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If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.

—Audre Lorde






 Foreword

Dr. Lisa M. Diamond

 



 



 



 




This gripping collection of first-person narratives will undoubtedly expand and deepen your understanding of women’s sexuality, whether you are gay, straight, or somewhere in between. As someone who has been studying women’s erotic and affectional changes and transformations for over fifteen years, I am jumping for joy to see such stories on printed pages. Journeys such as these usually remain untold, unexplored, and uninvestigated, drowned out by the more familiar and predictable coming out stories that recount continuous, early-appearing, and readily identifiable same-sex attractions. The women in this volume have followed notably different—and remarkably diverse—routes to same-sex love and desire. Their single point of commonality is their compelling defiance of societal expectations about how women are “supposed” to discover, experience, interpret, and act on same-sex desires. Instead of tortured childhoods, these women report sudden and surprising adult experiences of same-sex desire—sometimes after ten, twenty, or thirty years of heterosexuality—which turn their worlds upside down. Listening  to these women recount the perplexing bliss of their first same-sex affairs, coupled with the doubt, disapproval, and disrespect they suffered at the hands of friends and family, offers an utterly new perspective on women’s erotic lives.

There are statements in these stories that bowled me over because they so strongly resemble statements I’ve heard from the lesbian, bisexual, questioning, and heterosexual women I’ve been interviewing over the past fifteen years.


• I wish I had realized earlier that I didn’t want to be like those girls so much as I just wanted them.

• I’m not attracted to women . . . but I’m falling in love with this person.

• I knew I had shifted from being a “straight” girl. Where along the continuum I landed, I wasn’t sure yet.

• Inside, a part of me still wavered about whether my changing sexuality was sparked because of who she was, as my friend, or because she is a woman.

• I’ve always felt like I was somewhat of a fraud in the gay community. Where was my gay history?

• In three short months, I had gone from A (a hopelessly straight girl) to Z (hopelessly in love with a woman).



Quite simply, voices and experiences like these have been missing from our popular and scientific understandings of female sexuality, and the twists and turns that sexuality takes over the life course. Instead, when women make unexpected mid-life transitions to same-sex love and desire, when they fall madly in love with “just this one woman,” they find themselves discounted and dismissed as inauthentic by the larger gay community because they have no long childhood struggles with nascent same-sex desires to report, no adolescent self-hatred. Some of them—glory be—enjoyed or continue to enjoy relationships with husbands and boyfriends. What’s that about?

The truth is that these journeys are far more common than most people think, and they deserve our full attention. These women’s candor is refreshing, revelatory, and deeply important to our attempts to understand and validate same-sex love and desire in all its miraculous forms. These women have bravely explored every edge of the supposed boundary dividing queer from straight, before from after, truth from falsehood, self from façade, and girl from woman. They have shown that the closer one gets to the boundary, the more ephemeral it appears to be, shifting and mutating like a smoke ring before our very eyes. In the end, each of these women makes her own peace with identity, desire, kinship, community, partnership, and self, sometimes with a lover by her side, sometimes alone. Each journey has its own logic and truth, its own “deep structure” imprinted in memory, desire, sweat, salt, and the powerful bond between two women who cannot resist one another, despite the horrified shock of everyone around them.

The past looms large in these narratives. As one woman’s ex-boyfriend says, matter-of-factly, “History is important.” History is important, but where is it to be found? Which past matters? Which experiences should we rely upon as signposts for the future? These women steadfastly resist the impetus to erase or discount past identities, desires, relationships, but instead choose the harder role of integration, moving toward a future that can contain contradiction, fluidity, change, and dynamism. As one woman boldly claims, “You won’t find me re-writing history to say that I was gay all along. I was straight. Now I am gay. I won’t insult my past self by saying I was in denial or confused.” It takes guts to hold this line and to speak one’s truth to a society that doesn’t understand it.

To be clear, men are not villains here. In contrast to the classic stereotype of men as uniformly blocking their wives’ and girlfriends’ processes of sexual questioning, we meet a notably different cast of male characters in these women’s stories. There are men tortured by the loss of women who couldn’t fully love them back; men who give their lovers lessons in their own bodies, lessons that will eventually lead these women into the arms of other women. As one husband told his wife as  she wrestled with blossoming same-sex desires, “Sometimes when you encourage people to be all they can be, you get a little more than you bargained for.” Some of the men in these narratives resist and denounce; others relinquish and mourn, affirm and accept. Watching women as they struggle to reconcile the past, current, and future roles of these complex men in their lives is one of the most fascinating and original gifts of this collection.

No matter what your own history, this book will challenge and expand your notion of what it means to be (for lack of a better, broader term) queer: Queer women come out at fifteen, at eighteen, at forty, and at sixty. Queer women live openly and in secret. Queer women get and stay married to (open-minded) men. Queer women settle down with the first woman they ever kissed. Queer women have children with men, with women, with both. Queer women play the field. Queer women make lifelong commitments. Queer women keep questioning. Queer women strike out into new and unfamiliar territory. As one woman says, “You never know where love and honesty will take you.” This book is a series of unique journeys through love and honesty (with plenty of lust, sweat, fumbling, and ecstasy thrown in) that has much to teach us about the nature of female affection and eroticism. We owe all of the participants a debt of gratitude for their candor, and for allowing us to listen and learn.






