A Gane of Tel ephone, Cheesy G rlfriends, and Suicide Attenpts
by Leslie Heiden

“Com ng Qut” is a strangely appropriate termfor the process a
person has to venture upon in order to conme to terns with his or
her own sexuality. For ne, being a |leshian is sonething that is
constantly inside nme, a true part of nme - the way that eating
and breathing is a part of ne. Coming out seens to nean sharing
that part of your being with the people around you - this is a
never-endi ng task. At |east, that has been ny experience.

Entering high school, | was terrified of people finding out,
even though ny nom al ready knew. Her response was “Well,
sweet heart, that's one hunmongous ‘duh’,” but | still feared the

people who - and I was well aware of the fact that they existed,
even at fifteen - would not be as understanding. By the tine |

| eft high school, | was a valedictorian with her sights on
col |l ege and | aw school that al so happened to be a very
procl ai ned | eshian. It was funny how having everyone know ny
sexuality automatically associated ne with sone strange nyth of
the “mysterious | esbian” and never with anything that | had
acconpl i shed in high school. | wasn't Leslie the val edictorian;
| was Leslie the lesbhian. | wasn't Leslie, |ead attorney on the
Mock Trial teamwho | ed her teammates to the region finals. No,
| was Leslie the |esbian.

| also found it m nd-boggling how “comng out” in high schoo
can be Iike a bad gane of tel ephone (you know, that dunmb gane
you play at slunber parties when you' re a relatively snall
child?). My com ng out in high school went sonething like this:

“Summer, | think I"'ma |esbian.”

“Real ly, | always kind of thought that you were.” W were

ki ssing at the tine.
“Summer, | think that I |ove you.”

“Really, well you really just aren't ny cup of tea. Besides have
you nmet Mark? He's this really wonderful guy...” W were curled
up together on a weekend getaway that we took to Santa Cruz.

That was it, with a broken heart and a need to justify ny
exi stence, | set out to cone out to the world. Now, here is
where the ganme of tel ephone becanme a gigantic nuisance in ny
life:



“Deena, guess what? |'ma |eshian.”
“Really, well you know that | don't care.”
“Hey M chael, guess what? Leslie's gay.”

“Real ly? Ww, that's totally cool, | wonder if she'll let ne
wat ch.”

“Hey Rick guess what? Leslie's a dyke and she's had a threesone
with a couple of girls at Fresno State.”

“Real ly? Ww, | wonder if they taped it.”

“Hey Steven, guess what? Leslie is a |l esbo and she had this orgy
with sone chicks in our math class, | heard that one of themis
pressing charges for rape.”

“Hey Dan, have you heard about Leslie? She's a total pervert. |
heard she raped sone girls in Trig class and sone ot her woman is
pressi ng charges for nol esting her daughter, can you believe

t hat ?”

“Well sure, she's a fag right?”

Meanwhile, | was sitting at home studying for ny United States
Hi story Advanced Pl acenent examand trying to wite an essay on
Ham et. O course, nobody had the courage to conme face to face
with me and confront ne on anything, but | knew what was going
on - the way that people were | ooking at ne, the whispers behind
my back.

It wasn't conpletely horrible though, after sone |ong tal ks,
enbarrassi ng questions and sone tears, ny friends nostly
accepted ne as “normal” and | grew even closer with ny nale
friends because I was now consi dered “one of the guys.” Sunmer
and | worked it out too, and though she wasn't gay and wasn't
capable of loving ne like that, she is closer to ne than a

sister today. So, | was able to stand up a graduation, proud of
my acconplishnments and happy to be who | was - excited about
going to coll ege where, as everyone had always told ne, | was

finally going to be able to be open and 1'd finally find soneone
who would love nme and who | could love in return w thout any
shane or fear... Well, you know what? They were wong. Coll ege
wasn't the place where | could finally be nmyself. No, it was

i ke starting over at square one.



| noved into the dorns and realized that | was face to face with
fifty some girls who didn't know me at all and had no know edge
of all the battles that | had to fight in high school just to be
able to be left alone about my sexuality - that is to say

not hi ng about bei ng open and accepted as Leslie the hunan bei ng

- not Leslie the Leshian. | went to classes, and except for a
few vaguely famliar faces from high school, nobody knew there
either. | went to the first neeting of the Smittcanp Famly

Honors Col | ege (the schol arship programthat blessed ne with a
full ride scholarship) and 75 faces that not only were cluel ess
about ny sexuality but turned out to be (on the majority)
conservatives who had no tol erance for honbsexual s who “flaunted
t hensel ves” (which basically neant, any honosexual who didn't
keep their sexuality to thenselves). College, at first seened

| ess |ike the haven for honbsexuals that | had been prom sed,
but a place that was even less inviting than high school to
difference. (I have to say here that, of course, a lot of this
was a |ot worse in ny m nd because of ny fears, but that didn't
make it any less terrifying).

