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Foreword


BY TRISH BENDIX


FOR MOST OF MY ADULT CAREER, I HAVE WORKED AS A professional lesbian. It’s been my job to immerse myself in lesbian culture and write about everything related to queer women in pop culture, entertainment, and the media.


I wasn’t always so steeped in sapphic knowledge. Once upon a time, I assumed I was straight—but as a journalism student working at my college newspaper, I met and subsequently fell for my first girlfriend. Coming out in my early twenties was almost a surprise to me—I’d always assumed I was heterosexual, like I imagine, most people in my small hometown—but it also propelled me into a surprise career. I spent ten years working at AfterEllen, the largest website for LGBTQ women, where I had the opportunity to meet, work with, and detail the complex, diverse lives of queer women. And as I continue as editor in chief of GO Magazine, I can tell you confidently that the process of realizing one’s sexuality is as different as the stars in our astrological charts. But we also share some common experiences—including that first time we start to question ourselves, sensing, perhaps unexpectedly, that we might not be 100 percent straight.


Some women know early—they can pinpoint preschool crushes on classmates and prepubescent desires for their P.E. teachers that clued them in they were different from the rest. But there are just as many, including me and the writers in this book, who were surprised by the appearance of an unanticipated sign. And when you realize something so significant about yourself after having heteronormative relationships, it’s easy to ask yourself the invasive questions you’d never allow someone else to get away with: “How could I have not known?” Questions that insinuate you either knew and kept it a secret, or worse, are too daft to truly know something so integral to who you are.


Because, as most of us know, once you acknowledge that you are a woman who loves other women, a lot of things change, including how you see yourself and how other people see you. It’s a new framework through which to view the world, which is, in many ways, as scary as it is exciting. When I shared my coming out story seven years ago in Dear John, I Love Jane, I detailed how I felt like a fraud among lesbians who acknowledged their homosexuality much sooner than I had. It was a deep insecurity I held, trying to prove myself to the community I joined.


Now, having spent more than a decade deeply entrenched in the lesbian community, I can confirm, dear reader, that there is no ideal time to truly become—or acknowledge—who you are, and any stigma that might have once accompanied being a “late in life lesbian” is fading with every story shared in both the private and public sphere.


In 2009, one year before Dear John, I Love Jane was published, The Oprah Winfrey Show dedicated a show to “Women Leaving Men for Other Women.” Despite Oprah’s best efforts as a long-time LGBTQ ally, the episode was very much about the secret lives the guests were leading; women who were on track to have the perfect existence (houses in the suburbs! children! charmed lives!) but couldn’t resist temptation. What was seen only a handful of years ago as an illicit lust that demanded explanation is now perceived as less about vice—it never was about vice to the women living through such revelations—and more about a person’s claiming of their own identity. Someone’s sexual orientation, stagnant or otherwise, has become less of a stigma, an indication of their character or worse, self-sabotage. Rather, it’s finally being recognized for what it is: self-exploration.


Less than a decade later, what seemed like a fascinating trend for celebrities has become more commonplace, and I believe that it’s because of the openness of the women who contributed their experiences to the conversation. Public figures like Carlease Burke, Elizabeth Gilbert, Meredith Baxter, Maria Bello, Kelly McGillis, Cynthia Nixon, Tatum O’Neal, Kristen Stewart, and Wanda Sykes have all spoken publicly about how love has surprised them, how their feelings for another woman hadn’t been particularly expected and snuck up on them in a way that was at once terrifying, exhilarating, and comforting. Yet their shifts have prompted think pieces and fascination from a world that still sees things as binary—straight or gay. Any inability to commit to one for the entirety of your lifetime is just too mind-boggling for other people to comprehend. It’s important to remember that while it’s so very kind of them to dedicate such time and energy to your sexual identity, their concern is more about themselves than it is about you.


In 2014, writer Lauren Morelli came out about leaving her husband for actress Samira Wiley in a piece she penned for Mic, titled “While Writing for Orange Is the New Black, I Realized I Am Gay.” In it, she details how she’d previously assumed she wasn’t a very sexual person and how childhood flirtation with other girls wasn’t any indication to her that she’d be interested in women. And when she came out, she had been married for only a few months—happily, she’d thought, until she started to ask herself, “Am I gay?”