 Introduction

Candace Walsh and Laura André

 



 



 



 




When we met each other two years ago (on Match.com), we immediately noticed a shared love of language and books. And almost since that time, we’ve been working on books together. As is often the case with new lovers, our early conversations touched upon our respective romantic histories. Candace had recently left her husband of seven years and was dating women for the first time. Laura, who had never dated men (well, there was that guy from band in tenth grade), had also never dated a woman who had Candace’s heterosexual bona fides (traditional wedding, children from that marriage). We had lots to discuss and learn. We had been living on two different planets and were about to touch down on a third.

It was a particular kind of conversation. Not two women sharing our long lists of ex-girlfriends, or a woman talking to a man about her divorce—it was a conversation that more and more women are having on private and public levels. Cynthia Nixon, Wanda Sykes, Meredith Baxter, Carol Leifer, and countless others have left the fold of heterosexual identity to  enter into or pursue same-sex relationships. It used to be the punch line of a joke if a man’s last girlfriend or wife left him and went on to partner with a woman. Now it is just something that happens—something that doesn’t cast either party as a villain or a laughingstock. The instance of a woman leaving a man for a woman has more visibility and is becoming less of a shocker (although it remains a curiosity because it challenges so many commonly held truisms about what women want).

It’s a relationship that reflects circumstances our society is now absorbing more frequently. As Dr. Lisa Diamond’s recent ground-breaking book, Sexual Fluidity, makes clear, women’s sexual desire and identity are not only capable of shifting, they do shift. Instead of standing on the outside looking in, this book is made up of intimate perspectives shared from inside women’s lives. Diamond’s research has given us a new language to talk about our capacity to love. The women in this book are writing from a deeper understanding of their emotional and sexual territory.

Love is seen as a soft, romantic thing, but it can also be as leveling as an earthquake. It can rework and redefine people’s lives in ways they never imagined. It’s the reason why people move halfway around the world, get married, and expose themselves to rejection and ridicule—or delight. It can make us act like fools, or make us wise with the knowledge of what’s important and what is superfluous. This book is a series of love stories, bursting with all of the passion, uncertainty, self-discovery, and sacrifice that make up the truly good ones.

 




CANDACE: There were a series of physical steps that led me out of my marriage: loading my station wagon with “what would you grab in a slow-burning fire” items (journals, clothing, children’s books, sippy cups, a tin of smoked paprika, and all of my Joan Didion books); signing the three-month lease on my rented casita; buying groceries that were put away in a new refrigerator and cabinets. Key among these steps was my Internet search for books on women leaving men for women. Women who “jumped the fence,” “went gay,” “were lesbians all along,” or “betrayed their vows.” What I was doing felt radical in the contexts of both the straight community I was  leaving behind and the lesbian community that seemed like a distant shore on the horizon. The ground under my feet was a no-man’s-land between two territories. Would they be hostile? Friendly? Guarded? A mix?

 




LAURA: You have the double whammy of processing your divorce and coming to terms with your sexuality. It gives new meaning to the term “disorienting.”

 




CANDACE: I wanted to get my bearings—to read stories by women who had gone down the same path I was walking with my fingers crossed. I ordered  And Then I Met This Woman and From Wedded Wife to Lesbian Life, which were well-done and gave me hope, but were also rooted in a different time. Many of the contributors came out in the ’70s and ’80s, when society was a lot less accepting. Mothers often ran the risk of losing their kids in divorce court if their sexuality came up. (Not that we’re completely out of the woods—recently, a friend told me about her new relationship, and then told me to keep it in confidence, since her girlfriend was going through a custody battle.)

A number of the women in this book had to confront the drama of telling their parents about the shift in their sexuality. Parents do still disown their kids or become estranged from them due to their sexuality, but it’s becoming more rare to encounter that level of judgment. Categorically disapproving of gay people is becoming more and more universally tacky, right up there with walking around Wal-Mart dressed in a muscle shirt and bike shorts.

 




LAURA: While some of the writers found a sense of community online and in books, others felt terribly alone as they struggled to deal with the changes they were going through. And even those who found community online still had to live their offline life at a certain level of isolation.

 




CANDACE: I wanted to be in a room surrounded by women who were now on the other side, and had stories to tell. A support group, or a retreat, that involved a tall stacked-stone fireplace, and tumblers of shiraz. A klatch  of smart, sparkling women like the ones who gathered at Meryl Streep’s character’s house in It’s Complicated. I wanted to dish.

What was your first time like? What did your mother say? How long did you wait to tell her? Does she even know? Did you lose any female friends who were afraid you were going to start vibing them (oh, please)? Are you now in a relationship with one of your female friends? Are long-time lesbians not taking you seriously? Isn’t it weird that men try to pick you and your girlfriend up when you go out to restaurants?

