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ABSTRACT
Abomination is a collection of creative nonfiction essays through which I examine my sexual
and gender identity alongside negotiating the trauma of my childhood, adolescences, and early
adulthood. I specifically interrogate how evangelical Christianity acted as a traumatizing agent in
its focus on the total depravity of humanity and demonization of queerness. I explore the various
ways language impacts and constructs individuals and their experiences. The essays in this
collection partly come together to form a narrative of my life; however, this collection is not
arranged to be chronological. There is no singular narrative arc. While the essays are
interconnected, they can be read individually also.
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Artist Statement: The Truth Will Set You Free
And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.
-John 8:32 ESV
The gospel of John was written to the Ephesians by Jesus’ disciple John. In it, John
emphasizes truth. The Christian idea of truth depends on the perspective of God. Truth can only
come from God, and anything outside of that is the devil’s deception. John promises that truth
sets us free. What is truth? Does it really free us? I believe I am writing the truth. This doesn’t
feel freeing, but I’m also not writing god’s truth. I have abandoned him. Maybe I should feel free
without god, unencumbered, at liberty to say whatever I want, but I know whatever I say will
have consequences. Will I be able to live with the consequences of truth and freedom?
*
So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him, “If you abide in my word, you are truly my
disciples.”
-John 8:31 ESV
As a kid growing up in a private Christian school, we had what the principle called
“Bible drills” where we were told to hold our Bibles in the air, find a specific passage, and then
race to flip through our books to find the verse the fastest. Whoever found the verse would stand
up and read it for the whole elementary. This was supposed to help us learn the books of the
Bible. Instead, it was a wacky kind of public humiliation. If you couldn’t find the verse faster
than everyone else, you didn’t love God enough to know His word. This, of course, was never
said explicitly. But the students felt a fierce sense of competition during Bible drills. We all
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wanted to prove we were good Christians and could find any verse if we needed to save some
poor, unbelieving soul at a moment’s notice.
Reading the Bible as a child assured me what I believed was true. I never doubted God’s
word. I was a devout Christian. I accepted Jesus into my heart as my Lord and Savior repeatedly,
renewing my vow to him whenever the church gave me the opportunity. I was baptized in fourth
grade in front of the entire congregation in the hot tub of one of the church deacons, committing
my life to God. I felt the Holy Spirit, knew I was saved. According to the Calvinist beliefs, once
saved always saved. So, if I’m no longer saved, I must never have been a Christian even though I
know I was genuine, earnest. How could my devotion be doubted?

Baptism
I think I would still be devout if I hadn’t had “homosexual urges.” They helped me to
start asking questions, but they also brought me great pain. Questioning shattered an illusion, and
I discovered the love I thought was surrounding me my entire childhood from the church
community was founded in manipulation. But parts of the church felt genuine and important.
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While I escaped an abusive system, I sometimes think life would be less painful and easier if I
still had the faith of my childhood.
*
In my third semester of the English master’s program at the University of South Dakota, I
found myself hunting through the HQ 70s section of the library call numbers, fervently and
frantically flipping through the table of contents and indices of various books whose titles
seemed even remotely tangential to my research. This was an unguided process. None of my
classes as an undergrad or graduate student prepared me to take on the topic of lesbianism or
queerness. When I decided to explore the intersection of Christianity, trauma, and lesbianism, I
had no idea if existing texts explored these topics, and whether I should search for creative or
theoretical texts. I found Looking Like What You Are by Lisa Walker, Adventures in Lesbian
Philosophy edited by Claudia Card, and Female Masculinity by Jack Halberstam in the HQs, and
I found the inseparability of personal experience from queer work. Walker uses both her own
experiences, particularly in the lesbian and straight bar scenes and lesbian literature to interrogate
the (in)visibility of lesbians, giving me an example of blending the personal and the literary
together. Adventures in Lesbian Philosophy collects a multitude of lesbian voices who grapple
with definitions and parameters of lesbianism. They’ve helped me understand and take a stake in
some lesbian discourse, particularly in regards to male and men-identified lesbians. Halberstam
examines female masculinity within historical figures like Radclyffe Hall and LeslieFeinberg.
Halberstam shows how masculine females have had to try and pass as men or exist in the fringes
to live safely. Because of the threat of violence against queer people, the personal and the
political are inseparable. All of these works show queerness is always accompanied by political
3

overtones. For queer writers, the personal is political. I could not exist within white conservative
Evangelical circles. I was not allowed to. Who I was conflicted with their politics. I did not
decide to make myself political. I just was. I use personal narrative to explain this and grapple
with my own questions about identity
These HQ authors pointed me to more lesbian work like R.A. Hoskin’s “Can Femme Be
Theory?”, which begins with a personal narrative that leads into a critique of lesbian and
heterosexual cultures before leading into femme theory. Hoskin writes, “Academia asserts a
masculinist imperative of stoicism, and the removing of ‘self’ from analyses (as though it were
possible)…This sterilization of scholarship, and the practice of removing subjectivity…has a
history of being used as a way of minimizing or dismissing the contributions of femmes and
people with other marginalized identities” (6). First person pronouns are sometimes considered
taboo in critical writing. So, when the personal is political, both get ignored because it is not
presented from a third-person godlike perspective that Hoskin mentions in this section of her
essay. I would like to break down the binary between critical and creative spaces and locate a
home for my writing that exists within a fluid spectrum between these usually disparate genres. I
hope my work blurs the lines between these two genres through interweaving personal narrative
and critical texts in a similar style to Maggie Nelson’s Argonauts. My personal narratives do not
exist within a vacuum separate from my research. Rather, what I have read and researched helps
me explain and understand myself. I include texts because they have given me ways to
understand myself in the same way Alison Bechdel describes finding herself in literature in her
memoir Fun Home.
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Reading gave me a mirror through which I would see myself. Bechdel references texts
like The Well of Loneliness, which helped bring her into queer consciousness. For me, Blue Is the
Warmest Color showed me I could be queer by giving me an example of what it is like for a
woman to fall in love with another woman. At sixteen, my parents discovered I was queer
because of my contraband copy of Blue. With this discovery of queerness existing under their
roof, I was put into lockdown. I was isolated to try and somehow get back my innocence or
straightness. My parents no longer allowed me to spend time with friends, access the internet, or
close my door. However, Blue was just a gateway into more queer reading and queer
experiences. From Blue, I found Fingersmith by Sarah Waters, Truly Wilde by Joan Schenkar,
The Well of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall, and Fun Home by Alison Bechdel. I also watched
such significant media as the infamous TV show The L Word and the Natasha Lyonne film But
I’m a Cheerleader. (All of these helped me form my identity and gave me a pseudo sense of
belonging. Even if I didn’t know any queer people around me, I knew somewhere they must
exist.) I consumed all of these in utmost secrecy. I was able to watch The L Word and But I’m a
Cheerleader before getting caught with Blue. I smuggled Fingersmith into my parents’ house by
focusing on the Dickensian elements of the novel, neglecting to mention the steamy sex scenes
between Maud and Sue. Truly Wilde, which is a biographical work on Dolly Wilde, a lesbian
ambulance driver and niece to Oscar Wilde, was easy to justify due to its connection to Wilde, a
homosexual whose literary career often overshadows his queerness. These little tastes of
lesbianism gave me enough fuel to get through the isolation I underwent after discovery. In my
manuscript, I reflect on these texts as well as the isolation and fear I felt as a teen. While
literature marked the beginning of my isolation, it also saved me during that time by giving me a
5

feeling of community. I also had to stake my claim in lesbianism before I was really ready. I
needed to have a label so I could find a community. I couldn’t float in the “maybe” or “possibly”
anymore. My mental self-discovery was put on a fast-track since my parents cut me off from
anything that could let me ask questions. I found mental safety in knowing I could go for women
after removing myself from my parents’ watchful gaze. I might have stumbled into the arms of
another woman accidentally without literature or media representation, but seeing people do
what I wanted to do helped me to do, to go through with the act. I wanted to be a practicing
lesbian. Why stay on the sidelines and take others’ words for how good a relationship with
another woman could be when I could find out for myself?
*
On February 5, 2021, Grace Semler Baldridge released the album Preacher’s Kid. Semler
reflects on their experience as growing up queer in the church. Preacher’s Kid ended up being
number one on iTunes music under the Christian Genre. For many conservative Christians, this
was a disgrace. Queerness appearing within the purity of the Christian genre! Blasphemy. Yet,
for the queer people within or from the Christian community, this was hope.
Hearing Semler’s album started a chain reaction of catharsis that led me to writing my
thesis. In “Jesus From Texas,” Semler sings:
My best friend found God, so we lost touch
I guess a Savior beats a friend who thinks you're good enough
I hope she finds love and peace
And if her kid comes out, I hope that she calls me
Oh, what a terrible honor it's been
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To learn that my blessings are things you call sins
I'll spend the rest of my life tearing down
The Jesus from Texas you put in a crown
The lyrics from “Jesus From Texas” hit home for me. The feeling of rejection from God and the
church through interpersonal relationships is something I have deeply felt. The way Semler
described their experience touched a lot of queer people who came from the Christian faith. I
started my thesis thinking “That! What Preacher’s Kid did for me, I want my thesis to do for
other people!” I want to evoke the feelings of being rejected by the church and convey the
physical and psychic isolation faced by many queer people of faith go through to meet the
standards the church projects. Listening to Preacher’s Kid reminds me of the same feelings of
shame, fear, isolation, and confusion that I felt while discovering my sexuality in an unsafe
environment. They are palpable in the lyrics.
Like me, Grace Baldrige has had church leaders and members tell them that they’re
broken, evil, abominable. In their song on their EP Late Bloomer, “Wanna Grab Coffee,” Semler
sings, “I’ll say the quiet part out loud / That if you died today / I’m certain you’d meet torture in
the ground.” People feel emboldened to tells others they are going to hell. I’ve received the
cruelest comments from the ones who have told me they loved me. They tried to convince me
they loved me. Why would I need to be convinced of love if it existed?
*
Creative nonfiction has given me an avenue to share and explore my experiences.
Through the individual stories of other queer people, I saw a place for my writing.
Unsurprisingly, many queer people have been traumatized by religion. Jeanette Winterson writes
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extensively about her mother’s church and strict doctrine in her fiction Oranges Aren’t the Only
Fruit and memoir Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?. Jeanette’s mother tried to cure
her of her homosexuality through exorcism and other church-recommended home-maladies.
The theme of shame shows up throughout my manuscript. Shame is a conditioner of
solitude. It furthers physical isolation, making the psyche retreat as the physical self is also
tucked out of sight in a kind of bunker. I describe this bunker in “Air Raid,” considering how
isolation shapes the queer experience. I had no access to a queer community whether online or in
person. I conformed my actions to the expectations of my parents when around them to try and
protect myself. There was conflict between thoughts and actions. My physical isolation produced
shame and began to manifest the depression that stayed with me even after this period of
lockdown. The isolating experience of being the only queer person I knew also furthered my
shame. I had no one to tell me it was okay to be me other than the memory of Blue Is the
Warmest Color. When I did find solace, it came at the price of lying and risk of getting caught in
a lie. Getting caught would mean further restrictions, more isolation, more shame.
Throughout the manuscript, I weave together the doctrine I learned in my childhood with
the complexity of human relationships and consequences of words and actions. I think about my
relationship with my parents particularly as an adolescent. I lied and pretended to be straight,
which contradicted all that I wanted for myself but pleased and appeased my parents. Doing what
I wanted felt like a betrayal of a fantasy I created for them. I felt guilty for my past and present
actions, like pretending to be straight for my safety and their comfort made my taking agency an
even worse shock than the initial discovery of my queerness. I interact with other authors like
Winterson and Bechdel to create a literary community around myself and react to their
8

experiences while I reconcile my own. Winterson and Bechdel both dealt with tumultuous family
relationships, impacted by their queer identities. They help me to reconcile the love I have for
my parents with my pain and trauma.
In “T Is for Total Depravity,” “Silver Rings and One Night Flings,” and “Demons and
Doctrine,” I very specifically interact with the church. I think on purity culture and Calvinism’s
TULIP. How did they impact me? What are the wacky things only church insiders experience?
Why do I continue to be affected by them? Maybe there are answers to these questions in my
thesis, but I cannot say that with certainty. I don’t think I’ll ever fully resolve these questions
within myself.
*
In Jeanette Winterson’s memoir about growing up in a religious and abusive household,
she writes, “When we tell a story we exercise control, but in such a way as to leave a gap, an
opening. It is a version, but never the final one. And perhaps we hope that the silences will be
heard by someone else, and the story can continue, can be retold” (8). The following pages are
my exercise of control. I anticipate some of the people I’ve included in my story will disagree
with some details or think they are exaggerated. Maybe they are. Some things about my life are
laid bare before you, but there are also silences. Maybe you’ll hear them.
As an aspiring memoirist, I have to interrogate the truth of what I am writing. I think I
have written my truth accurately. A therapist gave me various pamphlets filled with pep talks
encouraging me to express “my truth” in journaling or in conversation with her. Doing an
assignment for therapy feels safe because I know it’s between me and my therapist. It’s a thought
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experiment. It will never see the world. But what happens when therapeutic conversations leak
outside of the four walls of an office? Is there enough reality in my truth to make it true?
I heard Alison Bechdel speak about her experience as a memoirist at the University of
Nebraska Lincoln in October 2021. She discussed her search for an understanding of the inside
and outside worlds. In the middle of the first chapter of Are You My Mother?, Bechdel talks
about the interiority and exteriority of journaling, and examines her own journals alongside her
mother’s and Virginia Woolf’s. The journals are of use to remember events, but they also seem
to be exposing interiority just as much as they talk about the outside world.
When writing about her parents, she tries to tease herself away from the entities of her
mother and father. I think I am trying to do similar work. I’m trying to understand my mind and
how it has been shaped by the church in some permanent and impermanent ways. I think the
church is also a place where there is no distinction between the inside and outside. Christianity
requires a giving up of the inside self. God needs to enter into the mind and heart. Individuality
and autonomy are given up in favor of the Creator of the universe taking up residence.
Truth interests Bechdel, too. She expresses a desire to portray her life accurately and
honestly. Bechdel kept careful records of her life since early childhood. She has documentation
to use as reference. How could there be doubt about the truth of her memoirs? Maybe I’m
writing about how the exterior affected my interior. I remember my feelings more clearly than I
remember their catalysts. But the events around the emotions heavily impacted and directed
them. But are memories enough to create truth? Any of the sporadic journaling I did as a kid and
teenager has been lost. Most of the records I have are photographs. But they are silent reminders
of past events. They offer very little to make me feel like my writing is valid or true.
10

*
In the first chapter of Female Masculinity, Jack Halberstam explains his methodologies
for composing his book, saying, “although autobiographies and narrative histories tend to be the
material that we turn to for information on sexual identities, there is nonetheless some
disagreement among queer scholars about how we should collect and interpret such information
on sexual identity… How do we forge queer methodologies while as scholars we reside in
traditional departments?” (10). Halberstam’s work does not take surveys or conduct studies.
There’s no data that he uses in his book. He also doesn’t focus on reproducing a full history or
thorough analysis of literature. His book does not fit into social studies, history, or literature.
How queer life is handled between these disciplines varies. There’s no consensus even within
those disciplines either. The question Halberstam asks is somewhat answered by his work. He
engages with female masculinity in various ways without adhering to the conventions of a single
field of study. I want to take a lesson from him when creating my own work.
I do worry about the conflict between academia and the queer community. Queer theory
often depends on abstractions to form a theory, which can contradict or fail to take into account
the lived experience of individuals. I worry that I’m not academic enough or that I’m not
sensitive enough to concerns of the LGBTQ+ community, particularly with my use of language
and labels. This collection of essays is narrative based, using my story to create the framework
for utilizing and exploring queer theory. I’m not necessarily looking to forge my own theory in
this work, but I am engaging in a queer narrative. This collection of essays doesn’t have a
straightforward narrative arc. I don’t have quantitative data to prove my points. My methodology
is self-reflection and literary interrogation. I roamed the HQ section of the library to find stories
like mine, to find people like me, and see how they wrote. I couldn’t find a “how to write
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queerly” guide, so I just wrote. Maybe one day, I can occupy the HQ section too and be proof to
someone that they exist. I needed Halberstam to prove queerness was real to me. I need many
people to help me know I’m not crazy or belligerent for living the way I have, leaving the church
or pursuing academia as a lesbian.
Jason Cromwell also says his book Transmen and FTMs “derives from the personal
narratives of myself and others” (9). He cannot separate himself from his theories, which are also
informed by the personal stories and experiences of others. Queerness cannot be separated from
people because queerness is founded in the lived human experience. This is my lived human
experience.
*
Finding a political ideology post-Christianity furthered my disdain and disappointment in
the ideology in which I grew up. I realized how coupled conservatism and Christianity are with
white evangelical churches. I found myself drawn to burn-it-down feminists Firestone and
misandrist Solanas, wondering what their world would look like, what it would be like to burn
the world down and start over. Living in a world without patriarchal oppression or religious
theocracy sounded like paradise. But I began to realize burn-it-down feminism and Christianity
have a lot in common. They both believe that there is no hope for current humanity. Society
needs a total restart. The world needs to begin at ground zero. Why should an ex-fundamentalist
Christian believe that people are good and worth saving? Seeing the evils of the church doesn’t
help this vision. Being abused by people of other religions or of ambivalent faith reinforces the
idea that people are basically bad. Why should the world be saved? Radical feminists and
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Christians both see depravity in men. Man should be destroyed. Burn the world down. I don’t
know how I feel about this link.
*
In Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in the stillest hour in the midst of silence, a voice
speaks to Zarathustra, saying, “You are one who has forgotten how to obey: now you shall
command” (146). I first stumbled upon Nietzsche when I was hanging out with a douchebag
philosophy bro in my second year of undergrad. He hardcore sucked, but he did introduce me to
the idea that god is dead and we have killed him. I was quite taken by the phrase as an angry and
religiously conflicted twenty-year-old. I was ready to forsake god and rejoice in his death. I
stopped obeying rules that came from god. I started drinking and fornicating. I began to feel like
I was commanding my life. I felt control over my story, like I was finally the narrator.
When I write my story, I’m taking control over it, actively narrating. I’m making my own
truth whether or not it’s god approved. If I am depraved, these essays are, like their author, an
abomination. They could lead people astray. They could forward the gay agenda, blaspheme the
church, and sentence me to hell for all eternity. It celebrates my sin, proudly proclaims that I am
an unrepentant lesbian. It promotes demons and invites them into my life through sex,
homosexuality, yoga, and witchcraft. I am the antithesis of who I was supposed to be. I am the
antithesis of god’s truth. I no longer listen to him. I embrace “the spirit of the lion” that says “I
will” (Nietzsche 26-7). The lion has the power to create “freedom for oneself for new creation”
(27). In my writing, I am freeing myself from the silence that I was forced to keep as an
adolescent. As I write, I create, and what I create contains the forbidden. I didn’t have the ability
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to tell my story while in a controlling household, but Nietzsche’s lion offers as a method of
reclaiming the self.
*
Working on this memoir doesn’t feel safe. Thinking about this work seeing the light of
day feels thrilling when contextualized as a published work. However, picturing my parents ever
finding out or—what I picture in my darkest nightmares—reading it spawns a visceral fear. I
don’t know if I’m afraid of parental retribution like getting grounded or yelled at, or if I’m afraid
of hurting them, making them even more disappointed than they already are in their queer
creation. I feel guilty that I’m not the good, Christian daughter they raised me to be especially
since I was for the first fifteen years of my life. I was good. I was everything they wanted in a
child. But I do not owe them my life. I’m allowed to take it back and do what I want with it. I
don’t owe them this feeling of care or this fear of hurting them. But I still have it. And it’ll be
with me until I cease to be.
I debate with myself whether my pursuit of writing about myself is self-serving, selfindulgent, self-centered, self, self, self… My insecurities are endless with my work. Am I too
brutal in my critique of the church? When I address what harmed me and others within the
church, am I too kind to what did harm? Am I inaccurate in my recollection? Does my work
have meaningful implications outside my own ego and catharsis?
I want to be accurate. I want to be truthful. Writing about my parents and experience with
the church feels like a big responsibility. I don’t want to be unfair to my parents. I don’t know
how much I can trust my memory, which is what I’m relying on to relate my childhood,
adolescent, and adult experiences. How can I be sure I’m telling the truth? The nature of
14