Coming out to yourself later in life is an experience not specific to actresses and authors, of course—but those people make head-lines when they come out, and those headlines have gone from expressing shock and awe to serving as public celebrations or, in some cases, normalized nonchalance, all of which indicates that these kinds of announcements are becoming less about sensationalizing lesbian sex and sexuality, and more about acknowledging respected relationships.


What used to be a death knell for public figures—coming out at any point in one’s career, generally after having had a publicly known relationship with a partner of the opposite sex—has ultimately shifted to being less of a scandal and more of a shrug.


It’s incredible how much can change with time—especially if you measure it through public opinions and temperaments—and how society’s shifts in a matter of years can feel like it took both seconds and centuries. In the last five years, attitudes and legislation around marriage equality in the United States have changed as much as they have in the last five decades. Despite the tragedies and hateful acts that are still part of American culture, homo-sexuality has never been more legally and culturally accepted. At the same time, those of us who cherish marriage equality and equal protection under the law have gone into a stunned, defensive crouch after the 2016 presidential election. The people who voted for Donald Trump and Mike Pence (many of them family members, coworkers, neighbors, and even friends) have shown us the limits and the myths of their acceptance. We—and other vulnerable groups—will be fighting to hold our ground instead of coasting toward more safety, tolerance, and freedom.


Much of our power to dissolve prejudice and bigotry is in the stories we as lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer people tell. The simple truths about ourselves and our lives can break through walls of rhetoric—because even the most disappointingly homo-phobic people are human. People with the capacity to hate or fear have been directly affected by what they come to know about us through someone in their lives, or someone of whom they have an acute awareness, such as a celebrity or a character they come across in a movie, a television show, or a book. And interestingly enough, a public figure or figment of fiction is often the first way that a lot of people—LGBTQ included—encounter a queer person.


But no matter how other people or society feels about some-one’s shift in sexual identity, what matters most is how you see yourself. In this book are fantastic first-person narratives that detail what it was like for women who didn’t always know they were bisexual or queer or lesbian, or even that they had the capacity to fall for another woman—regardless of what label they would take on or reject completely. But besides the new label (or lack thereof), there are so many other things to take into consideration. Aussie Ruth Davies shines a light on the lack of equality she still faces in her country. Pat Crow details life as a newly minted baby dyke on the cusp of sixty in “Straightening Myself Out.” Vanessa Shanti Fernando discusses how she found the confidence to stop trying to find herself in lovers and see that she, herself, is enough. And Jeanette LeBlanc writes, “I was gay and I loved him and both things were equally and impossibly true,” a sentence so heartbreaking and hopeful at once, that defines how contradictory self-discovery can be.


Just like Dear John, I Love Jane, this book is an offering of true stories that shows that whenever you find another piece of what you are, you can more fully become who you are. And if that piece is based in and inspired by something as universally desired as love, there is less and less room for criticism, and more for respect and understanding.


A woman who finds herself to be gay later in her lifetime is lucky to have found herself. We’re all lucky to find ourselves at all.




Introduction I


BY CANDACE WALSH


I WRITE THIS INTRODUCTION SITTING ON THE COUCH IN the house Laura and I have shared for five years as a married couple. We produced Dear John, I Love Jane: Women Write about Leaving Men for Women when we were still just girlfriends, madly in love, but living in two different cities, aiming to make our two lives into a shared one but still figuring out exactly how to do it. Things have changed since then. The world has changed, too.


When Greetings from Janeland hits bookstore shelves, seven years will have passed since the publication of Dear John, I Love Jane, a groundbreaking exploration of sexual fluidity through intimate, firsthand stories. It remains a crucial resource for women who find themselves floundering in the knowledge that although they have (mostly) identified as straight, they are now madly in love with another woman.


Why Janeland? As I conceptualized this book, I kept having a vision of a shared land that came into existence because of the first book. Janeland is occupied by the essayists, of course, and everyone who read or will read the first book. It is occupied by all the women who have lived the book’s premise. It’s very inclusive—it understands the fluidity of sexuality, and offers shelter to women who have previously identified as straight, who consider themselves to be in love with women but not gay, as well as to women who identify as gay, bi, poly, or queer—that is, if they don’t eschew labels.


