
        
            
                
            
        

    
	FOREWARD

	 

	Hear My Voice: Coming Out Stories is not just an anthology of coming out stories.

	 

	It is a collection of bravery, love and closeness. It paints a picture of the fights LGBT+ people have been through – with society, with their families, and with themselves – to finally come out.

	 

	These experiences are shared in a hope that others may find comfort, strength, understanding or inspiration themselves. And they are shared in a celebration of love.

	 

	Many of the contributors to this anthology share words of support and love within their pieces, for those yet to come out and for those who may still struggle with their sexuality. But if anything, this anthology shares the important message that it is okay to be yourself, and that you are not alone.

	 

	We thank everyone for sharing their stories, and we hope you enjoy reading the personal experiences of all our authors.

	 

	Anujit Kaur

	 

	 


With thanks to Mandy Charles and Lucy Bird for their work in making this anthology and for their efforts to share LGBT+ voices and stories.
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Learning To Live With The Mess

	Lucy Bird

	 

	When I was a teenager my favourite programme to watch on the TV was How Clean Is Your House?  It followed the two presenters, Aggie and Kim, tidying up a different house each week. Their methodology for doing this seemed to me to be the most fantastically simple solution. Aggie and Kim would remove all the content of the house, lay it outside, and ask the owner to sort everything into three piles: keep, recycle or bin.

	 

	I hoped that coming out would be an equally satisfying spring clean of my messy self. I even thought I had one up on Aggie and Kim as I only needed two piles. Namely, the overflowing ‘bin’ pile containing all the aspects of myself I didn’t think belonged anywhere, and the small tidy ’keep’ pile containing the aspects of myself I thought could be neatly folded into labelled draws. 

	 

	After spending the best part of five years silently trying to figure out what to say about my sexuality, I finally came out when I was twenty. I hoped my new ‘label’ would ease the internal conflict I had been suffering with, and make things feel clearer. However, rather than just dealing with the mess of my own house, coming out felt like I had to deal with the mess of a whole town too. So many questions came my way that I didn’t know how to tidy away.

	 

	“How do you know you like women when you’ve never been in a relationship with one?”

	 

	“How would you be able to have children, and if you did have children wouldn’t it be the cruellest thing you could do?”

	 

	“Surely this is a phase?”

	 

	“If you’re with a man doesn’t that just make you straight?”

	 

	And worst of all, large swathes of silence, where my words did not and could not land at all.

	 

	It took me several more years after this to come around to the idea that it was inevitable; I’d have to live with some kind of mess. Having my fist same-sex relationships and integrating myself within the LGBTQ+ community started to show me that not only would I learn to live with the mess, but that there would be moments of dancing in it with a wide grin on my face too.

	 

	Rumi’s poem, The Guest House, states, “The dark thought, the shame, the malice, meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.” For me, this is what pride is; allowing and honouring my sexuality in all its challenges as well as all its joys. To accept I will always have a pull to tidy myself away, but that I will nurture the pull of being ‘out’ more. By inviting all of myself in, only then will I allow all of myself to be out. 
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Coming Out

	Paul Burston

	 

	The first time I came out, I was 19. It was mid-winter and I was on a snowy beach in South Wales with my friend Tracey.

	 

	She asked me, “Paul, are you gay?”

	 

	And I replied, “No! Yes. Maybe.”

	 

	Of course, I knew the answer. But knowing it and saying it were two very different things. I thought my world would end. When really, it was just beginning.

	 

	Years later, I incorporated that scene into a novel called The Gay Divorcee. In the novel, Phil and Hazel aren’t friends but lovers. And for Phil, it’s a definite “maybe”. Soon afterwards, he and Hazel are getting married.

	 

	The second time I came out was at college, where I confided in my personal tutor. He advised me against telling my parents. It was the mid-eighties. Aids was making headlines. I was in London, city of endless sexual possibilities. They were in South Wales, reading news reports about a Gay Plague. They’d only worry.

	 

	The third time I came out was the first time I ventured to a gay nightclub. And not just any gay nightclub. The biggest, most famous, most intimidating gay club in London – Heaven.

	 

	It was Saturday night. Men only. I stood outside for over an hour, chain smoking, trying to summon the courage to go in.

	 

	When I finally descended that hallowed staircase, someone swept past me crying, “So many men, so little time!”

	 

	Little did I know then how true those words would be.

	 

	I was twenty-three when the first of many friends tested positive for HIV. I joined the Aids activist group ACT-UP London and finally came out to my parents.

	 

	I wrote my mother a letter, modelled on Michael Tolliver’s Letter To Mama from Tales of the City by Armistead Maupin.

	 

	She didn’t reply. When I phoned home, my stepdad answered and told me my mother would need a little time. I’m pleased to say that she soon came around.

	 

	I came out again the first time I appeared on television, on a programme about safer sex, hosted by actress Margi Clarke. This time it wasn’t just one person I was telling or even a roomful of people – it was a million viewers. 

	 

	Among them were the nurses my mum worked with at the local hospital. When she arrived for her shift the next day, they told her they’d seen me on the telly talking about gay sex.

	 

	Coming out isn’t a single, solitary event. It’s an ongoing process.

	 

	Thirty years later, I’m still coming out. I come out each time I show my husband physical affection in public – which isn’t very often. You never know who’s watching or what their reaction will be. You might be fine, or you might be verbally abused or worse. Even now. Even in a big city like London.

	 

	Coming out still takes courage. And it still requires vigilance.

	 

	Even the online world can feel unsafe at times. A few years ago, I was targeted by a homophobic troll on social media. The case ended up in court and I wrote a novel inspired by my experience. It’s called The Closer I Get and it’s about the impact online abuse can have on a person’s mental health.

	 

	LGBTQ+ people aren’t the only ones who experience online harassment. Women experience it. People from ethnic minorities experience it. But nobody is targeted simply for being straight.

	 

	Heterosexuality is still the norm by which we’re all measured. It’s the reason why coming out is still seen as making a statement. In an ideal world, nobody would need to come out because it simply wouldn’t be an issue. But it still is.

	 

	A lot has changed since the day I first came out on that freezing beach in South Wales. We have legal equality now. But homophobia hasn’t gone away.

	 

	Harvey Milk used to say that “Coming out is the most political thing you can do.” Only when every doctor, lawyer and politician came out would we see an end to homophobia. Milk was assassinated over forty years ago. And we’re still not there yet.

	 

	Don’t get me wrong. If being gay was a choice, I wouldn’t choose to be anything else. But sometimes the demands of coming out can be tiring.

	 

	But then I think of the years I spent denying who I am, and I look back not in anger but with gratitude. Coming out might still be a struggle at times – but the alternative is worse.
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	Untitled

	Mike Clarke MBE

	 

	It’s A Sin. Like almost everyone in the UK queer community it seems I sat glued to Russell T Davies’s latest, gorging on it in a couple of sittings. Streaming where more restrained friends waited for the weekly episodes to drop.

	 

	Because we get so little, so much weight is placed on a single production and inevitably much has to be missed out in a meagre five hours of television. But I thought it was true and good in its representation as much as it could be. It was sort of my era, though I am a little younger than Russell T, so my coming out pretty much coincided with AIDS reaching its nasty peak in the mid-1980s.

	 

	As It’s A Sin reminds us, music soundtracks our lives and I wrote whilst karaoke’ing along to The Very Best of The Communards and Bronski Beat, Sinead O’Connor’s The Lion and the Cobra, and Tracy Chapman’s debut album, all of which take me back to what is generally known in our house as “that decade you live in.”

	 

	❈❈❈

	 

	There’s More To Love Than Boy Meets Girl

	 

	I knew I wasn’t normal from an early age. I mean, I watched quite a lot of TV as a kid and Mum was quite liberal about letting me sit up late with her watching stuff she liked. At ten, I fell in love with Rhoda. The sitcom about a young woman living her best life in New York City was a huge hit in America and came to us courtesy of BBC2, and I loved her stylish brownstone, her boutique job, and most of all, her handsome demolition contractor husband Joe. At the time, I didn’t discuss this, as even at ten years old, I understood there were boundaries. 

	 

	My parents are committed Christians, indeed my Dad’s retired clergy, but it wasn’t their disapproval I feared or being kicked out of the family home or sent to therapy – if anything, I would describe my family background as left wing people who aren’t impressed by conformity. It was my own inhibitions – my desire not to disappoint or worry them, probably strongly linked to my being adopted – that made me keep quiet and suppress this horrible secret I’d discovered about myself. 

	 

	The Way We Were

	 

	The seventies and early eighties were a prehistoric era of no smartphones or social media, so information on growing up LGBT, especially in suburban Kent, was almost non-existent. I know, I tried to find it. I didn’t quite march into Broadstairs public library declaring, “I’m a homosexual, do you have any leaflets that might be relevant to me?” But I did comb the shelves looking for anything I could find, to no avail. 

	 

	We were a spoon-fed society then: three, four tv channels that everyone watched, a fairly bigoted mainstream popular press that thought homosexuals got what they deserved, including AIDS, and in my case a head of sixth form at my boys’ school who came out with quips like, “If you have any queries, come and see me. If you are a query, don’t bother.”

	 

	To which I replied, “Oh, you’re not my type anyway, sir dear.” 

	 

	Well, I didn’t actually say it, but I thought it.

	 

	Ch-ch-changes!

	 

	My early forays came about as a result of getting hold of a publication called Gay Times. I’d heard one of the boys make a sneery joke about it at school and filed the information away carefully in my head. Cycling furiously, I went to buy a copy from WHSmith in Herne Bay – a town far enough away from home for me to probably not be recognised. I grabbed a handful of magazines for cover (“I’m sure I don’t know how that slipped in there!”) convinced the cashier would be pressing a panic alarm button the moment she saw it among Shoot! and What Car? and Radio Times, and the police would be instantly summoned to arrest me for being gay in a public place. Needless to say, in WHSmith they couldn’t have been less interested. 

	 

	Gay Times proved to unlock the world for me – with no internet, and nothing in the library, let alone any help at school, publications like that were a sort of lesbian and gay DNA – carrying details of local helplines and organisations, lifestyle and health info, lonely hearts ads, as well as the bars and clubs of the mysterious “scene” I was about to find my way into. It’s still going of course, Gay Times, having morphed from an inky, rather homely mag of the early eighties through a hyper-glossy phase to now, where it’s all online. 

	 

	I still owe it a lot for getting me on the road as it were. 

	 

	Karma Chameleon

	 

	Even with supportive parents, and mine were, when I finally told them, small town life has its issues for anyone who is “other”. If you don’t fit in, you f*** off. 