perspective is its limitations. I can speculate my parents’ thoughts and feelings from my
childhood. I can try and verify them through conversation. But I will never have their
perspective. I do not have access to what they consider the truth about me. But I am sure I would
not agree with their interpretation, so should I really worry about what they will think of mine?
*
In Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche writes, “We have no right to isolated thoughts,
whether truthful or erroneous” (150). Writing is my way to un-isolate. This manuscript is my
journey of taking my thoughts out of isolation and refusing to hide them. I resonate with
Nietzsche’s search for understanding good and evil especially since I have been diagnosed as
both at different points in my life. This collection of essays is me trying to figure out and
rationalize the definitions of good and evil that have been thrown at me particularly from the
church. I have tried to create my own definitions of good and evil for myself, revoking the
feelings of evil attached to my sexuality and the goodness that was attached to my silence. Some
people might say all this is erroneous. I think those will be the people who value the Bible over
human lives, the ones who think telling people they’re going to hell for differing theology or
lifestyles is the utmost sign of Christian love. But I take this short passage from Genealogy to
justify myself. I need to justify myself or I might not write. Having been told I am an
abomination, utterly depraved, did a number on me. I’ve struggled stating that this manuscript is
the truth as I remember it. I’m not trying to lie. I’ve used childhood pictures and documents to
try and communicate that this isn’t all bullshit. I have proof that I spent time in the church, grew
up with religion, and that I was hurt as an adolescent and adult. I have trouble shaking the belief
that readers have to see to believe. Somehow, I expect that my words won’t be enough for my
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readers to believe me or take my side. I expect animosity and backlash for what I’ve written. I
expect to be called a liar, so I’ve been hesitant to firmly categorize my manuscript as truth. I
have tried to be as honest and transparent as possible. I haven’t fabricated any personal narrative.
While relying on memory might not produce a perfect a reflection of events, I know nothing is
false in these following pages.
Most importantly, through these pages, I am breaking out of the isolation inflicted upon
me in my childhood and teenage years. I’m un-isolating my thoughts for the seventeen-year-old
kid who used to hide all parts of themself out of fear and a need for safety. They deserve to be
seen. I’m writing for the past, present, and future me. No more isolation. No more hiding. No
more shame.
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Womb
Surely I was sinful at birth,
sinful from the time my mother conceived me.
Yet you desired faithfulness even in the womb;
you taught me wisdom in that secret place.
--Psalm 51:5-6 NIV
*
What is our origin story? How much life do we live in the womb? Is it our mothers who
write our stories? Is it god? Do we ever get to hold the pen?
*
I don’t want to speak ill of my parents. They raised me, after all—fed, clothed, and cared
for me as good parents should. They were attentive when I was a child, making sure I did not
harm myself in my first explorations of the world. They came to all my school events and even
chaperoned field trips, something only the ultra-involved parents did. By all external
measurements, they were good parents. But something went awry between us. There was a
turning point, or rather, a turning away point.
*
My parents had to choose to conceive me, make me from themselves. I was part of them,
formed of their seed and egg. Then I became not-them. I don’t think they liked that very much.
Maybe they just didn’t understand it. Maybe I’m the one who’s misunderstanding them.
*
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Endometriosis is incredibly painful and can cause fertility issues. For my mother,
endometriosis fused her fallopian tubes, ovaries, and uterus together into a single mass of flesh
so wholly entangled it could not produce life. She had already had one surgery nearly a decade
earlier due to the chronic pain of the illness. She would have to undergo another one if she
wanted to have a chance at a biological child. Even this second surgery would not guarantee
results. It was a gamble. The doctor predicted that she had a three-month window to see if she
would ever conceive. Three ovulations. Three windows of two, maybe three, days each. If there
was no fertilization by cycle three, there would be no baby. Ever.
*
I have been the sole occupant of my mother’s womb. No other child has ever taken up
refuge there. No one else has ever been formed by my former. This has advantages. I feel
special. I’m not one of many. I am the only. The experience my mom had in carrying me is
incomparable to other experiences since there are no others.
However, being an only child allowed me to be profoundly isolated. I had no hope of
allyship as an only child. My parents were a fortified unit from which I could not extract pity or
love when they discovered my attraction to women. They were the cause, the orchestrators, of
my punishment and isolation that they hoped would bring me back to a righteous, dick-loving
path. They had no reason to be sympathetic. They had every reason to feel antagonized by me. I
was the Other against their One. Their antithesis. They’d made me. Didn’t that give them license
to break me? Wasn’t there some contract between creator and creation? Wasn’t I the product that
they produced? Shouldn’t that give them license over my life?
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As a child, yes. Legally, they could do almost anything to me. They could take away my
door, phone, internet access, and friends. They could make it so escape for me was impossible.
They did. They kept me tethered to themselves. I had not separated from the womb as much as I
thought I had.
*
I don’t know if my mother was the one who had trouble seeing me as an entity outside
herself. She had experienced the physical removal of me. She had me cut and removed from her
womb during the cesarean. Our separation was bloody.
She didn’t breastfeed me. I was given nutrients by package rather than by body. I was
eating independent of my mother right after my birth. The last time her body sustained my body
was while I was encased in her body when we were joined by umbilical cord.
Maggie Nelson’s Argonauts catalogues the author’s journey with love, motherhood, and
childbirth, reflecting on becoming a stepmother and then a biological mother. She describes
aspects of pregnancy and giving birth as “undoings” and “obliterations” (37). I have never seen
my mother as undone by me. I have seen her undone by my father. I see her as someone who
succumbed to the age-old housewife trope, who had a life then gave it up not for child but for
husband and child: the unit. I was not her obliterator. She took on the responsibility of making a
home, and that was all-consuming and never-ending. Dust would always form on the shelves,
requiring her care in removing it. Husband would always need laundry done, requiring her to
wash his clothes. She is still earnestly completing these tasks. She is still undone by them daily.
*
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My mother never smothered me. We had a quick, violent, bloody separation. My father,
however, never got that. As soon as I ceased being part of my mother’s body, my mother and
father both had equal hands in keeping my infant and toddler body alive. He felt parallel to me
through the process of conception, pregnancy, and early development. A property of parallel
lines is that they never diverge from each other. They maintain the same distance between
themselves at every point, reaching to infinity. How unmathematical it must have seemed tohim,
then, when I started to stray from the laws of arithmetic. How jarring the experience must have
been for him to suddenly find himself dramatically distanced from the daughter he helped create.
*
Maggie Nelson looks at her mother’s body and writes: “My mother’s skinny body, and
her lifelong obsession with having zero fat, almost makes me disbelieve that she ever housed my
sister or me inside her. (I gained fifty-four pounds to grow an Iggy—a number that appalled my
mother, and gave me the pleasure of a late-breaking disobedience) … Her skinniness is proof
that she moved up, got out” (105).
My mother has never been skinny. I can very much see the way I changed her body, how
pregnancy and birth scarred her. After carrying a child, she wasn’t able to stick to her strict
exercise schedule. She wasn’t able to lose the baby weight. She hates the weight. She can’t look
kindly upon her body. She sees the sacrifice her body made to domestic life. I don’t know if she
thinks it was worth it. (I hope so. But that comment seems selfish, feels like I’m imposing myself
onto her body. But my beginning was of imposition on her body. That was my original state:
imposition.)
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My birth is important to the history of her body. Part of my “where babies come from”
talk involved my mother raising her shirt, taking my little hand, and placing it on her c-section
scar. She wanted me to know that not all babies leave the same way they get in. Sometimes
doctors have to use a knife.
She explained that she couldn’t feel from her scar to the bottom of her pelvis. I wonder if
anything else went numb after she became a mother.
*
I see people on Facebook having babies and watch friends raise children. It’s normal. It’s
expected. Women my age, younger, and older are parenting. They have undergone the radical
decision to procreate, to bring life through their bodies. I wonder how they do it. I wonder how
they give up their body for someone else. I wonder if I am selfish for not allowing my body to be
used as free housing for an infant. I wonder if I am too giving with my body when men ask for
entrance. I wonder if there is any way I can truly fortify myself against outside attack. How do I
keep my body to myself?
*
My mother conceived in the third month after the surgery. She’d finally gotten the
pregnancy she’d always wanted. She got to be happy for nine months. There’s hope and
possibility with pregnancy along with all the natural fear and, of course, the risk factors. Maggie
Nelson writes, “You are responsible for his [the baby’s] welfare, but unable to control the core
elements. You must allow him to unfurl, you must feed his unfurling, you must hold him. But he
will unfurl as his cells are programmed to unfurl. You can’t reverse an unfolding structural or
chromosomal disturbance by ingesting the right organic tea” (92).
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My mother didn’t have to give up much to accommodate the baby’s needs. She took no
medication. She had never smoked. She rarely drank. The baby’s physical welfare was never in
danger from the mother. She was cautions. However, she was not prepared for an unfurling she
could not control. Once the baby became a child, and once the child grew up, the unfurling had
gone too far for the mother. There was no reversing this. Witnessing the child’s unfurling made
the mother undone by her own creation.
*
I called my mother intending to tell her I was raped. She spoke first. She told me my
grandfather had cancer. I don’t remember the rest of the phone call, but I remember I didn’t tell
her what happened to me.
This is failed communication between mother and child. This is separation, the
remembrance of the severed umbilical cord. Nothing holds the mother and child together as
entities. They are separate, floating untethered in their own distinct directions.
*
In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes dwells on photographs of his mother after her death.
While looking through pictures of her taken before he was born, Barthes says, “It was not her,
and yet, it was no one else. I would have recognized her among thousands of other women, yet I
did not ‘find’ her. I recognized her differentially, not essentially. Photography thereby compelled
me to perform a painful labor; straining toward the essence of her identity, I was struggling
among images partially true, and therefore totally false” (66).
As a young child, I would often rifle through old photographs of my mother. As a young
teenager, she had long, dark, straight hair that fell almost to her waist. She didn’t often smile in
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these photographs. I think I know why now, knowing about my mother’s parents’ distressing
relationship and the nature of her siblings. Home was never safe for her. However, my naïve and
admiring eyes thought my mother’s unenthused mouth added to her mystery. She looked like a
model or movie star to me. She looked utterly disinterested, like the camera was her last priority.
Yet, her eyes met the lens. Looking at the photograph, I could swear we were sharing time and
space, and she was staring directly at me.
I could see her starring in some lurid romantic comedy where she would get asked to
prom by all the boys in her grade and deny every last one of them because she was too good for
the lot. This is how I see my mother. On top of that, legend tells tales of how she would walk
down the halls and her classmates would sing “Brick House” to her because “she was built.”
When I look at her young body, I see mine. I see our hips that curve in the same way. I see the
way our figures formed like we were sculpted by the same hands. I tell her she was a knock-out,
and she denies it.
*
“Is History not simply that time when we were not born? I could read my nonexistence in
the clothes my mother had worn before I can remember her. There is a kind of stupefaction in
seeing a familiar being dressed differently” (Barthes 64).
These photographs tell the history of her I will never know. I see my mother clearly
pictured in the hallway of her high school. It’s not the mother I know, the nurturer, the one who
asks “why” when I cry. The teenager in the photograph needs a mother to inquire after her tears,
to watch for mistreatment from other children of her womb. But the teenager in the photograph

23

doesn’t have that, so she stares half-distractedly into the camera lens. I stare back at her, wanting
to intervene.
Another photograph displays her at nine. She’s wearing a cowboy hat, which accentuates
her bob haircut. My fourth-grade photo strangely matches. We could be the same girl. However,
side by side, the age of the photographs shows. One has the aura of a different era, a sense of
having a history. Yet, the two little girls have the same eyes and the same uncertain smile. They
even have the same haircut. Fourth grade me chopped all my hair off, leaving only a bob, as a
radical form of autonomy and self-expression. I had the shortest hair out of all the girls in my
grade. My mother’s bob was a move of tyranny by her grandmother, who was watching my
mother and her siblings while my grandfather was in Vietnam.
My mother’s history is radically different from mine. But our eyes stare at the camera in
an eerily similar way. I wonder how similar we truly are. Or is the attempt to find similarity a
futile expedition born from a desire for closeness, for a reconnection of the severed umbilical
cord, the connect that was violently severed in the bloody birth of my body? Would we be more
connected if I had waited seven days to arrive at the due date I was prescribed? Would any
length of time connected be enough to bring us together after our initial separation?
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Me as a child / Mother as a child
*
Days after my grandfather’s death, I told my mother I had been raped. There was nothing
to interject or take precedence over this news. We had spent the last few days making phone calls
and figuring out what to do with the deceased body. All that could be done at that time was done.
Grandfather didn’t need any more attention. He was taken care of. My mother was able to listen.
I told her like it was a half-joke, like being drugged is an everyday experience for women
(unfortunately, not an untrue or hyperbolic statement) and that whatever happens after is just a
funny story. It had been several months after the rape. Disclosing to my mother didn’t seem as
urgent or important or serious as it had when I called her the day after it happened. Now, it was
just something that happened once. No big deal. Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.
*
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Nelson describes her mother by saying: “I think my mother is beautiful. But her negative
feelings about her body can generate a force field that repels any appreciation of it…I know why
she has never seen herself as beautiful. I think I’ve been waiting all these years for her to do so,
as if that kind of self-love would somehow offer her body to me. But now I realize—she already
gave it to me” (106).
I don’t remember when I first felt the association between beauty and value. I imagine it
was implicit in the stories about princesses I read and watched as a toddler and young child, but I
cannot state that with much assertion.
I must have thought that beauty was value in third grade because I remember wearing a
red dress to the elementary school Christmas concert and insisting my parents tell me I was the
prettiest girl that sang that night. I was one of many dressed-in-red little girls forced onto a stage
to sing for the pleasure of multitudes of parents and grandparents. I don’t think I was particularly
vain at that time. I didn’t think I was significantly prettier than any other girl. I just thought
“you’re beautiful” meant “I love you.”
*
Knowing her and seeing her, I can’t understand why my mother disparages herself, why
she is so quick to dismiss compliments whether they come from her husband, strangers, or her
daughter. I want her to feel love for herself because I see so much of her in me. My mother is
beautiful even at sixty with grey hair, a softly creased face, and weight she never got rid of and
added to after childbirth.
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If she cannot see beauty in the mirror, she couldn’t possibly see it in me. I want her to
look at me the same way I look at photos of her. I want her to think I’m beautiful. I want her to
love me.

Mother’s Senior Portrait
*
Since I was raped, I have done all I can do to reclaim my body. I have bought books
about enforcing physical boundaries. I have cut my hair. I have grown my hair. I have dyed my
hair. I have made each decision about my appearance intentionally, considering its effect on my
body.
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I got my second tattoo three months after I was raped because I needed to have something
on my body that he hadn’t touched. Every tattoo I’ve gotten ever since has been another step
away from him or others who have inflicted their will upon my body. I chose to saturate my skin
with ink. I chose what went on my body. No one else has ever had that power over me.
The thought of having a child feels like an undoing of all I have done to become my own.
How can I give my body over to someone who doesn’t even exist, risk my safety, my sanity, for
an abstraction? Isn’t all parenthood just an abstract ideal or societal norm?
I have witnessed some parents who see their child as a possession. Since they’ve created
it, it is theirs. It came from them. They have claim to it. I don’t think I’d feel that way with a
child. I’d feel like it would own me. I would be forced to give up smoking, drinking, medicating
to be the perfect vessel for a child. The mother controls the habitat of her womb. She is baby’s
first house. She must be accommodating. She must be a mother. She can no longer just be
herself. There’s more to her now. There’s another life.
Becoming a mother makes the woman a different person than who she was while
childless. She becomes mom. She’s not just her anymore.
I never want to be not-me.
*
Maggie Nelson quotes Eula Biss in saying, “The mother of an adult child sees her work
completed and undone at the same time” (140). My mother observes me now in all my
outspoken queerness. She’s watched me disown the god of my childhood and read irreverent
books, intentionally exposing my mind to the evils the world. I am not tied by the umbilical cord.
I am fully untethered. My mother mourns a loss. Perhaps it is a loss of control or the loss of an
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ideal, a hope, the loss of the image she had of my when I was in her womb, a loss of who I was
before I had a self.
When I gained a self, my mom lost a daughter. When I make myself, my mother loses the
ability to shape me as she used to before I was born. A lot has changed since my conception. A
lot more will continue to change.
*
The child came from the womb. The child shall never return there. The child was not
made of dust and ashes but sperm and egg. There is no returning to original matter. There is only
self beyond the womb.
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God Doesn’t Want You to Be Happy: A Coming out Narrative
At seventeen, I hadn’t done anything to open myself up to demon possession. I’d never
done yoga or played D&D. Yeah, I watched the Harry Potter movies, but so had all of my
friends, and none of them had a demon inside them. But I still somehow had homosexual
impulses that must be demon possession. My mom and dad had prayed for me every day of their
married life. They’d prayed they’d conceive, and once they did, they prayed for their future child
every day. After I was born, they kept praying that I would be blessed by god and do his work.
They did everything right. When I was an infant, they dedicated me to god. They read me the
Bible and took me to church every Sunday. I thought I was doing everything right, too. I got
baptized as soon as I could. I prayed every night. I memorized Bible verses and knew the order
of the books of the Bible by heart by age seven. What had I done to get a homosexual demon?

Giving My Life to God
*
Blue Is the Warmest Color is a French coming-of-age story about a teenage girl named
Clementine discovering she is a lesbian. She’s introduced through her adolescent journal entries
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that catalogue her coming to terms with her sexuality and the social impacts of being out. This
was the first story where I saw myself in a protagonist. Clem falls for a girl with blue hair named
Emma and struggles to identify herself as a lesbian. When her friends discover she’s hanging out
at gay bars and meeting up with Emma, they abandon her. Clem writes in her diary about the
mass exodus of people from her life: “I just can’t believe that I’ve been abandoned for something
I didn’t even do” (65). I felt that way after my parents found me reading the book—accused of
being a lesbian without ever touching a woman.
Clem and I both were guilty by association. Neither of us were actively gay. Why did we
receive such retribution, then? Clem hung out around gay places and people; I googled and read
gay stuff. I guess googling is an action. But I was treated like I had committed the action. The
people around Clem treated homosexuality like a highly contagious disease. She could be
asymptomatic but still contagious. Christians think of sin that way. Thoughts that contain evil
lead to action, and actions are proof of the depravity within our hearts. My parents thought if
they stopped the thoughts from turning into action, I might have been saved. But their attempts to
keep from sin made me more determined to do it.
*
Puberty was weird. I know that’s something most people would concur with; however, I
saw everyone around me begin developing crushes and a definable sexuality. By the time I hit
high school, I had been to purity study groups, conferences, and sermons. I didn’t quite know
what sex was, but I knew I shouldn’t do it or want it. Great. I didn’t want it. At least, I assumed I
would know if I wanted sex or not. I knew boys were involved. The boys in my class were gross.
I wasn’t doing anything with them besides occasionally helping them with homework during in-
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class work time. So, I was good. If they were out of sight, they were out of mind. I liked it that
way.
I had a vague idea of what sex was the latter half of my freshman year. I’d also started
hearing more from youth group leaders and purity conferences that waiting until marriage was so
hard, like really hard. My mind was slightly boggled. When I found out sex involved a guy
seeing me naked, I was out. I didn’t want that shit. That’s when, having access to the internet, I
googled if it was weird to not want sex. If all of my classmates were expressing desire for
marriage, which somehow became synonymous for wanting sex, then was I weird for having an
aversion to it? Via the internet, I discovered asexuality. I quickly decided that that’s what I must
be.
I watched coming out videos on YouTube by other people who identified as asexual. I
decided I would tell my dad. We were on an early morning walk that had become a routine of
ours since my late elementary school years. I said, “I think I’m asexual. I don’t want to ever have
sex with a boy.” My dad told me I was still too young to want sex, and if I ever had a thought
about asexuality, I should pray to make it go away. This struck me as odd. Why was asexuality a
bad thing to my dad? If everyone was having such a hard time not having sex, shouldn’t my lack
of desire be comforting to a father? His statement also felt like an endorsement of sex, which I
guess Christianity does do in specific contexts (namely heterosexual marriage).
Anyway, my asexuality didn’t last long. I’d opened a doorway to exploring divergent
sexuality labels. Asexuality was my gateway sexuality. I was comfortable feeling no sexual
attraction. It felt safe and secure, especially since I could engage with purity culture and not feel
like my religious convictions conflicted with my sexual labels. Asexuality fit really well for
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about a year. Then, I discovered lesbianism. I realized I liked girls. I wasn’t sure if what I was
feeling was sexual or not. I began googling “how do I know if I like someone,” or, “what does
attraction feel like.” I took the “a” prefix out of my sexual identity and started wondering what to
call what I was feeling toward women. Was I feeling anything? Had I always been like this? Was
this a recent development? Was I born or becoming this way? Did that matter?
I didn’t have much time to do a full self-examination before I was discovered with Blue
Is the Warmest Color, a book I thought held the answers to some of my questions. But like
Clementine, I was discovered. Unlike Clem, I didn’t have an Emma to rescue me and take me to
a safe place. I had to stay where I was. I had nowhere to go for escape. Clem reflects on how she
was discovered and thrown out: “Ever since that night when I was 17, when I was thrown out of
my own house, the night when my father, wild with anger, said to me: ‘If you leave with her, you
are no longer my daughter,’ I have not been at peace” (132). I haven’t known peace, either. Even
though I didn’t get thrown out, I felt like I could be at any moment if I didn’t start shaping up
into what my parents desired. I had to hide to stay housed. I had to convince them I was their
daughter. It was the start of a masquerade that may never have an end.
*
Virginity isn’t a straightforward concept. Virginity also shouldn’t be “lost” or “taken” but
given. The insertion of the penis into a vagina is a narrow definition. When two female-bodied
people sleep together, do they only “do it” if they involve a phallus? I think any time there is
physical intimacy, there is sexual activity.
I “lost my virginity” as a high school senior to a girl from my high school’s writing club.
She came over to my house. I’d earned closed-door privileges because all the friends I brought
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homed looked heterosexual. Most of them were. Shelby was the first not-straight person I’d
dared to let my parents meet. We sat on my bed and talked about school and the people in
writing club. She started talking about all the people she’d kissed. Shyly, I asked if she wanted to
casually make out. She said sure. We made out. We took off our clothes and awkwardly fumbled
around, feeling each other’s bodies. We were quiet and quick, fearing my parents would open the
door at any moment. But we still did it in the way that only inexperienced, awkward kids can.
Acting on my lesbianism made me feel valid, like I really was gay because I’d had gay
sex. A few months later, I slept with a man for the first time. In a lot of ways, that did feel like a
“losing” of something. Maybe self-respect. Maybe the right to call myself a lesbian.
*
As a kid, I learned about the armor of god. There’s the belt of truth, shield of
righteousness, and sword of the spirit. I think belt of truth would be a good nickname for a strap.
The attachment could be the sword of the spirit. Cute, right? I might be disrespecting the armor
of god, but in the church’s perspective, that’s why I’m gay. According to the church I grew up in,
homosexuality is an act of fervent rebellion against god. Maybe if I made more of an effort to
protect myself with god’s armor, I wouldn’t have left the church. I wouldn’t be writing. I
wouldn’t be sinning. I would be married to a man and having children to train up in the Lord and
add to God’s army. Good parents have Christian children. What does that mean for my parents?
*
The impact of religion appears twice in the first page of Coming Out to Parents byMary
V. Borhek. Chapter One opens with “So you want to come out to your parents” and then lists
possible reactions from parents to the news, such as: “they want you to talk with their minister,
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priest, or… (Obviously, they hope you can change)” (3). She notes that parents might hand out
pamphlets directing their child to an ex-gay organization that can “fix” them. The 1983 text
seems like it could be written today. Borhek writes from the perspective of a mother with a gay
son. She is compassionate and empathetic to both parents and children navigating the difficulty
of the coming out process. Borhek describes parents reckoning their children’s sexuality as a
grieving process, that their heterosexual idea of their child dies when their kid comes out. So, in
their mind, some part of their child has died. They come around to the idea of their child being
gay by realizing the person they’re mourning never existed. I don’t like this idea. I don’t think
my parents had the right to grieve me. They caused me pain. They isolated me. I guess I grieved
the death of who I thought my parents were. I though their love was unconditional. I thought
they would always know what was best for me and do that. Maybe I should be more
understanding of their faults and offer them more forgiveness. When I decided to stop hiding my
sexuality from them as an adult, I attempted to educate them and show them I wasn’t a monster,
that I couldn’t change who I was. They never believed the “propaganda” I attempted to feed
them. How much does the child have to parent the parents? How much forgiveness do I need to
give them? To what capacity can they exist in my life without hurting me further?
*
I cried in my room, wanting everything to go back to normal, wishing god would just
take away my sexual urges, wishing my parents would love me again. My mom heard me crying
and came to my room.
Through tears, I told her, “You and Dad prayed for an angel, and you got a demon
instead. I’m gay, and I can’t change it. I’ve tried hard to change. But I can’t.”
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My mom sighed and rubbed my back. “You aren’t a demon, sweetie, because you aren’t
gay.”
My heart felt like it split in my chest.
“But what if I am? What if I want to marry a woman someday? Wouldn’t god want me to
be happy and find love?”
“God doesn’t want you to be happy. He wants you to be joyful. You can find joy through
Him. He will save you.”
Everything shattered inside me. I stopped hearing what my mom was saying. I realized
this was bullshit. My guilt. My shame. My struggle. My desire to be straight. God wasn’t going
to help. His people weren’t going to help. If god wasn’t going to take away my sexuality, then he
didn’t love me. He’d never give me joy. And I really, really wanted to find happiness, even if
that meant I got sent to hell. I didn’t care about joy or heaven anymore. I cared about how I felt. I
cared about my life on earth even if that was a sinful and evil thing to feel.
*
Emma told Clementine, “We do not choose the one we fall in love with, and our
perception of happiness is our own and is determined by what we experience” (Maroh 77). My
mom paints happiness as evil because of her belief system and experience. I want happiness
because it’s been denied to me. I want the ideal. I want love. I want to be proud of who I love. I
want to be as free as Emma.
*
While queer kids beg their parents to accept them as they are, sometimes we “have to
learn to accept [our] parents as they are” (Borhek 124). When engaged at twenty-two and
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preparing to get married, I was devastated that my parents weren’t willing to come to my
wedding even as nonparticipating parties. Their brand of Christianity saw attending a gay
wedding as condoning and accepting the sexuality of the married couple. They couldn’t accept
my sexuality, and their god was more important than my wedding ceremony. I would never be
able to change their minds. They chose their god over their child.
Breaking my engagement smoothed over some of the tension between me and my
parents. Even though I never told my parents about my relationships, they were thrilled
whenever I broke up with anyone. I confided in them when I went through my tumultuous
breakup(s) with Noel. I suspect they experienced relief and hope with every breakup. Maybe
their daughter would finally get with a nice boy since she’d just left a woman. I never fulfilled
this wish. But at least I didn’t make the (semi)permanent decision to tie myself to a woman
through marriage.
*
Growing up steeped in Christianity, I’m no stranger to faith. Borhek writes, “Besides
other losses your parents are experiencing, they are experiencing a loss of faith in one of their
fundamental beliefs, that of course everyone is born heterosexual unless they are sick, neurotic,
rebellious, or perverse” (23). For my parents, heterosexuality is the default given by heaven’s
factory settings. It takes Satan interfering to change the default settings. Any sickness is Satanic.
Disobeying god’s plan is rebellious. Being a homosexual is an abomination, perversity in its
purest form. My parents had to rationalize me as an abomination to understand my sexuality.
They can only look at me from their faith context. By that standard, I was just depraved,
abominable, or, at best, simply a lost soul.
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Mary Borhek also briefly recounts the life story of a girl named Debby, who was active
in church until she was no longer welcome after discovering her sexuality. “Later a Lutheran
minister worked with her for two years, helping her to come to terms with herself, helping her
realize that she could be both lesbian and Christian” (87). These little glimpses into the Christian
life and various reactions by parents and children within its confinements remind me of my life.
Debby and I have some things in common. Both of us found acceptance in Lutheran
ministers. The first time I entered a Lutheran church I was accompanied by my then-fiancé’s
parents. This was their home church that they grew up in but hadn’t visited in years. James, my
almost father-in-law, wanted to go, and I was interested in going too. My almost mother-in-law
asked the minister if he did same-sex weddings, and he did. I had many conversations with him
about Lutheran theology and even planned my whole wedding with him and my fiancé. I picked
out hymns and prayers with the pastor and discussed when we would sing the doxology. My
fiancé didn’t grow up religious and had a hands-off approach with any of the religious language.
Even though I never had the same-sex wedding in the Lutheran church, it was a place of love and
acceptance for a short time.
My short stint as a Lutheran helped to give me kinder eyes when looking at Christianity.
Not every congregation is cut from the same homophobic and self-righteous mold; however, the
Christian God doesn’t change too much in different denominations. He still committed genocide
throughout the Old Testament. Bible translations don’t change much from church to church. The
only thing that changes between denominations or churches is the belief the pastors or
congregations have about what gets you into heaven. But knowing my parents had options to
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stay Christian and still love me hurts. They didn’t choose god over me. They chose Calvinism
over me.
*
I can’t help but contrast myself to Jackie Hill Perry and Rachel Gilson, both ex-lesbians
who write about God transforming them and showing them a way out of same-sex relationships.
Gilson is the author of Born Again This Way and various articles about her evangelical journey.
In one of these articles, she writes about her coming to the faith and marriage to a man: “Step by
step, Jesus opened my eyes to a kind of human love I hadn’t seen, one steeped in commitment
and spiritual joy, rather than passion for passion’s sake. Once again, I obeyed before I
understood; I married that young man before I really fell in love with him, because I loved Jesus
first” (54). She married because she thought that’s what god was telling her to do. She searched
for joy rather than happiness. Without understanding why or what she was doing, she committed
to a man she didn’t love or have attraction to. I don’t think faith should be based on
misunderstanding or blind trust. Why doesn’t god give us more than that upon which to base our
decision?
I hurt for these women who are denying themselves earthly happiness to try and secure
hypothetical heavenly comfort. They also anger me for the damage that they could inflict upon
vulnerable queer youth in the church who see them as examples of what they could be, seeing
heterosexual Christian marriage as an attainable goal despite their orientation. The popular
literature among religious circles impacts the ideas and beliefs of the community. Even listening
to Gilson speak after years of deconstruction and self-acceptance, I had the thought, did I miss
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something? What did I do wrong to end up as an angry lesbian rather than a soft-spoken, Godfearing ex-lesbian like Rachel Gilson?
*
Jeanette Winterson writes about her childhood and mother, reflecting on the religious
influence. Her mother told her, “Why be happy when you could be normal?” in response to
Winterson finding happiness with a romantic partner (114). Reading Jeanette Winterson’s
memoir, I realize I’m not the only one who was taught to devalue happiness in favor of religion
or normalcy. After all, god doesn’t want you to be happy.
*
I’d like to say I’m happy now, but that’s not a complete truth. While it’s not a lie, I feel
guilty claiming an emotion or state of being I do not feel entirely, completely, or constantly.
Whether or not I’m happy, things have mostly gotten better.
In the 2010s, the “It Gets Better” project was in full swing. “It Gets Better” was created
in response to the high teen suicide rates. Most of these teens committed suicide because they
were bullied for being (or perceived as) gay. Many of the spokespeople for this campaign were
LGBTQ+ adults who could testify that in fact, life does get better after high school. There is a
hope for happiness. I don’t want my writing to be an “It Gets Better” testimony. As you can read
from my essays, life sometimes gets better, then it takes a horrible, horrible turn, then you get out
of that mess, then something else happens. My hardships didn’t end with getting out of my
parents’ house like the “It Gets Better” project would have had me believe. I didn’t go from
having issues with people accepting my sexuality to a full open-arms reception. I just started to
get better at understanding when and who was safe and how to navigate my way around and
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through homophobia when I had to. And that’s a never-ending process. Coming out isn’t a
miraculous steppingstone or a one-time event, either. Whenever you meet someone new, you
might have to come out. You might get assumed straight until proven otherwise. You also might
discover yourself in stages, identifying first as one thing, then changing or evolving. As you get
new language to express yourself, you come out all over again.
*
The first time someone could tell I was gay was when my dad caught me reading Blue Is
the Warmest Color. With the discovery of the book, I didn’t have the chance to come out to my
parents. I mean, I could have, supposing the environment was safe or if I’d had a lot more
bravery than I did. Retroactively, it does slightly feel like a coming out moment was robbed from
me. I also spent the next three years trying to convince my parents I was straight for survival. I
even got a boyfriend that I wasn’t attracted to but dated for a full year, which is a long ass time
when you’re eighteen. (I did tell my boyfriend whenever I could that I was a lesbian.) So, I gave
my parents a reason not to worry about my sexuality as a persistent problem.
I blew that image, though, when I had a “coming out moment” on December 30th, 2017,
at 10:16pm. I know the time and date because I have the coming out email I wrote to my parents
while I was at their house for winter break my sophomore year in undergrad. I couldn’t find the
words to come out when I was talking with my parents. So, I wrote them down in an email. I
addressed it to my dad and CC’d my mom. This probably wasn’t the best way to go about
“officially” coming out, but it was the only way I was able to think of that I could actually follow
through.
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My E-Mail
I know I’ve got a few typos in there, and the beginning is mostly name-dropping people around
me at Dordt who accepted me even as a homosexual. I included them to maybe prove to my
parents they could still love and accept me while maintaining their Christianity. The link to the
YouTube video no longer works, but you can still find “Gay Bash” by Melange Lavonne there.
The artist talks about the harmful impact the church has on queer people. I can see a very much
“your people vs. my people” in my email. That’s how it felt.
In my email, I am concerned with isolation and truth as I still am now. I expressed an
absolutist idea that there is a singular truth, but that was what I was taught. I was searching for
truth that could justify my sexuality in the eyes of my parents. I hadn’t realized nothing would
change them at the point when I wrote the email. Writing was important to my self-expression.
It’s how I came out and how I intended to continue exploring queerness. That particular book
never came to fruition. It was a project I started with my girlfriend at the time. Our relationship
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and book idea ended. But I learned a lot looking up different queer experiences, and I guess this
is kind of the book I was thinking of writing.
I end the email with an invitation: “If you want, ask me about the book, my girlfriend, my
life. Or don’t, if it is too uncomfortable. I understand that. I don't want to push this at you. I've
had years to process this information and you’ve had minutes.” I can see the deep craving and
need I had for my parents to take part in my life. I wanted them to ask me questions. Even just,
“what’s your girlfriend’s name,” would have made me ecstatic. They never asked what her name
was. They didn’t ask me anything. They went out of their way the rest of the visit to avoid asking
me questions. I was also too kind to my parents in the closing of my email. They didn’t have
mere minutes to come to terms with my sexuality. They knew from the moment they found my
book and reviewed my internet search history. I’d had nearly the same amount of time to
discover myself as they had to come to terms with me. They put my self-discovery on a fasttrack. I didn’t need to give them time. They had enough. They’d stolen time from me. I had no
reason to be gentle with them.
*
The response to this email was not great.
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My dad’s opening hurt when he says: “I
want to focus on the most important [thought].
That is namely your standing in Christ.” This is
telling that despite any human or fatherly feelings
my dad has, god will have the final word. My dad
will never be able to look at me from a human
standpoint. He’ll always have the perspective of
god informing him what he should feel or think
about me and my life. My dad goes on to say, “the
church is an imperfect place…You might even
think the church is unloving in their doctrine
against sexual immorality. But is it unloving to
tell someone the truth? We tell people to not
murder, to not fornicate, to not be drunkards, etc.
The problem with sexual deviancy is that it is a sin
against your own body, and it is particularly most
devastating to one’s soul.” According to this
doctrine, telling someone they’re wrong and will
go to hell for their sins is the truth, and even a
Father’s Response