In the first book, one writer maintained an open marriage with her husband and had a girlfriend. One woman wrote an essay about how she left men for women, but years after the book was published, as I write this, she’s expecting a baby with her new husband. Desire is full of surprises. In concert with our society’s greater ability to comprehend and accept that the gay/straight binary is as ridiculous as a slender crayon box with room for only two colors inside it, Janeland also holds space for unconventional versions of an already unconventional story line: girl meets boy, girl meets girl, boy loses girl, girl finds true love. One of our writers encountered Dear John, I Love Jane as a cloistered young wife who later fell in love with a trans woman, came out, and transitioned to a non-binary gender. Another woman left one heterosexual marriage in search of love with another woman, but surprised herself by marrying a man who not only satisfies her soul’s needs, but understands that she needs to have the freedom to have a girlfriend, too.


And there are the many, many stories in Janeland that throb with the incandescent power of brave emotional truth.


When I pitched this book to Cleis Press, I didn’t know that the deadline for this book would coincide with the day the electoral college would be voting for the next president of the United States. And I didn’t know that those votes would not be for the woman I believed would be carried into the White House on the tide of progress that had granted same-sex couples marriage equality in the U.S.


To be fair, there were signs that our path would not be a breezy, linear one. North Carolina’s HB2 law, commonly referred to as the “bathroom bill,” which prevents local governments from expanding anti-discrimination and employment policies; threats to reverse marriage equality; and the brutal massacre at Pulse, a gay night club in Orlando, Florida, that killed or injured over one hundred people preceded the night Hillary Clinton’s Javits Center celebration turned into a shocked wake.


In the tearstained blur that followed Election Day, I turned to editing essay submissions for Janeland and felt the first stirrings of strength and hope, an inner surge of pushback, that reminded me that I (and each of us) have the power to change minds, shake up the status quo, and dissolve hatred by telling our stories.


That may sound very ambitious, but the dozens of women who wrote to me after reading Dear John, I Love Jane are the ones who proved it. Before Dear John, I Love Jane, several of the women who reached out said they had felt devastatingly alone, even saying they felt “freakish.” After finding the book, readers have been passionately grateful; many have told me that the book saved their life. Emboldened by reading stories like their own, these women started finding each other online and formed private Facebook groups to connect—I’ve even noticed people using the word “Janes” to refer to women who left men for women.


After Election Day, I felt fortunate that I could do more than sign petitions, tweet, and share articles. I was in fact, legally contracted to deliver a manuscript with 80,000 words worth of truth bombs.


Anxious women—who have little or no framework for understanding or acting on their radical, disruptive feelings of love—have a tendency to Google. And this searching, which accompanies inner searching, and tossing and turning, and guilty feelings, and dizzying imaginings, has led thousands to Dear John, I Love Jane. Now it will lead them to even more stories like their own in Janeland, too.




Introduction II


BY BARBARA STRAUS LODGE




They packed their cars and left the next week.


Yes they did, just like that.


Then there I was, whoever that was. Sliced wide open and left for dead. While Verena was in Utah holding [her ex-girlfriend’s] hand looking at the red rocks, I was in the wake of the storm holding a mirror looking at a stranger. The woman I saw was tired and scared, yet remarkably athletic for her age. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her and wanted to know more.


That’s where the story really begins . . .


Leigh Stuart, “Mirror Image,”


Dear John, I Love Jane





I WROTE “MIRROR IMAGE” UNDER A PEN NAME, LEIGH STUART, still reeling from all that had come before and ever so grateful to be contributing my piece to such an important book. While my essay about being married to a man and falling in love with a woman didn’t end wrapped in a happily-ever-after, lovingly coupled red bow, writing the truth of my experience gave me strength.


After my “catalyst” (the beautiful, dreadlocked German lesbian with emerald-green eyes who shook me from my marital stupor) left me, I learned that my husband of fifteen years had been cheating as well. His object of desire? Bags upon bags of cocaine. After divorcing him, I embarked upon a year of field research to determine whether I was interested in dating men or women. I didn’t trust my instincts and needed to slow down, explore and observe. The scientific method I used was dancing in lesbian nightclubs with a group of new friends vs. dating a man every now and then. My experiments yielded an unsurprising result. I was undeniably drawn to women. Soft, communicative, strong, brave, outside-the-box women. Good with children and pets. Self-reflective and secure in their sexuality.