 




LAURA: That last bit actually happened to us.

 




CANDACE: It was another round of adolescence. How to flirt. How to date. Sexual experience: zero. Everything old is new again. I was on a different planet where everything seemed mostly the same, except that little differences tipped me off to the fact that I couldn’t go home again. I had to craft a new home out of pieces of my old life and my new one.

As the editor of Ask Me About My Divorce: Women Open Up About Moving On (Seal Press, 2009), I knew full well that if I couldn’t find the book I wanted to read, I could take a stab at creating it. Every editor wonders whether her anthology idea is a quirk or a bellwether, especially if it comes from a personal place. Laura had generously joined me in the trenches of pulling together Ask Me About My Divorce and I knew I didn’t want to edit another book without her.

 




LAURA: I was really happy—and relieved—when the submissions started rolling in. I wasn’t sure that there would be that many women out there who were willing to sit down and write essays detailing their experiences. After all, we’re talking about major life changes here, and it’s not always easy to write well about them. But as soon as I started reading the essays, I forgot about the quantity and began getting lost in the individual stories that were being told. Real lives, unfolding and caroming and being recorded right here, as potential elements of our book. I began to see how it was falling into place, and it was powerful.

 




CANDACE: I thought there’d be enough submissions. Not a deluge, but  enough. And that if they were not top-notch in the writing department but story-driven, I could work them up. Well, we got a deluge (130), and we had more than enough to choose from; we selected the ones that were the most powerfully written. But I have to say, Laura’s anxiety fueled her posting of the call for submissions all over the Internet. She spent days. And it paid off.

Before we submitted the book proposal, we sat together and watched the March 2009 Oprah episode on women leaving men for other women. Guests included Dr. Lisa Diamond, who patiently explained women’s sexual fluidity to the puzzled host and a millions-strong televised audience, and Micki Grimland, raised Baptist and married for twenty-four years to her husband, mom of three, declaiming her personal truth: she left that husband (still a dear friend), because she realized that she was a lesbian. Little did we know that Diamond and Grimland would accede so happily and graciously to contribute to our project. It wasn’t just my story. It was a conflation of timing, a bouquet of high-profile women’s decisions at a particular point of same-sex relationship acceptance, and a deeper understanding of women’s fluid sexuality, which historically had been woefully under-researched.

 




LAURA: Coming from an academic background, I can say that we’re seeing the fruition of what seemed solely theoretical twenty years ago. The idea that sexuality can be pegged to simple binaries (straight/gay, men/ women), and that those binary pairs are absolute, has been completely dissolved by the notion of sexual fluidity. The essayists in this book are living proof that sexuality can change over time, often against our will. The women in this book didn’t set out to dismantle their marriages and relationships; the last thing they wanted was to hurt their husbands or boyfriends. This switching doesn’t happen voluntarily, which will frustrate those who believe that sexual orientation is a choice, like ordering from a catalog. The cultural lesbianism that some have adopted is separate from this core thing that happened to these writers: falling in love with a  woman. Theory aside, what it comes down to is actual lived experience, and through these personal essays, we have first-person accounts—primary source material—not of queer theory, but of queerness itself.

 




CANDACE: These are not love stories with templates that are delivered to girls from Walt Disney, these are not women who found their princes. We are told, in this book, that we can keep our whole selves and still find love. Or it finds us. We are awakened with a kiss, a look, a job interview, or a “non-date.” Something in our destinies rips us out of what’s comfortable, expected, and rubber-stamped. We are given a choice. Will we follow bliss? Or hunker down and live a conciliatory lie?

I was hungry for a story that didn’t make me suspect, or a liar, that didn’t cast a third of my life into the “mistake” or “do-over” category. I found my tribe. Like many of the women in this book, I hold my children close, close enough to model an example of authenticity while also feeling moments of uncertainty and even anxiety (isn’t that an indication that I’m not sleepwalking through life?). My children love my partner ardently. I have expanded their definition of what love looks like. Recently, my five-year-old son saw my Valentine’s Day present for Laura, wrapped in pink tissue paper. “Who’s that for?” he asked. “That’s for Laura,” I said. “Oh, good,” he replied.

 




LAURA: Recently Candace told me that she was glad I never doubted her. The truth is, I didn’t ever question her commitment to finding a woman to fulfill her, regardless of the fact that she once identified as straight. I knew what she gave up. One doesn’t walk away from full-blown heterosexual privilege on a whim. It surprised me how many of the essays in the book refer to people who were suspicious that a woman who once loved a man could never love a woman as fully. That she must be experimenting, playing around, not serious.

The whole idea that women leaving men for women is some sort of a trendy, hot thing to do is patronizing and dismissive. This book is not about BFFs frenching in bars to turn on their boyfriends. Especially in today’s climate, which is still—despite much progress—patently homophobic.

 




CANDACE: And downright punishing, when you know what you’re missing. The women in this book once benefited from heterosexual privilege. We had the married income tax status, the pensions waiting for us, the right to be at our beloved’s bedside in the hospital. The frosty-white wedding albums filled with unequivocally supportive friends and relatives. We walked away.