loving truth. To my father, this is the absolute

truth. God’s right. God is truth; I am deception. I am the antithesis of truth. I also like how
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murdering, fornicating, and drinking are all on the same level for my dad, and they’re all things
that people need to be warned about and told not to do. But my dad’s primary concern is about
what I do with my body. That feels gross. Although, the body is just the way the soul is harmed
when I act out my deviancy. I still don’t like the overall message.
Dad goes on to say, “Christ - though he knows we are not perfect, he does require
repentance, and agreement that sin is sin. Anneliese you cannot have the lifestyle you have, and
be accepted by God. Our prayer for you is that you would repent, and agree with God. Anneliese,
you will never have joy until you do.” God doesn’t want me to be happy; he wants me to be
joyful, and I can only be joyful if I obey him and stop fucking women. I don’t plan on doing
either of those things. I have no desire to alter my lifestyle. I’ll take a joyless life over a repentant
one.
*
Mentioning that I was dating a trans woman gave my father the opportunity to share his
thoughts on her too: “As for the person you are dating - I have no clue if that is a woman wanting
to be a man or visa versa, but know that we are not supportive…You cannot go to a person who
is confused/disfunctional and expect to get clarity”—I don’t date for clarity. I date for sex and/or
love—“Anneliese, this is the one area I am going to be blunt. You have always attracted hurting
or bent people to yourself, and this looks to be no different.”—Gee, I wonder if growing up in an
environment where I was told I was personally responsible for saving souls while also being told
that I am totally depraved and having nothing good within me might have made me attractive to
hurt people—“If I were you, I would stop dating till you can be attracted to a healthy individual.
Your mom went through this before we met. she had to finally stop until she no longer kept
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attracting the wrong people to her.” I don’t think my dad was the revelation or healthy person he
thinks he is. If my mom did truly attract hurt or bent people, my dad is included in that number.
My father does say, “We will not forsake you Anneliese, even if we disagree with your
decisions, but we will not approve that which is wrong,” which almost feels like an assurance of
love. Yet, this statement falls short of that. While I didn’t need approval from my parents, I
wanted some understanding or acceptance. Instead, I was met with subtexts of an eternitysentence to hell and a belief that I would come to the conclusion that they’re right and I’m
wrong. There’s also a feeling of my parents not letting me go because they want to fix me or
watch god fix me. My dad hands over my life to god’s hands and follows that up by saying, “My
expectation is that you will repent and believe at somepoint, I am just afraid it will be when you
hit bottom.” There is genuine fear and concern from my father that I will be hurt. I think all good
parents worry their kid could wind up in a bad spot and want to do all they can to prevent it. But
all I did was tell them I still like women. My parents make it clear that they view me as wrong,
evil, sinful, depraved. They expect god to swoop in at the lowest moment and that I will repent
from women-loving ways and be a good little straight girl again. Also, what does my dad think a
woman could do to me that would push me to men? Are men really better partners than women?
All genders have an equal opportunity to abuse their significant others. Any relationship can be
hell. Homosexuals don’t have the corner market on shitty relationships. I have no idea what rock
bottom my father was worried about. I just know I haven’t stumbled upon anything to make me
want to stay away from women.
*
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Nothing much has changed since this email. I’ve just given up on coming out to my
parents or hoping they will love me the way I need to be loved. I have kind and accepting people
I can come out to now. And I can be happy.
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Demons and Doctrine: A Comprehensive List of the Dangers of the World as Told by the Church
The following is a catalogue of the ways demons have infiltrated my life per the church’s
perspective:
1. Yoga
You hear the calming voice of the yoga instructor directing your body into the first pose from
a seated position to child’s pose. You are in a class of all women from twenty to seventy-five
years old in athletic or lounge wear. They all conform their body to the words and example of the
instructor. You only listen to the instructor during your practice. All else is abandoned to work
your body and forsake your mind. The people around you barely matter. They are just in the
background. You are also in the background. There is only the soft, ambient music and the
soothing voice that guides your body. You expand and arch your back as you perform the change
from cat to cow while on all fours, the table-top position. After you stop moving your spine, you
lift one leg to tuck it under your body and bring it between your legs. You push your energy
through the heel of your back foot while assuming Warrior One just as your instructor orders to
help stay on balance as your fingertips reach to the sky, trying to touch the god you’ve
abandoned in your practice. You have cleared your mind, leaving yourself vulnerable to demons.
You’ve been taught the dangers of new age thinking, how it appeals to the spiritual desire
god instilled in all his creatures but distorts the spiritual in the evilest way. Yoga is seductive. It
looks nice from the outside. It even feels good while you do it. The stretching and breathing
techniques make your body and mind relax. While the practice ends, the instructor tells you to
thank your body for all the work it has done. You feel rejuvenated after you finish your daily
practice. This is the worst thing of all.
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Good Christians understand that Satan is god’s most beautiful angel. He is sweet and
inviting. What he says sounds good and sensible. This is the mark of evil. Temptation can’t be
tempting if it is uninviting. Satan appeals to logic as well. Earthly wisdom tells you yoga is
healthy for mind and body. This is all part of Satan’s cunning. A good Christian knows you can’t
trust rational sense. You must hold things against the Bible to judge its value. You are tricked by
the new age wisdom of the world. You let the good feeling of your body dictate your actions. It’s
not your body that matters, but the soul.
You clear your mind in your yogic practice. You have no guards against any demon that
might enter. Worst of all, you worship your body rather than god in your practice. You thank
your body and deny god.
2. Dungeons and Dragons
You develop a need for background noise very early in life. You have a CD player in your
room that constantly plays a mix of audiobooks, music, and radio dramas. Particularly, you latch
onto Adventures in Odyssey, a radio drama by Focus on the Family for young children in
evangelical households. The small, conservative town of Odyssey becomes a home for your
imagination. You visualize every character from their voices and picture the layout of the icecream shop, which is the primary setting for most of the show. The dramas always come with a
Biblical lesson, something to teach children how to live as a good Christian. You are incredibly
susceptible to these messages since the indoctrination comes from all angles. Your church,
family, and school all tell you the same things, so Adventures in Odyssey is easy to assume as
truth.
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Your children’s pastor tells you about the armor of god. He tells you about the spiritual battle
happening all around you. The world is Satan’s dominion. He’s trying to get you. If you aren’t
attentive in protecting yourself, you can easily be drawn into temptation. Worst case scenario,
your carelessness leaves you vulnerable to demons, who will take possession of your body,
mind, and spirit given any opportunity. You develop a fear of demons and an earnestness to
protect yourself against them.
You receive a new Adventures in Odyssey CD and eagerly put it into your CD player.
There’s one two-part episode, which intrigues you. Those are always the best. It’s titled “Castles
& Cauldrons.” Jimmy Barclay’s cousin Len visits Odyssey and brings a game with him. The
boys make up characters and play the game “Castles & Cauldrons.” At the beginning of the
episode, Len and Jimmy spend most of their play time in the woods with toy weapons battling
evil forces; however, the forces get to be too much for the characters to handle on their own. Len
tells Jimmy they must call on Shalman to help defeat the rival wizard group. Jimmy is suspicious
of this. It doesn’t feel right, but Len insists. Len steals Jimmy’s sister’s doll as a sacrifice to
Shalman. He intends to use it to perform a spell summoning Shalman, who is a demon. Jimmy
tries to stop the spell, terrified of what’s happening. Mr. Whittaker, the town’s local ice-cream
shop (Whit’s End) owner and world’s best Christian, stops the ritual from happening, saving
both boys from demon possession.
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You at Focus on the Family
You ask your parents about the episode. You are scared of demons. Your parents tell you that
there is a real-life game called “Dungeons & Dragons” that do the same things you heard in the
episode. Pretending to be someone in a magical realm becomes all-consuming, and the presence
of magic in the game makes it sinister. Your young mind cannot comprehend why anyone would
ever touch a game like that. Even after you leave the church, you cannot help but avoid the
game. You don’t suspect it of spiritual warfare, but disbelief is still rooted in belief.
3. Rhythmic music
You are fourteen. You attend Bridgeway Christian Church in the suburbs right outside of
Sacramento. It’s a fairly large non-denominational church with about seventy-five youth group
attendants who consistently come to the Thursday night meetings. Bridgeway has four main
services every weekend, two Saturday evening 5:00 and 7:00, and 9:00 and 11:00 Sunday
mornings. The pastor is young and energetic, but he suffers from severe panic attacks and
anxiety. He shares his experiences from the pulpit to encourage people to seek help for their
mental illness through the power of Christ. Over the few years your family attends the church,
his anxiety gets worse. He turns to a fellow congregation for spiritual help. They are
Charismatic.
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The Charismatic church emphasizes the gifts of the spirt, often being “slain in the spirit”
during their services. This is too ostentatious for your family. They worry that the pastor is
seeking help at the wrong place. The pastor says the service he attended had gold dust falling
from the ceiling, and that it was a miracle from god. Your parents tell you gold dust appears at
seances, which invite demons. Seances are evil and of Satan. Your parents are no longer excited
about going to their normal Saturday night service. They are eager every Sunday morning when
they go to help with the children’s ministry. You continue to go to youth group that the head
pastor has little to do with.
Over the next months, the music at the main service changes to conform to what the pastor
listens to at the Charismatic church. Your father puts earplugs on every service to prevent him
from hearing the music. Rhythmic music is designed to manipulate your emotions and/or put you
into a trance, opening you up to demons. This is part of their weekly worship. The devil uses
music to penetrate the congregation’s spiritual defenses. You wonder how a place designated for
worshipping god could be participating in evil ceremonies, calling upon demonic spirits. How
can an entire congregation lack discernment and accept demons into their church service? You
expect more of Bridgeway’s pastor, too. He accepts the demons and wants to bring them into
Bridgeway. How can a real Christian do that?
4. Crystals
You browse through a seemingly innocent novelty store in a city you are visiting. They have
many artifacts that intrigue you, but you are the most drawn to the wall of tumbled stones with
cards beside them describing what purpose they serve. One stone with brown stripes of varying
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darkness catches your eye. You read the card explaining that tiger’s eye is a grounding stone.
You pick it up and feel it in your hand. You buy it.
You start wearing crystal jewelry for different purposes. Your tiger’s eye necklace grounds
and protects you. You acquire a pyrite necklace to protect you from physical harm after a man
rapes you. You also carry stones in your pockets for similar purposes. A chunk of amethyst helps
to lower your anxiety and bring peace. Your green aventurine comforts you.
Your coworker at the coffee shop says trinkets like that often come with spirits attached. He
says relying on stones makes you vulnerable to demons who prey on uncertain and trusting
people. You worry about unwanted spiritual forces attaching to any of your stones, but that does
not stop you from continuing to carry your talismans. How spiritually harmful can a rock be
anyway?
5. Witchcraft
You are fourteen at your church youth group when you meet a Wiccan for the first time.
Raquel is in your church small group. She does not come to church regularly. You know very
little about her. When she shares her spirituality, a freeze passes over the room. The youth
leaders don’t know what to say. The youth all stare at Raquel. Obviously, she needs god’s love.
She’s lost her way. Maybe god will work through your youth group and lead her back to Christ.
Because her soul is hanging in the balance, the youth leaders are gentle. They try to be
understanding.
A year later, Raquel comes back to youth group. She’s a Christian again. She shares how
dark her years as a Wiccan are. She became Wiccan because she could not deal with her
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boyfriend raping her then killing himself the night he assaulted her. She knows she no longer has
her virginity to give to her future husband, but at least she knows god can save her soul now.
*
When you are twenty, your girlfriend invites you to a healing event she is attending to
promote her massage therapy. You go. Many people are selling things or offering a sampling of
their services for free. You wander towards a table where two older women are sitting. They ask
if you have ever had Reiki. You say no. They ask if you would like a small five-minute session.
It’s an energy healing, they tell you. Hesitantly, you sit in their chair and close your eyes. The
woman hovers her hands over your head and moves them slowly around your body, feeling your
aura. You cry. You feel a release. You realize how much you’re carrying around every day. The
woman places a piece of tiger’s eye in your palm to ground you. You go for a full session a week
later for more healing. When your parents find out, they ask why you would make yourself
vulnerable to demons, tell you how reckless you are. You never go back to the Reiki healer.
*
At twenty-one, you begin to investigate Wicca. You are hesitant about entering into a
practice that you are told is evil and risks demonic possession. You know witchcraft works, but
you are told that is because demons aid in the fulfilment of spells. You do not conduct spells.
At twenty-three, a friend gives you Wicca for the Solitary Practitioner by Scott Cunningham.
Reading it, you find a startling similarity to Christianity. Determinism and omniscient presence
of the gods makes your skin crawl. You don’t know what to make of this. Does this speak to the
similarity all religions have to one another? Or is this a sign to keep away from Wicca?
6. Divination
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Your first tarot deck has crystal associations with each card. You like that each card is
connected to a crystal since you are familiar with crystals but not tarot. The imagery on the
minor arcana is easy to read. You know which suit is associated with each element. You begin to
do daily card pulls to build trust in your intuition. You quickly learn the story of the major arcana
and the how to utilize the guidebook to interpret the cards.
When you are visiting home for the holidays between semesters, you are careful with your
tarot deck. You parents believe divination tools like Tarot cards require the participants to
engage in whatever spirit is hanging around, and that spirit can be a demon. You fear what
retribution or discomfort might arise if either of your parents see the deck. You sleep with the
sun card under your pillow to invite positivity. It works because you avoid a fight with your
parents for your entire visit. You go back to Iowa for your last semester of college having
avoided any discussion on how you invite demons into your life through your tarot practice. This
is a successful visit home.
7. Drinking
You are eighteen when you have your first drink right before you have sex with a man for the
first time. You only have one, and you don’t know what you are supposed to feel from the
alcohol. You feel the penis insert into your vagina. It hurts. You bleed. You don’t know why
everyone says sex is so great. It fucking hurts.
The alcohol did nothing for the experience. You do not drink again until you are twenty. A
philosophy major in his senior year takes you to his apartment for a bottle of wine. You drink all
of it. You are drunk for the first time. Drinking with the philosopher becomes habit. He gives
you alcohol whenever you come over. Once, he even gives you a bottle of vodka to keep in your
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dorm room. You mix it with orange juice to drink during class. You are almost always drunk.
You rely on the philosopher to get you drunk since you can’t buy alcohol until you are twentyone. He asks you for money sometimes, but most of the time he gives you alcohol for free.
Sometimes you pay him with your company. He enjoys talking with you. After drinking too
much bourbon one night, you sleep with him. You are drunk and sad, and he is there. He sleeps
with you several times after that. When you stop sleeping with him, he goes after your friend
when it’s her first time drinking. You are concerned. You know his actions are wrong. You
convince your friend to go to the hospital. She gets a rape kit. You stop drinking for a month
until you realize how you can sneak home wine and beer from your job. You don’t need the
philosopher rapist anymore.
You know alcohol comes with a lot of risks. You can die from alcohol poisoning if you
drink too much. Someone might take advantage of you if you are drunk. Demons can also
possess you if you drink. That’s why God commands his people not to get drunk in Ephesians
5:18. You cannot be filled with the Holy Spirit if you are drunk. You do not pay attention to that
commandment much these days. You leave yourself vulnerable physically and spiritually. This is
not wise.
8. Drugs
You go the doctor with your mother. You are barely past the threshold of your eighteenth
birthday. You haven’t been feeling like yourself for a while. You haven’t wanted to be alive for a
while. But you are only here for a quick physical. The doctor conducts the physical examination
and ends the appointment with a few questions. You answer honestly at first. Yes, you tell her,
you’ve been feeling depressed. This moment is terrifying. You aren’t allowed to talk about
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yourself like this. She asks some more questions, and you severely downplay your suicidal
ideation. In retrospect, this was probably a mistake. You are given a reference list of offices to
call to get an appointment with someone who can help you with your depression. Some of them
can even get you medication.
You exit the doctor’s office with the paper in hand. Your mother sees it and asks about it.
You say, “nothing. I’ll tell you in the car.” The second statement debunks the first. But you are
so used to hiding, the “nothing” comes out quickly and easily. It’s a reflex. Lying is the key to
safety most of the time. But being caught in a lie is just as dangerous as the truth. You have just
lied, and the truth will come out.
When you try and broach the subject of seeing another doctor in the car, the request gets shot
down immediately even before the word “depression” can be brought into the conversation. You
try not to cry. You know you aren’t going to get any help. You should have told the doctor you
think about running into traffic any time you see a car or a road. You should have said how many
times you think about taking all the pills in the house in hopes that it will kill you, but the
thought that you’d live afterwards is all that stops you from attempting this method.
Commitment was your only hope of getting help, and now that there is no reason to go to a
doctor. You’ve lost your chance at help. Your paper is useless.
Even at eighteen, you can’t act for yourself unless you run away from home. That plan is
flawed. You don’t know where any of your important documents are kept. You don’t have a job
and therefore no money. You don’t have a car. You don’t have friends, or at least none that could
or would help you. You aren’t brave or tough enough to make it on the streets. You’re trapped.
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Your mother and father don’t want you taking pills because they mess with your mind. They
make you a different person. The pills possess you. Once the pills are in control of you, any other
spiritual force has access to you as well. You try and come up with an argument in favor of
antidepressants, but you know very little about them. You only seek them out of desperate hope
for something to make you feel better. You have no argument to ward off the idea of demons.
*
You go to a doctor on your twenty-first birthday. Things have been getting bad again.
You can’t stop thinking about how much better things would be if you were dead. At least you
wouldn’t have to live with all these reminders of what’s happened to you. At twenty, you are
raped by a man who gives you alcohol that you couldn’t buy yourself. This gives you nightmares
for months. You want them to stop. But sometimes the nightmares are better than being awake.
You worry about seeing him everywhere. You first meet him while he is a regular at the coffee
shop you work at. You continue to work there after the rape and hope he is too ashamed to come
back. Fear is a continuous state. You can’t live like this anymore.
So, you get prescribed Zoloft after spending an hour at the doctor’s office. You are able
to pay with the money you earn at your job. After two weeks, the pills make you numb. You
can’t feel anything. This is good for a month. You are happy not feeling pain until you are
unhappy not feeling anything. You go back. You get Lexapro. After three weeks, you want to
kill yourself again. You get Effexor. You worry and the doctor recommends you speak to a
psychiatrist. She tells you to come back after Effexor has time to kick in. You don’t want to wait.
You’re scared about what Effexor will do to your mind. You go home and flush your pills down
the toilet. You fear maybe your parents are right about the demons attaching to the pills.
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When the psychiatrist’s bill arrives, you realize you don’t have the money to continue seeing
doctors. You look at resources and find Iowa offers victim compensation. You apply for it. The
state of Iowa rewards you with $5,000 for being raped. You pay your medical bill.
9. Homosexuality
The Bible is clear. Adam and Eve are designed for one another. This is god’s perfect plan.
Anything that goes against god’s perfect plan is sin. Sin is evil. Evil invites demons.
Homosexuality’s sinfulness comes from its total rejection of god’s divine plan.
When you realize you are a homosexual at sixteen, you wonder what when wrong. You feel
completely normal but know this cannot be normal. You know god’s plan but also know you
have not done anything to willfully reject it. Yet, you are taught that homosexuals are only
attracted to the same sex because they hate god. You do not think you hate god, but you must.
Maybe, you think, god isn’t real in the way he’s presented to be.
You are comfortable, then, being a homosexual for a few months until your parents discover
your sexuality. Your mother cries every night knowing your sinful nature. Guilt eats you alive.
You start crying every night, too. You rethink your belief about spirits. The only explanation for
your homosexuality is a demonic spirit. You do not know where you are going wrong. You do
everything right until you realize you are attracted to girls. What let in the demon? How do you
get rid of it?
One night, everything is too much. You cry too loud. Your mother asks you what’s wrong.
You tell her she prayed for a child but got a demon instead. She assures you that you aren’t a
demon because you aren’t gay. If you are gay, you are a demon. But if you are normal, you are
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demon-free. You make sure no one can hear your cry from now on. You still don’t know what to
do about the demon.
10. Sex
In eighth grade, all the girls are invited to join P.O.P. club. P.O.P. stands for “the Power Of
Purity.” The two girls who do not want to join are told they have no choice. This is mandatory.
They are considered the “bad girls” since they put up resistance. You don’t want to be one of the
bad girls. The adults say their hearts are hardened to god’s message. You always want to be
attentive to what god has to say. You want to go to heaven and receive gifts of many crown that
show how good of a servant you are to god.
P.O.P. meets every Wednesday during lunch. Mrs. Jones, the science teacher, leads the
group. We go through The Purity Code: God’s Plan for Sex and Your Body by Jim Burns chapter
by chapter. The book is divided into five sections: The Purity Code, Your Body, Your Mind,
Your Eyes, and Your Heart. At the end of the book, readers are invited to take The Purity Pledge.
The girls take the pledge together at the last P.O.P. session.
The curriculum goes through object lessons and made-up scenarios about sex. It emphasizes
how sex has both physical and emotional consequences. You can get pregnant or contract an
STD from sex. This is the first time you realize pregnancy is a result of sex. Mrs. Jones says
those who have sex might develop severe depressed or experience guilt and shame after sex.
Purity is a lifestyle choice to honor god through keeping the body pure.
You learn that sex is spiritual. Spreading your legs is like opening up your heart. It is opening
up your heart to whoever gets between your legs. This can be a wonderful and beautiful thing if
it is with your husband after you are married. Otherwise, it is a sin. It is an abomination. Sexual
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sin is a sin against the self, making it especially heinous. Sex outside of marriage is spiritual selfharm.
Before the end of eighth grade, Mrs. Jones tells the class she is retiring. She cries as she says
her unmarried daughter is pregnant. She says she failed as a parent. She begs all the P.O.P. girls
to make better decisions than her daughter. She retires to take care of her daughter and future
grandchild.
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T is for Total Depravity: a Lesson for Children
In the beginning, God created Adam and Lilith out of the same piece of earth, breathing
life into them. His perfect creation in his perfect garden. They didn’t stay perfect. Adam tried to
lay Lilith down to take her as his own, to consummate their union. Lilith refused to lay down.
She pushed Adam away. This was not what God intended.
*
Sunday school was a foundational part of my childhood. Sunday mornings consisted of a
hurried breakfast followed by a meticulous review of my wardrobe to put together the right outfit
to give the right appearance to the right people. Even at the young age of seven or eight, my
child-mind was conscious of the standard of modesty expected by my father and the
congregation. Men sin with their eyes, you know, so girls must be careful to prevent their
brothers from stumbling. If a man looks at you with lust, you become a co-conspirator in his sin.
We all took too much time to get ready, which led to a scrambling of seat-belt buckling
and last-minute scanning to check everyone was in the car with their Bibles. (Forgetting to bring
your Bible to church is the eighth deadly sin.) My father always drove. He played a mix of Rich
Mullens, the Newsboys, Steven Curtis Chapman, and other Christian artists on the road to
Adventure Christian’s massive complex. No other music was acceptable on a Sunday. (I guess
God only permits Led Zeppelin on weekdays.)
The parking lot of Adventure Christian was big to match the size of the congregation,
although the church had to hold two services to accommodate the recent boom of congregants.
Even with two services, finding a parking spot was a weekly struggle. Dad would circle the
parking lot and, upon discovering no close spots were available, would bang his hand on the
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steering wheel in frustration and say a few annoyed words that bordered on Christian curse
words (the darns, drats, and alike) containing deadly venom. Mom would reply in a low voice,
“relax, it’s okay,” which would abate his anger long enough for him to drop us off at the large
staircase leading up to the building. Every church we attended had a similar ritual. Dad would
get road rage then enter the building and raise his hands in worship, singing to God.
The adult church building was recently built from tithes and additional donations the
church coerced from congregants. The new building was fully equipped with a coffee shop. The
Lord wants His followers caffeinated, especially if all profits go to his faithful servants, who are
awarded with major tax breaks. Meanwhile, mom would walk me to the children’s church. The
children’s building at this time was just a series of trailers separated by age groups. The church
was raising money for a real building for children’s ministry the same way they had for the main
complex. They advertised their need for money from big screens in the main service that
probably cost a few thousand dollars. They even told us children to tell our parents to give tithes
specifically to the children’s ministry on top of what they were already giving. And if your
parents really were good Christians, they gave 10% of their income to the church already. But
the church needed more.
Mom would get me checked in, write my name on a nametag for me, and provide an
identification codeword to make sure I wouldn’t accidently be released into the hands of a
stranger afterwards. (Adventure was vehemently against kidnapping.) There was about a ten to
one staff to kid ratio who oversaw the 1,000 or so member’s children. Even with the massive
congregation, they still needed more volunteers.
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I would then color or read with the other kids until it was time for worship. We would
sing songs with hand motions about how God is big and great and takes care of us. The music
would lead into a Bible lesson taught by Ms. Linda or any other Sunday school teacher while my
parents listened to Pastor Steadman talk about hell or whatever. She had taught children’s church
at Adventure for fifteen years. She had brown hair tinted by a light dusting of grey, kind eyes,
and a gentle countenance. She was a woman who wanted to serve the Lord and the children of
Adventure. She had no thoughts of herself, no ambitions, no conceitedness. She just wanted to be
God’s hands and feet, and she wanted to make sure God’s hands and feet were not needlessly
constrained.
I only knew her for about two years. She left the church quite suddenly.
*
Lilith became a demon because she wouldn’t lay down. Adam needed a replacement for
her. He needed someone truly under him this time. So, God put Adam to sleep to take parts from
his body to make something new. He called this rib-creature Eve.
*
The story of Adam and Eve introduced me to the feeling of being broken and evil. It’s a
surprisingly popular Bible story to teach to young church-going children, much like how Noah
and the arc is paraded on church walls and children’s bedrooms like a cute fairy tale. I think the
arc illustrations should include some floating corpses in the water just to make it more biblically
accurate. (Just a suggestion. If you’re going to mentally, emotionally and spiritually scar children
for their entire lives, you might as well be biblically accurate. If little kids are going to see the
beheading of Goliath in their little kid’s Bibles, corpses in the water shouldn’t be a big deal.)
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The telling of Adam and Eve did several things for the fundamentalists. First, it
introduced children to the villainization of femininity and females. (Eve ate the forbidden fruit.
Eve tempted Adam. Sin, death, pain, etc., is all woman’s fault. She is the root of all evil.)
