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      Strip






I


As a writer of fiction I have always avoided writing coming out stories.  I’m not quite sure why.  It might have been out of a petulant reluctance to explain myself.   But now after nearly thirty years of teaching at the same university, they--and we know who they is-- have let me teach a multi-ethnic lesbian writers course.  I find myself facing twenty graduate students, sixteen and a half of whom are straight.  Sixteen of these are very straight indeed.  We are talking the fairly deep south.  I find myself struggling to define coming out for them, the process and the imperative.  Certainly I modeled coming out for them, but they are graduate students: they prefer ideas to performance.  I oblige them.  Let me think out loud.


What --I ask myself-- are the reasons and rules for self-disclosure?  Lesbians walk around with what a sardonic friend of mine used to call “the guilty secret.”  The essence of the secret involves identity.  Each new social situation compels us to decide whether or not to reveal that part of our identities.  Are we being honest if we do not reveal it?   Are we being exhibitionists if we do?  Straight women, who constitute the default, are under little imperative to define themselves to strangers, perfect or imperfect.  Privacy is their prerogative. 


But as lesbians, we must decide in each new social situation whether or not to perform our identity.  And should we opt for self-disclosure, we necessarily reduce identity to a single common denominator, that of sex.  We become sex.  We are homo-sexual.  We strip before strangers.  Paradoxically, by letting fall the garments of self before their eyes, we make authentic intimacy less likely and ourselves more vulnerable.  We estrange ourselves and place ourselves and sometimes our families at risk.


Why would we assume this burden?  The whole history of the gay liberation  movement presses on this question.  We make public declarations of our identity because we are a proud people whose identities and rights have long been denied.  We claim these rights every time we refuse secrecy.


But the risk is heart-stopping.  jj





II


It is 1970.  I am standing in my kitchen in the suburbs of Los Angeles, loading the dishwasher.  The man I am in the process of divorcing stands in the narrow room drinking a glass of wine.  He takes care of the children in the afternoon.  He has brought them home.  They have had dinner and are asleep in their beds.  Alone together, we feel strangely amiable, even domestic.  Friendship may be possible, despite our differences, despite the angry words and accusations.  That part is behind us.  


He is studying his life now, trying--for perhaps the first time--to understand it in all  its amplitude.  He wants to know, without hoping for reconciliation, what went wrong.  He blames himself.  The jigsaw of our history is laid out before him.  Certainly the borders are in place.  A picture begins to take shape in the middle and the upper right hand corner, while another configuration seeks definition in the lower left.  He almost grasps it, almost gets the gestalt.  But I notice a tiny piece of the puzzle has fallen into the cuff of his trousers.  If I point it out, he will suddenly see how everything fits together.


I hover terrified on the verge of my first noteworthy self-revelation.  I tell him I have the piece but am afraid to surrender it.  He tells me he would never do anything to hurt me, that he knows I am a good mother.  We are speaking obliquely, skirting the issue.  And yet he seems almost to have surmised the guilty secret.  If he already knows it, then telling him is just a formality.  I almost tell him right then.  Instead, I say I’ve got to think it over.  


All night I pace through the darkened house thinking, weighing.  I pause in the doorway of my children’s room, listen to their soft breathing.  They are three and four.  Their father is like a man lost in the desert, while I hold the map to the oasis.  His thirst is somehow my responsibility.  I know I have got to tell him the guilty secret.  He deserves, despite his own transgressions, that much.


The next night he stands in the kitchen again holding his glass of wine, like an actor replaying a scene.  He says again, in the same words, that he would never do anything to hurt me.  He says I am a good mother.  I take a deep breath, then surrender the map, the piece of the puzzle, the secret of my identity.  He is grateful.  Tears stand in his eyes. 


The next day a friend tells me this same man is trying to find people to testify against me in court, that he wants custody of his daughters.  Suddenly I have my answer to the hypothetical question: what’s the worst thing that could happen?  This is it, I know unequivocally.  The worst thing.  To lose my children.  