Scared to death of intol erance and honophobia, | found nyself
back in the closet, a place | never expected to be once | got to
college. During this first semester of college, | felt lucky to
have Jennifer and ny other friends from high school to | ean on
and ny nother for support. |I wouldn't have nmade it very | ong

Wi t hout them supporting nme... even if they were supporting ny
silence. Sone days | would go to class and the issue of fenm nism
woul d conme up and soneone woul d make sone off col or joke about
“Nazi Lesbians” or sonme other issue related to honosexuality
woul d conme up and everyone would stifle laughter (it isn't the
politically correct thing to do to |laugh out Ioud at a prejudice
j oke, m nd you. One nust instead smle inconspicuously and | augh
under their breath or the truth about their honophobia m ght be
exposed. God forbid a bigot be |abeled a bigot!). |I would feel
an overwhelmng desire to stand up and proclaimny sexuality at
the top of my lungs just so that these people would know t hat
the stereotypical “faggot” that they have in their head is not
the way that we really are. But | was too tired to fight the

fight again. | couldn't go to each person in ny surroundi ngs and
try to nmake them understand nme and have a nore realistic view of
what it nmeant to be gay. | mght not wear makeup but | do shave
my legs, | have no desire for nen sexually, but that doesn't
mean that | want to be one. Yes | like to play pool, but | don't
play softball. Yes, | do think notorcycles are cool but | can't
answer your questions about engine repair. | don't wear

Bi r kenstocks, drink tea, eat granola, or have a mllion cats...



and | don't fit into any other stereotype that you can think of
ei t her!

That was when | net Jessica, a girl who nelted ny heart and
actually turned out to be a | esbian too. She was so intelligent,
and funny. She has an amazing talent for the clarinet and nusic
and it will take her far in life. Her beauty and her hands awed
me while she played. During one of her performances, her fingers
nmoving so fluidly and confidently over the instrunent, that gl ow
in her eyes that showed the happiness that she felt, and the
feeling that | had in ny heart as | watched her just shine up
there on stage - that was when | knew that | was in | ove.

Wth Jessica is where ny comng out story for the begi nning of
nmy col |l ege career, begins to take shape. Wth Jessica, the first
person | had ever nmet who was truly a lesbian, | felt a new kind
of confidence that | hadn't ever felt before. Not only was | no
| onger alone in the world as a | eshian, but also |I had soneone
who was attracted to ne and who cared about me. | was nore
wlling to cone out to the world then, than | ever was before. |
want ed people to know. | wanted people to ook at this amazing
woman who was ny girlfriend and know that she picked nme, that I
was happy with her and that she was happy with me - | wanted,
finally, to be proud of who I was... only Jessica didn't feel

t he same way. She convinced nme that the closet was the only

pl ace to be and we kept our relationship a secret as |ong as we
could. | started to feel dishonest and dirty and | knew that no
matter how nuch she cared for ne, Jessica was ashaned to be seen
with nme. She was afraid of her sexuality and she didn't want it
to come between her and her nusic career. Hence, in case you
haven't guessed, as ny heart was blinded by | ove, | stayed gl ued
to the confines of ny closet.

It was hard to breathe in there. It was hard to know that the
whol e worl d pul sated around ne and sonewhere there had to be a
communi ty of gay people who would accept us for who we - Jessica

and I - were. | wanted to step out, becone visible and try and
find the ones who woul d accept us and, eventually, the ones who
woul d cel ebrate us. Because of Jessica, | had to nake a choice

between | ove and ny pride so | swallowed ny desires to let ny
flame burn brightly (excuse the pun) and did ny best to be
content to have Jessica by ny side, even if she would only be
there in private. | ignored the way that her being ashaned of ne
made ne feel, the way that hiding made ne feel, the way that she
would junmp away fromne as if | was the plague when soneone
woul d cone into the room or the way she woul d never stay the

ni ght because she was afraid that her parents would call while



she was with nme or how she woul d never let nme stay with her
because she was afraid that her roonmate woul d cone in
unannounced. | tried to ignore the fact that I was soneone's
dirty little secret and | tried to convince nyself that if I
could just endure it, the situation would pay off because Alicia
woul d see past her shane and realize that she was just as in
love with me as | was with her.