Second, it created a sense of hostility in all our environments. Nothing was untouched by sin, so
nothing was safe or good. Our innocent ideals of a good world were shattered before they had the
chance to form. Third, it let us know we needed Jesus because we were sinful, broken. T is for
total depravity. Everything is depraved. Since Eve took the first bite, nothing in the world was
untouched by sin. Being born makes you guilty.
*
Eve was better than Lilith. Eve listened. She obeyed. She had the childlike innocence and
subservience God and Adam wanted. She would not be wicked. She would not have independent
thought. With this docility, she would be perfect.
Adam seemed pleased. He didn’t complain. He got a companion who came from his ribs.
She was in no way his equal. She came from him. They weren’t made of the same stuff. Lilith
was too equal with her origin of dust. Adam and Eve’s roles were defined. His ego was
protected. He would not have the issues he’d had with Lilith.
*
I was guilty, a resident of Sodom. Maybe I was Lilith. I wouldn’t lie with a man, so I was
a carrier of evil. I already had the knowledge of the tree without eating from its fruit. I was
already inducted into the world of knowing what we aren’t supposed to.
*
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Maybe I conflated being a homosexual with being a demon. I can’t remember being
explicitly taught that homosexuality equals demonic, but I still felt it. Homosexuality was still
esteemed as the evilest of sins because it was a sin against the self, just like all other sexual sins.
But homosexuality also came with the fun additive of being against nature, creation, and the very
first Bible story.
*
One Sunday, another woman came to speak to us, and Ms. Linda was sent off with a gift
from the church. I was used to seeing women get flowers at this point. Every Mother’s Day, us
kids were given roses to give to our mothers and other mothers in the church. It was always very
ceremonial and scripted. At age four, I knew the whole routine by heart.
Ms. Linda wasn’t being gifted roses, though. She was receiving a sturdy flower with a
thick stem, blanket-like leaves that encased almost the entire stem with multi-colored buds
whose petals overlapped each other like praying hands cupping other praying hands. They made
a perfect little ring that hovered above stem and leaves. The bright yellows and reds made them
look cartoonish, not quite real. My little eyes were in awe of them, transfixed.
The woman holding the pot of flowers asked us, “Do any of you know what kind of
flower this is?”
We shook our heads, all of us ignorant of the flower.
“This is a Tulip. Do you know what tulips mean?”
Again, we shook our heads in ignorance.
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“Tulips remind us of the sovereignty of God. A really cool guy named John Calvin used
tulips to tell people about salvation. TULIP is an acronym, where all the letters in the word mean
something. Have you ever heard of an acronym before?”
We shook our heads again, taking in the new vocabulary earnestly.
“T for total depravity. U for unconditional election. L for limited atonement. I for
irresistible grace. P for preservation of the saints. Now those might be some big words for preschool, but what they mean is God wants us and will never let us go even though we are sinful
and unworthy” Here the woman paused and looked over at Ms. Linda. “Tulips also remind us to
keep our two lips shut.”
*
Perhaps Eve’s innocence was what made her easy prey for the serpent. He seemed to
have good points. God knew everything. Why couldn’t she know just a little? All she would have
to do was take a bite of fruit. Wouldn’t that be simple nutrition? Didn’t she need food to live?
Why shouldn’t she have a little food for thought, food to think? If the tree was forbidden, why
did nothing prevent her from reaching out, grabbing a fruit from the tree’s limbs, and eating?
So, she ate. And she realized God wasn’t as benevolent as he claimed to be. Could a god
be good if he wanted to keep his people subservient? She was created to be subservient and
nothing more. She wasn’t supposed to stand up for herself. If she did, she would end up like
Lilith. A good god wouldn’t have punished Lilith.
*
I don’t know how many kids are convinced they’re a demon at seventeen, but I was. My
depravity couldn’t just be a result from normal human sin. This was deeper, a fundamental
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brokenness. I knew from my lesson on the acronym TULIP, that to be born is to be depraved.
But wasn’t God supposed to help you or something? Shouldn’t accepting God into your heart
counteract the depravity? I heard the call of the I: irresistible grace so many times in church. I’d
answered the altar call in earnestness several times, tearfully repenting from my seat in church.
And according to P: preservation of the saints, I shouldn’t be able to lose my salvation. Clearly, I
wasn’t saved anymore. I couldn’t be a homosexual demon and saved at the same time.
*
Tulips are also a symbol for perfect love, which goes back to Turkish and Persian
folktales. Is there such a thing as perfect love? God’s love is supposed to be perfect. I’ve never
felt love from god. His love is perfectly absent. Especially within the confines of the church.
*
At the end of the church service, she gave each of us a hug before we left with our
parents. When mom and dad came to pick me up, they both gave Ms. Linda a hug too.
“You will be missed,” my mom said and then in a whispered tone added, “you shouldn’t
be leaving. You should be running the children’s ministry. If you’re allowed to do everything
that’s involved in running a children’s ministry except hold the title, there should be no issue
making you a leader. You’re already leading.”
Ms. Linda had wanted to officially be the children’s church pastor. This was a sin. She
was a woman. Women can’t lead, at least not according to Pastor Steadman. She had said if she
wasn’t allowed to hold the title to the job she was already doing, she would leave. The pastor
didn’t budge, so she left.
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My parents were liberal enough to disagree with Adventure’s decision but conservative
enough to stay with the church for a few more years without raising a big fuss. They conducted
their disagreements quietly and privately.
Once we left church that Sunday, I didn’t see Ms. Linda again. Her departure taught me a
few things. I learned women are under men even if they aren’t their husbands. They can’t lead in
church. This was also my introduction into the tenants of Calvinism: a spiteful gift of flowers. T
stands for Total Depravity. Total Depravity means you can do nothing good. You’re filthy.
Sinful. You don’t deserve the love of the god you worship.
The lessons sunk in. I was a very attentive student. I made sure to never think very highly
of myself because that would be pride. And how could someone so utterly entrapped in sin ever
think of themselves as worthy of anything anyway? I was lucky Jesus came down to earth in
human form to save me from my sins. He didn’t have to, and I certainly wasn’t worth saving.
But he did, so I should be grateful. I was guilty for being born naturally sinful, something
inherited from Eden.
*
Eve wanted Adam to know they were being duped by their keeper too, so she gave him
some of her fruit. He didn’t question her when she said, “bite.” She could have no dubious intent.
She couldn’t possibly evoke revolution or revelation. Once he bit the fruit, he realized where it
came from and what it meant. He saw they were naked, exposed. They’d have to hide from God
so He wouldn’t know what they’d done.
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But God knew. So, Adam tried to save himself by blaming his companion. Nevermind
that he was supposed to be her keeper, that she couldn’t make a move outside his command. He
didn’t care to watch his charge, so she went out and found knowledge.
God cast out His creation from the garden with a curse.
Adam didn’t like that he now had to work. But he liked that God still commanded Eve to
be subservient. She had knowledge now, which made her harder to control. But he had authority
to strike her down. And God gave him superior strength. He would still have to learn how to be
superior with less advantage.
*
I still went to church at seventeen. I felt like a happy little ride-along as a kid. I was no
longer happy or a willing passenger in the car. My dad would bang his fist on my doorframe to
let me know it was time to “get up and get moving.” He would have knocked on the door if he’d
let me have one. But doors are for the blameless and upright. I would get up and head to the
bathroom for a quick shower. It was my fifteen minutes of privacy I was allotted. I then threw on
clothes. Sometimes I would pick a fight … Other times I would quietly put on nice pants and a
plain blouse with no words on it. The drive would be hellish. My dad still played the same
selections of Christian rock he always had, and I could feel the building anger that comes from
helplessness and hopelessness. Sometimes I’d listen to my own music through headphones,
turning up the music as loud as I could to block out any sound. But then I’d inevitably miss
something my dad said, so he would yell until some syllable broke through my haven of sound.
That made the anger worse. Escapism is nice until you can’t escape anymore. The shattering of
the fantasy is worse than coming down from a high.
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Once we got to church, my parents would make sure I sat between them. I was
surrounded quite literally. The worship music would start. I wouldn’t raise my hands. I sang
sometimes to make my parents think I was somewhat compliant. Compliance sometimes got
rewarded, and goddamnit I clung onto every particle given to me because that’s the only way I
would survive.
I used to hang onto every sentence uttered and proclaimed by the pastor. I used to think
whomever was standing behind the pulpit was right, that God himself was shining a spotlight on
him. But it was just fancy lighting and showmanship done by a tech crew who might or might
not have been agnostic college interns.
Was this disillusionment or proof of damnation?
I didn’t belong inside the church. God didn’t want me there. His people wouldn’t have
either if they knew the thoughts I had about girls. Or if they had wanted me, it would only have
been to perform the good deed of salvation by converting me into an unassailably straight
person. Church was meant to cure depravity. But depravity is all we are guaranteed at birth. To
take away depravity would be taking away humanity. I’d rather be human than saved.
*
In church, I was taught that God’s love was unconditional, and He introduces us to it
through the loving relationship children have with their parents. My parents showed me love
produces fear. Love requires subservience. Love is a transaction. Good behavior buys love. Sure,
“God loves everyone,” but sending people to hell isn’t an action of love. If God loves us, why
does he hurt us? I heard youth pastors say parents punish their children when they do wrong, but
a timeout or spanking is not equivalent to eternal torture. Hell doesn’t give people a chance to
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“learn their lesson” the way a child’s punishment does. I heard the phrase “love requires action”
when pastors talked about marriage or evangelizing, but why doesn’t god have to show his love
with action?
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Air Raid
I fell in love—what else is there to do? ...
We started sleeping together at her house, because her mother worked nights.
Then one night she came to stay with me…
My mother came in with her flashlight. I remember waking up with the flashlight
on our faces…The flashlight playing down the narrow bed and out of the window like a
signal. It was a signal. It was the signal at the end of the world…
She said nothing the next morning, nor for some time to come. She hardly spoke
to me, but she often disappeared into herself. Things were calm, like before an air raid.
And then the air raid happened.
- Jeanette Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? (78-9)
*
Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? is author Jeanette Winterson’s memoir
about growing up in a religious and abusive household. This excerpt from Winterson’s memoir
describes the events leading up to the author’s exorcism after her sexuality was discovered by
her mother. The “air raid” referenced is the public outing Winterson faces at her church.
Winterson and her lover are publicly shamed by the pastor, who said they were “guilty of
abominable sin” (80). The pastor commanded them to repent, which Winterson’s lover does
while Winterson doesn’t. She writes, “Nobody could believe anyone as faithful as I was could
have had sex—and with another woman—unless there was a demon involved” (80). Naturally,
the church came together and starved, beat, and deprived Winterson of sleep until she repented,
and the demon left.
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War terminology seems fitting considering the disaster and devastation many religions
inflict upon queer youth. War terminology fits what happened to me. My “air raid” happened
suddenly with no quiet before it. Maybe that’s not quite the right way to frame the events. There
was an air raid. There was quiet. But typically, air raids happen during times of war, and I was
completely unaware of any impending conflict. I was unaware there was even an enemy to
consider. But there was an enemy, and the air raid happened.
It started in my room. I had closed the door, an action I thought would afford me privacy
and safety. Before this incident, the closed door had allowed me to look up things like “girls
kissing” and “am I gay” quizzes on an iPod I got in the sixth grade without any consequences.
This time, I wasn’t looking at an easily closable browser tab on a tiny iPod. I was reading a copy
of Blue is the Warmest Color, engrossed in the story and images of the graphic novel (emphasis
on the word graphic). I had watched clips of the French film under the same name and
desperately wanted the whole story. When I asked a friend on my sports team if she could get me
a copy, the deal was done, and I had the pictures and words of the only lesbian coming-of-age
story I knew existed. But my father interrupted my under-the-covers reading, coming in after one
knock, giving me no time to hide what I was doing.
He saw me trying to shove the book towards the foot of the bed and demanded to see
what I was hiding. He sensed my panic and knew this was something requiring parental
intervention. When he flipped through the book and saw a pair of illustrated breasts in the hands
of an illustrated woman, it was over. I was over. In an instant, I was surrounded by enemy forces.
My budding sexuality was now an enemy. When my parents found out who gave me the book,
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she became an enemy too. Satan, who was always an enemy, now had to be battled offensively
rather than defensively (the defensive being a constant for all Christians). We were at war.
*
Part of me finds it ridiculous that a book would be such a big deal. That is, I think this
before I remember the Bible, Mein Kampf, or The Origin of Species. While these books might be
of varying use or applicability to everyday life, it reminds me that books are incredibly
influential. Trivializing the importance of Blue Is the Warmest Color does the book and myself a
great disservice. My parents certainly recognized the power of the written; however, they also
inadvertently caused me to see something in myself I had been denying. I wouldn’t have called
myself a lesbian despite online quiz results and my desire to see Adele Exarchopoulos and Lea
Seydoux scissor in the film Blue Is the Warmest Color. “Lesbian” still seemed not quite real to
me, like other women (very, very hot women) could be lesbians, but I couldn’t, could I? The
label “lesbian” implied action to me, required sex acts, and I was yet to act. But my parents
judged me (rightly) on the literature they found. They deemed me a lesbian, so a lesbian I
became.
*
Reading helped me discover who I was and what I liked by exposing me to possibilities I
might not have realized on my own, or at least not for some time. Blue was the start of my
literary dive into homosexuality. It gave me the clearest picture of what my sexuality could be.
The illustrations of two female bodies tangled together on a bed, grasping and needing each
other, awakened more than my own body. It was also spiritual.
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I’d grown up hearing sermons about how sex is a spiritual experience. The souls join and
god is present or whatever. That’s why it should only be done within marriage. It’s that spiritual,
that powerful. I’d never understood that when I thought my only option was to marry a boy or
revolt against my childhood faith and become a nun (the most rebellious thing I could think of
before realizing women were an option). I never understood how being with a dude would feel
remotely special or sacred. Reading the semi-pornographic novel, sex suddenly seemed like the
most divine thing in the universe, transcendent even. In the throes of passion, Clementine tells
Emma, “I want to do everything with you, everything that’s possible in a lifetime” (Maroh 97).
That’s what it’s like being a lesbian. It’s all-consuming. It’s a spiritual awakening without a
deity. The only god or goddess that matters is the woman you’re with. I held onto that hope for
transcendence all through the air raid and found other things to hold onto in the absence of Blue.
As a response to my parents’ vigilance over all my reading and viewing material, I had to
become sneaky. I adopted the practice of truth-bending and outright lying. At the time, it felt like
a necessity. —I needed friends. I needed someone safe to talk to. I needed to stop feeling so
goddamn alone and isolated. I needed a reprieve from being on guard and tense. —I know this is
classic “bad teenager” crap, and I deserved to get some parental retribution for it. But is it really
unjustifiable? I’d argue my parents’ restrictions were extreme and harmful. Lying was my
method of harm reduction for myself. But I did harm my parents in this feat. They were more
hurt by my continuously sinful actions, constantly devastated and worried for my soul. As I
struggled against suicidal ideology all through the period of isolation, I felt like I had more
pressing matters to attend to than my soul. I had to figure out how to live through this lockdown.
I didn’t have time to think about my salvation.
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*
In the height of my deceptive streak, I read several detailed biographies on the life of
Oscar Wilde, a famous homosexual. I was able to read this book openly in front of my parents
and teachers without suspicion. Wilde was just a really great author, right? And I wanted to be an
author too. It made perfect sense why I would be reading a biography about him. A few years
prior to my biography kick, I’d become obsessed with The Picture of Dorian Gray. The idea of a
portrait bearing the mark of our sins enthralled me. Maybe this should have been a warning that I
too would pursue sin like Dorian. Whatever the obsession might have forewarned, it gave me a
great cover to consume anything Wilde. Restarting my Wilde kick didn’t arise suspicion in my
parents. This was just a continuation from a previous infatuation. It was completely innocent.
Through reading the biographies, I learned a good deal about Oscar Wilde’s literary
accomplishments, but what really excited me was the descriptions of his illicit affairs and
passionate relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, or Bosie, as Wilde affectionately called him. I
found solace in the green carnation and other secret symbols used by the closeted men of Wilde’s
era. I learned the queer history of bathrooms as what we would now call cruising grounds. Wilde
and his queer contemporaries, like me, were not safe in the world.
One of the few times I was allowed out of the house outside of school and church was on
trips to used bookstores with my mother. It was one of these trips that first led me to biographies
when I browsed in the Ws for Wilde. Another trip led me to a more sapphic role model. Sure,
reading about gay men was thrilling and informative, but I didn’t feel represented anywhere in
that world.
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While browsing the shelves, looking for more about Oscar Wilde even though I already
had several biographies on him, I saw the spine of the book Truly Wilde: The Unsettling Story of
Dolly Wild, Oscar’s Unusual Niece by Joan Schenkar. I took it off the shelf and inspected the
back cover and introduction. It didn’t take me long to assess that this biography had homosexual
overtones. Dolly Wilde was a sapphic ambulance driver of WWI. The biography seemed intently
interested in the love affair between Dolly and Natalie Barney. The cover displayed a woman
(Dolly) lying on what appears to be a coat with one arm draped above her, covering the eyes and
forehead with the crook of the elbow, and another hand laying on her chest. She wore a collared
shirt that was unbuttoned past a decent neckline. The fabric teased at showing a little of her
breast. Nothing was exposed, but the woman’s posture and clothing hinted at the seductiveness
contained in the pages of the book.
As a young, unemployed highschooler, I relied on my parents to buy me what I needed.
(And I did feel like I needed this book.) I came up to my mother, who was browsing the mystery
section, with my potential contraband disguised as innocent research. My excuse for wanting the
book: “She’s related to Oscar Wilde,” I said, trying not to sound too desperate to get it home
with me. But I was very, very desperate for it, and that desperation would arouse suspicion if my
parents detected it. My mother was slightly suspicious when seeing the lounging woman on the
cover but not enough to refuse me the book. She bought it for me, and we went home. At the
door, my father asked to see what we had purchased at the book shop. Fear surged through my
body like an electric shock. I braced myself for retribution. I was half expecting him to tear the
book in front of me or take away some freedom I didn’t realize I had. (What could they possibly
deprive me of, anyway? The bathroom door?...but I did fear this…) He raised his eyebrows and
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looked down at me. “She’s related to Oscar Wilde,” I said, preemptively defending myself. My
dad let it slide. My parents were surprisingly negligent with inspections of my reading material
when I had biographies. This was good for me, bad for their heterosexual agenda.
I took Truly Wilde to my bedroom with me. I felt like I had pulled off a heist. This was
almost as good as sneaking a real, live girl into my room. To my virginal self, the contraband
book was just as thrilling and devious. I ravenously read about Dolly’s heroin use and sexual
affairs with Joe Carstairs and Natalie Barney. I was enamored with her fearlessness and
recklessness, traits I could only imagine myself having but never acting upon. I wanted to
bravely exist in the margins rather than cower in visibility. I wanted to live life fully the way
Dolly did. I wanted to have the courage to stand up to my parents, to stop pretending to be
straight, to run away to find freedom and love.
*
On later literary exploits away from parental control, I stumbled upon Alison Bechdel.
Her memoir Fun Home follows her coming out to a closeted father and unaccepting mother. She
describes how reading literature helped her discover her sexuality saying, “My homosexuality
remained at that point purely theoretical, an untested hypothesis. But it was a hypothesis so
thorough and convincing that I saw no reason not to share it immediately” (58). Bechdel
distinguishes lesbian thought and lesbian action; however, she doesn’t see thought as an inaction.
Rather, it’s a precursor, or an assurance that action can (will) happen. Like me, she had never
touched or kissed another woman when she determined her sexuality. Bechdel had done a lot
more research than I had in her quest to understand homosexuality. But she was free to do this
research. She was away from her parents studying at college with uninhibited access to the HQ
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section of the library. Bechdel continues by writing, “My realization at nineteen that I was a
lesbian came about in a manner consistent with my bookish upbringing. A revelation not of the
flesh, but of the mind” (74). Bechdel creates a dichotomy of experience and revelation. The mind
knew before the flesh, but the mind and the flesh are intertwined. They cannot act separately
from each other. Our flesh acts out what our mind tells us to do. Her mind gave her permission to
explore the flesh. Without thought, there is no action. My parents understood this. That’s why
they guarded my mind so carefully after finding Blue in my possession.
*
The book discovery was followed by a quiet that lasted about an hour, approximately the
time it took my father to consult with my mother and figure out what punishment would suit my
crime. But he didn’t think he was punishing me. For him, it was an attempt to save my soul. You
see, they don’t let dykes into heaven. (“They” of course means God and all the fundamentalists
who are authorities on His wishes and designs.) So, my soul required absolute isolation from the
outside to protect from worldly influences like the one that had devilishly brought sin into my lap
via graphic novel. If I was not able to talk to people like my friend who bought me the book, I
would quickly realize how two women kissing and coming together was an abomination.
Therefore, I was no longer allowed a door, no longer allowed a phone, internet, or contact with
anyone outside the church for the rest of the summer. It was mid-season for my archery team,
and even though my teammate had given me the book, I could still go to practice as long as I
didn’t talk to her or anyone who associated with her. After the season ended, I was pulled from
the team, and then I would only be allowed contact with my Christian teachers and Christian
classmates at my Christian school.
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Archery
The isolation over the summer was the hardest. Every morning of August felt crushing
because it meant I had to live through the day with only a clock radio, notepad, and parental
conversation. I wrote down all the dark thoughts I had and hid them under my mattress, fearing
another part of me would end up exposed or ripped away if discovered. All I felt that month was
fear, anger, and shame. That’s all I felt the whole year because school really didn’t help me feel
less isolated. I just had more people I guarded myself against. I had no way of knowing for sure
who was safe and who wasn’t without outright asking. And asking could put me in a worse
place. I would be condemned and shamed by the whole school if the wrong person found out and
spread the word. I had nowhere to be safe or alone. I was under my parents’ complete control.
They had me convinced I was shameful, evil, abominable without ever using those words. I
could tell what they thought by how the acted, how they kept everything a secret. There was an
underlying threat of retribution if I spoke up. It was the sound of bombs exploding somewhere
above the bunker.
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This wasn’t a one-night raid. Every day I felt the vibrations of the world above being
demolished. The bomb shelter was my only place of refuge, but I was left alone with no food or
water, nothing to sustain myself or ease the time spent there. I wished the war would end, but I
didn’t have the political power to negotiate a surrender. I was trapped. I was helpless. I was a
child.
*
When I read Winterson’s “air raid,” I was jealous. She was discovered because she loved
a girl, made love to a girl. I thought, “I didn't have a girl.” But that’s a half-truth. I had the girl
who had given me the book my parents deemed abominable. I had just never made love. Even
though nothing happened between me and my crush, I still imagined us, hoped for us. I had her
in my mind. For the time, that was enough. It was a hope for something. Maybe normalcy or love
or just a reprieve from isolation. She was my first crush. I would watch her while we were at
practice, feeling like Romeo looking up at Juliet while she stands on her balcony. I was 16 and
melodramatic. In my mind, I thought silence would protect us both from further harm. My father
had already outed her to her aunt, the owner of the archery shop, making her out to be the
predatory lesbian after his nice, virginal daughter. Even though severe damage had already been
done, if I could pretend in my mind that I was protecting her, I could live with my
circumstances. That was the only thing that made me want to keep living. I didn’t want her to
feel guilty if I killed myself over a book or my parents’ reaction to a book. I couldn’t die if that
would hurt her more. God, that’s fucked up.
I still envy Winterson for having made love before being discovered by her mother. I
would not have my first kiss until nearly a year after the book discovery, and I would not make
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love for another year after that. Truly, I would be desperate to act on the lesbianism which cost
me so much as just a seed of a thought not fully grown into maturity. Why get in trouble for a
thought when you could get in bigger trouble for an action, which you would at least have the
pleasure of experiencing?
So, the next summer, I made trouble for myself by acting upon my sexual desires for the
first time. I had my first kiss. What’s worse is my apologetic attitude afterward.
*
I've tried writing about that experience artfully several times. But I don’t think it’s a story
to be told with any flare or art. It just happened. I have recounted the story of my first kiss at
several bars and house parties, almost always drunk, although I will happily tell it to anyone who
asks or wishes to know no matter what state of mind I'm in, altered or unaltered.
I was 17, still underage, and she was 22, like the Taylor Swift song, which I actually said
out loud to her like an idiot. I was at the beach with my friends the last day of my junior year of
high school. I would be leaving for Texas the next week. This would be the last time I would
spend time with most of my school friends. My friend’s mom and my mom drove us and
chaperoned. My friends and I all found places far enough away from the parents to talk freely
and splash around in the lake. However, our group wasn’t the only one on the beach. Across the
way was another group, and one of them was sporting baggy shorts, a buzz cut, and tattoos.
Pretty butch. Fucking gorgeous. We kept making eye-contact and eventually she walked to the
bathroom. At this point, I had seen The L Word. I knew what was about to happen. I knew that a
woman going to the bathroom after intense eye-contact with another woman meant: follow me.
So, I followed. She was washing her hands as I walked in. I fumbled a small “hello” before
rushing into the bathroom stall, unsure what to do. A moment after I went into the stall, I realized
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how stupid that had been. So, I nonchalantly walked out and washed my hands. We talked a
little, went back to our respective parties, and did the same thing again about ten minutes later.
Rinse and repeat. The third time we followed one another into the bathroom we finally kissed. I
actually managed to kiss someone! Me. The girl who had been punished for being a lesbian
while still a virgin. I was engrossed in the experience. I didn’t realize I had put my arms around
her until she took a small step back and I had to untangle myself from her. Then we went in for it
again. I was on cloud nine. Hell, I was above cloud nine! That is, I was until my friend’s mom
walked in on us. I knew she would report me to my mother. I felt an intense fear. But I gave my
momentary lover one last kiss and returned to my party. I really wish I could remember her
name. I know she didn’t remember mine even when our lips were pressed together. I hope she
thinks of me, hopefully as the frisky teen who had her first kiss in a public restroom rather than
the borderline closet case who had her mom drive her to the beach.
It was my first homosexual act, a graduation from sinner in thought to deed. Rather than
struggling with “homosexual thoughts,” I now struggled with “homosexual tendencies”
according to evangelical slang. However, which one is worse is still up for debate among those
who try and cure homosexuals of their lusts. Actions are easy to identify and stop. Thoughts are
harder to diagnose and get rid of. This might also have contributed to my parents’ decisions
around punishment and isolation.
I had felt so much shame before the kiss. I should have felt even more shame after acting
upon my homosexuality. However, I felt liberated. I felt free. I felt like maybe the isolation had
been worth it. Hell, I was risking an even harsher, stricter life after the kiss than what I was
living in. I was always promised more freedom if I “earned it,” according to my parents. Yet,
84