	 

	I had opportunities – that boys’ school may have been a petri dish of homophobia, but it did get results as in getting pupils into higher education, so I have a certain amount of gratitude for that. I decided Manchester was the place to go – I’d heard from various sources that it was something of a hotspot for lesbian and gay people (and at the time it had the biggest selection of bars, clubs and organisations catering to us outside London). I wanted to experience Canal Street, the Gay Village and the only lesbian and gay community centre not in London, because by this time, I understood a bit better who and how I wanted to be, and I needed to be around people like me.

	 

	I Can See Clearly Now

	 

	So it was a very conscious decision to get involved in LGBT politics, because I felt we were under attack in the 1980s. A concerted effort by a political right wing to demonise lesbian and gay people (they only didn’t bother demonising trans people because they were in total ignorance of them). Clause 28 of the Local Government Act 1988, inserted by a group of has-been backbench Tory MPs anxious to get their names and faces in the tabloid press for being tough on queers, was a defining moment for many of us. Margaret Thatcher’s insulting comment about “pretend families” made it time to pick sides and for me it all lined up – the miners’ strike, cruise missile deployment, unemployment at record levels. 

	 

	Looking back, I realise it was a cheap political ploy (if there isn’t an obvious enemy, you have to invent one) and in a way I have to thank Thatcher as she encouraged even some who were otherwise apathetic to get involved. Increased visibility we’d call it now. But it was a nasty time. Capital Gay, a weekly free sheet in London, suffered a firebombing at its offices and one of those anti-gay Tory MPs, fragrant dame of the shires Elaine Kellett-Bowman, said in parliament that it was “right there should be intolerance of evil in society.” And just to be clear, she wasn’t condemning arson...

	 

	I Will Survive 

	 

	Looking back, I seem to have spent the 1980s going on marches, shouting at politicians and coppers, and waving placards about. Manchester’s massive Stop The Clause demo in February 1988 was just one. Twenty thousand people took to the streets with bus and trainloads arriving from all round the country – and I’d helped organise it! OK, in a teeny, tiny way, and just being a march steward was exciting... Probably a great deal more time was spent in committee meetings, fund raising, lobbying or letter writing. Perhaps it was successful. Life has changed – we’ve come a long way, baby. I couldn’t even have conceived of adoption rights let alone marriage equality when I was coming out. 

	 

	That’s not to say we don’t need to be on guard. Gains by the far right In Eastern Europe have generally focussed on the traditional family and opposition to anything that doesn’t fit the norm. Whilst nowadays, my witness to being part of the LGBT tribe is through more sedate means, I was part of a contingent from the London Gay Men’s Chorus who attended Warsaw Pride in 2011 where we were among marchers who were pelted with bottles and bricks by people giving Nazi salutes. 

	 

	More positively, as part of the Westminster Council LGBT+ employee group, we did get the council to attend Pride officially for the first time in 2018 and, after only half a century of it happening in Westminster, the rainbow flag flies proudly at the council offices. Perhaps more importantly the council has now adopted policies to support its transitioning and intersex staff at work. Small steps... But we go on...

	 


A Man That Happens To Be Gay

	Keith Coulson

	 

	I’m going to share with you the circumstances of my coming out. But before I do, I think it’s important you understand a little about the era and attitudes of the time. I was born in 1960s London. It was illegal to be gay and by the time I was a teenager, it had been constantly drummed into me that it was somehow sick and wrong. I don’t remember the word ‘gay’ ever being used then. Homosexual was the word used in newspapers in an attempt to shame and disgrace. 

	 

	I always knew I was different from the other children with whom I schooled. I didn’t like football or sports. I didn’t like to play roughly or fight and preferred my own company. I was a bit of a daydreamer. I was lucky. As a teenager (probably because I spent so much time alone) I began to know myself and understand and except that I was gay, and that it was, somehow, going to be OK. Even if it meant being thrown out at home. 

	 

	My father was a metropolitan policeman and my mother worked as a secretary at the time. Although we lived in a working-class area in North London, I think my mother always considered herself middle-class (probably due to my father’s profession). I have one older sister whom I always thought of as being ‘the naughty child’. She was headstrong and knew her own mind. We were well-mannered, but not advantaged, happy children. Never feeling that we had gone without.

	 

	My father paid me little or no attention. I had been a great disappointment to him, and not the football loving lad that he had hoped for. He, therefore, showed little or no affection. I grew up a loner. In part, I think, due to the fact my father’s profession somewhat alienated the parents of the local children: “Don’t you get into any trouble, his dad’s a policeman!”

	 

	Or perhaps they just thought of me as strange or snooty? I went to the local junior and comprehensive school. We lived in a small terrace house with an outside toilet and a tin bath that we would bring from outside and into the kitchen in order to bathe. We later had the luxury of a bathroom extension built. Yipee! Anyhow, that’s most of the background stuff.

	 

	My father had often been unfaithful to my mother and eventually left us for another woman. My sister had married and left home. I guess I must have been around seventeen.  Abba was number one. I had met an attractive older man and we started a relationship. I didn’t tell my mum at first because he was quite a bit older than me, I didn’t know what her reaction would be, and I was coming out as gay too! 

	 

	His name was Tom. He was an Irish builder and bricklayer and worked at the Angel Islington. Eventually, and warily, I introduced him to my mother as my friend; I thought she must know I’m gay.

	 

	It could have gone one of two ways…

	 

	I had just never mentioned it. Why would I? I never discussed my parents’ sex life so why should they be interested in mine? Or, if I even had one!

	 

	To my surprise, my mother and Tom got on well. Partly, I suspect, due to their closeness in age and their politeness. 

	 

	When my father had gone, he had left us with a terrible mess. The garden resembled a building site. He’d dug up the garden in order to build a patio and left a great deep hole full of rubble directly outside the back of the house. And with no doorstep! Tom, being a bricky, very kindly finished the building work beautifully, along with other small jobs which my mother had supplied. She must have thought him a very good friend indeed. 

	 

	We went out for about a year.

	 

	At the end of the relationship, I was terrified to tell my mother. She liked him. The press had always portrayed gay men as sexually promiscuous. Not the type to have any loving, meaningful or committed relationships. I didn’t want her to think of me like that. However, I told her.

	 

	I told her that we had been in a loving relationship, but that unfortunately, it had run its course and I would no longer be seeing Tom. To my surprise my mother’s response was, “That’s a shame dear, but I’m sure you will meet someone else special… Perhaps a carpenter because the fence needs looking at.” 

	 

	We both rolled about laughing.

	 

	I am so lucky to have a mother that knows her son. I have always been out about my sexuality since. I’m a man that happens to be gay. My sexuality does not define me or others. I am sixty years old and in a loving relationship. We met in 2004, had our civil partnership in 2008 and married again in 2018.

	 

	My mother loves him. All my friends love him. I love him.

	 

	Although the gay scene has changed over the years, there is still a gay community out there to support and listen. Always be true to yourself whatever path you choose. Most of all, be happy. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Coming Out

	David Edwards

	 

	Now when I look back over fifty years to the time of my coming out, it wasn’t a flash grand announcement to the world. It was more of a gradual acceptance of who I am. It certainly didn’t prepare me for the excitement, pleasure, camaraderie or pain, both physical and emotional, I would need to endure in the process of coming out. This lasted quite few years in my case.

	 

	I am a 'Baby Boomer’. I grew up among the Welsh mining valleys during my childhood, moving to Cardiff as a young boy. 

	 

	Like most children did then, I looked forward to going to the cinema on a Saturday morning to watch B movies of cowboys and Indians. I didn’t know why at that time, but I would feel a sense of excitement at seeing the half-naked bodies of the Red Indians, their skin tanned and looking shiny. 

	 

	It was a fairly normal childhood; school during the week and Sunday school on Sunday. My family wasn’t very religious, but it was handy for christenings, weddings and funerals. 

	 

	In my teen years I started attending the local Evangelical Gospel Hall. I even went on some of their holiday camps to Oxwich during the summer holidays, becoming ‘saved’ in one such camp. When I told my mum on parents' day, she went ballistic, wanting to know what she had been so negligent in that required my salvation. Religion was on a losing streak from there on. It did however haunt me from time to time as I came to terms with who I was. There was even a brief visit into the world of Buddhism, but that lasted no more than a few weeks. 

	 

	I have since come to terms with the fact that most of the religions of the world have become corrupted over the years by people who like to try and control the masses. I truly believe that God, in all His wisdom, wouldn’t condemn anyone for loving another person. There have been far too many hateful despots in world history for Him to be more worried about!

	 

	I discovered the wonderful world of sex and of ejaculation around fourteen years of age. I had started developing same-sex attractions by then. I had a crush on a friend, getting excited playing with each other's stiff cocks in the privacy of the garden shed. Eventually I bribed him to get into bed with me stark naked for a copy of the Beano comic. When he agreed and did this, he laid on top of me and I ejaculated – though at the time I thought I had wet the bed with strange, clear, sticky stuff. We both jumped out of bed and got dressed. He didn’t get his Beano because it didn’t last long enough and I thought he cheated me. Little did I know that over the next few months we would spend more time naked with each other, masturbating and ejaculating whenever we got a chance.

	 

	Sex wasn’t something that was discussed in my household except for the smutty jokes my grandfather would let slip, followed by derisory comments on his lack of taste when the laughter died down. In those days Coronation Street and variety acts were the mainstay of television. 

	 

	Gay men were hinted at by the comedians of the day, but at the same time no one batted an eye, or thought anything wrong, with Morecambe and Wise sharing a flat, kitchen or even the same bed in their shows!

	 

	When I left school and started work, I began hearing about the local bar in Cardiff where homosexuals went. I had already come to terms that I wasn’t normal, and in all honesty thought I was queer myself. I went to this nightclub one night, nervously standing outside seeing who went in. Were they dirty old men in raincoats? No, I saw that they were young men like me. I can remember feeling nervous and excited entering my first gay club. It was 1973. 

	 

	Being a homosexual was no longer criminal, but it was hidden from view. If you were found out, the least you could expect was the shame of being exposed. I would experience several ‘queer beatings’ later in my life, but for now I lived in fear of being found out, fear of being seen near a gay venue, afraid that even my parents would get to find out. That night I met John. He was my age but, unfortunately for me, didn’t have anywhere we could go. We ended up underneath one of the railway arches near Cardiff station, jeans round our ankles enjoying mutual masturbation, and to my shock at the time, oral sex. I remember going home and washing my mouth out several times with mouthwash.

	 

	The years went by, working in Cardiff and going out to gay bars and clubs through the weekend. A job opportunity came my way in 1973 to move away from home. It came with accommodation, and it was in London. Before I left, my mother warned me of men who would want to do things with my private parts and to “be careful not to let them near.” I think that was her effort of sex education. My gran gave me ten bob and told me not to get involved with women but find a nice man to settle down with. I think my gran was well clued up. I had been in London for some time, going out and meeting new people and men, and learning about gay sex through experience. 