Its funny how we can lie to oursel ves.
It went kind of like this, although |I don't renmenber it exactly:

“Jessica, | really really like you and 1'd like to spend nore
timte with you.”

“l think that we need to take a break, we need to just be
friends for awhile.”

“What ? But | | ove you.”
“Well, I'"msorry.”
“Tell me why.”

“l have to work out ny own denons.”
“Denons?’
“l just need to be single for awhile.”

“I'f you just don't want to be with ne then just tell ne, don't
make stuff up.”

“No. You're the best person I've net in areally long tine, and,
out of all the people that |I've dated, you' ve been the best... |
just don't want to be with you anynore.”

| thought it was a bit ironic. My first girlfriend realized that
she didn't want to be with ne and she dunped ne, this one was
saying that I'ma really good person and really good girlfriend,
and she dunped nme. WIIl | never catch a break?

The next day was when the realization that the shoulder | had
beconme so dependent on for support wasn't there anynore.
Jessica, the reason | had kept ny sexuality a secret and for
whom | had given up ny sense of pride and dignity, didn't want
me. Once again, | was the only lesbian in the world. At |east



that was how it felt and that was when the depression set in.

Bottomline, | was ready to kill nyself because, w thout her to
| ove and without any gay friends, | suddenly felt eternally
alone. | tired to kill nyself, or | at |east thought about it
seriously for along tinme. | spent five days crying, with ny

friends babysitting ne while | slowy lost my mnd. It just went
on vacation for a while and nore than anything else in the whole
world, | didn't want to be ne anynore. Turing to the only pl ace
| thought | had to go - in a nonent of true need and desperation
- | called Jessica and told her what | was going through. She
told ne that ny depression and suicidal thoughts nmade her
“question nmy personality” and she just wasn't attracted to ne
anynore. We could be friends if | wanted to, but that seened to
translate into “I don't really care about you anynore, if you
want to be in ny life, it is up to you - but since | don't care
|'"'mnot going to try.” Ch, and on top of that, she was dating
agai n.

The last blow to nmy ego was when she told nme that ny depression
left her with “a bad aftertaste.” What is it wth wonen and ne

who say things like that? For nmy first girlfriend I wasn't “her
cup of tea.” Now, for Jessica, | “left a bad aftertaste.”

As | wite this, I"'mout of the closet. So only thing left to
under stand about me to know all there is to know about mnmy com ng
out story is how |l got fromthe brink of killing nyself to being
an out-and-about | esbian? That's an inportant question. |
realized that comng out wasn't sinply the act of telling
everyone or having everyone know that you're gay, although that
is an inportant part. However, if that was all com ng out neant,
then a person would never nake it out of the closet wthout
being forced back in - a person has to face situations,
repeatedly in their lives, where the other people do not know
that you are gay. It happened to nme: | thought that |
successfully canme out in high school and that, after fighting
that war, it would be snmooth sailing. |I found that college
presented nme with the same chal l enges as high school did and I
had to face telling everyone all over again. Com ng out neans
that you are confortable with yourself. You know that you are a
honosexual and you no | onger feel Iike you have to hide.

I"mstill trying to get over Jessica, but | don't feel like I
need her anynore to justify ny |esbianismor nyself. | don't
need anyone to tell nme that it is all right to be gay, because |
know that already - really, | always did. | need affirmtion,
not justification. That feeling, to ne, is at the heart of

com ng out. Com ng out neans that you don't feel |ike you have



to bury areally big part of yourself deep inside anynore and
that you don't have to be afraid of what others are going to
think. | accept that sonme people aren't going to be confortable
or tolerant of ny sexuality, but that's okay because | accept
them for who they are. If I want respect for who | am | have to
have the courage to not only be honest with everyone that cones
in and out of ny life, but I also have to give respect to each
of those people despite their reaction to nme. If | want respect,
| have to give it as well.

As far as relationships are concerned, | don't feel |like |I have
to be in one to be with soneone to be worth sonet hing anynore -
| realized that | have so nmuch nore to offer than that and I
don't need anyone else to be around to rem nd ne of that fact.

don't want to need a relationship anynore - | sinply want
sonmeone who wants nme and | want her. |'ve had two disasters, one
where | wasn't the appropriate “cup of tea” and another where
left a “bad aftertaste.” So, for now, I'"mjust going to wait for
the one who | ooks at ne with a sigh and sinply says, “well, alls
well that ends well.” | guess college was the place where |

could be nyself after all.