And as the story goes, I ultimately reconnected with someone I’d known in high school. She’d been a star basketball player back then, and while we were not friends, I recalled us giving each other the tall girl nod when we passed in the halls. She went on to play in college and still, almost forty years later, plays basketball with the men at her local YMCA. She is a Reiki Master Practitioner and, as we like to say, is the steady tortoise to my hurried hare. She’s kind and rooted in the present like a wise oak. This woman brings out the best in me, and, above all, we travel the road of self-discovery side by side, learning and sharing our individual journeys. We are remarkably athletic for our ages. Every single day, even after eight years together, I awaken wanting to know more about her, and us.


When Candace invited me to co-edit Janeland, I didn’t hesitate for one minute. I knew how vital Dear John, I Love Jane was to myself and other women, and I believed that an updated version would bring such stories to the forefront once again. Candace calls the essays in this book “truth bombs,” and I couldn’t agree more. Whereas I was once “left for dead” from the explosion that was my life, reading about the courage of other women inspired me to gather up a truer version of myself and forge ahead. There is a certain grace inherent in “meeting” those who’ve also experienced such awful, wonderful awakenings. The incredible essays in Janeland serve as continuing assurances that we, in all of our complexities, are not alone.




Sir, May I Have a Pack of Marlboros?


BY BK LOREN


[image: ]


I’M STANDING IN THE THRESHOLD WEARING A TANK TOP and torn boxers, my hands gripping the top of the doorway. I arch my body forward like a bow and arrow when I talk. “I don’t even like women,” I tell her. “They bug me. Even when I was a kid, I never really liked girls.” My body is lean and muscled, the elastic of my boxers stretching like a bridge across the gap between my hip bones. “I’m not a lesbian!”


She is some kind of beauty queen—that kind of lilting loveliness that makes people look on from afar, afraid to get too close. I’ve seen childhood photos of her wearing a lacy dress, baby-doll shoes, a delicate way about her that I never had as a kid. I was always muddy, skinned up, bruised. My childhood photos are an embarrassing mix of me in only white underwear or, occasionally, wearing chaps and holsters over those white undies, a toy gun swinging from my side. I was rarely fully dressed, and I never brushed my long blonde hair.


But Sawnie, she has delicate features and smooth dark hair. Her eyes have this way about them. They are dark, quiet, confident. The man I’ve lived with for the past several years, the man I’m going to marry, calls her “Beautiful Sawnie.” Never just Sawnie. He lets me know that if he could, he’d be with her. But he is short, and she is tall, and to him, that’s the end of the equation.


My equation is a little less clear. As I state my disavowal of women to Sawnie, we’ve just gotten out of bed. Together. We were not sleeping. I watch her dress, and she looks at me in this elegant way, a side-glance of disbelief. “Listen to yourself,” she says quietly. She brushes past me in the doorway as she leaves the room.


A few days later, I’m with David. We walk into the bedroom, and there’s a broken wine glass on our bed. Under the shards stained with red is a book by Adrienne Rich. The title refracts through the glass: A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far.


Sawnie has been here, in this house, in this room.


When I was a kid, I was a martial artist. Because Chinese martial arts were rare in the US at that time, I was the only girl in most classes. I fought against men. More often than not, I won. When I was done sparring, I heard people whisper, “Wow, what a dyke.” I was twelve. I didn’t know what the word meant. I thought they were calling me a dick.


Before the day I declared my dislike of women, David, Sawnie, and I shared the kind of friendship you can only have in college. You live together, become a family. You stay up until midnight becomes dawn, talking about all the ways you’ll shake up the known world, make it a better place. You philosophize, dream.


The three of us had that kind of friendship: intense, intellectual, intimate. Sawnie and I also had the quintessential girl-to-girl friendship that blooms in college. We talked about the boys Sawnie dated and about my relationship with David.


Then came the tectonic shift.


It was winter, snowing now for the third day in a row. There’s a particular beauty to the way snow falls on the front range of the Rockies in Boulder. The reddish-brown rock slabs that we call the Flatirons catch snow in their crevices, like lace draped on a dark background, the delicacy of early winter. David was out of town for holiday break, and at nine a.m., I was lying in bed, looking out at the Flatirons, ensconced in quiet. I curled up, pulled the blankets under my chin. I was swaddled in that sweet, liminal space between dreaming and waking, and Sawnie knocked on my door. My eyes opened halfway. “Yeah,” I said, “come in,” and she opened the door, stood there, her fingers and hands close to her mouth, fidgeting.