even though I tried to follow all their rules and regulations, I still never managed to regain
privileges such as the ability to close my door. So, why not fuck around and see what happens?
What could they do? Take away my window’s curtains so I would have no privacy from my
parents or neighbors?
My mother cried, of course, on the car ride home after my youthful escapade in the beach
bathroom. Much to my shame, I tried not to smile while she cried (mostly because “I Kissed a
Girl” by Katy Perry came on the radio around the time her tears started). The scene seemed too
cinematic, too perfect, not to be scripted. But it was just one of those rare moments where
everything feels oddly perfect. Well, perfect for me. Not my mom. She was distraught,
inconsolable. Maybe she would have been consolable if I had tried to console her rather than
sitting defiantly, basking in my sin. I didn’t care about her feelings just then. I cared about mine.
I cared that after a year of isolation, of no phone, no access to internet unsupervised, no time
with friends outside of school, no talking to friends from archery, which I had been viciously
yanked out of. After all I had endured, I felt like I finally committed the crime I had been
convicted of like a man who served a 20-year prison sentence for murder when he didn’t do it
finally gets out of prison and kills someone. Shouldn’t he be owed that kill? (Homosexuals are
too often compared to murderers and pedophiles by the church. This isn’t a good simile. This is
the kind of simile the church would see as fitting for me to write.)
*
Before the ride home after the beach and after the “air raid,” I had often heard and seen
my mother cry, and I’d always felt enormous guilt. I felt evil and wrong. Ashamed of who I was.
I had made my mother cry. I had made my father stoically wrathful. Who does that to their
parents? I had obviously done something, been something, to trigger shame, disgust, hate, and
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sorrow. I was sinful, disgusting. If my parents couldn’t even say the word lesbian out loud, how
terrible must it be to be one. I should be ashamed.
When church people asked about how archery was going after the school year had
started, I said I was no longer shooting. At this point, my parents were quick to say it was so I
could concentrate on school. They could not proclaim my wickedness in front of holy people.
They could not let themselves look like failures as parents. Psalms 127:4 says: “Like arrows in
the hands of a warrior are children born in one’s youth” (NIV). My parents’ arrow would not
find the mark it was born to reach. A point of shame for them. A point of shame for me. I was a
bad daughter. I wasn’t the daughter God wanted me to be. I would not convert souls or share my
testimony. I would not be proof of God’s ability to change the human heart and human condition.
I was human, and I was of my flesh and of the world.
Even though I was punished and considered a family shame (only by my parents since no
other family members could be permitted to know), I had done nothing until the kiss. Suddenly,
in my first moment of action, I no longer felt bad about who I was. I didn't feel bad about what I
was doing. I didn’t think my flesh was the enemy anymore. I’d kissed a gorgeous butch bull
dyke in a bathroom on a beach and goddamn it she was the most amazing kisser! How could
anyone feel so good and still harbor guilt? I felt too good to let the guilt in even though nothing I
did was good, at least not by God’s standards. But at that moment, I allowed flesh and bodies
and feelings to determine my good and bad. And for the first time since the book and the
discovery, I could look at the world and think, it is good. This was my genesis.
I didn’t get a measurable punishment for the kiss either. It’s not like I had long to stay in
California, so isolation wasn’t that dreadful. It would come naturally that summer in Texas. I
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knew no one and nothing in that state, so following my mother around a grocery store and not
talking to people my own age happened organically. I would have done the same things if I
wasn’t in trouble. And since I was away from the girl, my parents didn’t think they had much to
worry about with me acting on my sexuality. At least over the summer, there was no one to take
action with. So, I was good. For the summer. I was even permitted a flip phone (only with my
parents and church friends as contacts of course, and all archery numbers blocked). Intentional or
unintentional on my parents’ part, existence after the kiss was freer by comparison. I was given
more privileges and fewer restrictions. Maybe it was the change of state. Maybe it was just
harder to punish me after I turned 18 partially through my senior year of high school. I also
found friends at school who had new numbers to put into my phone without a sexuality or
agenda attached to them that would make my parents lock me down again. I was allowed to close
my door again (!!!). Ultimately, that was the greatest freedom. I was still hunkered down in the
bomb shelter, but I had fresh supplies and company to occupy my time. The people at school
pulled me out of books for a while. They no longer felt like lifeblood. I had a girl I could kiss
sometimes for a few months and other gay people after her that I could explore my sexuality
with. I didn’t need Oscar Wilde now. I had flesh and blood women at my fingertips.
*
From Dolly Wilde and her lovers, I found Radclyffe Hall and her novel The Well of
Loneliness when I was in undergrad and had the freedom to buy books without hiding their
contents from anyone. The Well of Loneliness is the first novel about sexual inversion, which is a
precursor to the labels “lesbian,” “transexual,” and “transgender.” Inversion isn’t easily
categorized into any of these more modern labels. But Stephen, the protagonist, is a female-
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bodied person who loves and makes love to women. Stephen was an example to me. I felt her
story in my core. I felt her pain. She was also a World War I ambulance driver like Dolly.
I still have my copy of Truly Wilde prominently displayed on my bookshelf along with
other queer literary works that I’ve acquired since leaving my parents’ home. While I’m not
doing heroin or driving an ambulance during a world war like the lesbian ambulance drivers of
WWI, I am writing, and that thrill might be comparable to Dolly’s thrills.
*
Winterson discusses how her pride was not being broken by the religious community
surrounding her in her childhood. I find myself measuring myself up against her, wondering how
and why I broke so easily. I had no childhood rebellion. I believed whatever I was told. I related
to Jeanette in Oranges Aren’t the Only Fruit because she too seemed to take in every word of the
church and her mother until teenage years. Winterson recounts the abuse she suffered at the
hands of her mother in Why Be Happy, saying, “I know these are ways of surviving, but maybe a
refusal, any refusal, to be broken lets in enough light and air to keep believing in the world—the
dream of escape” (21). As a kid, I was always daydreaming. I thought it was normal. Now I
know I was fighting to survive even then. While I didn’t fight against my parents’ punishments
like Winterson, I did leave the church once I no longer lived with my parents and decided
rationalizing a Christian lesbian existence was opening myself up to the hatred I had fought hard
to leave behind in California and Texas. Maybe Jeanette wouldn’t have left the church either if
she hadn’t discovered she loved women. Maybe leaving is proof I didn’t break, not fully,
anyway…possibly.
*
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In Why Be Happy, Winterson considers her reactions to the exorcism: “I would do
whatever they wanted but only on the outside. On the inside I would build another self—one that
they couldn’t see” (Winterson 82). That is survival. And rebellion. Winterson managed to do
both. I think a therapist would categorize this as fawning, a way of protecting the self by
becoming what you think another person wants, typically someone who is in power or
threatening, catering to the abuser in order to avoid abuse. I have found that fawning can be very
unconscious, automatic. I fawned when I pretended to be straight for my parents and people in
the church. I fawned at every conflict between my parents and I to avoid as much punishment as
I could after sneaking around and lying. I knew I would get caught in my lies, but I kept lying,
hoping to regain some happiness. It didn’t work. Lying might have also been a form of fawning.
I couldn’t tell my parents the truth, so I told them what I thought would be the easiest for them to
hear that would also possibly get me what I wanted such as an unsupervised time in the mall to
meet with “bad, sinful” friends.
In this passage, Winterson seems very conscious and intentional about how she is doing
what her abusers want. It is a result of trauma, just as the way I conducted myself under
lockdown during the air raid was. I made sure what my parents saw through my open door was
what they wanted to see. I couldn’t risk them seeing anything else. So, my actions were also
intentional, calculated. Even my vulnerability was a lie. (At times, my parents saw through this
and accused me of attempting to trick or manipulate them. I guess that’s accurate on some level.
But I wasn’t a scheming vixen; I was a scared kid. But kids are conceived and born with original
sin. God doesn’t let off under-agers for their sins, so why should parents offer their children any
reprieve from condemnation and punishment?) I needed them to think I was repentant just as
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Winterson needed the church to think the exorcism worked until she left home at 16 to escape
the abuse. I stayed in the bomb shelter, afraid to step outside. I didn’t know when the air raid
would stop, or if the outside would ever be safe again. Even though I was isolated in the bomb
shelter, I knew I wouldn’t get blown up if I stayed hidden underground. I was safe from the
outside. I just didn’t think of the dangers of isolation.
*
I left home when I went to college like a well-adjusted kid with a good relationship with
their parents. Then, like Alison Bechdel, I was free to read and explore. Being an English major
also gave me access to all that is devious and feared by good, Christian parents. Even at a
Christian Reformed university, the humanities push the boundaries. (They really put the liberal
into liberal arts.) I read Willa Cather, Virginia Woolf, and many other queer authors. My
professors even told me they were queer! We talked about sex in the literature we read in class.
My early American lit professor pointed out the sperm illustrations on the cover of Leaves of
Grass. It was a wild, eye-opening, freeing time. I made my own money and had access to all the
books I could ever want to read. Even within the strict, religious atmosphere, I was away from
my parents. I had a door I could close and even lock. I came out officially my sophomore year
after cutting my waist-long hair into a pixie cut. I could finally explore myself and my sexuality
as long as I didn’t do anything to turn the heads of administration. Technically, I wasn’t allowed
to be gay there either. (This wasn’t a problem until my last semester. I’ll tell you about it later.) I
wish I could have had this freedom sooner.
I wonder if I should have left earlier, if maybe I should have run away to San Francisco
when it was close to where I lived, made a way for myself in a city that wouldn’t condemn me
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for my sexuality. San Francisco is the land of the gays, they say. However, running away to the
city would have probably led me to a life of prostitution. I had no way to house myself, no
understanding of how to get an actual job. I didn’t have a driver’s license. I didn’t have anything.
I wouldn’t have been able to get anything unless someone decided to Pretty Woman me, which
was unlikely.
But that’s the canonical queer story, isn’t it? Your parents find your browsing history or
worse, they catch you with your pants down. They’re furious and throw you out with a handful
of clothing. You couch-surf until no one will take you anymore after word of your
homosexuality gets out. Then, you scrape together enough for a bus ticket.
I’d been googling the word “gay” long enough pre-air raid to know this story and know
the homicide and suicide rates of LGBTQ+ youth. It felt like an old wives’ tale that had been
told to me to keep me from going off into the woods alone. But there’s no mythical creature or
forest. There’s just STDs, muggings, and everything else that comes with the big city. Maybe my
parents knew about this queer canon. Maybe not. But I knew it, and it made me feel like I had to
be thankful for not being thrown out. It’s true that I did have the privileged of being housed and
fed after the discovery of my sexuality. But I was still trapped. I was still controlled. The only
other alternative I saw was turning tricks and sleeping on park benches. I didn’t have the city
smarts to survive a night like that. The silent threat of the queer kid not supported by the parents
hung over my head every day.
But maybe running away would have made my parents realize their mistake. They might
have come to find me, apologetic for how they reacted to me and treated me. Or they might have
forced me home and given me greater punishments and tighter restrictions. Or they could have
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let me fend for myself, considering my lost body less important than my already lost soul,
sending up just an extra caveat to their already earnest prayers in place of actually tending to my
physical and psychological needs.
I also had queer suicide statistics in my head. For a year, that was the most appealing
option. The only things that kept me from trying was 1) the petrifying fear I would be sent to hell
and suffer in a fiery pit for all eternity because of my status as an abomination, and 2) the fear
that I would live through an attempt and have even more restrictions and parental watchfulness
inflicted up on. Again, I reflect on this and think that if I would have tried and beenunsuccessful,
things could have been better for me. Maybe CPS would have gotten involved and gotten me
help. Maybe this would have been a “come to Jesus moment” where my parents realized the
damage they were doing on me mentally, making them turn from their wannabe-panopticon
ways and treat me like a fucking human being.
These are all just speculations. I have no way of knowing how or if I would have
survived or survived better had I done anything differently.
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Pride/Shame
The first Pride I attend is the first Orange City Pride in October 2018. It’s the second time
the small town of 6,182 in rural Iowa holds the event. OC Pride’s existence defies the odds. The
strict, religious community opposes the event and does everything they can to prevent it.
Protesters show up to pray over the sinners and film those who go into the event center, seeing if
they can spot anyone in the community who is a religious traitor. The venue of the event changes
their rules right before the drag event, banning any touching or pelvic thrusting, something
extremely common and even expected at drag shows. Despite this, Pride goes on. The queens
and kings preform with minimal audience interaction. The audience leave tips in pint glasses the
bartenders provide to make sure the performers make money and don’t touch anyone. It’s not
ideal, but the show goes on under the watchful eye of two members of Sioux County
Conservatives and their cameras. They gather evidence to try and catch OC Pride in violation of
their contract. They find nothing. This is apparent in the return of Pride in 2019 and 2021.
2018 OC Pride has a fairly good turnout. I see the wife and children of one of the
humanities professors. The professor doesn’t come because he could lose his job if someone sees
him supporting the queer community. Some students from the two Christian colleges in the area
also don’t come out of fear. They fear possible expulsion, since supporting or engaging in
homosexual activity is against the student code of conduct.
Fear and shame cloud the event. We are all afraid something will happen that could shut
down the event for good. Even at an event where we are supposedly free to be ourselves without
fear, we can’t shake off the sense we are still wrong. If we are right to be ourselves, wouldn’t we
be allowed to exist in the public sphere? But holding a public Pride event is provocative,
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perverse. The people who don’t want us existing in the public still judge us for being ourselves in
private. The religiously zealous requires god’s perfection in all spaces. In rural northwest Iowa,
none of us can win. The Sioux County Conservatives continue to target Northwestern and Dordt
students. In 2020, one of the prominent members of SCC finds I am student teaching at a
Catholic school. The queers invade the good, religious spaces of Sioux Center and Le Mars. The
fear we have at Pride is justified. We aren’t allowed to exist. When we do, the community seeks
retribution against us.
*
It’s Catholic Schools’ week, and Gehlen Catholic is celebrating with rallies, pizza, and
games. I participate and supervise as much as is required of me as a student teacher. My
cooperating teacher Teresa lets me go into her classroom to grade, granting me a reprieve from a
cacophony of Catholic student pride. I enjoy the brief moment of solitude and quiet before my
cooperating teacher joins me. I greet her and ask how the activities are going for the students.
She gives a quick, general reply before she says she wants to talk to me about something. My
heart drops. I feel my chest and throat tighten as tears threaten to spill from my eyes. I know
what’s coming.
“A parent found your Facebook page and saw content relating to Pride and the LGBTQ+
community. She reported you to the school board and the university. You can still continue your
student teaching placement here, but you really should make sure your social media is private.”
“It is,” I manage to squeak out. All my time at Dordt, I’d made sure to keep all social
media on the most private settings available. I made sure of that when I found out I could be
expelled from Dordt for being found to support or participate in same-sex attraction. Nomatter
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how bad Dordt might be, I wanted to finish my time there with a degree. I’m careful. I’vealways
been careful since my parents found Blue Is the Warmest Color under my bedsheets. The only
way the parent would have been able to see my page is if she was a friend of a friend. She must
be. Having any connections to anyone in the Sioux County community is dangerous (as I find
out the hard way).
“Oh,” Teresa responds, “you still should know that whatever you post has the possibility
of being discovered.”
I do know this, but I don’t understand why I shouldn’t have the right to post about my
engagement on my own private social media unless being in a homosexual relationship is truly
heinous and worthy of scorn. To the people of rural Iowa, I guess that’s true. I am an
abomination in their eyes. Maybe I’m just an abomination no matter what anyone says or thinks.
My cooperating teacher leaves to give me space. I cry alone in Teresa’s classroom,
feeling deeply ashamed that my secret has been brought to light.
*
Shame is not isolated to the feeling one has from acting on some kind of base desire,
doing something gross or abominable or just plain weird. Shame happens at the witness of the
action. (Eyewitness or it didn’t happen.) Stephen Bero explains this as the Audience Thesis,
explaining the expectations of another person are the catalyst to producing shame. He uses Adam
and Eve as an example. They only feel shame for their nakedness after eating the forbidden fruit.
The outside catalyst produces the shame. It’s not innate. Yet, we can feel shame when alone.
This is what Bero identifies as personal-ideals (1287). But these ideals come from somewhere.
There’s always an “imagined audience,” the people who would judge you if they were watching.
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On top of that, we are also our own audience (1289). We internalize social norms and learned
behaviors to judge whether or not something is good or right. We can inflict our own shame.
*
A week after Teresa tells me that I’ve been outed by a parent, the campus chaplain
requests to see me in his office. I get to leave the school a half hour early, which is a reason to
rejoice, but my stomach is in knots the whole drive from Le Mars to Sioux Center. I get to Aaron
Baart’s office, and he tells me that someone named Jacob Hall is planning on publishing an
article about me. Hall is part of the Sioux County Conservatives, the one who reported on Aaron
Baart’s Facebook activities when Baart liked a Dordt alum’s wedding photo. The alum had
married someone of the same sex, and to Jacob Hall, the Facebook like signified Baart’s
acceptance and affirmation of the homosexual lifestyle. The incident threatened Baart’s
employment status at Dordt. He nearly lost his job and had to take a significant pay cut.
Baart shows me a picture of Hall and asks if I’d seen him around Gehlen. I haven’t.
That’s good. Most likely he’s not stalking me or at least hasn’t approached me. If he does, I’m
instructed not to say anything. If he’s persistent, act like he’s an attacker. Get someone’s
attention and get away. (Thankfully, I never have to deploy these tactics.) Baart, Robert Taylor
(the Dean of Student’s and Teresa’s husband), and my student teaching supervisor all come
around me and make sure I’m kept in the loop and as protected as possible. They don’t judge me
for my sexuality to my face. They just want me to be okay.
*
I am not ashamed of looking up girls kissing girls on Google or taking quizzes to see if I
am gay when I think no one is looking. I only become ashamed when I see the reaction my sinful
96

search history causes my father and mother. I am only ashamed when I am told my thoughts are
depraved. I sink lower into my shame the first time I am called an abomination by a pastor who
is serving as a counselor for me in Texas.
I often feel shame at my thoughts, not because people can see them, but because I know
how they will be perceived. In church as a child, I am told the actions that matter most are the
ones you do when no one’s looking because that shows your true character. God is always
watching you, especially when you are all alone since none of His followers are with you to help
you abstain from sin. Under the panopticon, nothing can be hidden. Hiding is also a symptom of
shame. If shame is felt, wrong is being done. Therefore, hiding things is synonymous with sin.
Besides, you can’t hide anything from God.
To participate in the church is to enter into a panopticon. To live in a panopticon is to feel
shame. To feel shame is to realize sin. To realize sin is to realize your total depravity. Knowing
your depravity makes you remember how close you are to being banished to hell unless you
correct yourself and beg God to keep you in His company and prevent you from following a path
of sin. To do this is to be under complete control of the church. You cannot abstain from sin
without the help of fellow church members, who will let you know if God has put something on
their heart to tell you. Any given day, any given person could approach you with a God put it on
my heart to tell youism. This is to identify you are wrong. This is to be shamed by another
person.
*
The article is released in Pulpit and Pen, thankfully a much less widely read psychopublication than the Sioux County Conservative Facebook page or Jacob Hall’s personal press,
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the Iowa Standard. It’s titled “Dordt University, Bastion of Christian Education, Surrenders to
LGBTQ.” They plaster the Dean of Student’s face onto a stock image of the pride flag.