	 

	My mother would ring up asking me when I would be coming home. I can remember going home for a week's holiday. My mum planned for me to do some decorating for her. There would be no time to go out. I was decorating the lounge and some friends came around. They had heard I was at home and wondered how I was. These were some church friends I had met years ago and we had kept in touch. They were the first people I came out to, and they said, “God, we knew you were gay all along.” 

	 

	We were laughing as I decorated and chatted. My mum had popped out and they asked me if I had told my parents. I told them I hadn't. I said, “What am I going to say? ‘Mum I’m Queer.’” And we all laughed. 

	 

	I hadn't heard that my mum had returned and opened the door just as I was saying it with all the gay flourish I had learnt. She just looked at my friends, and without saying a word they made their leave. 

	 

	“‘Now what's all this queerness nonsense?” She said.

	 

	I was shocked. I could feel my face redden; my mouth went dry. It was if my mum had caught me coming out of the local gay bar sharing the same gobstopper with the man of my dreams. I was exposed. 

	 

	My mum burst into tears, “I haven't got a son or a daughter. I have a homosexual.”

	 

	She was in floods of tears. Her world had crashed and lay broken. I went over to try and offer her some comfort and put my arms around her, and we both cried. After a while she asked me how long had all this been going on? Was it only since I moved to London? Her questions came thick and fast, some too personal for either of us to have to admit to. To break this sad mood, I turned and said, “Well Mum, just think of it this way, you now have a son and a daughter.”

	 

	She did not think it funny. The decorating carried on and no more was said on the matter. 

	 

	The day I left to return to London, she drove me to the station. She decided she would finish my coming out conversation in the car. She asked if my friends who had visited me whilst I was decorating were like me? After reassuring her that they weren't, she then went on to tell me how she was going to control this news. 

	 

	1. I wasn’t to bring any homosexuals to the house, not even just to visit me.

	 

	2. I was never allowed to tell the rest of the family about my dirty secret.

	 

	3. She never wanted to hear of my gay life ever again.

	 

	She slipped me five pounds to help with the train fare and waved me goodbye on the platform. I felt rich and relieved I was going back to London; I was leaving home and my mother knew. Incidentally, I met a nice young man who sat opposite me in the carriage. We occupied our time for a short while between Newport and Bristol Parkway in the toilet at the end of the carriage. 

	 

	Years went by and I thought that I had come out. It was whilst chatting with a boyfriend at the time though, that he told me coming out wasn’t about telling the world and all who will listen. It was about looking in the mirror and seeing yourself and saying to yourself, “I am Gay, and that’s OK; I am who I am,” and loving myself for who I was. 

	 

	By this time, I had attended Gay Pride marches in London hoping that I would never end up in the front of the papers the following day. I was going to clubs and bars and learning that being gay is just a label we put on ourselves. I discovered the support and compassion the gay community of London in the seventies and eighties gave to each other. 

	 

	Then AIDS hit the news. AIDS was the worry of so many of us gay men at that time. We would read everything in Gay Times about it. There were warnings in the press about the ‘Gay Plague’. I was at home for one of my weekends with my parents when the adverts appeared on TV. Later that night when my mum and I were alone finishing a glass of wine for the night, she brought up AIDS and asked me if I was keeping safe. I spent an age reassuring her that I was. I didn’t know if I was or not, at the time. 

	 

	I told my mum I was moving into a flat, and that I had met someone, and that he was important to me and in my life. I told her that I thought I loved him, and I did. I told her we would be moving in together, like husband and wife, and that we would like her to come and stay with us for a weekend. She told me she would have to think about it, as she wasn’t too sure about it. 

	 

	All the prejudices were coming back to the surface, I could feel it. She told me to give her time and asked me to ask her again in a month. I left her at the station after her giving me my train fare and waving me off.

	 

	Two months passed and my mother decided she wanted to come and visit. Mum was going to stay in our bedroom and my boyfriend and I would sleep on the floor in the lounge. It would only be for two nights. Another friend of mine had arranged theatre tickets for the four of us on the Saturday night. 

	 

	It was all very formal, my mum meeting my lover and my friend, and then being introduced to a few more friends who wanted to pop in on the Saturday morning. Sunday lunchtime came and I found myself with my mum at London Paddington Station. This time I was waving her farewell. Finally, she leant out of the window and pushed twenty pounds pounds in my hand, “For you and your friend to get something for the flat. Bring your friend home for Christmas, but you will sleep in separate bedrooms in my house. My home. My rules.” 

	 

	At last I was truly out with my mum.

	 

	The years went by and so did my partners. Amazing how many times we say ’this is the one’. My family started dying off and eventually it was just me, my mum and a few cousins.

	 

	I was dating another ‘One’ who did in fact become my husband. Mum met him and liked him and was intending on coming to our wedding. We had all ‘come out’. Sadly, my mum died before that day.  

	 

	At the funeral there were a few distant relatives and friends of both Mum and me. When we got back to our home for the wake, it was obvious to all that we were a gay couple. We didn’t hide it from anyone. My husband supported me as any partner would in that situation. Some family felt put out, some said they had always known, and some just sat in silence and judgment. 

	 

	Now looking back, I can say it took me so long to come out, years to get to this time in life. Yes, it was filled with its ups and downs. It was a crazy ride to awareness. Now I am out and don’t give a hoot who knows, and, if they don’t like it, they can shove it.

	 

	I am no longer worried what people think of me. I know that being gay is what I have always been. I have always been attracted to my own sex. I don’t expect others to understand this, but they sure better accept it for what it is. 

	 

	My religion? Well, I reckon that God is supposed to be a loving God, and He would love me for who I am. Love me for being honest, not with the world, but with myself. Really, that’s all anyone could want. Isn't it?

	 

	Coming out isn't all flash and party streamers. It’s coming to terms and loving yourself for who you are. 

	 

	Who you love is no one's business except your own.

	 


Red Ribbon

	David Edwards

	 

	Red Ribbon

	 

	 

	Twisted cloth of red upon my arm, 

	Secured with a pin of gold. 

	Innocent, yet bold when worn 

	What is it? You say and why? 

	 

	 

	You speak of love and life, 

	The love for another no more here 

	A life so wondrous, 

	Yet few know of its tale. 

	 

	 

	The pin attaching love to me. 

	Life no longer with me, 

	Secured safe within my memory. 

	Fixed, so nothing can separate us. 

	 

	 

	Who wears such things? 

	For all the world to see? 

	Me! And those affected by one thing, 

	H.I.V, A.I.D.S callous death. 

	 

	 

	Who then understands the ribbon? 

	Have you asked the wearer? 

	They’ll tell you without shame,  

	For their’s the pain and loss a name. 

	 

	 

	Now the ribbon wearers everywhere 

	Recognise each other. 

	In streets, in pubs in cafes, 

	And each one knows a name. 

	 

	 

	The twist, the tragedy 

	A boy, a girl, a man, a woman 

	Someone’s loved one 

	Dead or dying, sometimes alone. 

	 

	 

	So, wear your red ribbon with pride, 

	There is no shame that you should hide. 

	Speak out the one great thing 

	The love that dare not speak its name. 

	 

	 


My Coming Out Story

	Richard Fanthome

	 

	My coming out wasn't in one go, at one time: it took many years. 

	 

	I felt the first stirrings of being gay as I hit puberty. No surprise there. I remember fearing and dreading. Was I turning into one of those that get ridiculed? The overly camp presenters and performers, with high-pitched nasal voices on 1980s telly? My schoolmates threw around the words “gay-boy”, “bummer” and “queer” often enough to anyone who didn’t fit. I even used the words in a derogatory way to a boy in my year who was very camp. I remember it well and I was very ashamed of this for years until perhaps thirty years later, when I caught up with him on social media and humbly apologised as best I could. He graciously said that he couldn’t even remember it happening. Anyway, in my school, although I took longing-looks at certain classmates (especially in the communal showers), I did fit as a “normal” hetero schoolboy. I was clever and I also had a girlfriend.

	 

	The first time I almost came out was when I was seventeen, in 1985, to a group of fellow office workers. In an afternoon-drinks-pub-chat, I found myself defending gay people, because of some conversation that I can't fully remember. I found myself saying to them that “surely love is love” whatever the gender; if someone loves someone, then surely that's enough. For context, we were in the middle of the eighties. AIDS was hitting the news with sensational and shocking stories, and frightening AIDS “education” adverts were appearing on billboards and the screen. 

	 

	I don’t blame my colleagues for their reaction to my support of gay people. I got a little bit of ridicule, and a bit teased, and whispers of asking me whether I was gay or not. I remember feeling really hot and nervous but also like I needed to say something. I said: “I'm not heterosexual, I'm not homosexual, I'm human.” And that was at seventeen. 

	 

	I sometimes wonder how different my life would have been if I had properly just made a decision at seventeen and said, “I am gay,” to myself as well as others. I wonder sometimes, since I was inclined to enjoy discos and dancing and parties, whether I would have thrown myself head-long into the scene (and whether I would have survived). But the high level of fear that AIDS had brought and strength of anti-gay feeling that existed at the time, along with Christian limitations, all helped to confirm to me that I could live a normal and good life if I followed the heterosexual route. I believed that I could choose. 

	 

	At eighteen, in 1986, I started dating my previous school girlfriend. And because we became a bit more serious in our relationship, I told her that I had some attraction to men, as well as women. But I didn't really understand it, I didn't like it nor want it. At that time, she just said, “Well, many people have attractions like this, or mixed attractions.” And we sort of left it like that. 

	 

	It put my mind at ease that I had at least told her, and it didn't seem to bother her too much. I was trying to work on not really paying too much attention to it – the internal gay conflict – and not acting on it either. I hadn't any experience with any other guy. But I knew it was there. So that would be my first official coming out to one person – my then girlfriend.

	 

	And that's how it remained, for several years to come…

	 

	Though I think I had also made a confession to a Catholic priest about feeling inclined towards men. And again, got the same response from him, that maybe it's a phase – and not to worry too much about it, just don't act on it. I remember telling the priest about not liking it, not wanting it but feeling quite, quite troubled by those desires. I remember being quite surprised by his non-reaction. Perhaps I understand now, that the Catholic Church had its fair share of closeted men and that gay confessions may well have been a common story.

	 

	It wasn't until twenty-seven, fast forwarding another nine years or so, when things started to really heat up. And by that time, I was married to that same girlfriend, and had three young children. I found myself with stronger attractions and stronger feelings for men. I was noticing men and wanting something more, but still not acting on it. TV and video were more liberal, and the new internet allowed you to see things you never had done before. I was scared. 