 




LAURA: As Jennifer Baumgardner notes in the epilogue to this book, women taking charge of their sexual identity is a specifically feminist gesture, one that is sure to ruffle a few conservatives’ feathers. But the truly immoral thing is to deny one’s real identity, whether it has been simmering for years or it’s newly sprung. I admire the women in this book so much, as they’re really brave to have done what they’ve done, and then write about it so honestly.

One of the funny things about dating Candace is how, at the beginning, she was more out than I was in public. I’ve always been a lesbian, but I was used to being very low-key in public. And here she comes along, fresh from the hetero fold, wanting to hold hands, call me “honey,” and give me little kisses in public, and I stiffened up, which I feel bad about. I think those experiences opened both of our eyes to how heterosexual privilege operates in terms of public displays of affection. Many of the writers in the book express dismay that they don’t feel comfortable holding hands with their female partners in public—that simple, spontaneous gestures like that are something they miss from their previous relationships with men.

 




CANDACE: Women who come out in their thirties or forties have a lot in common with high school girls coming out today into an environment that’s comparatively accepting. They may have a lack of self-consciousness about holding hands or being affectionate in public, which reveals evidence about the nature of their relationship.

I noticed the awareness of a growing reflexive restraint, and felt it to be a damming up, a hemming in, of the flow of my romantic impulses. I  am not a neuroscientist, but that can’t be preferable to the kind of freedom and safety heterosexual couples take for granted.

 




LAURA: Another thing that was a big shocker for me was getting used to the kids. I thought I had chosen a life without children, and I was content with that. Falling in love with Candace not only meant having to confront my fear of children; it also meant letting go of my life as I thought it would look like. So, while I never left a man for a woman, I did have to switch my identity to someone who finds herself at children’s music recitals and ice skating lessons, and that made me more empathetic to the “Oh my God, I can’t believe this is my life” emotion that so many of our writers express.

But as a result, my definition of family has expanded and I’m getting to experience what it means to love and be loved by two amazing children. Many of the essays in this book express a similar salient joy in having it all work out (including new partners who take the kid thing on with a ton of grace and enthusiasm), despite what seem like insurmountable challenges.

It also meant having a third adult figure—the kids’ dad—in the “family.” I must say it is sometimes strange to be hanging out with Candace’s ex-husband. But then again, that’s very lesbian of us, to be friends with our exes. There are quite a few essayists in the book who have managed to preserve good relationships with their ex-husbands or former male partners. After the crisis and fallout, it seems that it’s worth it for many women who’ve left men for women to hang on to the parts of those relationships that they can salvage. In fact, a few of the writers are still married to their husbands, still trying to rework their concept of marriage to absorb their newfound identities.

 




CANDACE: My ex-husband and I are active coparents to our two children. As a result, we probably talk more than we did when we were married—because instead of floating along on autopilot, we’re negotiating who’s picking up the kids from school Thursday, where the snow pants  are, and how we’re going to swing music lessons. I’m glad that we have an open and honest dialogue. We’re much more authentic with each other now that we aren’t invested in preserving something that was so fragile. It’s meaningful to have continuity with a person I’ve known for a decade. And our children benefit from sensing warmth between the two adults who brought them into this world.

 




LAURA: This is more than a book of essays by women who’ve left men for women. I’ve come to think of it as a massive coming-out story, written collectively by a group of women who’ve finally found their voices.

 




CANDACE: Their stories diverge from the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, gold star, accepted, “pure lesbian” narrative (example: “As a girl I was a tomboy . . . I didn’t date in high school and had Teen Beat posters of Nancy McKeon in a secret scrapbook”).

 




LAURA: Women have always left men for other women, it’s just that now enough barriers have fallen, enough taboos have been smashed, for them to be able to tell their stories and share their struggles as a matter of course. In these twenty-seven essays, you’ll find stories from women who have always known they were different, but tried to make a go at the straight life, earning the approval of society and their families, but betraying themselves in the process. You’ll also find your fair share of essays by women who were hit over the head with their sexuality when they least expected it, or even wanted it. These women, who always considered themselves straight, had to deal with the cataclysmic revelation that they fell in love with someone of the same sex. And while coming out to friends, family, and strangers is hard enough, coming out to one’s self is the most difficult and powerful step of all.

While some of the writers found great relief in finally identifying as lesbian—and shouting it from the rooftops, so to speak—others eschewed that and any other label, preferring to think of themselves and their identity without having to name it. Naming is such a powerful political  tool for both empowering and marginalizing people; it’s easy to see how one might choose carefully in selecting or refusing labels.

 




CANDACE: Especially after spending a lifetime unfettered by such categorization.

 




LAURA: What it comes down to in these essays, however, is love. Having the freedom to follow and express love is the single uniting heart of these essays. Despite the obstacles and deterrents, these women found, as Katherine Briccetti writes in her essay, “the pull toward bliss was too great.”