Robert Taylor’s Photo Used for the Article
The article targets Dordt’s Robert Taylor and Aaron Baart more than me, but I’m still pictured
and named (even though they misspell my name). It also says, “Dr. Taylor refused to discipline a
lesbian student.” Robert isn’t a doctor, but I guess those little facts don’t matter. What matters is
the fact that Dordt students are running around being undisciplined lesbians or other varieties of
queer. Shame on Robert Taylor for not enforcing the sexual standard laid out in the handbook.
Shame on Teresa Taylor for having a lesbian student teacher. Shame on Aaron Baart for liking
non-heterosexual pictures on Facebook. Shame on Dordt for allowing queers into their school.
Shame. Shame. Shame. Shame on me for existing.
The “article” is a farce. They link a Dordt Diamond article where I spoke at an open-mic
night. I speak about a poem I wrote about childhood nostalgia, completely void of any statements
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or sentiments about anything related to sexuality. The only thing the Diamond article can prove
is I have a face and I go to Dordt.
The article ends with a quote from the student handbook and inflammatory statements
asking for more information about me and the “situation” at Gehlen:
Page 33 of the Dordt Student Handbook clearly prohibits:
“1. Engaging in, promoting, or advocating sexually immoral activity.
2. Engaging in, promoting, or advocating extramarital sexual relations.
3. Engaging in, promoting, or advocating homosexual relations.

Students and/or employees found engaging in prohibited activity will be subject to
disciplinary action as outlined in the student conduct code or the faculty and staff
handbooks.”

Many questions arise from these facts. Has Dr. Taylor subjected the student to
“disciplinary action as outlined in the student conduct code?” Or has Dr. Taylor shielded
this student from the conduct code, keeping the matter as secret as possible, even to the
point of arranging for her student teaching to be done in his wife’s high school English
classroom? Are the parents of Gehlen Catholic students even aware of what is happening
at their school?
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This story is developing. If you have first-hand knowledge relevant to understanding
matters at Dordt University, please direct your information
to Talkback@PulpitandPen.org. May the truth be known.
Mercifully, the tip line doesn’t blow up (at least to my knowledge). I had already been reported
to the school, and that parent was most likely the one who tipped off Jacob Hall and got the ball
rolling on the article. There wasn’t any other secret other than my sexuality that could be
exposed in glorious scandal via the web. All in all, anticlimactic. I leave Gehlen Catholic eight
school days before my placement is up. I am relieved to be done but can’t help feeling like I quit
or let the homophobes force me out. I don’t go on to my second teaching placement even though
it’s a public school. I can’t get over the fear and panic that overtakes me any time I think about
standing in front of students or occupying a space in a classroom. I graduate without a teaching
certificate. But I graduate. A lesbian survived Dordt University and the Dutch Christian
Reformed community. Too bad I left on such bad terms.
*
After my parents discover my search history, they take it upon themselves to become the
panopticon. They will not let me fall into sin. I cannot sin if I am watched all the time, not
allowed to close my door, access the internet, or talk to any non-Christian. At church, my
parents’ words are guarded. They don’t like to answer questions about how archery is going for
me. When they pull me out of the sport and people ask why, I say because I want to focus on
school. I say this because my parents are watching. They are ashamed of who I am, what I am.
They do not want their church friends to know my sin. So, even in the place of the Lord where I
could be getting guidance from fellow sinners, I am not allowed to voice my temptation. Being a
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lesbian is disgrace. I am my parents’ shame. Even though they don’t say it explicitly, I know no
one is allowed to know what happens at home.
*
In The Argonauts, Nelson writes about a conversation she has with her partner Harry: “I
told you I wanted to live in a world in which the antidote to shame is…honesty” (32). I want to
believe Nelson. I want my shame to dissipate and disappear after proclaiming I’m a lesbian. But
I have been proclaiming it. I’ve shared the information with friends and family. I’ve explained
my feeling in attempts to justify them or coax empathy from my listeners. I’ve gone to Prides.
I’ve invested in T-shirts that promise I’m a proud homosexual. I’ve announced relationships.
I’ve held women’s hands in public. I’ve kissed women in gay bars. I’ve kissed women in straight
bars. I’ve been honest. I’ve been open. I’ve been out. I think dishonesty is a symptom of shame,
not the cause, nor the cure. If honesty had curative properties, I wouldn’t feel shame.
Nelson seems to live in a world where she is able to be honest. The first page of her book
is her love profession to Harry. Admitting love seems to be an act of honesty. I have confessed
love with honesty before, but I don’t think I’ve ever felt love without shame.
*
At church, I share with one of the youth leaders my struggles with sin. I tell Jessica I’m
struggling with homosexual thoughts, that I think I’m a homosexual. She leans away from me
unconsciously, not realizing she’s taking my confession as a threat. I’m crying. I read her body
language and cry harder. I’m disgusting.
Jessica shares that before she got married, she had sex with boys. She has done disgusting
things too. She lets me know both of us are sinners. Neither of us are more holy than the other.
101

She prays over me while I continue to cry. I go home after youth group and pray again. God, I
just want to be normal. I don’t want to be disgusting. I don’t want to sin anymore. Can’t you just
take this away?
God doesn’t answer. I wake up still a homosexual, still sinful, still depraved.
*
My childhood is riddled with small moments of shame. Whenever I am corrected for any
misbehavior, accidental or intentional, I feel a hot flush across my cheeks and have to battle with
tears. I feel a deep sense of wrongness whenever a grown-up corrects me. If I have to be
corrected, it means I am doing something wrong. Doing something wrong means I am wrong, me
as a person. My identity is wrapped up in my actions. My actions are what makes me a sinner
and condemns me to hell. Well, my actions, my thoughts, my feelings. Anything out of place,
anything imperfect, is a cause for holy condemnation. I fear nothing more than the rejection of
God, which I see mirrored in every authority figure in my childhood life. To be rebuked by man
is to be rebuked by God. Man is made in God’s image and any Christian standing in as God’s
proxy acts as a metaphor for God. At least that’s my juvenile interpretation of all the Bible
lessons I receive at church weekly.
At some age in early adolescence between my tween and teen years, I realize I have been
mistaken in my interpretation of the Bible. Sure, God had put those people in their positions of
authority, but He is the only infallible being. All those other authorities can make mistakes.
Realizing my parents, teachers, and pastors are not perfect nor proxies for God is the beginning
of my downfall. I am no longer unquestionably obedient. I am questionably obedient. I still
follow orders, but I inquire into why if I am not quite convinced the authority was right. This
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makes me vulnerable to temptation. I am becoming an Eve. I don’t ask questions until I do. And
when I do, I undo God’s perfect creation.
*
In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche writes,
‘Thou shalt’ is the name of the great dragon. But the spirit of the lion says, ‘I will.’ ‘Thou
shalt’ lies in his way, sparkling like gold, an animal covered with scales; and on every
scale shines a golden ‘thou shalt.’ … To create new values—that even the lion cannot do;
but the creation of freedom for oneself for new creation—that is within the power of the
lion. The creation of freedom for oneself and the sacred ‘No’ even to duty—for that, my
brothers, the lion is needed. (26-27)
I invoke the sacred the “no;” I utter “I will” in defiance. I spit out the holy sacrament and leave
the church. I do not want to look back. Why dwell on pain? Why give myself to something that
will only give back after my death? I do not think I can wait that long with so much uncertainty.
I am done. It is finished.
*
Alison Bechdel serves as a witness to her father’s shame. She guesses at what might have
caused it, possibly the decades he grew up in or his geographical location. Are these excuses for
shame? Is shame something to be ashamed about? He had numerous affairs with men while
married to his wife. He was also an angry man. But he hid both his anger and his sexuality from
the outside world as much as he could. He was never out in the way it’s classically characterized
as being. He remained married and did not talk about his sexuality even though many people
witnessed the falling out of his affairs. Bechdel writes in Fun Home, “I suppose that a lifetime
103

spent hiding one’s erotic truth could have a cumulative renunciatory effect. Sexual shame is in
itself a kind of death” (228).
How many days do I wake up and choose to die? My greatest shame is my sexuality. I
hide it as best as I can while in strict isolation as a teenager. I worry what I may inadvertently do
that would give me away. If anyone guesses at my secret, I’m doomed. Shame will come from
the outside and inside. I feel shame, already. I can’t endure being shamed too.
*
Years after being out, after being away from my parents and church, I still can’t shake
shame. I hate admitting it because it implies I am not proud of my sexuality. I am proud of being
a lesbian, but I cannot separate myself from the shame that has been ingrained in me. I
experience periods of liberation where I feel confident and comfortable. But then sometimes I
meet a new person and become afraid. I think about all that they do not know about me. I have
managed to admit my lesbianism to people who are religious, but my declaration still comes with
trepidation and embarrassment. I am willing to be honest and receive whatever response I get, be
it positive or negative. However, I still want to apologize for any negative change in opinion they
might have of me after they find out.
Before going to my first meeting, I decide I will share my pronouns. I arrive at the church
and meet one of the men who has been attending AA for many, many years. He immediately
comments on something about my appearance, gendering me as woman. I forsake my pronoun
speech and remain quiet for the rest of the meeting. When I realize I would have to introduce
myself every time I speak, I keep quiet. I think this is shame. Silence is shame, or shame is
revealed by the silences we keep.
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*
Going to Pride is like going to queer church. If you’re queer, attendance at Pride is
expected. Most Pride events are quite ostentatious with lots of rainbow clothing and gay
handholding or making out. Pride is one of the few times and places where you can be gay and
feel like you’re in the majority. It’s nice to get a visual that there are other gay people besides
you. It’s reassurance that you have a community.
Yet June is an unwelcomed month. Companies advertise in rainbow. Products change to
show solidarity. Corporations like gay peoples’ money just as much as anyone else’s. People
show up to events, being proud for existing. I wish I could be proud like that, too. But I am
uncomfortable with the display of the self required for Pride events. I decide I don’t need to be
seen by strangers, just myself. I can’t participate in a crowd of people I don’t know.
In the episode “Loud & Proud” of the show The L Word, an elderly woman approaches
Jenny Schecter and says, “Most of us have more shame than pride” (34:30). A profound moment
for all lesbians watching. Especially for the ones covertly watching under the covers on laptop or
phone screens when they know no one will catch them looking. It’s an odd situation: the closeted
watching, knowing real shame and not participating in Pride.
I think I am writing because of that shame. Because I want to stop feeling that shame and
embrace the pride I am supposed to have, supposed to preform particularly in the month of June.
Maybe it’s an overly broad statement to say that Pride is an over-compensation of the queer
community to prove how not-scarred, how not-ashamed we are rather than admitting universally
we don’t feel equal, we don’t feel accepted, safe, even with our closest friends and family. There
is no “we” I can speak for either. This is just me. But saying “we” makes me feel less alone.
105

Either way, I think the unnamed woman in the pink shirt who talks to Jenny would get what I’m
saying. I think she understands. I think her and I could be a “we.”
*
Total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and
preservations of the saints is designed to make us reliant on god. If we are broken without him,
we will continue to seek him in church, give ten percent of our income through tithing, and
become dependent on his structure of control. His people will get to know us and see our
patterns. If we refuse communion one week or slack on our attendance, they will reach out and
ask our reasons for such actions. They will employ subtle shame tactics to get us to come back to
the church. They know the art of guilt. It’s deployed from the pulpit every week.
According to Calvin, we are all irreparably broken. The touch of original sin pollutes all
of us. Nothing good exists on the earth. But Zarathustra is told, “Listen…to the voice of the
healthy body…More honestly and purely speaks the healthy body…and it speaks of the meaning
of the earth” (33). I’m tired of worrying about heaven and hell. All I want to be concerned about
is the here and now, what I know is real rather than abstractions. Caring about the afterlife
overrides caring about earth. To hell with the afterlife. To hell with shame and fear. I just want to
be happy. I can’t do that if I worry about anything beyond earth. I can’t be happy if I feel
ashamed. I want to focus on the body, focus on making the body healthy, give the body what it
wants. I want to give up religious fasting and brining myself pain in order to invoke penance.
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Silver Rings and One Night Flings
Have you ever seen a clown come on stage holding a chainsaw with loud music and
strobe lights blaring behind him? If the answer is yes, you are probably at the Silver Ring Thing
conference. The whole event is grandiose, pulling out all the stops available at whatever mega
church they occupy for the one-night event. As you enter the church, a table stops you and
measures your ring finger to size you so you can easily purchase the correct ring after the event
once you are convinced that the only correct path is waiting for marriage to have sex.
Theoretically, the purity ring holds the place of the wedding ring, only replaced at the altar.
The clown part of the show demonstrates what it’s like to have a piece of your heart
sawed off when you have sex with someone who isn’t your spouse. The skit involves a boy who
has two or three relationships before getting married. His bride brings a full heart to the altar
while the boy has a hacked-to-pieced wooden board, marking him as damaged.
The show has other skits that demonstrate the damaging force of premarital and
homosexual sex, followed by tearful testimonies including one (and only one) person who had
sex before. She (always a she) cries and mourns that she gave away her most precious gift before
marriage. Another testimonial is from a young, happy married couple who are now having
fantastic sex all the time.
Light worship music plays in the background as convicted teens and preteens cry and
swear to God they will never disobey His commandment to stay pure. The night ends with
everyone filling out a purity pledge and getting rings with 1 Thessalonians 4:3-4 engraved on the
band. The verses read: “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from
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sexual immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own body in holiness
and honor” (ESV). The ring is a daily reminder of the vow.
*
I attend the Silver Ring Thing three years in a row, eighth grade through sophomore year.
The first time I make a purity pledge, I don’t know what sex is. I know it is for married people
and that it is “intimate,” but the mechanics escape me. I consider myself fairly holy since I feel
no sexual urge and find purity really easy. I feel the same way my freshman year. I still don’t
have any sexual desire and am certain I can effortlessly keep my purity vow. I get a new ring
every year with my pledge renewal. By my third time, I know what to expect and the stops they
pull out aren’t impressive anymore. I’m not swayed to tears my sophomore year, but I still sign
the piece of paper that says I promise to remain abstinent for god.
*
The Education of Shelby Knox follows a girl living in Lubbock, Texas, going through
high school fighting for sex education while maintaining her purity pledge and her faith. Thefirst
fifteen minutes of the film set the scene of the town and chronicle Shelby’s purity pledge. Shelby
and other young teens gather at church with their families to take the pledge. Before they pledge,
the pastor conducts a church service. In his sermon, the preacher says, “Sex is what two dogs do
out on the street corner…In your junior high, in your high school, in your college, there are some
young people that are acting just like dogs” (9:48). He establishes the demoralizing nature of sex
outside of marriage. He goes on: “Don’t you be like them. If you are, you will get hurt
physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually, and financially” (10:20). He says this before the
church worship band plays “Give Us Clean Hands,” moving the congregation to sing while
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closing their eyes and raising their hands, feeling the movement of the Holy Spirit. He has shown
the congregation how high the stakes are and what the possible consequences for impurity are.
Shelby Knox takes the purity pledge when she is fifteen. The pastor walks through the
vow. Shelby and other youths repeat the words the pastor says to their parents who are standing
in front of the church with them. The pastor says, “You’re gonna make a commitment to your
parents you’re gonna live a sexually pure life…you’re making a commitment to your future
husband or wife whom you’ve never met that you’re gonna live a sexually pure life…you’re
making a commitment to the world. Don’t take this lightly” (11:30). He has them look at their
parents and say, “I will not have sexual relations with anyone before I marry” (12:09). The
parents now have a stake in their children’s sex life. The preacher commands the parents to keep
their children accountable. And when the daughters marry, the father will grant the husband the
daughter’s virginity. The parents and spouse now have ownership over the teen’s virginity after
the pledge is made. The teens have made a promise to family, strangers, and the world. If they
break the promise, they will break a vow they made to every human being on earth. What stakes
could be higher?
*
The Silver Ring Thing is just one of the products of the Purity movement that has its own
history and literature. One of the books in this tradition is the 1997 I Kissed Dating Goodbye by
Joshua Harris, published while the Purity movement is really taking off. The book is popular in
2010 when I read it as a naïve 13-year-old. I learn that sex is something that involves physicality
and somehow handholding could present a path of sin to the unwitting youth. It doesn’t describe
sex, so I just assume it is something really tempting and also bad.
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The book begins with the wedding scene that quickly gets disrupted by past girls the
groom gave his heart to before meeting the woman at the altar. They line up beside him and face
the bride. These aren’t past sexual partners—a good Christian getting married wouldn’t have any
sexual partners! These are just past girlfriends who he may (but probably didn’t) kiss. He’s just
had feelings for them, but those feelings require him to give part of himself to those women.
They have a piece of his heart that his wife would never have. The woman is horrified to find her
husband gave away parts of himself to others.
My youth group pastor calls this self-degradation an emotional STD. Emotions make you
dirty. He extrapolates the damage done by having crushes and harboring lusts into sexually
transmitted diseases, pushing us to think of our feelings as depraved and immoral.
The youth pastor says, “The simple act of liking a boy is as dangerous and disgusting as
herpes. Lusting after a woman, thinking about her naked, is giving your mind AIDS! It dishonors
God and will harm your future marriage. If you’re giving out your heart left and right to anyone
you like, you are already cheating on your spouse.”
I’m frightened. I don’t know what AIDS or herpes is, but they sound bad. I also know
cheating is bad, and I don’t want to cheat on my future husband. I want to stay pure for him. I
will not dishonor my body or my wedding vow. I am determined to honor my body and vow.
*
Harris titles a subsection of chapter seven “MAKE THE PURITY OF OTHERS A
PRIORITY.” He explains that by making sure the people around are staying pure, we protect our
purity as well. We protect our brothers and sister, who will protect us in return. Young Christian
communities must police one another’s behavior. The youth pastor encourages his congregation
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to stay in contact with people in the church who you can call when you feel like you’re about to
sin. It resembles an AA sobriety phone tree.
Harris splits this section in two by outlining a guy’s and a girl’s responsibility to both
each other as well as the opposite sex. He writes to the guys, “We struggle more with our sex
drives, while girls struggle more with their emotions” (98). Harris tells boys not to flirt or play
games with girls to protect their hearts and feelings. His emphasis on sincerity is good, and being
sincere and honest with whoever you are pursuing is a good rule…but do guys seriously need to
be told not to flirt without intention in a purity book? When is flirting allowed? (Harris implies
after marriage.) To the girls, Harris centers emphasis around modesty, even encouraging girls to
have their dads approve everything in their wardrobe. A father knows what guys think. A father
knows what will draw the eyes of a boy, what will spark lust. Girls are ignorant about what can
arouse boys, which leads them to make unintentionally immodest fashion choices. The girl is
responsible for the boy’s purity just as the boy is responsible to her.
*
I don’t have any crushes on boys. In elementary school, I lie and forge journal entries on
boys in my class because I want to be like everybody else. I listen to who my friends say they
like and pick someone different from him. I don’t grasp that they will see my choice as weird. I
think I’m not allowed to like their crushes. Wouldn’t liking the same boy create competition,
animosity, and hostility? I am afraid of angering my friends. But my choice in boy crush is
always too different. The boy I pretend to like is always “gross.” I don’t understand. He’s no
different than any of the other boys. I can’t distinguish who is attractive and who is ugly. Only
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my elementary school friends know the secret on how to pick a boy to have a crush on. I am lost
in confusion.
*
I Kissed Dating Goodbye is a book about action. Purity is not a state of being but a
process of becoming and staying. Harris writes,
We have to understand purity as a pursuit of righteousness. When we view it merely as a
line not to cross, what keeps us from getting as close as we can to the edge? If sex is the
line, what’s the difference between holding someone’s hand and making out with that
person? If kissing is the line, what’s the difference between a goodnight peck and fifteen
minutes of passionate liplocking? (90)
Just like our emotions, we need to guard our actions. We cannot feel without risking
contaminating our purity. Harris is right; without a firm line, all is ambiguous. At youth group,
the leaders enforce Harris’s physical boundaries with the Bible. The literal Bible! Every opposite
sexed couple sitting next to each other must place a copy of the Bible between them, making sure
their hips are not touching. The promiscuous teenagers tap their feet together, maintaining some
distance but still finding a way for their bodies to touch. Their dabbling in sin is devious. They
do not appreciate the care the youth group leaders take in maintaining pure hearts and bodies.
*
I’m sixteen. I’ve been in archery for a few years. I enjoy it. I like all of my teammates
and I love the feeling of squeezing my shoulder blades together and releasing the string to let the
arrow fly. It’s the start of the summer. Sophomore year has ended. I’ll be a junior in a few
months. Lisa, the junior archery instructor and Wilderness Archery shop owner, asks if I want to
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teach the summer camp. I’m eager to accept the offer. I will make cold, hard cash and I get to
work with friends. Megan and Taylor are the other instructors. Taylor just turned twenty. She
dated another girl from archery for a few months. We all witnessed the explosive breakup. Now
Taylor is with someone named Heather, who she met online. I’m jealous and I don’t know why.