	 

	I made occasional confessions to my wife at the time saying that I knew that this was becoming stronger and becoming a problem for me. As a result of that, near to breakdown, I found myself in 1995 telling my parents and telling a couple of my siblings. I told my parents by letter; I just could not face telling them face to face – I could barely speak the “gay” word. 

	 

	My dad was extremely disappointed. Not disappointed because of the gay thing as such, but, because really, I had got married and had children. He felt that I was stupid to do that and he even used that word – stupid – that it was a stupid thing to do, to have children and to be married, if this was how I felt. At the time I was very hurt by this, because I didn’t feel in control of any of it, and I still couldn’t understand why I had gay feelings. 

	 

	At that time, I was also quite Christian, as was my wife, and we were taking the children to a Catholic Church and then later to a local Evangelical Free Church. I went to them for help – I was quite depressed at the time. I was also doing a degree; we had money worries and relationship worries. We had relationship worries which had nothing to do with the gay thing. We found it difficult being young parents, and life in general. 

	 

	So, in 1995, I joined a gay Christian men's group. Not the type that try and convert you but the type that try to support you, to try to help you to not act out being gay. It's for those men who choose to live a heterosexual life either with a partner or without partner. I found the group very supportive. I had never experienced such a close group of men. Very platonic relationships; very simple, close and loving relationships. I felt that perhaps I had finally found a balance. I wondered if I could actually have a rare heterosexual marriage and gay-buddies life; but this was unlikely since my wife felt threatened by my new male friends.

	 

	I really enjoyed that time – it was a very a good time in my life. I was still married, still with my children, still with my wife. But I had this extra support group. And obviously, they were part of my coming out story because I was able to talk freely with them. But still, in the background, it was with this expectation that I was going to remain married and living a heterosexual life. 

	 

	At the time, my parents knew, and then a few of my four siblings knew. My eldest sister, who's a lesbian and had been with a partner for many years, had been out since she was seventeen. I hadn't known anything about it, because my parents had more or less ordered her not to discuss this with the younger siblings. She thought at this time, in the nineties, that I was foolish to try to remain married – that it just wouldn’t work. Her experience of life had taught her that. However, I felt that I could manage to remain married, and yet also have gay feelings, so long as I followed the Bible and remained Christian. My sister resented that the Bible could issue such a strong law and feeling against homosexuality, and therefore against her as a person. So, we fell out for a while unfortunately. I no longer talked to the one most experienced person in my family who could have helped reconcile my life.

	 

	In 2000, by the time I was thirty-two, I left the country with my family. I moved to Central America to teach at a private school with my wife and three children; they became part of the school as well. My wife became a teaching assistant and life settled and was pretty good. It was interesting for different reasons. But also, for the first time in my life, I had a gay colleague, who became a gay friend, who worked alongside me in my same year group. And he had with him a gay partner; I've never experienced this really, actually having a proper gay couple as friends. It wasn't long before I confessed to them about my gay struggle over the years. 

	 

	As fate would have it, at this same time, my wife returned to the UK to do some studying. I found myself with the opportunity to spend more time with these new gay friends and experienced a couple of gay clubs and gay bars. It was at that time really, I started to question my life, question my decisions, question the route that I had taken and also looking to the years ahead: what – what would life be like, and especially once the children left home? The children were all entering their teens by this time. I was a young parent, and I didn't really know what I should do. I finally came to a decision in April 2003.

	 

	After much discussion – long, long emails and telephone discussions with my wife, telling her what sort of feelings I was having, that I felt that I was on a precipice really, on a decision point of my life as to what to do because we'd had many relationship difficulties anyway over the years with many near break-ups – I found myself saying, we need to be more honest. I need to, I need to do what's right in my life, I need to be more honest, the children will respect me for being honest. Telling her there’d been many times that she hadn't liked me anyway, times when she wanted to end our marriage and maybe we'd be better off separated. 

	 

	She started to defend our marriage and say that we should stay together and that suddenly, it was me who wanted to pull away. That I made the decision that really, we should separate. She became very angry. She returned to the country, taking our children away from me, but before she left the country, she outed me to the school – a very large school, actually, from nursery all the way up to eighteen-year olds, A-levels. She outed me anyone who would listen: to teaching assistants, teachers, admin staff, anyone. I looked very bad to the school – just a few friends stood by me. 

	 

	Before long, I knew that the majority of the staff there, and their own children, knew what had happened. And so, you know, it wasn't long before colleagues were giving me strange looks, students were giving me strange looks, other staff were giving me strange looks. So that decision, that part of my coming out story was taken from me. The decision about how it would be told and to whom, was removed from me, and it was just delivered. 

	 

	Surprisingly, I remained at the school for another year, after my own children had left and returned to UK. But it was a very difficult year, and I had to come to terms with the “new me” living on my own for the first time ever in my life, missing my children, treated differently in my workplace, trying to learn how to be gay in a country where gay was not acceptable. I didn’t do very well; I came down with a number of serious illnesses during that year. At the end of the academic year, I decided to return to the UK and try and be closer to my children, and possibly even try and work it out with my separated wife. But, in the end, that reconciliation with my wife didn't happen.  

	 

	In 2004, I returned to London, explored actually living as a gay man, living alone, and I came out to the rest of my friends and family who didn't know by that time. I found a lot of support and a lot of love from people around me who hadn't heard the story. My family were amazing, and they continue to be amazing to this day. My grandmother was a surprising source of support even though she couldn’t use the “gay” word – she loved me and showed that she understood. My eldest sister and her partner are close to us now and always a source of support.

	 

	It has all ended happily ever after. Two of my children returned at some stage to live with me and my partner, who has since become my husband. So even though my children are grown up, they chose to live with me and my new lifestyle. My daughter still lives with me to this day. It says something that the children felt non-judgmental enough and that they were able to forgive me for the very, very difficult time in their teens, to come and live with me – with us. But yes, I've had nothing but support from my friends and family. The relationship between myself and my wife never recovered; she decided that she would not have any more communication with me. We've had only a handful of words over seventeen or eighteen years, even at the wedding of my eldest son and the death of her mother. 

	 

	So, my coming out story really spans from 1986 – first telling my girlfriend and then wife – to 2003, 2004 when all my friends and family finally learnt my truth. I went from being a scared, closeted heterosexual boyfriend, to a married man with a wife and three children in Central America, and finally to being a gay man, living on my own at the age of thirty-five.  Now at fifty-three, I am a very happy husband, father and grandfather. Coming out these days simply involves me bringing “my husband” into the conversation and I love it!

	 

	This is the first time I have ever put this series of events into any order or tried to write it. I hope it makes some sense. 

	 

	 


I Came Out When I Was Seventeen

	Daniel Hardman

	 

	I came out when I was seventeen; after going through my teenage years pretending I was straight, it was a relief. 

	 

	I first realised I was gay when I was about twelve years old, so going through them teenage years knowing your different isn’t easy. I remember being worried about what family and friends would think, wondering if I would be disowned; I felt like I was carrying a huge weight on my shoulders. 

	 

	When you are still discovering who you are it’s hard when you hear names like “shirt lifter” not knowing what they are talking about. I thought obviously everyone knew something I didn’t know. I had girlfriends all throughout school, probably more girlfriends that what the straight lads had. 

	 

	I came out quite cowardly. I remember coming out to my mum and my nan first. When I told my mum she replied, “I knew since you where about four years old.” 

	 

	My nan replied with, “Are you still coming for your dinner on Sunday?” 

	 

	Two very different responses. 

	 

	I told my best friend Ruth whilst we where walking to see a group of our friends. “Ruth, I think I’m gay,” I mumbled.

	 

	She replied with, “Danny, I think I’m a lesbian.” 

	 

	I thought she was joking and just making it up to make me feel better. But she was telling the truth, at least until she discovered she was bisexual. 

	 

	Having my best friend come out at the same time was the best feeling in the world; I knew that whatever I was going to face she was going to be facing too so we could tackle anyone head on together. Our friends and families fully accepted us, and we started going out clubbing at every gay bar you can imagine in Liverpool and Manchester – one favourite of ours was Pink! ‘Pink to make the boys wink’ as the advert on the radio played. We would go to Bar Du Fay, a nice lesbian bar where we always started off our pre-drinks, then we would go on to Pink for 10pm, stay there until it closed at 6am. Sometimes we would carry on until 8am at another club then, somehow, we’d make it home. 

	 

	After a year or so clubbing and partying, I met Alan and left that life behind. I was nineteen when I met Alan. He had just turned twenty-five. We met through a mutual friend, he came over to my flat and we just instantly connected. 

	 

	Alan wasn’t out as gay. He has two kids and had a girlfriend previously; we met two years after they had split up. Alan started picking me up from work every night, and we’d spend as much time together as we could. We met in the August and had moved in together by November and have been together ever since – twelve years this year. 

	 

	Alan had come out to his family about a year after meeting me. The kids where two and three when I met them. Now they are nearly fourteen and fifteen. When we asked them what they thought about their dad being gay they said that that’s all they’ve every known and they can’t remember a time when I wasn’t around. 

	 

	We moved from our fancy waterfront apartment on the Mersey to a three-bedroom house so the kids could have their own bedrooms. Then we moved down to London together in 2012 for work and have been here since. 

	 

	Before COVID, we travelled back to Liverpool once a month to see the kids and they’d come down here to stay with us a few times a year. We have a family holiday booked this August that we are all looking forward to.
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A Coming-Out Christmas

	Isabelle Hartung

	 

	This year is the year. I think to myself as the plane lowers down on the snowy landing strip. This year I will finally have that conversation with my parents. I feel so self-assured and confident. I will finally tell them who I am. Show them a part of my identity that has been cowering away ever since I first realised. I will come out to them. 

	 

	But I don’t. I arrive, Christmas comes and goes, and I’m back on a return plane. Again. 

	 

	The same happens the year after and unfortunately, the year after that. “There was never the right moment,” I say to my friends who asked me how it went. “I didn’t want to spoil Christmas,” I try and explain the following year. “I just couldn’t.” 

	 

	Every year when I visit my parents for Christmas, the days start with hope and courage and pride. Yet as the days pass, these feelings give way to that sickly feeling of comfort of sticking to how things are. I say comfort, but it’s more of a resigned acceptance that this is just the way things are. And before I know it, I’m back at the boarding gate ready to fly back home. It’s a bizarre, annual Christmas tradition that I unwillingly signed myself up for and I don’t know how to stop it. Maybe I’m trapped in some strange Groundhog Day scenario? Except that day is Christmas.

	 

	I know my parents love me, but there are always just enough “what ifs” that make me question their acceptance of my sexuality. Is it really worth it? We had just started to get along again as a family, we even had fun. Why ruin that? Especially when it was so easy anyway. The omittance of stories, of names, of past girlfriends. I’ve been training my brain for this for years. It got trickier after a few drinks of course, when tongues are looser, and brains are slower. But overall, it was a game that I had become good at. Why change it now? 