 Undoing Everything

Erin Mantz

 



 



 



 




I had prepared myself for the Saturdaynight couples’ dinner invitations to stop arriving, for the Evites to moms’ nights out to end. I braced myself to be unofficially banned from the most powerful PTA committees, to be shunned at the neighborhood pool club and shut out of family barbeques hosted by my sons’ friends’ parents. I dreamed of longtime friends literally turning their back on me, and my closest thirtysomething friends shaking their heads in disgrace and walking away. At the grocery store and in the gym, people would turn and stare, I thought, and say “She was married to a guy but now she’s with a woman. She must be insane!”

And then it happened: nothing. At least, not to my face. Not yet.

Falling in love with a woman at thirty-nine may have turned my life upside down, but the friends and family all around me are still standing.

When your life is tightly wrapped up with a bow before you turn forty, the thought of unraveling it on purpose is almost impossible to comprehend. Your name is on a mortgage for a nice suburban home. You have a husband of eleven years, two sons, an SUV, and a community  where lots of people know your name. You get lost in day-to-day plans of playdates and Disney vacation dreams, and pound on the granite kitchen countertops trying to decide what to throw together for dinner. You’re a lot like everyone else. You fit in. That was me.

I was just another person in line for a latte at the neighborhood Starbucks.

Then I fell in love with a woman. I was shocked and I was immediately absolute. I wanted to be with her for the rest of my life. And for a brief moment, I would think, there’s too much to undo.

Trendy it is, women falling in love with other women for the first time in their lives. A short while after it happened to me, the topic was hot on Oprah and in various magazines. I never set out to be a trendsetter, had never identified with “Girls Gone Wild” or set out to shock people (though I admit the shock factor has been rather fun). I just wanted to be happy. I wanted to be with the person I realized I loved, who happened to be a woman. I didn’t want to have to undo everything. But I began to.

As I broke the news to my friends near and far, in order of emotionally closest and those perceived to be most loyal, I went through a kind of steeling of my soul each night before the conversations. I’d wake up several times in the middle of the night and feel a kind of panic and a sense of resolve at the same time. During the days, I felt like I was floating through a foreign world or acting in a Lifetime movie, because what was happening was so unexpected, so crazy, so senseless, so selfish, that I didn’t even know how to articulate it. “I just love her,” I said.

And they simply said, “As long as you’re happy.” A few bold ones asked, “How did this happen?” (Good question. I had no idea. It just happened. My therapist suggested a great answer after this question arose more and more: “Say ‘I have no idea,’” she urged. “Because you don’t!”) “I don’t know,” with a smile, a shrug, and a raise of the eyebrow became my well-rehearsed reaction. It was actually something I could laugh about later, as I recounted conversation after conversation to my girlfriend.

Every person I told hung in there. They hung on my every word as I broke the news. Many thought they’d heard wrong when I said a woman’s  name. I’d have to repeat myself and watch as their eyes got big as saucers. Some said, “It’s 2009!” to kind of justify it. But every single friend who stood by me—and I mean every single one did—said, “As long as you’re happy, that’s what matters. You seem happy.”

I had, undoubtedly and tremendously, underestimated my friends’ ability to deal with my news. I had been getting ready for the disgust and discrimination, which I knew would come from strangers, and which I had anticipated from friends. But I was the one who was reeling and changing. They were staying the same.

I was still their friend. But I didn’t feel like myself as I unraveled my marriage and everything that came along with it. Facebook connections with old boyfriends became reassurances of the old me—something, I guess, I’m still looking for. I searched profile pictures of old boyfriends—one particularly good-looking one from college, who I once thought I could have married—and tried to analyze everything. Was I the same person then? Am I still me? If I saw him today, would I feel anything? Would I have anyway?

For all the statements I heard while breaking the news to friends, the one that hit me hardest was something I had never stopped to face. “Aren’t you scared?” one asked me. Of course I was scared. I had been terrified for months and months. I was still terrified. But it never stopped me from moving forward. I didn’t let it get to me every day. That night, however, her question replayed in my mind, and I had a moment thinking Oh my G-d. This really is scary. Am I really making this choice?


But I found my soul mate. I had always felt something was missing from my life. Never, ever, did I think I would find it. I hadn’t even known what I was looking for.

I’m in love with a woman, but so many little things haven’t changed. I still go to work and walk my dog. I try to go running three times a week and eat better, and I worry about my kids getting sick. I take my kids to the park and run out of milk just like everybody else. I received two Evites from other moms in my community last week. I didn’t have to undo everything!

But, the big things are coming undone. Big vacations and lofty retirement goals as I’d envisioned them, and a chance to give my young sons a “normal” life—I’ve let all that go. A sense of place in the world I knew and the ease of being just like everybody else is gone now. And, amazingly, I am living with that, because the rewards of really being in love make it all worthwhile. It isn’t even a contest.