Not a Straight Shooter
After class the third week of camp, Taylor tells Megan and I she got a tattoo. She has to
lift up her shirt to show the flower design decorating her ribcage. Her sports bra is orange with a
pink mesh layered on top. Megan compliments the bra and Taylor invites us both to feel the
material. It’s a new bra from some store I immediately forget, assuming I heard it in the first
place. I hesitantly touch the material. My heart is beating quickly, and I don’t know why.
That night, I google “can girls like other girls” and I’m struck by the revelation that I
have a crush on Taylor.
*
Harris wisely tells us, “Without purity, God’s gift of sexuality becomes a dangerous
game. A relationship devoid of purity is soon reduced to nothing more than two bodies grasping
at and demanding pleasure. Without purity, the mind becomes a slave to depravity, tossed about
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by every sinful craving and imagination” (100). When I read this at thirteen years old, I believe
it. According to John Calvin, we can’t do much to get away from depravity. We are all
disgusting sinners. Our only hope is for god to save us from ourselves. I wonder how people can
have relationships without centering god in it. What do atheist couples do? They must always be
having sex. That’s what Joshua Harris implies.
I understand Harris’s perspective when I’m with Jen. As soon as I move back to college
after a summer spent in her bedroom, I don’t find much reason to stay in the relationship. We
had been playing a dangerous game with each other’s hearts. We both lost. I broke it off,
promising to remain friends. Friendship didn’t last long.
Maybe we’d been depraved the whole time. Maybe sex made us depraved. Maybe we
started off that way.
*
One night in youth group, we are split into our small groups after a talk on marriage. We
are sophomores all around fifteen years old. The ten of us and three leaders know each other as
well as a group of teens and barely-adults can know each other after meeting for 30 minutes
every Thursday night. We go into a small conference room and sit in a circle. Greta begins the
talk. She is the only leader that is married and knows about God’s plan for man and woman
through personal experience. She asks us about our purity. Raquel answers. She is a more
sporadic attendee of youth group. She is one of the kids that has a “rough home life,” which is
church code for divorced or single parents who may or may not be of mixed faiths or lukewarm
Christianity. She says her boyfriend raped her and then killed himself later that night after
leaving her house.
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“What man will want to marry me if I have nothing to give him?”
The youth leaders don’t have a quick answer or a sufficient one.
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U-Hauling: A Syndrome
Lea DeLaria famously told the joke on stage: “What do lesbians bring to a second date?
A U-Haul!” The first episode of The L Word also utilizes this joke, although Harrison, the
random gay guy at a lesbian party, takes it further by saying lesbians bring a turkey baster to the
second date, referring to lesbian couples choosing to have children. (The joke doesn’t have a
great set-up since the only lesbian couple trying to get pregnant had been together for a
significant number of years. But I guess lesbians having emotions and families is funny
especially to gay men.)
U-Haul syndrome is a classic (though overused) trope of lesbians moving in together
after barely knowing each other. It’s the “urge to merge,” the desire for companionship and
domesticity. I don’t think lesbians are the only people who move fast. Infatuation becomes (or is
confused with) love, and people want to act on their love. That feels human. Love has always
been coupled with actions. In romance films, there’s always a grand gesture at the end of the
movie before the couple shares their closing on-camera kiss. Valentine’s Day is marketed for
people to take action by gifting chocolate, taking their lover out to eat, or proposing with a
monstrously expensive ring. U-Hauling is the lesbian action of love. I guess the urge to merge
hits lesbians doubly hard because women have historically been burdened with all the household
labor and responsibilities. They are socialized to want to keep house. So, a lot of the time,
lesbian couples get double the nesting impulse, double the people doing chores, and double the
mothers when children enter the picture.
Despite the negative connotations associated with fast-paced lesbian relationships, there
is something to the intensity of sapphic intimacy. Maybe it’s the mutual understanding of what it
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means to be a woman. Or perhaps it’s the subversive and deviant nature homosexuality has under
patriarchy. Or, it could be that after years of being told you should like men, once you allow
yourself to experience unbound affection towards the sex you’re attracted to, it seems much
more intense than forced attraction to the opposite sex. Maybe it’s just chemical. But it is
intense.
Whatever causes U-Haul syndrome, lesbians join forces, rent a moving truck and unpack.
Lesbians move in with their baggage. Sometimes it’s just a cat-shaped lamp. Other times it’s the
“you don’t do anything like my ex-girlfriend Cindy!” Other times, it’s flinching when your
partner moves too quickly. But baggage is baggage.
*
I met Noel through Tinder, one of the greatest modern-day inventions for the lonely or
the queer. It’s hard spotting queer people in the wild, let alone talking to them or sparking any
romantic connection. Shortly after Noel and I started messaging on the app, she invited me to
watch a movie at her friend’s place where she was apartment-sitting. I had been on dating apps
for about a year at this point. I figured out that a movie typically meant background noise to
more explicit actions; however, she was genuine in her movie agenda. We watched Hackers with
Angelina Jolie, her “sexual awakening” movie, before I surprised her by kissing her on her couch
to the tune of an NPR tiny desk concert. She’d ruled me out of the “sexually interested” category
because I was fourteen years younger than her. Two days later, we decided to sleep together
before I went back to school for the spring semester of my sophomore year in Iowa.
A long-distance affair emerged out of what should have been a fling. Flings rarely go
over quite right between women. In my personal anecdotal experience, lesbian flings end in one
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of two ways. 1) They continue a few months (or years) in a friends-with-benefits type way
because lesbians can’t keep their affairs in the bedroom. You have to meet each other’s friends
so they can put a face to the name that you’ve been screaming in the back of your car. They
eventually fizzle out or end explosively. But how badly can you break up with someone you
were never really dating? 2) They say I love you, and you are bound together until one of you
spontaneously breaks up with the other because of a crushing sense of claustrophobia that’s
developed due to the smothering and inseparability you two have been sustaining for the entire
relationship, however long that might be.
Noel was the second type. She was smug, jaded, and older, my opposite in a lot of ways.
It seemed glamorous at first. I was enamored with her. She said I love you. And even though she
might have been black-out-drunk the first time she said it, she loved me. Her declaration marked
a very intense tethering.
After she sobered up, olive juice became our “I love you” to avoid actually professing
love. When the mouth forms the words “olive juice,” the mouth forms similar shapes to when it
says, “I love you.” It was a trick of the eyes. But it was also a coward’s move, and it didn’t even
stop the real love from coming through. Well, what came through wasn’t just pure, simple, and
poetic love. At first, it was. She gifted me a book of short stories the day after we first slept
together. One of my ice-skate’s laces broke, and she ordered me a new one with a lovely note
professing her tenderness. She wrote a song about me. I sent her poems or song lyrics that
reminded me of her. I mailed her a letter with my perfume sprayed on the parchment. The first
month was tender.
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Then, I got raped. She became insecure and doubted my love and loyalty. She would yell
at me over the phone when she was sober. It was worse when she was drunk. Her volatility
meant I needed to prove myself to her more and more. I attempted to assure her of my
commitment. It worked enough for her to invite me to live with her for a summer.
Her house was in Montrose, the gay area of Houston. She split rent with a single man and
a family who occupied two of the other bedrooms. The house had no air conditioning or heat.
Some of the nights were miserable with just a fan to keep us cold on 80-degree nights. But the
sound of Lady Gaga blasting from the gay nightclub next to us would eventually lull us to sleep.
These were the good things.
The bad thing about her being older was the accessibility she had to alcohol. I was only
twenty, unable to enter the bar scene legally. That didn’t stop Noel. She would say we both
forgot our IDs in the bar the night before to get admittance from the bouncer. The gay bars didn’t
worry about lesbians. They were mostly concerned about underage gay boys. Noel knew all this
because she had been getting into bars easily since she was seventeen. She was a pro at sneaking
in and looking inconspicuous. The only times we went out were when we went to drink. Then I
would get drunk. She got drunk. Something during our outing would make her angry. Sometimes
she would hit me. Sometimes she would just fuck me violently, angrily. Anytime she inflicted
her anger upon me, she’d claim she didn’t remember any of it the next morning. I’d forgive her.
If she didn’t remember it, it definitely didn’t happen. We survived like this over the summer and
for the next semester. Long-distance helped. Angry phone calls were easier to deal with than
fists.
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Long-distance meant most of our time together was over the phone. We talked most days.
We would have to be in constant communication over text, or she would ask me who I was
screwing on the side. Sometimes she would get really drunk and call me anywhere from 11pm to
4am. She would call repeatedly and leave messages every time until I would pick up. I could
never let her go to voicemail more than five times. I’d get tired of waiting out the ringing, and I
never had the heart to silence her calls or block her. Even though she didn’t have much physical
power over me most of our relationship, she had a hold on me. Eventually, I got tired of her
calling me a whore, and I broke things off. This wasn’t quite an untethering, but I loosened my
restraints enough to move again. It took breaking up with her eight times over six months for us
to actually stop getting back together.
*
Lesbian-on-lesbian violence is uncomfortably common. Lauren Hough writes about
being in the lesbian bar scene, saying, “After four years as a bouncer and bartender, I can tell you
lesbians getting into fights, shoving matches, outright brawls is a running joke, like scissoring
but real” (186). When I was living in Montrose with Noel, the lesbians really fit that stereotype.
Gabby and her girlfriend getting into a fistfight was a weekly occurrence. Even outside of
relationships, the lesbians fought each other. I talked down Noel from fighting with another
butch one of the many nights she got too drunk. Lesbians can’t keep their hands off each other,
and I mean that in the least erotic way possible. It’s a literal-punch line.
Lauren Hough talks about abuse in one of her queer relationships, saying her girlfriend
“could say mean things to me, fuck anyone she wanted, control me, and I’d forgive her. I could
do that. She could get drunk and hit me… I was miserable. But I thought my misery was proof I
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was doing something right” (154, 155). Her religious experience did little to make her seek
healthier relationships. In the cult of the Family and romantic relationships, she “didn’t accept
abuse. I expected it” (159). Our environment and relationships as children train us to see love a
certain way. If we are given care and support as children, we want that from our later
relationships. If we are hit or degraded, that’s what we expect from future partners.
Like Hough, Jeanette Winterson experienced a tumultuous childhood with abusive
caregivers. Winterson says her mother “was always striking me down, and then making a cake to
put things right… For most of my life I have behaved in much the same way because that is what
I learned about love” (77). Winterson emulates her childhood abuse in her romantic relationship
as an adult. It’s the love she was taught.
Winterson and Hough both went through horrible abuse in their childhood from church
leaders and parental figures. I learned similar lessons as a kid. I learned I’d never be good
enough for god and therefore not good enough for anyone else. If I was hurt, it meant I had to be
a better partner. Noel had a high bar for me to meet, and I did everything I could to meet her
standards, obey her commands. I never did a good enough job, but that made me want to do
better.
*
I never bought much into the angry lesbian stereotype, even when I was with the ex who
liked to hit me. It didn’t seem right or justified. If lesbians were angry, we had the damn right to
be angry. Have you seen the patriarchy? Experienced homophobia? That’s assuming you’re just
dealing with being a woman and gay. Racism, classism, and ableism are also part of the beast
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lesbians get angry at. No one else seems angry enough to want to change anything. Shouldn’t
anger be an agent for change? Why is the angry lesbian caricature bad?
*
Living in Montrose gave me a definite sense of lesbian community for the first time. I
was surrounded by gay bars and gay people. In Montrose, I felt like a majority. Queerness was
assumed if you occupied space in Montrose. It was such a fucking relief. Noel took the time to
introduce me to her friends. Gabby was a DJ, and Noel would take me to any gig she played.
Gabby was also a gold star lesbian. Angie was Gabby’s girlfriend, who had a temper when she
drank as well as a wicked jealous streak. But she was always nice to me. Annetta was an old
friend Noel met when they were both twenty-one. Annetta smoked Camels and only drank craft
beer. All of these people were in their late twenties or early thirties. When I first started reading
Alison Bechdel’s Dykes to Watch Out For comics, all the characters and scenarios felt incredibly
familiar to the lose-knit and exclusively queer people I met in Montrose.
Reading Dykes to Watch Out For gave me a sense of lesbian community. Also, lesbian
tropes haven’t changed much since the 80’s. Lois falls for a much older woman; Ginger has a
tumultuous long-distance relationship. There’s also plenty of U-Hauling throughout the series.
Sparrow, an ardent lesbian for most of the comic series, falls for a man and starts dating him. She
decides to call herself a bisexual lesbian as a way of coming to terms with and navigating her
sexual practice or attraction and identity. Ginger and Sydney, the two primary academics in the
comic series, struggle to make it to where they want to be in their respective educational
institutions. I identify with many of the characters and their journeys. They assure me that
navigating community, language, and definitions is an ongoing process. Our communities can
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also have a lot of in-fighting. Sparrow deals with this when she starts dating Stuart. Every
community has prerequisites whether they’re advertised or not. These can cause issues.
*
Noel didn’t sleep with her ex-girlfriend Cary during the last two years of their three-year
relationship. The night they broke up, Cary went out and found a man to take home and screw in
her and Noel’s bed. The whole thing was super shitty, but Noel was especially hung up on the
man part. Not only was it a violation of the sanctity of their shared bed, a symbol of their
relationship, but a betrayal to lesbianism on Cary’s part.
Noel didn’t have a high opinion of anyone who slept with men. She often called the gay
boys who roamed the streets outside slurs. We were right by the cluster of gay bars lovingly
dubbed the Fruit Loops. Twinks, bears, otters, and leather daddies could all be seen gathering
and migrating in small herds every night. It was part of the ambiance. But Noel had a problem
with their flamboyance. They were too gay. Too ostentatious. She even had issues with fellow
lesbians. Even in all her butch-ness, she couldn’t tolerate masculinity in other lesbians. She got
into a fistfight with someone she designated “an ugly bull dyke.” I never got the full story on
how the fistfight started, but afterward all she would say about the altercation was how “ugly”
and “butch” the other woman was. Noel couldn’t find any faults of character in the woman so
went for the typical low blows she normally used against anyone she didn’t particularly care for.
Even the most lesbian lesbians weren’t above her scrutiny or contempt. No one was good enough
for her.
*
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As I grew up in the church, pastors reconciled the existence of both a loving god and a
god sending people to hell as the same entity. Hell was a place of eternal punishment, but if I got
sent there, then I must have deserved it. God must punish wrongdoing to get people to do good.
Hell was like a time out or spanking. It needed to happen for children to behave.
Hough compares the abuse she suffered in relationships with the cult’s abuse. God hurts
because he loves. Girlfriends hurt because they love. Hough writes, “The pain you suffer is
accepted as proof of your faith, your love. You’re supposed to welcome it” (160). To have faith
in god, you must rebuke any argument against any logical fallacies in the church. As a kid, I was
taught how to defend the faith against arguments. I was taught how to justify the genocide in the
Old Testament and the differences in how men and women are treated by the church. I became a
great defender of god, and I learned how to never ask questions. In a similar way, Hough and I
both excused and justified our girlfriends’ abuse. We placed faith in our girlfriends as adults in
the same way we placed faith in god as children.
*
Like the rest of our relationship, sex with Noel was violent. We couldn’t do tender. The
first two times we had sex were awkward and fumbling. We didn’t have any rhythm or
connection. But we hadn’t developed strong feelings of love or hate yet. There was only an
intense infatuation on my end and a nervousness and excitement on hers. She told me I was the
first person she was with since she broke up with her ex three years earlier. I felt special. Sex
would make us closer, right? Our connection would grow with our physical intimacy. I was sure
of this, especially when she kept talking to me after I went back to Iowa. She couldn’t let me go
after a weekend. She wanted more of me.
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She was the first person to pour hot candle wax on me. It hurt, but it also felt really, really
good. I guess that was a lot like our relationship. The hurt felt good sometimes. It was a reminder
we felt things for each other, even if it was anger or hate. Those feelings kept us tethered. She’d
use her old work ties to bind my wrists or sometimes bind our wrists together. The cloth always
left bruises. I was okay with these bruises. They reminded me Noel had wanted me in some
capacity. The bruises she left on other parts of my body didn’t offer the same memory. I’d just
feel used. Often, I’d get both kinds of bruises on the same night. We couldn’t have sober sex. We
couldn’t have sober anything. We could barely talk or look at each other without some kind of
substance. But the moments where we did seem connected kept me invested in her until there
weren’t enough moments to sustain me.
Was the relationship abusive, or did it just have sapphic intensity? There are days I can’t
cast a vote either way.
*
Approximately three and a half years after our breakup, Noel and I talked over the phone
for an hour. She was drunk. She could only call me when she was drunk. The Mercury
Retrograde also had some influence over her too.
We caught up in a way. She asked me what I thought of her bedroom skills. I didn’t want
to talk about it. Eventually, we got on the topic of relationships. I told her of a recent breakup
and how I wanted love. Noel wanted to be married (not to me, hopefully). She was nearly forty
with no children and no partner. She wanted to be a parent, but a single lesbian wasn’t
necessarily an attractive candidate to most adoption agencies. She wanted to be in love. She
wanted to be happy. She was not. If I learned anything form U-Hauling, it’s that a partner
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shouldn’t make a person happy or unhappy. Our happiness should be our own, separate from a
single person or institution. We shouldn’t try and secure a place in anyone’s life because we need
them. Love should be organic and free of moving trucks. But Noel does make me wonder about
marriage and happiness.
“I love you. I mean—I don’t love you—but I don’t not love you. Goddamn it. Forget it,”
she slurred at some point in our phone call. It was like the first time she professed love to me.
We were still tethered. When would we release each other? Would we ever really
separate? What would break that bond?
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Strap On and Strap In
Admitting that I’ve been with men feels like confessing to a crime. It feels icky. It feels
vulnerable. If I’m capable of sleeping with men, does that make me less of a lesbian? To some
people, even to myself sometimes, it does. That feeling aside, I know sexual history and
sexuality are two completely different things. Sexual history doesn’t always correlate to
sexuality. Even if it did, I never feel more like a lesbian than when I’m fucking a man.
*
The summer before the 2017/2018 school year, my long-distance boyfriend dumped me
over text so I couldn’t break up with him in person, making sure the new girl he started seeing
would never know he had technically been cheating with her. I was thrilled, ecstatic even. I
celebrated by cutting my hair into an androgynous pixie cut. I got more men’s clothes and
decided I wouldn’t hide that I was a lesbian from anyone, not anymore. I even bought a shirt that
read “BUTCH” on the front. I really thought I was sticking it to the patriarchy and embodying
queerness. I didn’t look tough. My feminine body and face made sure of that. But looking in the
mirror, all I could see was a proud lesbian really dyke-ing it up with a bunch of pussy licking and
crossdressing.

