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0 u R p A R 

THE STRAIGHT ANO NARROW 

IMAGE FOR .SALE SLIGHTLY USED 

by Holly Valero 

No doubt about it. The 1990's 
are the best tim ~ in recorded history 
to be a lesbian. No matter what. 
True, we don't legally exist, and must 
occasionally.conceal our liv es from 
family members or co-workers, 12,ut, 
hey, we are no longer driven from 
our villages by packs of bloodthirsty 
dobermans. Actually, this is a great 
time to be a lesbian. I feel a great 
sense of personal freedom and 
"general" acceptance from the outside 
world, and "genuine" acceptance from 
about 67% of the people I kno . 
The problem? I just don't know who 
they are accepting. 

It's a hard, life-long task for any 
of us to gorge a definition of 
ourselves from the stone face of 
society. The reason we succeed is 
due in part to one key factor: 
tradition. Tradition is the safety net 
of society. As we cling to the 
mountain side, not knowing what to 
do or where to go, we can always 
ask, "What did my parents do when 
this happened to them?" We can 
count on the safety net of society for 
clues to behavior, values, and ideas. 
Bun what ,happens, to those wh© are 
denied by socif y? Those for whom 
the safety net 1s rlluch smaller. I 
don't have a great grandmother who 
was also a lesbian and faced a similar 
situation -- at least to my knowledge. 
I never sat down with any friends or 
parents, and gained advice about how 
Alicia was not good enough for me, 
or how Ms. Right would come along 
when the time was right. I never 
heard radio songs about how two 
women fell in love, or saw movies of 
teenage girls in love -- with each 
other. I never had those early dates 
where mom and dad let you borrow 
the car -- with the understanding that 
you and Sally would have it home by 
11:00 p.m. 
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So where is my safety net? )vly 
traditio.n? As a lesbian trying to 
carve out my mountain side, it seems 
like I was given the wrong tools. I 
am left to cling to the mountain side, 
armed with a blender, and say, "gosh, 
what would. . . . Uh, well ... now 
what?" It has left me with a sagging 
sense of identity. As the pendulum 
swings between self-denial and active 

"So where is my safety 
net? My tradition? 
As a lesbian trying to 
carve out my 
mountain side, it 
seems like I was given 
the wrong tools. I am 
left to cling to the· 

· mountain side, armed 
with a blender ... " 

political protest, it ends up coming to 
rest sooner pr, .later in the middle. A 
place where nothing was _before. ~ · . 
olace where I must start from 
~cratch. What do I do? People have 
advised me for years to just "be 
myself." Of course, they also told 
that to Sybil, and you know how that · 
turned out. 

I was the first girl in the history of 
Croman Elementary School to wear 
pants to school. Troy, Pennsylvania, 
was almost turned upside down by a 
seven-year-old girl in second grade 
who refused to wear dresses. My 
mother got calls from the school. 
Little girls inf the playground 
humiliated me with a non-stop 
barrage of taunts about being a boy. 
Others humiliated me even more by 
telling me that if we were too poor, 
their mothers would buy me a dress. 
All of this because I liked to climb 
on the jungle gym, and ·couldn't with 
a dress on. Presto! My first image 
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was born. RADICAL. And it 
followed me' for ten years. I decided_ 
to play the part for want of anything 
else to do. Ten years of taunts from 
school mates. I can't help but 
wonder how different my life would 
have been if I had just worn the 
damn dress. I still think about it 
when I see a jungle gym. 

As a teenager in high school, I 
went through the usual anguish of 
wanting desperately to be pretty, to 
fit in, to be well liked -- as I was 
none of the above. But I just had 
this creeping sense of doom -- that I 
wasn't normal and that if I was 
smart, I would never mention my 
schoolgirl crushes to another living 
sou.I. When the day came when my 
girlfriends began to gather 
boyfriends, I found myself alone. I 
felt shut-out fro~ those so-called 
"6est years of your life." Somewhere 
in thete my next image was born. 
SCHOOL CYNIC. I was referred to 
a~ the smart one wjth the cynical 
sense of humor. My classmates 
wanted someone who could out
srµart ,their teaches, and thereby, 
rdi~ye .th,e bor~do~ _qf, schooL I , .i 

