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In most high schools the senior prom
8 is a moment to be treasured, an eve-
ning of paper moons and corsages,
of celebration and sentimental fare-
O wells. But In Cumberland, R.I. the
annual spring dance became a test not
only of a small town's forbearance but
UM perhaps ot its understanding as wetl.
The reason: Cumberland High Schogl
senlor Aaron Fricke, 18, had won
the right in federal court to attend
the prom with the date of his cholce,
Aaron, a homasexual, wanted to
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bring tis gay friend Paul Guilbert,

Before the dance had even begun,
the evening was tense, Police kept re-
Porters and photographers at bay
outside while tight-lipped chaperons
watched for trouble on the dance fHloor,
Fricke, wearlng an eleciric-blue tux,
and Guilbert, in formal black, were driv-
en to the dinner dance at the nearby
Pleasant Vailey Country Club by a
member of the Rhode Island Gay Lib-
eratfon Task Force. A protective
phalanx of officials ushered them 1o the
door, where Fricke turned tofacs the
press and TV cameras, waved and
gleefully stuck out his tongue.

During the evening the boys posed
for the traditional color photograph and
danced with each other several times.
The most uncomfortable moment, ac-
cording to school superintendent
Robert B. Condon, came when Fricke
put his head on Guilbert's shouider, ang
other promgoers finged the couple to
stare. The superintendent halted the
music temporarily to defuse the
situation, and Cumberiand High pringi-
Pal Richard T. Lynch quietly asked
Fricke and Guilbert to stop.

School officiais had sought for more
than a year to avald the encounter al-
together. Before last year's prom
Guilbert, then a student at the high
school, was denied permission to bring
& male date. His case never went {o
court because he was a minor al the

time and his parents refused to file suit.
Now 18, Paul claims his parents have
disowned him, and he hagleft home to
live in Brooklyn, N.Y.

This spring Fricke took up Guilbert's
¢rusade and broughtittc successiyl
conclusion, Two days before the
prom U.S. District Court Chief Judge
Raymond J, Pettine held that Fricke's
right to make a statement of his sex-
uality took precedence over fears of
student violence on the dance
floor, “The First Amendment,” he ruled
tartly, “does not tolerate mab rule by
unruly schoolchildren.™

The potential for nastiness was un-
derscored severat weeks ago when
Fricke was punched in a haliway by an-
other student, suffering a gashed
¢heek requiring five stitches. School
officials suyspended hig attacker and
the message was not lost on the stu-
denis. The warning apparently worked.
"l was expecting more trouble than we
got.” Guilbert said after the prom.
"Mostly the guys just jeered and called
us fag and queer—that sort of thing.™

Fricke's home lite, like Guilbert's,
had been disintegrating even before he
publicized his sexyal preference. His
parents have separated, and Aaron,
rated an average student with a flair for
drama, expecis to move in with his fa-
ther, a ship's pilot, and pursue his
theatrical interests, Many fellow grad-
uates regard him with bemused iner-
est—and not alittle resentment. Senior
class president Moira Cashman admits

some of her classmates left the

dance early, teeling that their p rom had
been taken away from them apd "they
Just cogldn’t stand it anymore, "
Superintendent Condon, howe ver, hot-
Ing that some 500 of Cumberland's 570
senlors atfended, pronounced, -
himself plfased and religved by the
outcome. {'What | was afrald of was the
lunatic rrlrige." he admits, “buf the kids
at the school were Just great.”|
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Saying goodbye at Unlon Stationin Prov-
ldence (below), Fricke propares to seo his
friend off on the train 1o New York,