“Wanna go to breakfast?” she said.


I clicked my teeth, shook my head, no. “Too cozy in bed, Sawn.” I pulled the blankets tighter.


She remained in the doorway, fingers still fidgeting. “I have to tell you something.”


“So tell me now.”


She shook her head. “Not in the house. No way. Not in this house.”


Not in the house? What the hell did that mean? She said it with exaggerated conviction. It was part of her odd preoccupation—a recent change in her. Still, she had me hooked. What words could possibly have been so impossible to utter in this house, especially on a snowy morning when neither one of us had a reason to step outside?


When we did step outside, I really began to question her. Slanted snow slapped my cheeks. Everything stung. The ice of the week’s storm sat in black mounds on the roads and sidewalks, fresh snow dusting it. It was so slick that Sawnie and I had to clutch each other’s arms and waddle so we didn’t fall.


“Well, this is fun,” I told her.


“Oh come on. You’re tough. It’s nothing.” She suggested I keep my mind on the hot coffee and cheese omelets awaiting us at the College Cafe. “It’s cozy there, too,” she said. She was wearing this long wool coat that made her seem simultaneously more sophisticated—like some highbrow artist from New York—and more scary. It fell around her shoulders like a black cape. In the weeks leading up to this day, she had been critical, distant, sometimes mean, one of the first fractures in our friendship. I had begun to think of her as utter darkness, something shadowy and nondescript.


We walked under amber streetlamps haloed with snow. The sun struggled through haze. It took us about thirty minutes to walk less than a mile, and during that time, something happened. We began to laugh, to tell stories, to finish each other’s sentences, like we used to. She said, “Remember that time in the UMC . . . ”


“ . . . when we crashed that display about Springsteen?”


She nodded. We’d spent many days pumping our working-class fists to Springsteen’s lyrics, so when the Young Republicans put up a display at the UMC (Colorado University’s student union) celebrating Springsteen’s Born in the USA as a paean to war, we could barely stand it. So, late one night, when the UMC was virtually empty, we wrote Bruce lyrics on construction paper and plastered them over the misguided sentiments. When a janitor saw us, we ran like bandits out of the UMC, leapt over a wall, crouched low and huddled together, our hearts slamming our chests, our bodies close and afraid.


As we walked in the snow that cold morning, we laughed about our prank.


“Was there really a janitor chasing us?” I asked.


“I think so, yes,” she said. We laughed ourselves to tears.


Just before we reached the greasy spoon, she turned to me, and the scowl of worry darkened her face again. “I’m scared,” she said.


“Of what?” It was ten below zero, and I was losing my patience.


“I have to tell you something.”


“So tell me. It’s fine. Just tell me.”


“Okay,” she said, said it like she was steeling herself against some horrible news. She gritted her teeth and began to speak. Just then, I let go of the crook of her arm to open the door. The ice was slicker than we both imagined, and our feet skated to catch our balance. We laughed, and then Sawnie went down. Hard.


Still laughing, I stretched out my hand to offer her a lift up. She shook her head no, grimaced in pain.


Later that afternoon, I visited her in Boulder Community Hospital where she’d had surgery to put a steel shank on the broken bones in her leg. I brought her flowers, and I sat at the end of her bed, my hand resting on her cast. “Jesus Christ, Sawnie, I can’t believe it.”


“Yeah, pretty shitty,” she said, and shrugged. “So, is David home yet?”


I looked at my watch. “Yeah, he should be home by now.” I had brought her a stupid wind-up toy, a tiger that balanced on a ball, then flipped and landed upright again. I wound the key, let the tiger flip, then did it again. “So what were you going to tell me?” I asked. The tiger flipped, landed, flipped, landed. I wound the key tight over and over, waiting.


Eventually, she said, “David’s home. You should leave now.”


In high school, I was known for three things.


• My goal in life was to fake my way into a mental hospital. I believed I’d be happy there. In the outside world, I felt straight-jacketed.


• I was imperturbable. I’d learned this from years of study in martial arts. People would try to make me angry. They’d throw fake punches at me. I’d dodge and never show an emotion.