Butch
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Some of my female friends really thought I was butch too. Maybe just not knowing how
to apply foundation or eyeliner made me more queer in their eyes. Sure, I wanted women to look
at me and see me as queer, but even more so, I wanted my costumed masculinity to signal that I
was a no-go zone. No dick for me, pals. I eat pussy. The bar for being a masculine female was on
the floor in small, rural Sioux Center, Iowa. Short hair, no make-up, and a mix of clothing from
both the men’s and women’s department was all it took to be seen as masc from the women of
Dordt College; however, men saw me for what they wanted. Some men welcomed me into their
fray of masculinity. Others saw me either as a pretender or a challenge. When I was raped, I
realized my masculinity wouldn’t protect me.
*
Sometimes I worry my clothing is just a costume, an act. But what else is clothing, and
what else is gender? Everything is a costume; everything is an act. I pretend to be masculine just
as much as I pretend to be feminine. I’m neither outright. I have to put just as much energy into
femmeing myself as I do to present more masculinely. While dressing and acting femme does
come a little more naturally, I was socialized to be a woman. I was also a conformist as a kid.
Naturally, I did as I was told. I think my femininity became a kind of method acting. It wasn’t
innate, but now I can’t get rid of it.
I was pretending to be straight, then pretending to be butch, then pretending to be a
woman. Are we always pretending? Or do we just pretend because we don’t know who we are?
Anyway, what’s the difference between pretending and being?
*
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At seventeen, all I cared about was self-protection, living closeted in a homophobic
Christian household. Not much changed at eighteen. I moved to a Christian Reformed college in
the Midwest at the prompting of my parents. It was another unsafe place where I couldn’t be
myself. But I still came out.
Coming out was a purely spiteful action. I was done walking on eggshells and was ready
to blow up my life if that’s what it took to feel authentic to myself. I was reckless, but I managed
to graduate with only a few people trying to get me expelled in the process. Take that, CRC!
I had one professor who liked to think of himself as a champion for his LGBTQ+
students. He got me a job at the local coffee shop where the boss was also “cool with gays.” I
thought I finally found my niche. A few of my coworkers clocked me as queer fairly early
because of my men’s jeans and beanies, and my male coworkers even asked me for dating advice
because I was a “chick who got chicks.” (By “got” most of them meant I had insider knowledge
of what women liked, but a few people had an inflated imagination of my sexual prowess.) I
made friends with some of the regulars and learned recipes for some delicious drinks. I had a
place to go where I felt safe. I became part of the scenery at the coffee shop. I was one of the
crew. I was known and liked, a pretty sweet combination for a lesbo in the Midwest.
The coffee shop was where I met Bradley. He was a family friend of my manager. On the
first few meetings, he seemed nice. His coffee order was unmemorable, and he usually got beer
anyway. One day, he asked me to hang out sometime. I said sure, thinking he knew I was a
lesbian considering how open I was at the coffee shop. Turns out he didn’t believe it. I didn’t
look like a lesbian, and God could change me, he told me. Then, he got me drunk, took me to his
house, and raped me. Unsurprisingly, his penis didn’t make me straight, and all this did was get
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him banned from the coffee shop because the owner’s wife believed me when I told her what
happened. My manager didn’t, but Bradley was a family friend of his. Who would believe
someone who called themselves a lesbian even when they’ve slept with men before, anyway?
*
I was very new to sex when I was with my boyfriend, my second ever intimate partner,
and my first was a woman. So, the first penis I saw was his. The first time I saw it was in a
Starbucks parking lot, the most romantic and private spot of all time. We were making out in a
two-door Chevy truck, hands feeling outside of clothes, bodies on top of each other. The scene
was reminiscent of a coming-of-age 80s flick or a pop horror movie. Well, the scenery was off,
but the rest was very cinematic.
Growing up in a Christian school didn’t give me a solid foundation in sex ed. I didn’t
know that “downstair parts” were different until I was sixteen, and even when I learned there
was a difference, I didn’t entirely know what it was. The anatomy was lost in biblicaltranslation.
So, I was unprepared to see one in person.
“Can I take it out?” he asked after forcefully tonguing my mouth.
“Yeah,” I replied, not quite convinced of my answer and not secure enough to say “no.”
Then he whipped it out. It was fleshy and alien in comparison to every other appendage
I’d seen before that moment. I was shocked, disgusted, appalled. What the hell was that thing?
But I couldn’t say any of that out loud, of course. His masculinity was too fragile, and I was too
mortified. I just stared at it until he asked, “Should I put it away?”
“Yeah,” I said quickly. That response had much more certainty behind it.
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Thus was my very first experience with a penis. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be my last. I
would date the straight dude for a year until he would break up with me after cheating with
another girl for a few months. Fair enough. I was just glad it ended.
*
During my heterosexual relationship, I was very up-front with the straight boy about my
sexuality. Even before we met on the blind date, I told my friend to tell him I was a lesbian. All
involved parties knew I was a lesbian and were reminded of it frequently. They didn’t
particularly care. Adam certainly didn’t when we kissed in the backseat of my friend’s car the
first time. I didn’t particularly mind kissing him or even dating him for a year. It was easy. I
realized putting out didn’t involve as much as I thought it would. I’d only done it once before
meeting him, and that was awkward and clumsy and involved. Sex with Adam was less involved,
but it was painful the first few times and whenever he wanted to try something “new.” It was
easy to be what I thought he wanted, easy to tune out and just go with the flow. I wouldn’t say
“no” unless we ran out of condoms, or I was ovulating. I made myself nice, easy, and accessible,
like any good Christian girl should be with her husband. I didn’t marry him, but I still had been
taught what to do to please men by the youth conferences I’d attended. They wanted to prepare
women for sex with men, and that meant shutting up and taking whatever was given to them.
I’ve wondered why I was so capable of falling into the conformity of heterosexuality for
that year of my life. As much as I like to retell the story of Adam and I as a classic “beard”
relationship, to my shame, it was very much a real relationship. We talked on the phone several
times a week since we were long-distance for a while. We sexted, made plans for the future, and
told each other and everyone else we were in love. I even stayed loyal. I didn’t cheat. For this,
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too, I feel ashamed. The skill of monogamy is useful and generally accepted as good and the
most ethical of sexual relations; however, by being loyal, I sacrificed more of myself than just
the use of my body. I should not have ever been in that relationship. I didn’t like being in it.
Maybe I am just vexed at every piece of evidence that I was in a real, committed relationship
with a man, especially since I have exclusively dated women after Adam.
Finally dating to my sexual orientation made the dudes I screwed between relationships
less significant to me in my sexual history. It mattered to me that I didn’t commit to men. If I
could avoid that, I’d still feel justified in calling myself a lesbian. I took that label politically as
well as personally. I didn’t want to contribute to the institution of heterosexuality in any way. I
didn’t want to rely on a man or gain any social privileges by being attached to one. I would have
been a great 1970s lesbian separatist if I had been alive then. I really craved a space absent from
any male presence. Maybe that’s partly because I knew I was weak when I was lonely and would
turn to a man if I got desperate enough. (Turning to men felt like a weakness, like a lapse in
character rather than a lapse in judgment. I was strong if I could stay away from men.) Whatever
the reason for wanting a new space, I still haven’t found one where I feel totally comfortable or
like I fit in.
*
After I was raped, I pendulum-swung with my gender presentation. I went from
consciously butch-ing myself up to wearing women’s clothing. I no longer felt the urge to elude
the male gaze with my crossdressing. I was trapped underneath it no matter what I did to change.
If I couldn’t beat them, why fight them? I even grew out the hair that I had cut less than a year
before. Giving up on my hair was true defeatism.
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Crossdressing
If masculinity couldn’t protect me from men, what would? If I couldn’t protect myself
completely, why try?
*
I handed the policeman my clothes: a sports bra a size too small that was supposed to
suppress the size of my chest a little bit since binders were uncomfortable but the stares of
leering men even more so, old underwear that I usually wore while I was on my period or really
didn’t care to adorn my body, the first pair of men’s jeans I had ever bought while shopping at
the mall with a guy friend who guided me through the unfamiliar territory of sizes that actually
made fucking sense, and finally a size large men’s shirt from Walmart even though I could have
easily fit into a medium or small but again—the breasts. My clothes went from personal
possessions to evidence. I went to the police five days after I was raped on a Saturday night that
bled into Sunday morning: February 17/18, 2018.
*
“How does it feel to no longer be a virgin?” Bri asked when we were driving around in
her car a few days after my boyfriend Adam and I first consummated our relationship.
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“What do you mean? I lost it before I met him,” I said, thinking back to a few months
prior to the awkward encounter with a girl from my writing club.
“That doesn’t count.”
When I asked why, Bri said something about the hymen and the difference between
fingers and penises. I guess my hymen did break with Adam. There was a lot of blood on the
bedsheets after we finished. I didn’t think the amount of blood or pain should measure my
having or lack of virginity. Shouldn’t I get to decide if fingers count the same as penises? Why is
fingering getting to third base with men but a home run when with women? The disparity
between what was possible with two vaginas opposed to one penis and one vagina felt wrong,
like the universe was purposefully stacking the deck against the validity of lesbian sex. My sex
with another woman felt really fucking valid even though I didn’t come. I didn’t come with
Adam, either. So that was obviously not the standard for if sex happened.
After accumulating some experience with both men and women, the “base” system has
more and more flaws. I was shocked when one trans girl I dated said we hadn’t had sex when I
thought we had. But the lack of penis-in-vagina-insertion meant sex to her when it didn’t to me.
How can the definition of sex be so subjective?
The best I can figure it out is this: straight foreplay is equivalent to lesbian sex. Lesbian
sex is only equal to straight sex if a strap is involved. Trans foreplay is lesbian sex without toys.
Trans sex utilized the penis or a silicon equivalent. All seems to revolve around that symbolic
and literal phallus. Why couldn’t I just say I’d had sex? Why was I interrogated and made to
justify my sexual encounters?
No one can agree on what constitutes lesbian sex.
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*
The first time I entered a sex shop was under the supervision of a straight girl, who had,
coincidentally, set me up with her boyfriend’s male best friend Adam, who then became my
boyfriend. My friend Bri wanted to help me spice up my new heterosexual sex life she had just
orchestrated. I was still incredibly naïve about sex. Wading into the territory of toys and
attachments was overwhelming. (Seeing a penis for the first time was overwhelming.) My friend
convinced me to buy the same vibrator model she had purchased a few days prior. It was a bullet
vibrator with fifteen settings of various speeds and patterns. I named her Dolly after Oscar
Wilde’s niece, a World War I ambulance driver and fellow lesbian. Dolly gave me my first
orgasm, something my boyfriend hadn’t managed to do even after three months of fucking.
*
Lesbians sleeping with men is taboo. It’s not supposed to happen. It’s supposed to be
fundamentally unthinkable. But I did it several times. Most of the time I was willing; once or
twice I was even eager to do it. I have a few excuses, some of them even believable, as to why I
did what I did and with who. I’ve spent a majority of my sexually active years in tiny, rural,
midwestern towns. The populations of these places are small, making the queer population even
smaller. Living in predominantly Christian communities added to the scarcity of queerness, too.
Most queer people in Sioux Center were deeply in the closet, fearing retribution from church,
family, and community. If I could even find another gay person who admitted their sexuality,
there was a 50/50 shot of them being the gender I was attracted to. Then, compatibility was also
up-in-the-air. I did want to date someone I liked; however, that rarely happened.
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Sleeping with men became a last resort, mostly out of loneliness. Occasionally, I’d have a
girlfriend in a neighboring town I could see weekly, although most of my girlfriends in college
were long-distance (again, due to scarcity in my dating pool). I always made it clear to men that
whatever we did wouldn’t last, that I didn’t really like them, that I just needed someone, which
translated to needing anyone. Announcing my intentions had one of two effects. The dude would
either agree and just be happy to be there, or the dude would see himself as sexy and cool enough
to sleep with a lesbian. (Thank the gods none of them professed to turn me, but I’m sure some
thought that’s what they did.) For a while, I’d keep my sexuality intact and my standards low by
sleeping with men only if their girlfriend also joined. This loophole worked for me and the two
couples I hooked up with. But my few trysts still seemed to poke holes in my lesbian alibi. The
guys I’d been with served as proof to show that I wasn’t truly a lesbian or, for the religious, that I
could turn from my evil ways and choose a man. I didn’t like either of those ideas about my
sexuality or sexual history. But I guess my actions or labels couldn’t exist in a vacuum. Someone
would know about them and have an opinion. Yet, calling myself a lesbian gave me a sense of
power over men. I wasn’t attracted to them. I barely liked them as friends most of the time. But
when I let a man have access to my body, they seemed to use it as a boost of self-esteem or a
knock at my identity. But they were sleeping with someone who found them unattractive when
they were with me. They were the ones lowering their standards. Sure, I was too. But at least the
people I slept with wanted me. I was the person who was desirable in those scenarios. I could
grant them access; they couldn’t get that on their own. Having no attraction to them gave me
more power than them. I called any shots they made. That worked for a while. But really, when
does a woman have any power over men?
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*
In “Imitation and Gender Insubordination,” Judith Butler begins by asking the question of
what it means to theorize as a lesbian. Butler writes, “The prospect of being anything, even for
pay, has always produced in me a certain anxiety, for ‘to be’ gay, ‘to be’ lesbian seems more
than a simple injunction to become who or what I already am…To write or speak as a lesbian
appears a paradoxical appearance of this ‘I’” (307). Gender and sexuality labels are often
presented or used as an absolute. If someone says they’re a lesbian, there is an assumption now
about that person’s sexual activity and history. There’s an assumed or desired “purity” of the
label. Lesbians only like women. They only sleep with women. All their crushes and attractions
are centered around women. There’s also a pressure that these labels are simple explanations for
something that we’ve always been. The whole “born this way” mentality can be detrimental to
those who experience fluid sexuality or don’t realize their attraction to the same gender until late
in life. No universal lesbian voice, experience, or definition exists. There are many “I’s” in the
lesbian community. Butler goes on to say that the label “lesbian” functions “as a politically
efficacious phantasm” (307-8). Butler contemplates the political implications of lesbian
identities. I wonder what I am doing writing under the lesbian flag, announcing my identity to
readers, especially considering my history with men. I’m not presenting a pure or uncomplicated
definition or experience of lesbianism. I’m creating trouble, presenting or being a problem. I
don’t want my inconsistencies with lesbian performance to be used against other lesbians. Idon’t
want my gender confusion to thwart my lesbianism.
Butler says, “I am skeptical about how the ‘I’ is determined as it operates under the title
of the lesbian sign…I’m permanently troubled by identity categories, consider them to be
invariable stumbling-blocks, and understand them, even promote them, as sites of necessary
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trouble” (308). I like the phrase “necessary trouble.” As I grapple with my own identity, I feel
this pull between categories and urge to break the restrictions put on those categories through
language. Yes, this is trouble. It’s unclear; it might be contradictory at times. But it is necessary
for me to explore identity in this way. I am interrogating language while trying to stumble my
way into comfortable language through trial and error. I don’t know what I want language to do
for me. Language is necessary for me to use. I’m bound to it and unable to escape it, restrained
by it at some points. I have to find a way to manipulate and use it somehow. How?
*
In “Making Her (In)Visible: Cultural Representations of Lesbianism and the Lesbian
Body in the 1990s,” Ann M. Ciasullo talks about the visibility and invisibility of lesbians based
on their gender presentation. She reflects on her own experience coming and being out: “For a
month I didn’t wear a skirt or dress, and I spent many nights wondering if my desire to pluck my
eyebrows meant I was really straight…I spend a long time trying to reconcile my feminine
qualities with my ‘new’ lesbian self, a self I believed had to eschew all things feminine” (580).
Her femininity made her suspect in these primarily queer spaces, and as a reaction to that, she
started wearing masculinity as a costume when first coming out, or at least gave up femininity.
It’s a cliché at this point for women to come out as bi or lesbian and chop their waistlength hair into a pixie or buzz cut. I think it’s natural for someone to experiment with their
gender presentation after going through a grueling process of self-discovery. Coming out
requires at least some bravery and trying to flag a new identity equally so. I don’t think this
experimentation is necessarily a grown-up version of dress-up. It’s another step in discovering
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the self, understanding what’s comfortable on and in the body. Neither masculinity nor
femininity should be expected from anyone.
*
Once, a friend of mine told me, “Gender is a scam.” I took this as permission to distance
myself from “woman,” even though I didn’t tell anyone this. I was female, and I liked being
female. I didn’t think I would change my femaleness if I had the opportunity, but I couldn’t say I
felt the same way about being a woman.
A year later, I started binding my chest religiously for several weeks. When I took my
binder off, I’d look at my naked body in the mirror and wonder what it would be like to have no
breasts, to be able to wear clothing without worrying about obscuring the protrusion of my chest.
Gradually, I started alternating between a binder and a bra. I treated my tits like an accessory,
flaunting them sometimes and other times putting them away. Sometimes, going on walks in the
park with a breastless shadow was an unfamiliar silhouette. Other times, I wouldn’t recognize
myself in pictures when I wore women’s clothing.
It's an uneasy feeling not knowing how you feel in your body and unsure what you want
to do with your body. If I pursue top surgery, the breastlessness will be permanent unless more
surgical intervention is sought afterwards to rectify any regret. And, to quote trans poet Aimee
Herman, “How much am I willing to pay out of pocket for this body?” (43). What will surgery
cost? Can I afford to seek the body I want? How will I feel about scars? I can’t answer these
questions now, and I’m afraid to try and find the answers to them.
*
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The rationalization of the lesbian identity within gender is messy. The French feminist
Wittig considers lesbians as a third gender, separate from man and woman altogether. She says,
“To refuse to be a woman, however, does not mean that one has to become a man” (105). Wittig
pushes back against the idea of a binary gender by creating a third option: lesbian. Yet, Wittig
also talks about the role of “woman” and clarifies that since lesbians are refusing that role, which
is purely relational to men in her argument, lesbians are refusing to be women (105). So,
similarly to Butler’s mode of thinking, gender is action. Removing ourselves from a patriarchal
dynamic removes us from womanhood. We have to stay away from men to be lesbians. So,
according to this definition, lesbianism has a required set of actions to accompany that label and
gender. I’m not sure I’m a good enough lesbian to be a Wittig lesbian.
*
Colleen Lamos interrogates the relationship between sexuality and gender through the
examination of the lesbian particularly within feminism. She writes, “Lesbianism can be seen,
nearly simultaneously, as the purest form of female identification and as the wholesale rejection
of all that is feminine. The lesbian may at once stand as the woman par excellence and as not a
woman at all” (87). There’s a simultaneous “all and nothing” about lesbianism and womanhood.
Maybe it works in some cases and with certain lesbian populations. But I don’t like this idea of
an unbroken bond between being a woman and being a lesbian, or lesbian being the ultimate
woman. I cling to Wittig because she allows me to reject womanhood and keep lesbianism. Her
feminism doesn’t pair woman and lesbian the way classic lesbian feminism tends to do.
“Lesbian” is the only label I have clung to unyieldingly because it’s a hard-won category.
I’ve suffered for it. Yet, I grapple with how gender fits with my lesbianism. Wittig helps with
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that. I can be not-woman (maybe more importantly, also not-man) while still being a lesbian.
Wittig’s definition is unique by eliminating the binary in a distinct (albeit limited) way. I can’t
let go of the label “lesbian.” But I can’t hold onto “woman” for much longer if I want to be
comfortable within language.
*
In the chapter “Transgender Butch,” Halberstam discusses the border wars happening
between lesbian and trans identities: “I have argued against stable and coherent definitions of
sexual identity and tried to suggest the ways in which the lines between the transsexual and the
gender-deviant lesbian inevitably crisscross each other and intersect, even producing a new
category: transgender” (164). The identities meet and comingle, but can transness andlesbianism
exist at the same time within the same person? Halberstam makes sure to say that being a stone
butch is not a gateway into transitioning; however, there is an undeniable lesbian-to-trans
pipeline. The border between lesbianism and transness is difficult to define. The label
segregation also feels like a disservice to lesbians who decide to transition. The communities
shouldn’t be strictly divided. LGBTQ+ people already have a difficult time finding people who
will accept them. Why would border wars even take place?
As I begin to identify as trans, I feel a loss. If I have to surrender my lesbian identity to be
trans, I lose a lot more than language. I lose the materiality of being part of a community.
There’s also a feeling of having to identify with a gender I don’t want to associate with: men.
Transgender, especially by Halberstam’s definition, isn’t a loss of lesbianism as it is a gaining of
new and broader identity. Maybe I can be both. Maybe I don’t have to sacrifice any aspect of
language. But maybe this is selfish.
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*
Jaquelyn N. Zita examines the phenomenon of men identifying as lesbians. She examines
the way the body relates to language and society. Zita touches on maleness in trans women but
distinguishes them from the “male lesbian.” Zita isn’t quite sure what to do with this seemingly
problematic label, and neither am I. Lisa from The L Word encompasses the idea of “male
lesbians.” I’m much more comfortable with trans women identifying as lesbians than I am with
men taking the label; however, I’ve had to analyze this bias with my own gender identity, which
seems to conflict with my sexual identity.
Rewatching The L Word, I have sympathy for Lisa, and I’m saddened that he’s not in
more episodes and seasons. His last appearance on the show is also troubling. Alice, the show’s
token bisexual, is infatuated with Lisa. At a party, Lisa does some Reiki on Alice, which heats up
and leads them to seek a more intimate energy exchange. Lisa pulls out a dildo and tells Alice he
wants to make love to her with a strap. Alice laughs this off since he has “the real thing.” Even
though he protests, Alice has intercourse with his “real” penis. He’s clearly assaulted by Alice,
but the show glosses over this. He quickly leaves the party and Alice is miffed. The show never
recognizes Alice’s actions as assault and never revisits Lisa’s identity or storyline. While the
lesbian label is primarily held by people assigned female at birth, I don’t think gender or
sexuality is stable enough to gatekeep any labels. I think Lisa should be allowed to call himself a
lesbian just as much as any other gender non-conforming person of any pronoun or sex.
Honestly, I’d rather date Lisa than many of the cis lesbians I’ve encountered. And I’d be
comfortable saying without hesitation that any sex with Lisa is lesbian sex since he identifies as a
lesbian.
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The L Word further explores gender and sexuality through the character of Max, who first
appears in the third season of the show. He’s the show’s token trans man. We first meet him
when he identifies as a butch lesbian. He gets tangled up with Jenny and finds himself in the city
and meets Jenny’s friends, the show’s main cast of characters. He very obviously doesn’t fit in
with them. At first, it’s attributed to him being from a small town and not used the city. His
masculinity also sets him apart from the primarily femme friend group. When he comes out and
starts to pursue medical transition, Kit pulls him aside and says, “It just saddens me to see so
many of our strong butch girls giving up their womanhood to be a man. We’re losing our
warriors, our greatest women, and I don’t want to lose you” (“Lead, Follow, or Get Out of the
Way” 8:59-9:10). Kit tells Max he’s giving up the most precious thing in the world, which is
being a woman. Max is understandably upset. He wants to feel like himself. He isn’t worried
about being a woman. He’s worried about being comfortable within his own body.
Why do we give such abstractions like “womanhood” and “lesbianism” such merit? Do
female-bodied people feel compelled to offer themselves to womanhood unquestioningly? Why
do I worry so much about the purity of my lesbianism? Do I need to cling so tightly to the label?
What will happen if I let it go?
*
Before transness or lesbianism, there was inversion. Radclyffe Hall is probably the most
well-known of this sexual and gender category. Halberstam examines the invert and says, “the
history of homosexuality and transsexuality was a shared history at the beginning of the century
and only diverged in the 1940s, when surgery and hormonal treatments became available to, and
demanded by, some cross-identifying subjects” (85). The term “transexual” is somewhat
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outdated. It refers to a strict gender transition rather than an innate gender identity, which may or
may not require the reconstruction of the body. Currently, transness is under scrutiny and debate.
Questions are arising like: can someone who doesn’t want to medically transition still be trans?
How does the DSM affect how transness is constructed and (in)validated? If homosexuality was
once closely paired with transness, why do the distinctions of labels matter so much? But, maybe
if trans and lesbian aren’t too far apart, I can be both.
Esther Newton opens her essay “The Mythic Mannish Lesbian: Radclyffe Hall and the
New Woman” by saying, “thinking, acting, or looking like a man contradicts lesbian feminism’s
first principle: the lesbian is a ‘woman-identified woman.’ What to do, then with…the ‘mannish
lesbian’…or the ‘butch’?” (557-8). While woman and lesbian are often paired, man and lesbian
are equally uncoupled from each other. Masculinity and lesbianism have a tangled and tenuous
relationship. In her essay, Newton is hoping to investigate the “relationships between lesbianism,
feminism, and gender” (559). She looks at inversion and the ways masculine women were
received at the time of Radclyffe Hall. Stephen Gordon and other inverts create a gender
confusion with who we now tend to identify as lesbians. Newton says, “Many lesbians, like
Stephen Gordon, are biological females who grow up speaking parts of the ‘wrong’ gender
language” (574). When thinking about inverts, transness and lesbianism seem to exist
simultaneously. Newton seems to feel this too, acknowledging “the true invert was a being
between categories, neither man nor woman, a ‘third sex’” (568). This definition aligns with
Wittig’s understanding of lesbians. Yet, the division of lesbianism and transness is also
necessary. They do represent differing experiences and definitions. Maybe it’s wrong to blur this
language. But it feels wrong to only choose one of these options for myself.
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*
Jason Cromwell recounts part of his gender journey in his book Transmen and FTMs,
remembering how he tried to figure out how to reconcile his sexual attraction with his gender
identity, saying, “although I was attracted to women I was also attracted to men. At the time it
also seemed clear that lesbians identified as women. I did not” (3). Cromwell’s sexuality and
gender identity seem to develop or manifest on different axes of the same graph. They correlate,
yes, but do not necessarily occupy the same space and time. He’s right to say that lesbians are
usually women, but exceptions to that rule seem to appear more and more, confusing the label
system. His gender refutes possible sexual labels, but he doesn’t necessarily reject lesbianism
initially because of his gender. He never considered himself a lesbian because of his attraction to
more than just women. I wonder if I can keep my sexuality in spite of or with my gender
identity. If I like women and exclusively date women as a female-bodied person, can I pass as
lesbian? Yet, the idea of “passing” is problematic, too.
I know many people who take issue with a not-woman identifying as lesbian, but those
people also tend to think more in binaries anyway. I do not mean to offend or muddle “lesbian”
with my self-labeling. I’m just trying to be, trying to exist within comfortable language. Lesbian
feels like the most true language I can use to describe myself. It’s not total or complete truth, but
it is true.
*
Naming gender and sexuality is difficult. Same-sex attraction, homosexuality, and
queerness are terms that could mean the same thing, but that’s not quite true. SSA (same-sex
attraction) is the Christianized term of the affliction anyone on the LGBTQ+ spectrum
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experiences. It’s viewed as a disease, something terminally wrong inside a person. In the church,
my lesbianism was identified as SSA. The church makes sure to separate desire and action when
they talk about SSA. Being gay isn’t a sin, but acting gay is. If you like a girl or boy, as long as
you don’t show that or act on that in any way, you can still be a Christian. But those thoughts are
still something to be ashamed of. And thoughts do lead to action, which means you have to be
mindful of them. Suppress, suppress, suppress. Following god already requires suppression.
According to John Calvin’s doctrine, humanity is totally depraved, unable to want or do anything
that is good. Goodness only comes from and through God. Christians must suppress their
humanity in order to abstain from sin. People who suffer from SSA are no different. It’s just a
different sin from what most people have to battle. When a colleague in undergrad asked me to
share my experience of and with “SSA,” I knew how she saw me. She saw my sexuality as
something I was “struggling with” rather than an integral part of my identity.
SSA is not comprehensive. My relationships with trans women defy the idea that my
sexuality only targets other female-bodied people. But any relationship besides a conventional,
heterosexual marriage is an abomination, so I guess mincing words does little to justify me in the
eyes of the church. My father called my first trans girlfriend a “broken or bent” person. Even
though it was technically opposite sex attraction, the gender identity of her made the relationship
still unsightly in the eyes of god (or god as my father understood him to be).
*
The first time I bought a strap-on was with my girlfriend Jen. We’d been seeing each
other for about a month at this point and were ready to take things to the next level. I was the
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first girl she’d ever been with. She was the first girl I’d ever been with longer than a night. In
many ways, we were each other’s firsts.
We walked around a sketchy adult store that rested on the side of a highway somewhere
between our suburb and Houston. If you didn’t know the shop was there, you’d miss it. From the
outside, it looked like a single-room house with a shabby sign outside that gave vague hints
about what was inside. The only employee looked too young to be there. He didn’t check our IDs
or acknowledge us until we checked out. He hadn’t noticed our nervous giggling or earnest
debate about what size or color the dildo should be, or what harness would be the most
comfortable and user-friendly. We settled on an 8-inch neon pink dildo with a black harness that
had patches of cloth around the butt for a comfortable fit. Jen’s celebrity crush had always been
Winona Ryder, so the strap was dubbed “Winona Ride-Her.” (Yes, we were very clever.)

Wearing Winona Post-Coitus
Jen and I had a fairly equitable sexual relationship. We both took turns wearing Winona,
and neither of us had complete control in the bedroom. It was a give, receive, give some more,
receive again if one of us wasn’t completely exhausted after giving, relationship. It was great.
Too bad the equitability only existed in bed. If the rest of our relationship was as mutually
beneficial as our sex life, I would have married her. But we fell apart and parted ways. I kept
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custody of Winona. Three girlfriends later, I left Winona with an ex. I don’t miss any of my exes,
but sometimes I do miss Winona.
*
Alison Bechdel’s comic series Dykes to Watch Out For gives an insider look at lesbians
in all their diversity and dysfunction. I appreciate the comic for its grappling with the
complexities of life and individual identity. Mo, one of the protagonists in Bechdel’s comic,
makes a snide remark when encountering a trans woman trying to make space for herself
amongst lesbians. Mo voices some of her internal conflict about this by ranting to Lois, saying,
“I’m still trying to adjust to lesbians using dildos! What am I supposed to make of a man who
became a woman who’s attracted to women?!” (125). Mo isn’t known for her open-mindedness.
This scenario reveals a problematic view of trans identity. Later in the series, Lois starts dressing
in drag and pretends to be transitioning to make Mo confront her internalized transphobia. While
there is a lot to talk about in Dykes, Mo brings up an interesting aspect of lesbian life: the use of
phallic objects for sexual pleasure.
There is something that feels heteronormative about dildos in lesbian intercourse, like it
is admitting women need dick even if they don’t have a man in their bed. Spaces free of penises
are hard to find because most of the time they are attached to men, and men like to insert
themselves into everything (metaphorically, literarily, and symbolically). But penises can’t just
be excluded to make a space free from men since many women have penises. Can we separate
the penis from the male or the masculine as a society? It should be possible, right? But even Mo
seems to find this a difficult task. Moreover, the apprehension of dildos feels justified. The idea
that penetration is needed for sex is bogus. Not everyone wants or needs to be penetrated to get
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off. (Getting off isn’t needed for sex to be sex, either.) Lesbians can do plenty of things in bed to
and with each other without penetration.
What the hell is sex, anyway? Why are there so many prerequisites society requires to
call something sex? Just look at Chasing Amy. Alyssa has to mimic heterosexual penetration
with the women she encounters in the bedroom for Holden to consider it sex. Without the dildo
or other penetrative moves, it’s not sex to him. Who has the credentials to have the final say on
what sex is and isn’t?
*
Sex can happen without any penetration to or from either party. Halberstam writes about
the stone butch and her lack of penetrability, saying: “Predictably, the degrees of butchness are
measured in terms of hardness and softness or in terms of permeability…the stones…are
impenetrable” (123). Stones are the epitome of butchness, the ones who take no shit and run the
show, especially in the bedroom. I envy their demeanor and control. I envy their hardness. Even
in my most masculine moments, I feel penetrable; I feel soft. I want to have firm barriers. I want
to always be strapped and defended against anyone who would want to penetrate me. But that
hasn’t quite happened.
Penetration to the stone butch can be an invalidation of her identity, an afront to her
masculinity. I’ve felt the same way when I’ve been penetrated by men. I’ve been stone with
some of the women I’ve slept with, but stone was never an option men accepted from me. Their
ability to penetrate me made me an exciting conquest and fulfilled their sexual desire. Wearing a
strap gave me license to penetrate and become stone for a brief stint in the bedroom. When
women wore straps with me, I took great, deviant pleasure from slipping my hand between their
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legs where the material of the harness left them exposed. I could still penetrate them while they
attempted to penetrate me. I felt a good deal of power in these moments, like I had control even
when I shouldn’t have.
Penetrability and vulnerability seem inextricably linked together. I’ve given a good deal
of thought to both while writing about my experiences with sex, religion, identity, and trauma.
My penetrability will never determine my status as a good or bad lesbian, even if I have been
penetrated by men. My vulnerability doesn’t change my experience or identity. I’ve tried to
carefully choose when and how I’m vulnerable. When I was raped, my choice was taken away.
When I was born into Christianity, choices were made for me. When I wear the strap, I make a
choice. I’m choosing to unapologetically fuck. Writing and fucking give me agency. I’m not
going to allow anyone to compromise that agency. I’m going to strap it on.
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