tQOk on thy jQb, j.( for nq o~her, , , 
reasons t.han to ditch my earlier 
image. Privately, I was as miserable 
an any early teen. The difference is 
that I couldn't talk about it. I 
couldn't talk about how cute so-and
so was, or how my heart was 
breaking. That's the kind of stuff 
that rilakes for locker room murders. 
At least in a small farming town in 
Penn1!ylvania. Instead, I tried to 
forget any sick ideas I had and jump 
back into the mainstream. I figured I 
could be the perfect girl if I really set 
my mind to it. My target was the 
sophomore hop. My mother had 
very generously helped my to pick 
out and pay for a pretty dress for the 
event. I had told everyone in 
advance that I would b_e wearing a 
dress, hoping that they would have 
enough time to extract their pound of 
flesh before the actual event. ~ven 
so, when I arrived, classmates 
gathered like hungry wolves and let 
me have it. I kept my dignity despite 
everything. I also left about fifteen 
minutes after I arrived, hanging 
around in the parking lot until my 
mother was set to pick me up .. I 
never attended another school event. 

Where were all those lesbian 
juniors and seniors? Sisters or 
aunts? Where was my safety net? It 
wasn't there. Going into my junior 
year, I went on a diet, grew my hair 
longer and blonder, and made every 
attempt I could to look like Farrah 
Fawcett. Just to impress those boys 
around whom I wished to spend no 
time. I returnecl to school in my 
image of the perfect girl. I was 
smart, funny, and I was actually · 
pretty. I thought it would be 
eve;ything it was cracked up to be. 

To my surprise, none of my friends 
or classmates noticed the brand new d , 

- me. I had tried so hard for nothing. 
It all seemed like such an act. Was it 
this way for everybody? I had no 
way of knowing. I slipped through 
the cracks into despair and 
depression, becoming the SCHOOL 
HERMIT. I avoided people, went· on 
binges where I wouldn't eat for days, . 
became suicidal, and seldom talked. 
to anyone. I didn't have any close 
lesbian friends, lesbian teachers, 
anyone to turn to. It was half-way 
through the year when I almost 
fainted in the hallway during tlasses. 

"Where were .all . those 
· 1~sbian jtin'ior·s · .and 
seniors? .. Sisters ' ·or. 
aunts? Where ·was my 
safety net?' .lt wasn't 
there." 

I hadn't eaten in four· days. A girl a 
�y�~�~� oi~er, a ·.sinjor,~9~i~~d.,.' S,h1( . . . 
helped me to the stam so l could sit · 
down. When she' asked what'was 
wrong, I gave her some lin~ about . 
how I thought I was ·invisible. 
Believe it or not, I was serious at the 
time. I don't remember what she 
said, but it gave me some sense of 
hope that things would improve. · 

After that came my disc jockey 
years. That image·was the 
INVISIBLE VOICE. I worked. 
nights, days, sign-ons,. and sign-offs. 
No one ever saw me there, either. I 
just couldn't find a place with~n 
myself where I felt I had a right to 
exist. And as a voice, no one would , 
be able to track me down. I useo to I 

feel so comfortable walking home at 
night in the dark ... jl!st because it 
was dark. Despite the Garbo-like 
existence, I made a friend who also 
worked nights. He is responsible for 
me ever having seen the inside of a 
gay or lesbian bar. I was amazed to 
see other gays and lesbians, but it 
scared me that the places where we 
found them were often these 
ramshackle underground bars, off in 
a warehouse district somewhere. It 
also didn't feel like I would fit in. 
Some of them were homes for 
alcoholics. Others, drug addicts. I 
remember one "women's bar" where I 
was denied access [because I was 
with a man). The glimpse I got, 
through the chain-lock on the door 
was of several women lined up at a 
dingy, poorly-lit bar, silting about 

· three fee apart, steadily drinking. 
They didn't even seem to be talking. 
Some bars were just too far out for . 
my naivete -- leather, chains, drag, 
you name it. This was my safety net? 
These were my mentors? I had 

continued on page 7 