• I didn’t like guys. That was my mantra. “I don’t like guys.” No one ever questioned me. Until one day, Bobby Rossi asked me out on a date, and I said, “No thanks. I don’t like guys,” and Bobby said, “Well then what do you like?” I thought of the possibilities. Birds. Mountains. Drawing. Martial arts. Quiet days on the ocean when I ditched school. Carole King. James Taylor. Janis Joplin. Other than that, I had no idea what the answer could possibly be.


Before winter break ended, David went out of town again. That afternoon, Sawnie clunked into my bedroom, full cast on her leg, and said, “I want to take you to dinner.” Déjà vu. She fingered her mouth nervously, and she said she had something to tell me outside of this house.


The mystery had become a tick digging under my skin. I wanted to flick it off, but its tiny pincers had taken hold. So the three of us—me, Sawnie, and the massive white cast on Sawnie’s left leg—clunked up the stairs of the Rio Grande Cafe. We had barely been given menus before Sawnie said, “I just want you to know, I don’t want anything from you. I just need you to listen.”


Ah, Jesus, really, here we go again with the drama. I struggled not to roll my eyes. I ordered a margarita. Sawnie drew in a huge breath, started to speak, and I took a huge gulp of tequila, because whatever she had been waiting weeks to tell me was finally on the tip of her tongue.


“Okay,” she said. I leaned in. “You’re not in love with David.” I forced myself to maintain eye contact, sipped my margarita, puckered from the salt and lime, and she added, “You’re in love with me.”


My eyes went droopy. I was suddenly emotionally exhausted, and I think I muttered something to the effect of, Oh, yes, this is very interesting; please do tell me your theory, because I do want to hear everything you have to say, and I have a very open mind, and I’m a progressive, forward-thinking liberal who has crawled my way out of a regressive, backward-thinking, redneck family, and so I want you to know that if you’re a lesbian, I fully support you. And I can’t wait to get home to David.


She then methodically replayed all the times when I had “proven” this love to her. That time in the bar when the guys wouldn’t leave us alone and I wanted them to think we were lovers, so—as defense against their advances—I leaned forward to kiss her. I stopped just short, when the guys began to holler out in disgust. That time in our home, when David was not there, and we were laughing, and we brushed shoulders, and our lips got a little too close. That time, those several times, when David was trying to talk to me, but I could not stop looking at her.


Halfway through her litany, a waiter passed, and I waived him down. “Sir, could I get a pack of cigarettes?”


“What kind?” he asked.


Up until this exact moment in my life, I did not smoke.


I envisioned the tough guy on the horse. I needed him now. “Marlboro,” I said.


A few seconds later, the server was back. I opened the package, lit a cigarette, inhaled, and looked back at Sawnie with my completely open mind.


I was eighteen years old. Melissa was twenty-two. We shared an apartment together. I had helped Melissa through a relationship with a guy who had physically abused her. I was teaching her the self-defense aspects of martial arts. It was the 1970s. There were no safe houses for women in the state of Colorado. Melissa and I didn’t have the money for an apartment with bedrooms. So we shoved two beds into a studio, made them look like an L-shaped sectional, and called it home. Then one night I was taking a chicken casserole out of the oven when I turned and ran smack dab into Melissa. I bobbled the casserole dish; she helped me steady it, and our arms and hands got tangled up. The casserole was the only thing keeping us from accidental full-frontal contact. We stood there, face to face. A few seconds passed. Then Melissa said, “Sometimes I think I could kiss you,” and I said, “Would you like some chicken casserole?”


They say sucking cigarettes is sexual sublimation. I sublimated a whole pack of Marlboros as Sawnie talked. My throat felt like it had been scrubbed raw with steel wool. She talked. I smoked. I drank. I rested my chin on my twisted-up arms. I wanted to fall asleep. I was beyond exhausted. Two hours later, when she was finally done talking, my energy returned. “Okay. Ready? Let’s go!” I said.


We walked down the stairs together, Sawnie leaning on one crutch and the bannister. “So, what do you want to do?” she asked.


Dinner was over. It seemed obvious. “I wanna go home.”


“David’ll be home tomorrow,” she said, another obvious thing.


“Yeah. So, I’ll pick him up.”


“That’s what you want?”


I shrugged. “Yes.”


