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Please release me, let me go.

When I was five years old, I remember my aunt came out from
Oklahoma to visit us. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I mean,
I thought she was the prettiest thing I ever saw in my life.
That was Lois Heindselman’s first hint of things to come. Of
course, it took a few more years for her to understand what that
attraction meant. Growing up in Tacoma, Washington, after the
locusts drove her family out of Dust Bowl-wracked Oklahoma,
Lois remembers going to the movies with her girlfriends.
We always saw every movie four or five or how many times.
And these girls are sitting there saying, “Oh, I wish I could kiss
Gordon MacRae.” And I’m sitting there going, “Oh, I wish I
could kiss Doris Day.” And what do you say? I can’t tell them
this. I mean, you know it’s not what you’re supposed to be.
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So, at a very early age, without even knowing the concept of
being “in the closet,” Lois knew she had to hide her feelings from
everyone. “You can’t go running around and telling people things
like this … you don’t even know what it means yourself.”
The feelings continued, and as a high school sophomore she
fell in love.
I would tell her I loved her, and she’d tell me she loved me. We’d
pass notes back and forth, and all this stuff. And she said “Can
I have your hand?”… She taught me this. She went squeeze,
squeeze, squeeze. You know what that means? I love you. And
then the other person goes squeeze, squeeze. “How much?” I
was fifteen years old, and you know you can call it puppy love,
but I’ll tell you what, I could have cut off my arm for her. I
mean, I plain flat loved her. … The only thing we really did was
kiss a few times. That was all we ever did.
Of course, the girl turned out to be straight, and Lois felt her
heart had been broken.
Lois, like everyone else she knew, began dating boys. “I dated
guys all over the place. Then I just got engaged to this fellow. … I
thought, ‘Well, everybody’s got to do it some day.’ Because in
those days, if you were not married by the time you’re 20, 21,
22 … people looked at you strange.” He was a good enough guy, but
Lois never felt she loved him.
Not yet 21, Lois and her friends (including her fiance) would
sneak into a local bar to dance, and listen to the music. One night,
the entertainment was an all-girl band. Lois found herself drawn
to all the women, but a woman named Toby really caught her eye.
Toby played bass violin, and she’d wander past their table during
breaks, stopping to chat. Finally, she asked Lois to join her for
coffee sometime.
For over a month or two, we just visited and talked about
things. And she, in a nice gentle way, she introduced me … I
thought there was not another soul in the world like me. I
thought I was the only one that had these feelings.
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The band was about to move on, after playing at the same
local club for three years, and Lois had returned the engagement
ring to her boyfriend. Toby said, “You’re mine now,” and pled with
Lois to leave for Florida with the band.
Well, what am I supposed to tell my mom and dad? How do
I just say, “Mommy, Daddy, guess what? I’m going to run off
with these girls here. I’m going to quit my job and go across the
United States and …”
Lois was now 21, and knew her parents couldn’t stop her, but
she worried anyway. Finally she came up with an idea. She brought
her parents to see the band perform, and convinced them that, if
she traveled with them, she could learn to play an instrument and
eventually join the band.
They left for Florida, and Toby began teaching Lois the basics
of drumming. Within six months, they had moved to New Jersey.
The original group had broken
up. Toby and Lois took day gigs,
while they worked to form a
new band and line up some jobs.
Cracks began to develop in their
relationship as Toby, who was
more than a decade older than
Lois, began staying out late.
Lois wasn’t sure what was
happening between her and
Toby. “It was hard for me. I got
to thinking, ‘This is not what
Lois and Toby
love is supposed to be like – not
in my book anyway.’ ”
The situation became even more confusing when another
woman, 14 years her senior, began flirting with Lois. That was the
first time Lois thought about leaving Toby.
So then it tempts you to go do something you shouldn’t be
doing. I never ever went to bed with her, but we’d kiss. … She
wanted me to leave Toby. … But she had her own agenda, too.
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Toby and Lois practiced for about six months, put an ad in
a musician’s magazine looking for people to fill out a band, and
hired a new member. Lois’ first professional job was in Bay City,
Michigan, in November 1958. The band went on to play all over
the upper Midwest. At one gig, while they were setting up, the club
owner walked over and told them that the dancer was ready to
practice with them. Much to Lois’ chagrin, the “dancer” turned out
to be a stripper.