Paranoia suddenly becomes a reasonable worldview.  We continue, he and I, the domestic routine: he continues to pick the girls up from school and bring them home each night.  I continue to attend graduate school, to memorize Anglo-Saxon verb paradigms.    Each day in my rear view mirror I mark the cars shadowing me on the freeway.  One night letters are missing from my desk drawer.  


He tells me I must get counseling.  I get it.  It turns out finally that I will  only be allowed to raise my children if I give up certain civil  liberties and certain amenities.  I give them up, all of them, any of them.  I give up whatever remains after subtracting the children.  Them I will never give up.  And he knows it.






III


Time passes, as Virginia Woolf reminds us.  We’re in the early seventies now.  I have finished my degree, sent out three hundred job letters, been interviewed for half a dozen teaching positions.   Either my ex-husband restores my civil liberties or I realize they were never his to suspend.  I am offered a job at the aforementioned state university in the deep, deep south and take it.  The girls and I rent a big old house in the heart of town and move in with our cat, three dogs, and two rabbits.  We all  breathe easier, though we have no furniture to speak of, the car-- having just made it from Los Angeles--has broken down, and we have accumulated a mountain of credit card debt. 


To supplement my beginning teacher’s salary, I sell Cokes in the evening at football games.  I now make a good salary, but the legacy of three years of living on meager child support, food stamps, and my graduate fellowship means we struggle to live  on our income.   


The mythology of my childhood involved Texas land where one day oil  would be discovered.  Now my unpublished first novel becomes my oil-rich land.  Before leaving Los Angeles, I had already handed over the manuscript to a California agent, telling her not to communicate with me until, for good or ill, she had news.  


A year later she summons me to her house in Berkeley and hands me two boxes: one contains the spurned novel and the other and much larger one, the letters of rejection.  Probably it would have been better to read them one at a time as they trickled in.  Too late for remorse now.  I take the weighty box to the Mexican restaurant around the corner from her house, drink three margaritas in rapid succession, and read the letters, one after the other. 


This is an education.  The first letter says the editor hated the party scene; the second that she loved it.  The third disagrees with both.  Several complain that the novel is written in multiple points of view, a technique which brands me as the amateur I am.  Others say cryptically that the novel is somehow “not right” for their press.  Dazed and confused, I return to the doorstep of my agent, clutching my boxes. 


I must be a pitiful sight, standing there in my tear-streaked polyester pantsuit, a little tipsy, a little bewildered.  Otherwise, why should she feel obliged to give me advice?  And such advice!  She suggests I go home and write a lesbian mother novel. “They’re all  the rage,” she assures me.  


Rage is the world.  3,000 miles, more or less, separate Berkeley, California from north Florida.  I sit in my cramped airline seat gnashing my teeth and tearing my cocktail napkins to shreds.  How could this woman trivialize my life by suggesting I capitalize on it!  And yet- perhaps it’s the altitude--the idea keeps cart wheeling around in my brain: a lesbian mother novel.  Could such a thing be possible?  Could I tell my story in such a way that it would burn off my rage until nothing remained but purified ash?  I feel suddenly the overwhelming presence of other women, mothers like me disqualified for motherhood by their guilty secrets.  They crowd around me.  What might such a book mean to them,  my sisters?  


But how could I write about this harrowing experience without devastating myself all over again?  Then unaccountably I remember my Aunt Thelma at my Uncle Jake’s funeral, the way she reached into his coffin to hold his hand, while my sister and I dissolved in giggles.  When I say “remember” it is more like it is happening all over again, before my eyes.  Suddenly I am eight and helpless with laughter at my dead Uncle Jake, and then I am laughing at how funny my sister would think it was: me in an airplane, crying about my rejected novel, and laughing about Uncle Jake and the way Aunt Thelma had patted his hand.  


I decide then and there that the only way I could ever write this story would be to unleash the familial humor on what had almost killed me.  Writing a funny book about a custody battle might even cheer me up, mend my heart, heal the sad world.  


But not yet.  It is not funny yet.  


