumn Friday, we got the keys to our apartment, 
walked past the towers of boxes, and crawled into bed. It was 
Tuesday before we finally began unpacking, and a few dozen 
more Tuesdays before she’d stand in front of my mother’s 
vagina and say, “How attached to that are you?”

It hadn’t weathered well. It was only cloth and cotton bat-
ting, and over time the fabric had become brittle, cracked, 
and shot through with fissures. Occasionally, a tear would 
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come loose, and, unable to figure out how to fix the problem, 
I’d simply push it back between the folds. More than once, an 
unwitting houseguest had brushed past, causing a threadbare 
tear to drop to the floor. I finally put it in deep storage, behind 
the broken-down dryer in the basement.

b b b

Three boxes of university papers, a Krazy Karpet, a collec-
tion of fridge magnets, and my mother’s vagina: I found all of 
these when we began to pack up the basement in anticipation 
of our cross-country move. Three years in a dank cellar had 
left the vulva covered in a thin patina of mould, and when I 
hoisted it out of the cobwebbed corner, several tears loosened 
and dropped to the floor. An accusatory bald patch remained. 
I put it back behind the dryer and decided it was time to call 
my mother.

She lived alone now, having broken up with the girlfriend 
when she realized that she’d gained twenty-five pounds. “We 
started bringing food into the bedroom to liven things up,” 
she’d confided. “But after a while, we’d just eat a tub of ice 
cream in front of Law & Order.” As the phone rang, I pictured 
them lying there in their matching pyjamas, snacks in hand, a 
living diorama titled “Lesbian Bed Death.” Finally, she picked 
up. It didn’t take long to get to the reason for my call.

“Well I don’t want it!” she said indignantly, as though I’d 
cold called her during dinner to offer her not her own vagina 
but a stranger’s.

“It’s not my vagina!” I shot back.
“But you know . . .” Her voice trailed off, and I knew I was 
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not going to like the end of that sentence. “It is a piece of femi-
nist history. I think we should donate it.”

She meant “you should donate it,” of course, and instructed 
me to call the local women’s sex toy store—just the kind of place 
that might have wall space for vagina art. I balked. She insisted. 
We negotiated, and a treaty was struck: I would store the piece 
for one more week, and she would make the phone calls.

Five days later, my mother called, and she was tense. “They 
won’t take it.” Her words were clipped. “Here I am, donating a 
piece of art—a piece of our history!—and they couldn’t be less 
interested.”

I didn’t know what to say. “They’ll come around” perhaps, 
or “They don’t know what they’re missing!” Instead I said, 
“Wait, do you mean to say that they declined your offer of one 
enormous, mouldy vagina, circa 1965?”

My mother was not amused, and in response neither was I. 
In the weeks leading up to my move, we stubbornly refused to 
discuss it, as though by doing so we could effectively erase both 
the conflict and the artifact. Unfortunately for my unwitting 
movers, the vagina was, in fact, still in existence, lying in wait 
behind the dryer, ensconced in the damp embrace of ancient lint.

“Holy shit, what is that?” The movers had been calling up 
and down the basement stairs all day. Yes, I brought you a coffee. 
No, the dolly’s in the truck where you left it. No, the boss said three 
flights, you douchebag. But now the voice from below had lost its 
bluster and had been replaced by something tentative, a little 
squeaky. I sprinted to the top of the stairs and listened.

“What. This?” Rustle. And then an all-out, open-throated 
holler followed by the sound of hundreds of flapping wings.



28 b KEPH SENETT

One of the movers had waited until the other was at eye 
level to waggle the lady parts, and the sudden movement had 
startled a colony of moths that, like bats, flew from between the 
folds directly into the other mover’s eyes.

After the movers left, I went upstairs to do a final look-
through. Our cats were locked in the bedroom, howling, and 
my girlfriend was hunkered down, her fingers jammed under 
the door. “I just want them to know we’re here,” she said. The 
living room was bare. A jumble of wires lay in the corner where 
our television had been. In the corner—my office—scuff marks 
darkened the wall where for five years my feet had shifted. At 
eye level there was a bloom of holes like buckshot where I’d 
wrestled with aligning two framed photographs.

The doorway to the basement was open, and for several 
long moments I stood in the rectangle of darkness. I wanted 
to move on, no apologies. Later, as the sun washed the back 
alleys of Vancouver’s east side, I made my way to the nearest 
Smithrite Dumpster. I wasn’t quite tall or strong enough to 
shoulder the piece into the bin, and the steel lid came down on 
my fingertips. Two weeks later, in our new apartment in a city 
on the other side of the country, I would still see the yellow 
bruises on my knuckles.
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