You know when people ask you what is the most embarrassing thing in your life? I got to stand up for this one. … Here we
are in the middle of the afternoon just doing a run-through.
Everybody had their clothes on, you know. I had never done
such a thing like that in my life before. And I don’t know what
I’m doing. I’m not that much of a drummer in the first place.
And Toby is just, “Watch. You got to watch her and catch
her bumps. And whenever she … you got to catch it with a
rim-shot.”… I felt like a fool. I don’t know what to do … [The
stripper] picked up that I’m this naive little baby, and she
thought she was going to have some fun with me. We walked
through this and … I can’t even watch her with her clothes on.
So here comes this night … and here was this house full of
men. There’s not one woman in the whole place. … Well, here
she comes out, and of course, by now, she’s in her costume. And
she told me already in the rehearsal, she said, “Now honey,
you’ll never miss one of my bumps because I always televise. I
televise my bump, you know.”
Playing with Lois, the woman went into her big windup, and
did her first bump. Lois was so flustered, she missed the rim shot.
The stripper stopped and turned to Lois. “ Oh, you hurt me, Baby!”
“Everybody just roared and roared. I must have turned every color
that anybody could turn.”
Lois realized, looking back, that she may have felt flustered
by the stripper because she really did want to watch. As she gained
more experience, both with the drums and with strippers, Lois
played dozens of new venues all over the country, including an
interesting two week booking in Alaska.
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Arriving at the airport in Fairbanks, they were met by the
club owner. And what was the first thing he wanted to know?
“Youse girls going to do tricks for me?” When they politely
declined, he said that was okay, but if they were interested they
could make lots of money. He actually turned out to be a nice guy,
and turned into their protector as their two week stay stretched out
to six months.
Lois had gotten used to what she had to put up with as a part

Lois (upper right) and Toby (below her) with band mates.
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of the job. Performers were expected to mingle with the customers
during the intermissions, and they were expected to accept drinks.
We couldn’t possibly drink it. I mean, nobody could drink all
this… so what we’d do is order straight shots. And we had fruit
jars. Every night we’d just pour the shots into fruit jars, and we’d
take it home. Then once a month we’d throw a big party and
invite everybody we knew!
As they continued to perform, the relationship between Lois
and Toby continued to erode. During one month-long gig, Lois
sang lead. “Every night I’d sing this song. It was ‘Please Release
Me, Let Me Go.’ And I meant every single word I was singing
in that song. I just prayed that I could get out of there.” But that
didn’t happen.
Lois and her group soon became regulars on the USO
tours. Traveling back and forth to different areas for two and
three months at a time, the band went all over Europe, the
Mediterranean, the Middle East, Hawaii, and even Point Barrow,
Alaska. One of the last tours they made was the Far East, including
stops in Vietnam during the height of the war. Since they were
in a military zone, they were all issued papers saying they were
captains, just in case they were captured. That way they would be
treated as officers.
It was a hard and dangerous life, and nerves were frayed when
a building they had just left was blown to smithereens. On another
occasion, the band was awakened during the night.
They said to get your clothes on and don’t turn on any lights.
They put us all in little jeeps to take us out to the airfield, which
wasn’t that far away. … They didn’t have any lights on either,
and everything was totally black. The Vietcong were coming in,
and they wanted to get us out of there so we wouldn’t be right
in the middle of this war thing. So they got us on this plane, and
the plane takes off with no lights on. No runway lights. No nothing. Just taking off down there. And as we’re going down the
field, they’re strafing us. … Thank god, they didn’t hit, us and we
got out of there.
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Not surprisingly, they stopped touring with the USO soon
after that. Lois and Toby returned to Tacoma, where they decided
they’d take a correspondence course on tuning pianos. “Toby
lasted about a week … but I kept up and finished it.” Once she
received her “diploma” in the mail, Lois realized that it was really
worthless, and wondered how she ever thought piano tuning was
something you can learn long distance.
Toby was insistent, and they went back on the road again.
Lois soon found herself performing in Minneapolis on New Year’s
Eve. Their relationship just kept getting worse, as far as Lois was
concerned, and she finally convinced Toby to let her go; at least
she thought she had.