	 

	That question was always there. Why come out? It followed me home every Christmas, like a stowaway in my suitcase hiding among the presents. And after each year, after each missed opportunity, the question gradually shapeshifted, until it became harder to dodge and think up excuses for… Why not? 

	 

	Now this year, that question was particularly loud. It took a few days longer than usual to give up on the idea of coming out. But clearly, I am a stickler for tradition, because I let that feeling of resigned acceptance overwhelm me yet again for another Christmas. 

	 

	“It’s alright,” I think at the dinner of our final night together, “there’s always next year.” 

	 

	We eat and we drink and we have some great conversations. I talk about life under Covid, my sister talks about coursework, we laugh about outdated parenting methods, we are in awe of how many things have changed. My sister brings up my dad’s homophobic behaviour, my dad cringes, my mum teases him, and out of nowhere my sister and I are reprimanding dad about his past hurtful comments. My mum teases him further: “wouldn’t it be funny if one of your girls were lesbian?” 

	 

	“Well, I am bisexual.”

	 

	Wait, no, stop. Did I just say that out loud? Did I just say that? Did I really just say that? There’s still time, it’s not too late if I say “just kidding,” laugh it off and continue pretending. That would be okay. But I don’t want that. I suddenly run out excuses, I have the perfect moment, I feel comfortable, I’ve already done the hardest part and said it. Now all I have got to do is stick with it. How can someone have so many thoughts in a single second? A couple more milliseconds pass and the chance for passing it off as a joke passes with it. The realisation starts to set in on my parents faces, like clay being formed. Sculpting all sorts of emotions on their faces. Confusion, irritation, shock, awkwardness: an entire shelf of them. My sister is just as shocked as I am. She knew since I was twelve, but she was used to my little Christmas tradition by now. 

	 

	I am not sure exactly what happened next. I remember hearing my mum say something like, “Okay. That’s okay. That doesn’t change anything.” Then there was a lot of hugging and crying. I am pretty sure that I even threw some words together at some point, attempting to explain what being bisexual actually meant after the mould of confusion didn’t quite fade from my mum’s face. What I do remember though, was the flood of relief that swept through me and lifted me up. 

	 

	I have never experienced something like that before and it’s hard to think of a fitting metaphor. But it turns out that no amount of “normalcy” that I had begrudgingly accepted, had been worth it. That feeling of being undeniably who I was in front of my parents, made me realise just how taxing all those past Christmases had actually been. How much effort it actually took. And how much of a toll it was taking on me too. Just being who you are shouldn’t be this hard. 

	 

	 


Anne’s Story

	Anne Hayfield

	 

	My coming out story is quite weird. 

	 

	It was the time of the Yorkshire Ripper. I was twenty-one-ish. I heard a woman talking on the radio and she made the point that if the Yorkshire ripper had gone on a spree killing men then the police would have made more effort to find him. The Yorkshire Ripper killed mainly women who were sex workers. The implications was that their lives didn't matter.

	 

	The woman on the radio was part of the Women Against Violence Against Women group. At that time, it was based in William IV Street in central London just near Trafalgar Square. The building itself was a disused hospital. It seemed to have lots of floors and if you went right to the top there was loads of pigeon pooh because there was a big hole in the roof where they roosted.

	 

	The women in WAVAW were the archetypical man-hatting lesbian feminists. When I got there, I’d make a few sardonic quips so everybody assumed that I was a lesbian. If someone said there were nice men, I’d reply, “Really? Where did you find him?” 

	 

	It became obvious that I was a man hater.

	 

	To put this is a wider context I was still living at home with my dad and my brother. I also worked as a laboratory technician on a site where there was only a handful of women; I was sick of being surrounded by men.       

	 

	In later years, I realised that the world and its mother bashes itself off to lesbian porn. And if you told most people that you were going to a party or group with other lesbians they would assume that you were going to some sort of orgy. But WAVAW wasn’t like that. We would be discussing male violence against women – this wasn’t sexy and I became quite paranoid.

	 

	One of the group had written a position paper where she argued that women should give up having sex with men until the end of patriarchy. At the time we wouldn’t have bought fruit from South Africa because of apartheid. Boycotting sex with men was the same as not buying fruit from South Africa. And so, I “came out” as a “political lesbian”. Giving up sex with men wasn’t difficult because I tried it a few times and decided it was a spectator sport.    

	 

	We were a funny bunch at the WAWAW. Everyone wore trousers, loose fitting clothes and had mostly short hair. If I had come to a meeting wearing a skirt somebody would have pulled me aside to check if I was unwell. But despite being labelled as a lesbian, I wasn’t attracted to any of my sisters in WAVAW.

	 

	However, what I got from the group was friendship and a sense of purpose. I developed a range of practical skills which were invaluable. I organised a reclaim the night march, printed leaflets, worked on a newsletter and organised several demonstrations. To me the buzz from all of this was better than sex.

	 

	At home, neither my mum nor my dad were homophobic. My mum was a very attractive woman who was obsessed with her appearance. To her, clothes and being fashionable were everything, so she was more concerned about what I looked like than my sexual orientation. The question “Do these khaki combats really suit Anne?” would have been paramount in her mind. But she didn’t care what gender my partner was as long as they were rich. 

	 

	She even once told me I should put on some lipstick and smarten myself up because she’s seen some women like me down at the golf club. I would go on to tell this to many people; some not knowing whether to laugh or cry at the thought of my mother trying to pimp me at her local golf club. My dad wasn’t bothered either. But my two older sisters keep telling me that I should get married. They don’t seem to realise that I’ve got quite a high profile as a lesbian clearly. It’s ridiculous, homophobic and spiteful. But that’s family for you. 

	 

	 


Hiraeth

	By Tony Leonard

	 

	Hiraeth: (Cymraeg) noun. A Welsh word with no easy English translation. A deep yearning for a home, time or person to which you can never return, or was never yours.

	 

	I was sixteen in 1984 and still living at home when the Miners’ Strike began. It was fun at the start, like a holiday. Spring was early. The South Wales collieries were solid. The men knew the local police, they’d grown up in the same towns and villages, some were even related. There were tales of cricket matches and football games between miners and the constabulary outside the pits. There was nothing else to do, there were no scabs after all. Things would be back to normal soon enough. 

	 

	I mitched off school to go on the picket lines. Ceri was arrested on the day I missed my lift. That’s when it all got serious. I stopped picketing. The police weren’t local anymore and they definitely weren’t friendly. 

	 

	When the union’s funds were seized by the government, all efforts switched to feeding the strikers. I did my bit, collecting, demonstrating, going to gigs and organising jumbles.

	 

	While I did what I could in Wales, Polly moved to London and joined Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners. She had been the first person I came out to and her house had been a sanctuary when things were bad with my dad. I missed her.  

	 

	I was excited when she told me she was coming back with LGSM for the rally in October. Gays and lesbians marching through Swansea? In full daylight? Where everyone could see? They must be very brave. I’d never met political gays before. The boys at Jingles were alright for necking, but not so good for conversation. 

	 

	The Saturday they were due, I went to the market in the morning, the same as always. I called into the haberdashers to say hello to Nana Elsie, and Auntie Peggie and Uncle Matty gave me a couple of trays of apples to take to the support stall, next to the cockle women. I spent an hour or so shaking a bucket in the entrance, passing the time before they arrived. 

	 

	There was no sign of them by the time the march set off from Dyfatty lights. I slipped in behind one of the colliery bands with Tania and Ceri, but we didn’t find Polly until we got to the rally at the leisure centre. It was jammed. Dennis Skinner was speaking; he always pulled a big crowd in Wales, and he was on fire that day. Next up was Andy Denn from LGSM. Polly said he was the first gay man to ever address a miners’ rally, and it was the first time he’d spoken in public too. I would have shit myself, but he did really well and nobody heckled. 

	 

	“You did us all proud,” Mark said in the van afterwards, and we all agreed. 

	 

	It took ages to get to Onllwyn. Tobie had to be careful to keep the gearstick in place, while Gethin and Matt held onto the back doors to stop them falling off.

	 

	We heard the noise as we lined up in the lobby of the Welfare Hall. A buzz of conversation topped with screams of laughter, name-calls and shouts over muffled music and clinking glass. There were occasional snatches of clarity when someone opened a door, “Alright butt, what you drinking mun?”  

	 

	It sounded as if every miner and his family was there. The group’s confidence faded. They all looked pale and small. Even Matt, I thought. 

	 

	“Seriously though, what the hell are we doing here?”

	 

	“Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.” Somebody, Mark I think it was, tried to reassure the rest of them but he didn’t sound too convinced. 

	 

	I wanted to say that everyone would be nice to them because they were guests, because that’s Welsh hospitality for you. But I didn’t know anyone apart from Polly and Paul, and Matt who’d talked to me all the way up the Neath Road, and I was feeling shy myself. Then the doors opened and we walked into the fug of smoke. I’d never been openly gay in public before but yer I was, coming out to hundreds of strangers, all in one go. Never do things by halves, my nana always said.

	 

	We walked into silence. Conversations stopped, laughter ceased, children slid to a halt on the polished floor. Pints, halfway to mouths, hung in the air. Beer froze in the taps and the pop didn’t fizz. Everyone stared, and nobody spoke. The shuffle of feet on carpet was the only sound. 

	 

	The quiet was broken by a single clap. Everyone in the room stood up and joined in the applause. I remembered to breathe. 

	 

	As we approached the bar, the Gays (always with a capital ‘G’ in the support committee minutes) were presented with pints of Union Club ale, and Polly and the other Lesbians (with a capital ‘L’) were offered half-pints of lager and cider. The women jostled us to their tables, “Come and sit down by us, over by yer.” 

	 

	Locals and Londoners started to talk and I could see they wouldn’t stop until the bingo. Whole families were there that evening, kiddies chased each other under the tables while nanas kept a watchful eye and bampis tried to sup their bitter in peace. 

	 

	Paul introduced me to Marilyn as the stowaway from Swansea, “We’ve got three of you already so we might as well have a full set. There’s not much room, mind you, but you’re very welcome.” She called her husband, “Phil, come by yer and meet the new lodger. Actually, Phil wanted lesbians, didn’t you? I wanted the gays so we threw a coin.”

	 

	“And you won?” asked Tobie.

	 

	“No, I won,” said Phil, “But there weren’t so many lesbians so we had to swap.”

	 

	The gays and lesbians soon discovered something I’d known all my life – Welsh woman are the nosiest people in the world. And chopsy? Like you wouldn’t believe. The visitors were bombarded with questions and sandwiches. The women were delighted at the thought of men who did housework, but vegetarianism was a culture clash too far, “Alright, so you can’t eat beef, but you can have ham can’t you?” The interrogation of the lesbians had started, “No? But chicken’s okay, innit?” 