The weight of the big things feels like a thousand rocks on my shoulders some days. But nobody can really relate to those moments of panic and awe, except my girlfriend, who is carrying the same. But, here’s the reality: Undoing everything isn’t something that happens at once. It will be reflected in random moments, not just this year, but always, and it’s something I can’t anticipate or complete. I am living with an enormous bet that what I’m getting will be so much more than what I’m giving up. Yet, I will never ever really know, will I? Living with that—that’s going to be the hard part.






 Running from the Paper Eye

Susan White

 



 



 



 




My mother’s hatred for her sister goes back to the chicken: an Easter chick dyed cotton-candy blue. My mother told me this story to squash my fondness for my aunt, Big Joan.

Under the oppressive Tennessee sun, the two girls in their homemade white dresses spent the afternoon in their backyard playing with their chicks. Probably because she handled it too much—and because of the chemicals saturating its miniature body—Joan’s green chick swooned into death before supper. After the burial behind the swing set, Joan stood on top of the rust-red picnic table glaring down at my mother’s chick, Lucy, who pecked each speck on the smooth, cement sidewalk. My mom squatted by the screen door, calling Lucy to her. The chick cocked its head, shrugged its wing nubs, and waddled toward my mother. Joan jumped from the table. The bones popped and crunched. Thick darkness leaked from the blue beneath Joan’s new Sunday shoes.

So what came before the chicken? An egg. And then a zygote. And then a child. But then another child. And they are sisters, right? Same last name, dark hair, nose, and accent.

But, according to my mother, they had nothing but differences on the inside. She insists that Joan ruined her childhood. My mom learned not to count her chicks, lest they be flattened beneath Joan’s fierce feet.

When I was old enough to know that parents cry and lie, I asked Joan how she remembered the Easter deaths. She claimed the unfortunate blue chick’s demise was an accident. With a brash smoker’s laugh, she said, “Your mother is the victim in all her stories.” She stood, running her hands down her linen pants. “And I’m always the villain.” Winking at me, she added, “Some people need a villain.”

I admire Joan’s certainty. Her swaggering speech. She was, after all, a high school basketball star in the ’50s who sported a flat top. Now she is a retired personnel director of the Arlington school system. She hatched no children. She is what no one talked about until I came right out and asked: a lesbian.

[image: 002]

I thought I was a boy the first few years of my life. Born between brothers, I wore my hair short, played shirtless and shoeless in the neighborhood, and tried to pee standing up. My mother called me to the Formica kitchen table, showed me a picture book, and gave me an anatomy lesson. I believed she cast a spell on me with strange, magical words to turn me into a girl that day. But at that age, I begged my mom to leave my sandwich whole, believing I would have less if she cut it. My larva brain saw the world in cartoon terms. A few weeks earlier, I had attempted to release all the characters inside by dropping a large rock on the malfunctioning TV left in our yard. After epic battles of forcing party dresses over my head, my mother eventually convinced me I was born a female. Years later, another female was born into our family.
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Easter came before my sister. The night before the first ovulating moon of spring, my swollen mother hid eggs around our front yard. The next morning, three eager kids grabbed the baskets filled with green plastic grass that lay waiting for us on the living room floor. We ran down the unswept stone steps into our yard, which was littered with dyed eggshells and chocolate wrappers. Our dogs had found the hidden treasures first. A couple of days later, one of those dogs, a chow-shepherd mix with a half-black tongue, killed the rabbit our uncle gave us. Slung it around and snapped its neck. It was a limp Easter.

On Earth Day, Anne was born. She always knew she was a girl. Mom did not need to work her magic. Anne sprouted fiery hair, rekindled from two generations past on my mother’s side, which her green and yellow dresses complemented. She delighted my grandmother by actually taking the dolls she gave her out of the box. (There is a Christmas picture of me aiming my brother’s BB gun at a doll standing upright in its package.)
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I was probably fifteen; I had written my name in my grandmother’s carpet, rubbing the fibers the wrong way with a yellow-green comb.

“Mother will have a fit,” Joan said.

“But I can fix it easily,” I said.

Joan sat on the organ bench. “Doesn’t matter. That shit drives her crazy—rubbing things the wrong way.”

My parents laughed in agreement.

And I felt compelled to comb the carpet to its submissive state. As I uncombed my name, I heard my father speak to Joan as if I weren’t there: “She looks up to you.” Leaning toward her, using his English-teacher voice, he added, “She identifies with you.”
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Despite (or perhaps because of) dreams of sexual encounters with females that left me sick and terrified in the morning light, I married. Married my best male friend, whom I had dated for two years. College was over. He had a job and was renting a house. I walked right through those open doors.

I was at my parents’ house a few months before the wedding when Big Joan called to confirm the date with my mother prior to booking her flight. I picked up the phone in my sister’s room, lay on my back, my eyes settling on the closet I used to sleep in at night when I was scared—when the room was mine—and talked to Joan. My mother, who can never talk long to Joan, hung up her phone before I even flipped to my side and pulled at a thread coming loose from the comforter.

“Are you the only one on the phone now, Susan?” she asked.

“Hello? Yep, it appears so,” I said, breaking the thread and releasing it to the carpet.