Toby called her a short time later. She told Lois she was dying
and needed her to come help. “I’ll come home and take care of you
as long as you know that’s where it is, that’s what it is. We’re not
getting back together. We will not be together.”
When Lois walked back into their old home in Tacoma where
Toby was living, she greeted her with “I’ve got three piano students
for you.” Lois couldn’t even play the piano, but she was, once again,
drawn back in.“It was her way of keeping me there, roping me in.”
Lois insisted that if she was going to teach piano lessons, she’d
better learn to play. So she began her own lessons with Barbara,
another woman in their musical community.
“I knew that somehow, somewhere in me, I
was getting attracted and
drawn to Barb. And she
always pretended like she
never looked at me. But
it was not true. She did.”
Toby and Lois were living
as roommates, but Toby
went out of her way to give
a different impression.
Decorating for
Christmas that year,
Age 50 with Barbara
Lois got up her courage
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and pulled Barb under the mistletoe and “planted a smacker on
her. And that was it. That was the end of the story. … When she
touched me it was like I’d never been touched before in my life.”
Lois knew what she wanted now, and there was no going
back. She told Toby she was leaving, moving in with Barb. The
response was, “WRONG.”
When I came home to pack my things, she was sitting there
with a fifth of Canadian Club and a gun. I’m carrying stuff out
to the car and getting loaded up, and she said, “Lois, if you walk
out that door, it’s the last door you’re going to walk out of.” And
I looked at her and I thought, “I’ve been two years with [you]
and then ten years getting away, and I am not, I am not going
back to the life I had before. I’d rather be dead.” I said, “Toby, if

Showing off her drum skills at age 60
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that’s what you have to do, get used to it, because I’m leaving.”
And I just turned round, and turned my back to her, and
walked out the door.
She succeeded in leaving that day, but Toby was persistent and
made several more attempts to get her to come back; but Lois held
her ground.
And I’m so thankful every day. For a lot of years, Toby and I
weren’t that good of friends. But, of course, we ended up being
truly, truly, dear wonderful friends. I love Toby with my heart
and soul. It’s not ‘in love’, its love.
Living with Barbara came with its conditions, too. Children
had never been a part of Lois’ life before, but her new life included
two teenagers and two cats (a tough one for Lois, a life-long
dog-lover).
Barbara’s piano needed tuning and, still fascinated with the
process, Lois couldn’t help but watch over the tuner’s shoulder,
and ask a barrage of questions. “Before Don left, he ended up
making me a proposition, in a nice way, of course.” Presented
with the opportunity to be his apprentice and learn the craft, Lois
began spending time in his workshop, and was faced with another
dilemma. “What you need is a good man and about four or five
kids,” Don offered.
Knowing she couldn’t sign on for months of working with
him if she had to listen to comments like that, Lois decided to
explain outright. “I got to tell you something before we sign this
agreement. I’m gay and I don’t mess around. … If you can handle
that, fine. If you can’t, we’ll just stop it right now.” Other than saying he thought Lois was “barking up the wrong tree,” Don was
okay with Lois’ boundries, and taught her what she needed to
know about tuning.
“I found my niche, after all these years. I was 31 years old
and … it was just a wonderful feeling.” Having entered a traditionally male profession, Lois was for decades the only woman piano
technician in the Pacific Northwest. That in itself presented some
difficulties, but it didn’t take long for Lois to earn respect and a
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strong following. That was
the start of a 35-year career
in the field.
Lois lost Barbara to
cancer after 25 years, and
she found herself rambling
around the house alone.
She took ballroom dancing
lessons, something she’d
always wanted to do.
She also decided to
venture off on an all-woman
cruise. It was an experience
she’ll never forget.
I don’t know how
somebody could live,
and be as old as I am,
and be gay my whole
life and not … I never
Rumba lessons at age 60
even knew that there
were these things going
on. I never knew that there was a place for women to go, and
Barbara and I never heard of such a thing. … It was the first
time in my life I felt what it was like to be normal. You know
what I mean? I feel like everybody else gets to feel every day
in their life. And I’ve never really felt that, because you always
feel like something is wrong. If they even knew and realized the
difference in how we have to feel because we happen to be this
way, they’d do some second thoughts on it. You know, too many
of them still believe and think that we … that it’s our option, our
choice.
Well, I got news.

Lois Heindselman died in 2009
Interviewer: Gloria Stancich
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