When we reached her car—one of those trashed-out, boat-like Buicks that parents handed down to their kids in the 1980s—I had to help her and her cast into the driver’s seat. I took her crutches, leaned them against the back door, and she rested her hand on my shoulder for stability.


She rested her hand on my shoulder.


I was a martial artist precisely for this reason. The body needs defending. What touches the body makes an immediate impact on the soul. The body is fragile, the thing that holds the heart, the mind, the spirit. The body is the object of us, the thing that cannot be abstracted, the thing that cannot lie, the thing that finally broke down and made me give in to whatever I’d been fighting for years.


She rested her hand on my shoulder.


I was a kid again. I felt my body sweating, training, sparring, winning, and I heard the whispers, she’s a dyke, a dyke, a dyke, and I didn’t want to be that, whatever it was. I wanted to fight against it, the thing that diminished my power, that took away the fact that I had won, over and over, fair and square. I had won, and it did not matter, because I was a dyke. I felt the social straightjacket of high school, Then what do you like, and my utter silence that followed, and I watched my heart become something I could not fathom, could not see, name, hold, could not love.


She rested her hand on my shoulder.


There was the possibility of love. There was the possibility that I did not have to fight, that I could be me, whatever the fuck that was, because it had been lost beneath two decades of—what? Not lies. Not deception. Not denial, because I would’ve had to have been able to name the thing to deny it. I didn’t even have a word for the unnamable mechanism that had kept me from naming the unnamable thing that was smothering me.


She rested her hand on my shoulder. She saw my body soften, maybe for the first time ever. She said, “My parents have a cabin in Estes Park. We can go there if you like.”


My voice was shaking. I said, “Drive.”


I called David the next day, told him I was spending the weekend with Sawnie in the mountains.


“Beautiful Sawnie?” he said.


“Yes, beautiful Sawnie.”


I came back a few days later with bits of Sawnie’s cast embedded in my face, my hands, my legs, my body. I came back with the thing that was healing her bones embedded in my skin. I hoped those specks might sink into my bones, do some kind of healing of my own, something deeper than I could fathom. I came back, and I said, David, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I did not even know there was an option.


Because there wasn’t.


That weekend, Sawnie and I read Adrienne Rich’s Compulsory Heterosexuality. It explained why the word dyke scared me. It peeled back layers of culture, violence, and oppression, and revealed a whole new color wheel of possibilities, of truths, of ways to live my life with integrity. I’d spent my college days studying Greek, Latin, physics—anything that might prove a recovering redneck like me belonged in a university. Sawnie spent her college career learning about the various forms of oppression in our culture—one of the oppressions that we, right then, were both coming face-to-face with for the first time.


When we were up at the cabin, she also showed me a story she had written. We both hoped to become writers someday. It was a vaguely fictionalized version of our lives over the past few months. In it, the main character’s mother asked her why she had chosen to be with women. The main character’s reply? “The only choice I’m making is whether or not to live an honest life.”


There is a question of choice going around these days, the hot topic that allows others to define my life. Let me simplify it: Who I love is not a matter of politics or biology. It’s a matter of the human heart. I do not have any more choice over who I love than you do. As Andrew Solomon has said, “We don’t allow freedom of religion because Jews can’t help being Jewish; we grant it because we believe in the value of self-determination.”


The relationship I shared with Sawnie never really ironed itself out. But we had both crossed a threshold together, an unbreakable bond, even across time, distance, and silence. We moved on from one another, dated other women.


It’s thirty-five years later as I write this. I’ve been with the love of my life for almost thirty years. And because love is a fluid thing that blooms in different ways at different times in different people, Sawnie has been with the love of her life for decades, too: an artist, an outdoorsman, a good man I know and care for.


Sometime last month, Sawnie and I talked comfortably for the first time in decades. We didn’t pump our fists to Bruce Springsteen, but the bond we once had was still there. Because, yes, we had, in our own ways, shaken up the known world. Or at least, we’d shaken up our “known” world. We had made a difference. We had made the choice to live honestly.


Thirty years later, I finally understand that woman standing in the doorway in the “wife-beater” tank top, arching her body like a weapon and declaring to Sawnie that “I don’t even like women. I’m not a lesbian.” I understand, because I’m still her, with that kernel of self-hatred lodged in my bones, the anger that rises, the frustration that still, sometimes, blocks me from who I am. Because, in some way, we are all that woman. We live in a world that, like me three decades ago, hates women and does not even know why.