	 

	When egg and chips was deemed acceptable by all, I didn’t mention that all the chip pans around yer were filled with dripping. Nor that the quickly disappearing Welsh cakes were all made with lard.

	 

	Looking around, I felt at home. I’d grown up in pubs and social clubs. I’d recently come to a decision. As soon as I could, I’d run away from this place so I could be myself. But that evening, I didn’t have to choose. Whoever, whatever I was, I was welcome yer tonight.  

	 

	When the band played the last song, we all joined hands and sang along to Sailing. I looked at Matt standing tall beside me. Dew, dew, but he was lush! Like Kevin Rowland from Dexy’s Midnight Runners, with his curly brown fringe pushed out of a black woollen hat. 

	 

	I wondered whether he would take to working down the pit.

	 

	At Marilyn and Phil’s house, we slept on the living room floor. I didn’t have a sleeping bag, so Matt unzipped his and put it over us both. I woke during the night with his arm across my chest, he’d rolled into me in his sleep. I kept still, listening to his breathing. He moved his face closer and his breath on my neck made me want to laugh. 

	 

	“When are you going to come to London and see me?” He whispered, but not quietly enough.

	 

	“In the school holidays?” Said Paul. I think he meant it as a joke.

	 

	Marilyn and Phil’s little girls crashed into the room first thing in the morning and Nichola made it very clear she didn’t approve of the mess. Tobie helped her tidy up around us. Rhian took a more relaxed view. She was still in her dressing gown and brought me her favourite book. Paul put the kettle on while I read the girls a story about sleeping princesses in swan-shaped boats who danced all night with their sweetheart princes and couldn’t remember what they’d done in the morning.

	 

	“We all have days like that,” said Matt, and stumbled into the kitchen to find tea. 

	 

	I saw him again in London two weeks later. I hitchhiked there in four lifts and found him with Paul, collecting outside the Bell. Sexcrime by the Eurythmics played inside. A song about illegal love under a totalitarian regime? Perfect! He kissed me for ages, ignoring the stares of passers-by. Later that night, he fucked me, face-down on a grubby mattress in Paul’s flat. I didn’t tell him he was the first. I pushed my face into the pillow to hide the pain.

	 

	Soon after, my parents found his letter. My mother cried and my father yelled. I couldn’t go to the benefit gig in London or they’d report us both to the police. I stayed in my room all night playing Age of Consent, the new LP by Bronski Beat and imagined being there, watching them live, with Matt.

	 

	We saw each other a few more times; they couldn’t keep me locked up for ever. The men went back to work in March, and I plotted my escape. 

	 

	After the strike, London Gay Pride asked the miners to lead the march. Nobody else organised any transport from Wales. “It’s all too political,” said Beryl at Jingles. 

	 

	“Nothing to do with us.”

	 

	Rhian spotted Matt first, from up on her perch on Tobie’s shoulders. As I stopped to talk to him, she twisted to watch before disappearing in front of the LGSM banner. He was friendly enough. He offered me a fag and introduced me to the boy tucked under his arm. Stephen, I think. Then they went off to find the best place to watch Divine on the river. 

	 

	“Catch up at the back,” Marilyn shouted as I climbed onto the coach. “Enjoy yourself, did you?”

	 

	“It was lush,” I answered, and it was nearly true. 

	 

	As we got to the M4, the colliery band sang Sosban fach.

	 

	Rhian brought me a Welsh cake. “Are you in love with Matt?” she asked, climbing onto the seat beside me.

	 

	“No,” I said. “I thought I was, but I think we’re just friends.” 

	 

	“Good,” She patted my knee.

	 

	“Why do you say that?”

	 

	“Because he didn’t smile at you. When you love someone, you should always smile at them. Like this,” she said, and showed me the gap where two of her baby teeth were missing.
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You can’t say that Mother! Robyn’s story from a parent’s point of view

	Gaynor Lynch

	Retired library worker Gaynor Lynch talks about her experience growing up with her trans daughter Robyn. Gaynor always thought she offered her children unconditional love, affirmation and support but Robyn felt very differently and says she did not get the affirmation from her parents that she required. Talking to her daughter about her upbringing for Hear Our Voices online event Gaynor realised just how often she got things wrong. Gaynor has three children. Her eldest, Robyn, now works at a LGBT support service in a large metropolitan city.

	 

	Growing up with Robyn

	 

	When I was invited to participate in the Hear Our Voices online event initially I wasn’t sure about it. I my expressed my reservations to Robyn, chiefly about how I thought it might be inappropriate for a mother who enjoys a really close relationship with her daughter talking at an event when some of the people may be alienated from their parents. Robyn was, to me, surprisingly positive and encouraging. She was happy for me to share her story but advised ‘whatever you do don’t tell them having a trans child was a problem, keep it positive’.  

	 

	I have three children. Robyn is the eldest and a bisexual trans woman; her younger twin brothers are gay and bi. Before preparing for the Hear Our Voices event I thought I had always offered my children unconditional love and support. But talking to Robyn in preparation made me realised how I didn’t always get things right and at one crucial point, Robyn felt she did not get the affirmation that she needed.

	 

	I have not seen Robyn since December 2019 because of COVID-19. We had long, and what turned out to be long overdue, conversations over the telephone about her experience of growing up and of coming out first as bi, gay and then trans. I wanted to get some key dates in order but as we talked, I began to realise that my opinion and confidence in my skills as some sort of supercool parent was somewhat misplaced. So much for my concerns about presenting the talk.

	 

	Robyn was born in the summer of 1995. We named her Michael. January 1999 her twin brothers arrived. Robyn’s closest friend in nursery school was a girl and she was really looking forward to having a baby sister. If she was disappointed, she never showed it and doted on her baby brothers and has always had a close, loving relationship with them.  In the early years Robyn was a happy, self-confident child. We sent all our children to the local Catholic Primary School which was well intentioned but not the best decision for Robyn. Maybe not for any of them.

	 

	Issues about gender identity didn’t emerge until Robyn was in year five (age nine). She had always felt OK about her pre-adolescent androgynous body but was becoming uncomfortable about the changes and her growing masculinity. She also began to experience homophobic bullying because she did not conform to gender stereotypical behaviour. She did not enjoy boy’s games and her close friends were mostly girls. I did not think anything of this as I had always been a tomboy as a child and my friends were mostly male. Robyn told us at home about this bullying and as concerned parents we discussed this with her and reported it to the school.

	 

	This was not handled well by us or the school. Teachers supported her by saying to students that Robyn was not gay and that homophobic bullying is wrong. No one actually said it was OK to be gay and we did not discuss this at home either. I was blindsided by the fact that Robyn’s closest friend was also being bullied. I felt part of the bullying was due to Robyn’s loyalty to her and supporting her. It did not occur to me at the time that there might be other underlying issues. We could have picked up on clues like her unwillingness to be involved in boy team sports and resistant to involvement is sport generally. 

	 

	This became an issue because Robyn’s father was a PE teacher and accomplished athlete. He was very keen for his child to be involved in sporting activities for both health and social reasons. Robyn was taken by her dad to a local football union club, to Gaelic football club, and others but Robyn was very resistant. Eventually a compromise was reached. She endured gymnastic classes but enjoyed non-competitive swimming. Age thirteen, after attending a holiday activity camp, Robyn joined the Westway Climbing Club where she made friends with Zoe. This friendship with Zoe proved to be seminal. Her family were actively involved in a local Woodcraft Folk group. Robyn joined and became involved in a wider, non-Catholic social group including some people who were openly gay and trans.

	 

	As she went through adolescence Robyn became more and more uncomfortable about her changing body and unsure about her sexuality. She decided to grow her hair long and was becoming aware through the Woodcraft Folk that there may be a different way for her to be. They would often dress up in fancy dress and drag. Robyn even borrowed a dress from me to wear for a seventies themed evening and started experimenting with makeup.

	 

	At secondary school Robyn was very popular with girls had many friends who were girls and had girlfriends, but she was still very unsure of herself. She also started dating boys. She was very secretive about her relationships and we did not realise Robyn experienced occasional harassment but she was developing resilience and was better able to fight back. It is possible that she may have had some protection because her dad was a PE teacher there and was well liked by the students. 

	 

	Aged fifteen Robyn came out to me as bi. I was in the kitchen and she asked to speak to me. She said, ‘Mum, I think I am bisexual.’ I was in the middle of cooking. I was a bit taken aback and unprepared. I did not know what to immediately say. So I said OK. She walked away and as soon I finished what I was doing, I went to her and asked if she was all right and ‘Is this the response you were expecting?’ She muttered something and I think I said, ‘You may be bi, you may be gay but you are still the same person as when you were born, it makes no difference. You are too young to put a label on yourself.’ The only thing Robyn heard was ‘you may change your mind.’

	 

	I had been too concerned with saying what I thought to be the right thing, to be a cool parent and that ludicrous long statement did not connect with Robyn at all. I’d got this completely wrong. All she wanted from her mother was love and affirmation. All I needed to have said was, ‘It’s OK to be bi. I love you.’

	 

	The years sixteen to eighteen were mainly about supporting Robyn through her education and her getting into university. At school students were beginning to talk about their sexuality with each other and other children were coming out openly as being gay. Robyn started to develop serious mental health problems; she was being stalked by an ex-girlfriend which she never told us about. Communication, apart from essential matters, largely shut down.

	 

	Robyn referred herself to CAMHS (Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services) and started CBT, which we supported and took her to, but we didn’t understand what her problems were. One to one communication remained an issue, and she often stayed in her room, but family games evenings and a weekly family meal with her grandmother were really happy occasions. We also enjoyed family activity holidays.

	 

	Aged eighteen Robyn went to university. We didn’t hear much from her; we tried to keep in contact without being overly intrusive. She rarely came home in that first year except for the vacations and to attend social activities in London. She came out as a gay man and had boyfriends, became involved in student politics and activism. She held officer roles in the LGBTQ society, DAMSA (Disability and Mental Health Student Association) and became involved in the co-operative movement (student housing co-op and a co-operative vegan restaurant).

	 

	In her second year she started to date someone who was non-binary. One morning at home we woke up to find a second person in her bed – Sky. Later on, Robyn told me she is also non-binary and wanted us to use they/their pronouns. Robyn started to wear female clothes socially and began reading up about trans people, hormones and transitioning. She was put off by a lot of negative representations of trans people leading, in her own words, ‘miserable and lonely lives’ and worried about becoming a ‘negative trans stereotype’.

	 

	Robyn came to realise, through contact with other trans people at uni, and reflecting back on her experiences at Woodcraft Folk, that it is possible for trans people to have happy fulfilled lives and that this was a ‘viable way of living’.  Eventually she came to a ‘do or die moment’ – she could no longer sustain presenting as a woman just part-time.