A year or so later I discover, to my astonishment, that I have earned tenure in academe by publishing the requisite number of scholarly articles.  Just barely.  Now, though, the safety net of secure employment stretches beneath me invitingly.  Probably too, I reason, I have waited long enough that lesbian mother novels are no longer fashionable, profitable, or even publishable.  With a clean conscience and pure motives, I can now begin to write.


My identity morphs into a strange, rag-tag duality.   By day I am an associate professor of English, a respectable member of a respectable university.  By night I am a half-crazed writer in blue jeans and red suspenders, sitting on a high stool in a spotlight at various gay and lesbian bars, reading novel fragments to the patrons.   I read the chapters almost as soon as I write them, and many people in the gay community follow the adventures of Arden Benbow the way some follow soap opera.  


If not famous, I have become at least notorious.  But am I out?






IV


When I took on this academic job in 1973, I was determined not to conceal my sexual orientation, or that aspect of identity the world then called, “lifestyle.”  But I had not publicly described myself as lesbian.  My friends outside academe were lesbian; my children and I hung out at the women’s co-op just up the street from our house, the one where Dorothy Allison lived.  I played volleyball with lesbians and went to the beach with lesbians, danced with lesbians, and fell in and out of love with lesbians.  


My great public coming out occurred on March 1979 at NOW’s Sixth Florida  State Conference in Tallahassee.  I organized a panel of fiction readers and would appear myself among them, reading an excerpt from Faultline.  The image I held in my mind was that of a sculptor who had worked for many years in secret, always shrouding the piece in canvas.  Until now: the moment of the great unveiling. 


Certainly the novel had been unveiled plenty of times before for the homosexual subculture, but never for the large, straight, censorious public, some of whom well might be my colleagues. So before the great coming out I was nervous, uneasy, perhaps even exhilarated.


Part of my exhilaration was certainly occasioned by the fact that I had asked one of my students to read with me, a returning woman my own age, a woman whose intelligence and talent had so stunned me that I had not yet begun to realize I was in love with her.  And why would I?  She was my student and therefore off limits.  She was also the straight white mother of three young children and therefore doubly forbidden.   She lived in a small, rural   community south of my own more urban one and was daughter-in-law to the local sheriff.






V


It was becoming clear to me that before the Great Public Coming Out at the NOW conference, there needed to be a more private coming out.  I needed to tell the sheriff’s  daughter-in-law  who I was, before she appeared in a public way at the side of a notorious lesbian of color, who was herself poised to appear in a public way, at least more public than any of her previous performances.  Or so I believed. 


Naturally I was terrified. 


I always try as a matter of principle to function as an innocent in  a fallen world.  But I was struggling hard now to remain clear about my own motives.  I was trying to focus on the social imperative to fish stray puzzle pieces out of people’s cuffs for them, present them quickly, then dive for cover.  After all, she might hate me.  


One afternoon--after much throat-clearing and several false starts--I divulged for the second time in a decade the guilty secret.  She blanched, then stammered, then stopped.  Things were not going well, it seemed.  Then she managed to say, “Sheila, I’m afraid for you.”  


Any ordinary mortal related by marriage to the sheriff would have been afraid for herself.  What was she thinking, this woman who was afraid for me?  


I could just step into the next room and ask her right now; we’ve been together these last dozen years.  But I prefer to imagine my way toward understanding.  I think quite simply she was moved by the image of someone holding out to her the puzzle piece.   I think she respected this terrified act of self-acknowledgement. Certainly she repeats it now herself on a regular basis.


For coming out—I will explain to my students-- is not done once or twice or even three times in one’s lifetime.  Like housework, coming out is a human activity intended to produce order but which--logically speaking—can never be completed.  And yet not to engage in it would be symptomatic of our own moral exhaustion.


By saying this I don’t mean to suggest we all have the obligation of total candor toward everyone on the face of the earth every minute of our lives.  Rather we choose, and have a right to choose, our moments of revelation, weighing--imperfectly and perpetually--the danger and the legitimacy of other people’s claims on us for intimate information. 

Sheila Ortiz Taylor
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