We, I, am also no longer that woman. Because one night, Sawnie had the guts to say what she felt, and because I finally had the courage to step out of the ring and into a fight worth fighting, one that would, eventually, give me peace.


A wild patience had truly taken me that far. In the book of poems refracted through broken glass on my bed so long ago, Adrienne Rich wrote of romanticizing language, of its power for disguise and mystification—the way words can “[translate] violence into patterns so powerful and pure we continually fail to ask are they true for us.”


What is true for me:


I wake in the mornings, and I see Lisa sleeping next to me, and I know I am home. This is not a privilege granted to me with ease. This is a hard-won right that has come to me over time, something I know more than I know even my own collective history, my own roots, which in the past, had become—even to me—a lie.


Don’t ask me to lie anymore. This is what I know. This is where I come from. This is where I belong.


Lisa and I walk our dogs in the saffron light of dawn. We plant tulips in autumn and watch them bloom in spring. The cycle repeats, and it is never repetitive. This love renews. This love stays. This love is not yours to name.


There is nothing I know more than this.




The Hemingway


BY ADA SCOTT


[image: ]


I WAS A JANE, THE COMIC-BOOK KIND. I WAS THAT WOMAN who clung to the man who clung to the vine. I kept my strongest opinions to myself. I took care of our child. I put my ambitions on hold. I allowed my husband his Tarzan position. And I pretended I liked it. When I was home cooking dinner. When I was sitting in the park with other mothers, watching my daughter run around the monkey bars and swings. When I was between the sheets. I’d always looked at other women, found them more beautiful than men, found their lines more appealing, but I didn’t move my thoughts to the place of fantasy, and, when I eventually did, I never moved my fantasies to the place of reality, not for a long, probably too-long, time.


Some thumbnail background may explain some things, not in an easy, pop-psychology A equals B way, but in why I waited. I was raised Catholic. I was one of three children, the youngest and only daughter in a family where my dad worked construction and my mom was, well, my mom. I was a rebellious kid, but my rebellion went to the smoking and drinking and sometimes drugging place. I made out with boys, not because I lusted after them but because that’s what high-school girls did and because I liked the company of boys more than girls. Girls backstabbed and gossiped and talked about boys incessantly. Sure, boys talked about girls, but not so much around me. I got a kick out of the boys I hung out with, kids with small-town dreams and grease under their fingernails from auto shop. I enjoyed their rough language and their rough play.


I also felt protected by boys. To put it bluntly, my dad was a shit who hit my mom, my brothers, and sometimes me, and hated both his work and home life. He was basically a stranger who came home to eat dinner after work so his stomach would be full enough to drink heavy late into the night with friends. My most vivid childhood memory, one solidified by repetition, is packing a bologna sandwich for school lunch while my Dad snored on the kitchen floor. Scared to wake him, I’d step over his thick gut or between his sprawled legs to get the bread from the cupboard, the bologna and mustard from the fridge. School, not the academic side but the hanging-out side, became my refuge, and my small-town America school (especially as I moved through junior high and into high school) was about dating boys. I married the summer I graduated high school. Did I love the man? I loved some of him. He was kind, at least at first. Did I lust after the man? Sometimes. Did I want out of my home for good? Absolutely.


Fast forward seven years. I’m at the playground, watching my child dig holes in the sandbox. A woman sits down two benches away. I haven’t seen her in this park before. She doesn’t look like she’s from around here. We look at each other, smile. She gets up and walks to a nearby tree and smokes a cigarette. I watch my kid play. I watch her kid play—he’s a cute boy with the same curious brown eyes as his mother. She comes back.


“They need to make one of these for adults,” she says. “A playground for adults.”


“If only,” I say.


“If only we could be adults and play without adult supervision.”


I don’t have a comeback right away. This isn’t the usual polite back-and-forth between young mothers—no mention of the weather, no mention of how cute our kids looked—but I want to say something that would keep our conversation going. I want to find out what else this woman has to say, this woman with curious eyes, long brown hair pulled back over a beautifully symmetrical face, and a serene mouth that makes her words, full of daring, even more surprising.


“It’s a nice idea,” I finally say. “Without adult supervision. But think of the chaos. Without adult supervision even adults get in trouble. It probably wouldn’t turn out too well.”
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