“You know you don’t want to do this,” she said.

“Do what?” I asked, looking into the full-length mirror with butterfly stickers on the bottom.

“Marry a man.”

My heart snagged. “Of course I do,” I said, turning away from the mirror.

“You sure about that?”

“I love Wes,” I said.

[image: 006]

Wes blames our divorce on the poison oak. Sure, let the plant take the fall. A natural disaster.

He warned me not to climb the rocky embankment. He was afraid I’d fall. But I grabbed onto plants that grew between the rocks when toeholds crumbled and tumbled. I reached the top, stood triumphant on the ledge. He looked up, sunlight bouncing off his glasses. He didn’t wave back.

The day before I flew to New Mexico for a six-week summer session of graduate school, Wes refused to touch my raised, red skin. Intimacy was not worth risking his future discomfort. He would not believe that  poison oak is spread by leaf, not skin. After our divorce, he told me that he believed if he’d rubbed his body all over my poisoned skin that night we’d still be married. I find it amusing that in his mind’s plotline of our tragedy, the poison oak is the peripeteia.


In New Mexico I studied words, while Wes and I withheld ours from each other. Our phone calls and emails were sparser than the grass on the mesa—where I ran each morning pretending to be free.

My skin cleared, and I rubbed it against a woman’s. New Mexico, New Me. Grace is her name, and I am not making that up.

Grace and I ran together—in the promising mornings—and she spoke lapidary phrases polished by her stunning brain. Good god, I was electrified. I was alive. One night, we sat close to one another in a crowded hot tub as she spoke only to me, describing her recently published book. Here, next to me, was this brilliant woman I could hold, lick, bite, caress, kiss until I cried. I laid my hand on her smooth, bare thigh. The others could not see our contact beneath the warm, bubbling surface. They could not feel the tingling sensations that thrilled and pained me. We swam in the pool to cool. Raced each other the length of the pool. I think she won.

Our hair still damp, we lay on a blanket atop the mesa—stars pulsating all around us. Our shoulders touched. And as she laughed about the ledge being named for Dinty Moore—the beef stew cowboy—I kissed her neck that shone like bone. She rolled on top of me. Vanilla-scented lotion, cool skin, warm mouth. Waves and waves of heat. I brushed the back of my hand between her legs, and when she moaned, my fears of homosexuality melted away in a frothy lava rush.
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Wes picked me up from the airport. Though we could see each other’s faces, the distance remained. My brain remained on Grace. I relished long car drives when Wes read in the passenger seat and I could relive the feel and scent of her. The Internet brought me closer to my affair, until Wes  discovered my notebook of printed infidelity. Before he confronted me, he plastered our apartment’s cinderblock walls with pieces of computer paper, each one proclaiming something about me he loved. Wes convinced me that I was in love with Grace’s writing accomplishments, not Grace. I tossed the notebook into the rusted Dumpster and pronounced all contact with Grace over. I believed that I could throw that part of me away.

He stopped crying. Sat at a desk in our cramped apartment and made a giant eye out of construction paper. The only other art project I had seen him undertake was when we painted bright, intricate designs on our plastic, thrift store headboard. We ditched that headboard when we moved to Georgia and bought a grownup bed. The eye, he told me, was to watch over us. The iris was green, and the lashes were thick, black, and rectangular. The pupil, dilated. He used double-sided tape to stick the eye to the wall above our cherry headboard. It wasn’t long before the tape dried out and the eye fell behind our bed. Within three months, our marriage dried out. Again.
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But we traveled to Asheville, North Carolina, together. He had his master’s in accounting, and we both had the quixotic notion that a new setting would put the adhesion back on the eyeball of our commitment. I craved the mountains. Having grown up on the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee, I believe the elevation is good for the spirit. The Georgian humidity had worn me down into its red soil.

So I convinced two schools in Asheville that they wanted me to teach their students: one was a day school and the other was a boarding school. Wes had no trouble landing an accounting job, and he had definite ideas about which job I should accept. Though I wanted to teach at the day school, he insisted I take the job at the boarding school, as room and board would be free. Wes is the man, after all, who convinced me to sleep in our car on long trips rather than paying for a hotel room. The same man who stuck dated labels beneath light fixtures to prove that I had  foolishly squandered money on light bulbs marketed to be longer-lasting. So we moved our mismatched furniture into the girls’ dormitory where I would have countless duties. I taught ninth-grade English and coached cross-country and track.

My first morning at the school, I ran the cross-country course and lost myself near the horse stables. I ran into a clearing and faced a huge, wooden throne. A man in blue jeans and a striped button-down shirt sat on it. He was completely still. He did not budge as I walked toward him to ask him for directions back to the school buildings. Blood soaked the wood behind his mangled head.

The newspaper article said he was found at a clearing on Asheville School campus; a clearing that Camp Hollymont uses in the summer. He had shot himself in the head the day before he was found. There was no mention of me, and the headmaster told me I was not to discuss the unfortunate man with any other faculty members, and certainly not with the students who would be arriving in a couple of weeks.