	 

	2016 she told me she was starting hormone treatment. As soon as she told me this, I tried to be one hundred percent supportive. She was still not entirely sure about her gender identity but as soon as she took that first oestrogen pill, she experienced a tremendous feeling of relief. As her breasts began to grow, she liked them. She realised then with certainty this was the right decision and she formally came out as a trans woman to her friends and immediate family. She started living full time as a woman, changed to pronouns she/her, changed her name by deed poll to Robyn, and asked her GP for a referral to the Gender Identity Clinic.  

	 

	The waiting list for the GIC is long and she did not get seen until 2018. I accompanied Robyn to all the early appointments and we openly discuss her transition. We are now very open and honest in our communication with each other. There are some things about the surgical side of transitioning I still find difficult to discuss with her. This is not due to any reticence or disgust on my part rather an overwhelming compassion for her situation. Robyn and I talk about this and she laughs about what she calls my squeamishness.

	 

	All through this process Robyn was still having health problems to the point that she qualified for PIP (personal independence payments). She was also finding academic study difficult and withdrew from university.

	 

	At each stage I helped Robyn with coming out to the wider family and our social network. I have asked her what she would like us to say and to whom. I have found that everyone has been loving and supportive. The only person we didn’t tell was Robyn’s very elderly grandmother, with whom Robyn had a very close relationship, but now had advanced Alzheimer’s. Hanna died in December 2018 aged one hundred. We all went back to Ireland for the funeral. Robyn was worried about presenting as female in front of the whole extended Irish Catholic Foley family for the first time and asked if her partner could come along to support her. The answer from Robyn’s aunt, who was organising the funeral, was a very resounding and reassuring yes. Robyn’s partner was family. While this was a very sad occasion it was also joyous. Robyn was coming out fully as a trans woman, with her partner, to the whole Foley family.

	 

	With a confirmed diagnosis of Gender Dysphoria Robyn was able to apply for a Gender Recognition Certificate which was approved in the summer of 2019, two days before her twenty-fourth birthday celebration. In September 2019 things took a very positive direction. With the skills she gained from her involvement in the co-operative movement and her activism in student societies, Robyn was able to apply successfully for a job at an LGBT support service in a large metropolitan area providing education and consultancy services to health and social care professionals. At the moment she is doing really well and on 14 February 2021 she became engaged to her long-term partner. 
 

	Whatever you do as a parent you know you are going to get things wrong some of the time and sometimes there just isn’t a right way. Discussing with Robyn that crucial moment when she first came out as bi, she feels now that I did ‘OK as a parent’ but l think I could have done a lot better. For me, the most important thing you have to do as a parent is to make sure your child knows that you love them unconditionally and that they grow confident and secure in their identity. There were definite missed opportunities where I could have given Robyn more support and encouraged her to talk openly about her feelings. I am still processing the fact that Robyn felt she did not get the affirmation she needed from me at the time. Robyn has always had our love and support but I did not communicate this to her adequately.

	 

	There are lots of other things I could write about our story. Having a trans daughter definitely is not a problem but being a parent can often be – that’s just normal. I’ll just finish by saying for the record: I love you Robyn and I’m so proud of you. I always have been.

	You can’t say that mother – getting things right

	 

	There is no roadmap to help you when you child is trans, non-binary or gender-diverse. Some children have, from a very young age, a strong sense of who they are while others don’t.

	 

	One of our sons was very obviously gay from a young age and we were able to support him better. We had to explain and negotiate things like the appropriate style and colour of lunch bag (dark pink was settled on as preferable to a Barbie lunch bag because of the risk of bullying), explain wearing trousers at school is required but you can wear what you like at home and we had a magnificent ‘dressing up box’. In preparing for the Hear Our Voices event I asked him about when he came out, because embarrassingly I couldn’t remember. He said, ‘I didn’t. I didn’t have to’. Our other son came out during his first year at uni. It was a very throwaway statement: ‘Oh, by the way Mum, I’m bi,’ and that was that. 

	 

	Getting the language surrounding gender identity, pronouns and etiquette correct has been a challenge. The preferred terminology changes; we had to get used to using they/their and then she/her for Robyn. Misnaming and misgendering is painful for your child – you have to get it right and be prepared to correct others politely when they get it wrong. I’ve had to both apologise to Robyn and correct others for misnaming and misgendering. I have learned caution and if in doubt now ask. 

	 

	Getting it right is one of the ways of showing respect and love to your child and help is available. Mermaids is a very good organisation that supports young people who are trans, nonbinary or gender-diverse up to the age of nineteen and their families. There is a lot of practical advice and access to support on their web site. 

	 

	https://mermaidsuk.org.uk/
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My Russian Doll

	Rob Pateman

	 

	A request for people’s stories about coming out the Facebook post said. Stories. Plural. Quite right too, as coming out is a work in progress not a one-off process. A baptism of fire and a leap of faith. A Russian doll of revelations.

	 

	My first layer came off on New Year’s Eve 1979, at a party with my friends in the sixth form at my school in Romford, Essex. I’d endured years of bullying in the years up to fifth form, the abuse never physical where the bruises could be seen. Instead, it was subtle, underhand, furtive, but no less painful. What made it worse was that my tormentors were people I considered to be friends. I was one of the gang – but not really one of the boys. 

	 

	I preferred tennis to football, disco to Genesis, Rhoda to Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Worst of all, I loved to dance. 

	 

	Mostly they tolerated me but, every once in a while, they’d turn on me and shut me out, encouraging boys and girls from other year groups to do the same. They weren’t explicitly homophobic – and I certainly wasn’t sure I was gay. I was just different. And they sensed it. Poofman instead of Pateman was an easy, convenient slur, rather than an expression of contempt for my sexuality. 

	 

	I’d duck the storm, wait for it to pass and would eventually be welcomed back to the fold. Until the next time. Again and again. For four long years. The majority of them left at the end of the fifth year but by then the stress and anxiety had led to my diagnosis of severe ulcerative colitis, controlled only by a course of eight pills a day, something the doctors said I’d have to do for the rest of my life. 

	 

	I was distrustful of people, confused by friendship, doubted myself and other people. Slowly I found my feet in the sixth form – found myself invited to parties where I was not just encouraged to dance but praised for it. And it was at one of those parties that I told people that my new year’s resolution was to confirm my sexuality. No one laughed. No one was surprised. No one but me. A foot was out of the closet. A layer lifted.

	 

	Another one followed halfway through my first year of a history course at Warwick University, telling my friends I was bisexual. I knew that I wasn’t, but it was a halfway house and gave me somewhere to retreat to if the news didn’t go down well. Again, no one was surprised. No one rejected me. Encouraged, I then told my sister when she came to stay for the weekend. She was surprised and said not to tell our parents just yet, as the time wasn’t right.

	 

	That’s how it stayed for the next few years. The reasons I couldn’t be honest were always because of the impact it would have on everybody else, never mind the impact it was having on me. Grandad was ill. Dad was facing redundancy. Grandad had died. Nan’s moving in with Mum and Dad, they’ve enough on their plate. 

	 

	She always found an excuse why I shouldn’t. And I always accepted them, disappointed about my continued dishonesty but also quietly relieved that I’d put the moment off once more.

	 

	By now I was out on the gay scene, dancing, drinking, shagging, most frequently at the Bell, a pub club in Kings Cross, renowned for its out and proud, LGBT rights activist clientele. I found work there, challenging people on the door about their sexuality. ’This is a gay pub for gays and lesbians only,’ I’d say to straights who wanted to get in. The irony wasn’t lost on me; a gay man, half in, half out, shutting out other people. I also found work on Capital Gay, London’s weekly newspaper for lesbians and gay men. 

	 

	My parents knew about the bar work but not what sort of bar it was. And they knew I worked on a newspaper, but they knew it only as ‘Capital’ as I’d deliberately omitted to tell them the last part – for their sakes. For my sake. I was a ‘professional gay’ but neither fully out nor rightly proud. I was a fraud and a liar. 

	 

	The lies and the guilt got in the way of our relationship, particularly with Mum who was a residential social worker and ran a children’s home where I lived for the first twenty-four years of my life. She was trusted with the care of other people’s children and bringing them up well. A ‘professional Mum.’ What kind of statement did it make about her abilities to do that if she couldn’t even bring her own son up to be ‘normal’? I wasn’t just letting the family down, I was betraying the career Mum had built for herself for years, a career that gave us a roof over our heads.

	 

	By the beginning of 1991 I was working for an advertising agency. Mum and Dad had left the children’s home and retired to the Cotswolds and I had my first home of my own in London, with a mortgage to match. Then I was made redundant, not because I was bad at my job or because I was gay. It was just that I’d been working there for less than a year so wasn’t entitled to redundancy pay. The cheap option. My self-respect and self-belief were on the floor. 

	 

	The following morning I woke up crying – about the job, the flat, the stifled relationship with Mum and Dad. I needed a fresh start. A new broom to sweep some of the last decade away. So, I wrote them a letter telling them I was gay, then waited for a reply or a phone call.

	 

	Three unnerving and upsetting weeks later, it came. A phone call. 

	 

	‘I think you’d better come home,’ Mum said. 

	 

	They met me at the station. I sat in the front of the car as we drove home, Dad chatty and cheerful, Mum stony faced and silent in the back seat. When we got back to their house, Mum got me alone in the kitchen.

	 

	All her career she’d dealt with troubled and abused kids and had known how to handle them, but her own son’s sexuality was so devastating to her that she’d found herself weeping on the phone to the local Social Services asking them what she should do.

	 

	‘I haven’t told your father,’ she said. ‘They told me you should have the guts to tell at least one of us face to face.’

	 

	I was appalled that she’d felt the need to ask them in the first place and gutted what that said about the damage I’d done to her confidence. But I was angry that the biggest, riskiest decision of my life had been undermined; my secret wasn’t hers to keep. I’d meant the letter for both Dad and Mum.

	 

	So, I went into the front room, asked Dad to put down the newspaper.

	 

	‘Three weeks ago,’ I said, ‘I wrote to you both telling you I was gay. Why Mum hasn’t told you before now is something you might want to take up with her later. But I’m willing to talk about what the letter said and what it means, right now.’

	 

	He looked at me, said he thought as much.

	 

	‘Is that it?’ Mum said. ‘Is that all you have to say?’

	 

	‘What is there to say? He’s still our son.’

	 

	‘But what about grandchildren?’ Mum asked.

	 

	‘There’s no guarantee he would have had children even if he hadn’t been gay.’

	 

	From the look on Mum’s face I could tell that thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. Children were her life, why wouldn’t her own son go on to have some of his own? 