I learned the campus and neighboring trails well, thanks to other teachers who were distance runners. Four of us formed a running group. I did not discover any more dead bodies on these group runs, but I did discover Becky. Since she was married with two young kids and a baby, I was not too concerned that I found her sexy. Though I had thrown away the printed proof of my attraction to women, I ran behind Becky, watching her muscles move beneath her tight skin. I found reasons to touch her curly, blond hair. I lay awake at night thinking of ways I could amuse or impress her. I convinced myself that a crush was allowable, though it did make sex with Wes even less bearable.

One February night at dusk, I was at the track, counting out steps for my J-run to the high jump. Having been told that I would coach this event during track season, I had watched a couple of videos and a practice at the local college. Though I felt uncomfortable practicing this event on the wide-open track, I needed to be able to do what I would soon instruct others to do.

After I cleared the lowest height a few times, clapping and cheering startled me. I sat up on the blue landing cushion and saw her. Tall, lithe Becky. She had a way of finding me.

Though she wore jeans, I coaxed her to the blacktop before the high jump. I showed her how to run the J formation and marked off her steps with a little rock. She ran through the marks but stopped before the bar. Again and again, I showed her how to throw her body over the bar.

She told me, “This is outside my comfort zone.”

My sweat drying in the coolness of the approaching evening, I felt charged—like I did on the mesa with Grace. Becky didn’t jump that night.

I was off duty that Friday. The two of us went to a bar—a cheesy bar where two guys who brought their own pool sticks tried to pick us up. We were there because it was across the street from the campus. We both wanted to drink. I ripped the cardboard coaster into pieces as I confessed my attraction to her. She told me she wanted me too, but she was a mother. We had made the J-run together. Before she took me to my dorm, she parked her car by the stables—not far from the throne where I had seen the dead man. We kissed. I thought nothing could make me stop kissing Becky. I kissed her with a three-year hunger, and she opened. So soft, so lovely. So illicit.

Our affair blazed. We reached for each other whenever we could. Made love in my apartment between classes, on the wrestling mat late at night, in the woods mid-run, and in the headmaster’s bathroom during a spring faculty party. Her back against the door. My hands pushing up her blue dress. Her mouth on my neck. My fingers in her warmth. One night, we drove to the new soccer complex. I lay on top of her in the back seat of her minivan. Police lights discovered us. We sat up. The policeman asked us where our boyfriends were. Had they run off into the woods? He would not believe that no men had been with us. That we could be there in the back seat together. Alone.
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Wes found a blond, curly hair on our sheet. A CD player was plugged into the wall next to the bed. Shaking, he asked. I told. Everything. I asked him to leave me. He was gone within the week. The dean of faculty asked me if our small apartment contributed to our separation. Just the small space I had tried to exist in since puberty, I thought.
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I adopted Zora from the pound after Wes moved out. Becky and her daughter helped me pick out a medium-size female with about three breeds in her. She has tweed-looking fur covered with big black spots on her back to match her black head and her right hind leg. The employees were calling her Beatrice, so the first thing I did was upgrade her name to Zora. When the volunteer rubbed Zora’s belly, he showed me a woman-symbol tattoo beneath her fur. I thought she was a feminist miracle dog, but he explained veterinarians often make this tattoo to eliminate the guessing game of whether or not pets have been fixed. Since she’d already been spayed, I got to take her that day.
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I was in love with Becky and she with me, but the little shoes by her front door broke my heart. Wes was hurt. Angry. We didn’t talk much by phone. Only once in person. He did not tell Becky’s husband, Pete, anything. He did tell me to think about her family. I told Becky it was over because of the little shoes. She disagreed. Yes, she had a family—was a mother and a wife—but she would decide what was right for her. She came to me at night. Crawled into my bed. We agreed we could not leave each other.

She told Pete. Then she called me to tell me she told Pete. Pete, the assistant headmaster, told the headmaster. The headmaster told me I had four hours to get off campus. Called me a sinner. A homewrecker. Told me I was sick and could possibly teach again once I got help. I still had a handwritten note he put in my box a week earlier in which he expressed  how thankful he was for my teaching and coaching. That parents and students had nothing but positive reports. In closing, he’d written that he hoped I would stay with the school a long, long time. I left that note in his school mailbox along with the keys he told me to return. I was the corpse in the woods who needed to disappear to keep the campus from being tainted.

I loaded all I could fit into my Jeep. Zora sat in the passenger seat. And we drove to Becky’s friend’s house because I had nowhere else to go. Becky was fired, too. Pete begged her to stay with him, but she rented a house. They told their kids they were separating. I called my parents and siblings. Told them I was fired and gay. And I was as out as out can be. I was an outcast. My family offered nothing but love, but I lost every friend I had in Asheville, except Becky. I was not just out, I was inside out. Raw. I was a scandal. But I was still in love, and Becky and I played pool with Big Joan at a dive near my parents’ house the day after Christmas. The next semester, I got a job at the rival school—the day school that I had applied to before I moved to Asheville.
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