	 

	Over the next couple of days we bounced between general chit chat and the ‘issue’ of me, me trying to help Mum gradually unpick the lies I’d told her and the lies she’d been spun about what being gay meant – loneliness, childlessness, danger on the streets, discrimination at work, an early death from AIDS.

	 

	When it was time to say goodbye, she opened the door and kissed me on the cheek.

	‘I’ll learn to accept what you are,’ she said, ‘but I will never approve.’ I didn’t need to tell her that her lack of approval wouldn’t make it go away. I was out now. And proud.

	 

	Thirty years on and Dad’s no longer with us. Mum got her grandchild after all, as my sister had a baby girl, out of the blue, when she was forty-five, which meant I had another coming out story to tell my niece. She didn’t bat an eye and couldn’t care less. 

	 

	‘There’s loads of gay kids at school,’ she said. ‘It’s no big deal.’ 

	 

	Times change and thank God for that.

	 

	Mum and I have worked our way through things; we speak on the phone – even of gay things – several times a week. The love never left us, only now there’s nothing to hinder the flow.

	 

	The layers have all come off now. And the true self at the very core of my Russian doll was bigger than all of the other layers put together. But all of them are dancing. 

	 

	 


Reflection

	Lydia Sabatini

	 

	 

	I don’t know if I have a story, exactly. But here are some reflections:

	 

	I had a religious upbringing, Roman Catholic, although not a particularly restrictive one. Nevertheless, the first time I was told that homosexuality exists I was simultaneously told that it was disgusting. 

	 

	People can change. The family member who taught me this was recently gushing alongside me about how great the AIDS drama It’s A Sin is.   

	 

	I understand that people ‘come out’ in so many ways and contexts, and that everyone has the right to create their own meaning from those experiences. Nevertheless, the idea that there’s this special ritual that only people who aren’t straight must undergo whereby you sit your family down and tell them what sort of people you may want to sleep with has never sat right with me. It seems a little perverse, a little intrusive, a little too much like the Catholic ritual of confession.  

	 

	Perhaps, one day, rather than sharing stories about coming out, we will be asked to share stories of love, joy, or self-actualisation.  

	 

	The pandemic has made me think a lot about community, and how it’s an essential human need as much as food or toilet paper. For me community involves stepping forward (even if you don’t leave the house) to make sure we are all fed and housed. To make sure we are not lonely, forgotten or erased. This is the sort of coming out that, to me, matters far more. 

	 

	‘Live in fragments no longer’. That’s a quote from a favourite novel of mine. It was written by EM Forster, a novelist and gay man who was born in 1879 and died in 1970. He was a public figure in his day but never came out publicly in his lifetime. It’s a quote that I think about often in relation to my own life. But I think, as well as being about the life of an individual, it can also be interpreted as being about connecting to a community, and forging connections between communities. About solidarity. 

	 

	About coming out for each other.  

	 

	 


To pretend otherwise: A story of coming out in the 1980s and 1990s

	Benedict Walsh

	 

	The 1980s were a pivotal point in the history of the UK. Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister and huge changes were occurring to British society. It felt quite exciting as old ways were jettisoned and new ideas and ways of thinking brought in, but it felt threatening too. Nothing seemed to stand still. To be a teenager during the early years of the 1980s felt good as the late 1970s seemed to be full of strife and shortages. 

	 

	I was turning into a young man and had a good circle of friends with whom I socialised.  We seemed to spend a lot of time in pubs following local bands around and partying. I held down a fulltime job but went out at every opportunity. Life was good.

	 

	And then around the mid-1980s I started to question my sexuality. I always knew that I was different in some way but could never quite pinpoint why I felt that way. I felt very comfortable in female company and had dated women too, but it never quite seemed right. I found myself far more attracted to men and noticed them more. The feelings became more and more intense…  

	 

	Eventually I followed those feelings and had a sexual experience with a man. The lead up to it was nerve racking, but when it did happen, it felt perfectly natural and a huge relief. It felt right and within myself I felt at peace. I felt as if I were walking on air afterwards. Unfortunately, society at that time was not open and accepting.  

	 

	In general terms homosexuality was not at all accepted and was barely tolerated. It was something to be hidden away and not talked about. Because of this, I did not feel that I could identify as being gay. I felt it was safer and more acceptable to think and state that I was bisexual.

	 

	It was not long after that I met someone with whom I was to have a relationship with for many years. Our relationship was not fully out in the open though. At the time I was truly worried about how I would be viewed by my family and friends and was genuinely concerned that I might be rejected and shunned. 

	 

	I grew up in a very Catholic family and was expected to go to church each Sunday and to observe all the feasts and holy days. Being gay just didn’t fit into the Catholic way of living. 

	 

	I was gradually introduced to gay life by my partner and started to go to gay pubs and clubs and to make friends on the scene. I loved it but was always worried about being seen by anyone and being “reported” and ultimately “outed”. Being outed could mean losing everything – family, friends, somewhere to live and even my job. After a while I accepted that I was totally gay. To pretend otherwise would be to lie to myself. I couldn’t go on doing that.

	 

	The scariest thing on the scene at the time was the threat from a new “gay disease” which had appeared in the early 1980s. To catch AIDS meant certain death and many gay men were dying. No one seemed to know how AIDS could be transmitted and those with it were shunned by society as a whole. It had a huge impact on me and my feelings about coming out. Friends and acquaintances seen one week might not be seen again the next. People were genuinely terrified.  

	 

	Nevertheless, it was at this time that I gradually came out to friends and work colleagues. 

	 

	It was strange in some ways as colleagues were gradually coming out too. On the whole everyone was very friendly and supportive of each other. 

	 

	At that time I was involved with NALGO, the local government union, who had a local gay and lesbian group in Hammersmith and Fulham which I attended. Knowing that there were others like me living fulfilling lives and working in Hammersmith and Fulham was a tremendous help. I felt that I belonged and was very lucky working for the library service there. I had heard some pretty horrendous tales from colleagues in other sections where homophobia and racism was rife. But I had never experienced homophobia or knowingly witnessed this in libraries.

	 

	Despite all this support, I never felt I could speak to my parents about my sexuality at the time. My partner was accepted by my family though and took part in family life, but I never plucked up the courage to say the words, even though it was clear that they knew! After all, we had bought a house together. It was just not spoken about or discussed.

	 

	It was not the only time I didn’t say the words.

	 

	One distinct memory I have if from 1987, but this time with a dusty old doctor in Harley Street. Our mortgage lender had insisted on me going for a medical due to the fact that two single men were buying together. 

	 

	At the very end of the medical examination I remember him pointing to my earring and asking me if there was significance in having it in one ear only. I knew why he was asking this and likely what was coming next.  I remember innocently replying that I didn’t know – although I really did. He then went on to tell me that having it in one specific ear signified being homosexual. I feigned surprise and waited for his response. 

	 

	He then specifically asked me in his very upper class clipped voice, “Are you a HOM-O-SEX-UAL?”

	 

	Nonchalantly, I replied, “No.” Of course I lied as I knew that if I were to tell the truth I would never get a mortgage. I would be deemed a very high risk. GAY = DEATH! But my experience was minor compared to what others had to endure at the time. 

	 

	However, minor it was, I do remember feeling really angry that I had to lie. This was at the time when Clause 28, which later became the notorious Section 28, was being mooted. 

	 

	In general, gay men and lesbians seemed to be being attacked on all fronts. The national press was particularly vicious in its hatred. People were dying in their droves and Section 28 felt like the last straw to many and there was huge anger in the gay community. The gay community protested; Pride marches were political then. It wasn’t about glitter and rainbows; it was about fighting. Fighting for gay and lesbian rights. 

	 

	For me personally, it would take many more years and a crisis before I eventually did come out to my parents. Of course, it was a huge relief to be able to do this and a real weight was lifted off my shoulders. I honestly didn’t know how they might react. I had heard good coming out stories and some horrendous ones too. Once more, I was lucky. Their main concern was that I was okay physically and mentally. 

	 

	All in all, though, I feel that I have been extremely lucky in my own personal experiences of living an openly gay life. It hasn’t always been easy and it has taken many years to get to this point. There have been significant changes for the better in society. For that, we must thank those who courageously stood up and fought for equal rights. Bigotry hasn’t by any means gone away. It’s still there bubbling under the surface, as I, and my friends know. It’s something we all need to be mindful of and be on our guard for.  

	 

	At the end of the day I am now much stronger than I was in my youth. I no longer feel the need to justify who I am just because of my sexuality. 
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Coming Out

	John Wells

	 

	I probably could have come out sooner than I did. It didn’t happen until I was in my mid-twenties though as other things seemed to get in the way. Questions like, “Am I, or aren’t I?” and “What will everyone think?”

	 

	My first experience occurred when I was about seventeen. I remember lots of mixed emotions including fear and excitement. Statements to myself like, “This is it! I’ve arrived!” Followed by “Maybe not” and “I don’t think so.” All very confusing. 

	 

	I was working and doing a lot of socialising at the time, just like lots of other people my age. I had left school, started work and as a result had gathered a good circle of friends. We were all out and about trying to have a good time. During this period, I met and got friendly with a girl of about the same age. We “went out” for a few years and when I got to my early twenties began considering leaving home. We talked about living together and as a result spoke to her parents. Boy, did everything change!

	 

	We were urged to “do the right thing” and get married “or we’ll never speak to you again.” Just living together wasn’t an option. 

	 

	We hadn’t reached our first anniversary when we split up. Before the wedding I could almost hear myself asking the question, “Am I doing the right thing?” But I knew it was too late to change the plans; so many people had put in so much time, effort and money to make the day happen that the thought of cancelling was now impossible. Rather than letting us find our own way, the pressure had been applied!

	 

	I don’t feel bitter or angry, I just wish I’d been stronger and able to stand my ground.

	 

	Not long after this I bumped into someone I had met during my little experience when I was seventeen. As a result, I was invited to a party at their house. I can remember feeling nervous and excited in equal measure! I met and got talking to people, gradually relaxed and had a brilliant time. Not long after, I met and started seeing this guy for a while.

	 

	My next problem was that as I was spending so much time with this person, I technically felt I was lying to my mum who thought I was living in my place when I was spending so much time at his. I gradually plucked up the courage and decided what needed to be done. She needed to know!

	 

	I still had my key and waited for her to come home. She got in from work and having got over her surprise at my being there told me she needed to go to the shops. I can remember thinking how brilliant that was as Mum would have been less inclined to get angry or upset in a public place. 

	 

	We passed the time of day on the way there and as we wandered around picking up veg, fruit and other necessities I gradually steered the conversation. I actually told my mum that I was gay in the biscuit aisle of her local Co-Op supermarket! I will always remember her having a giggle and commenting on the gingernut biscuits she had immediately focussed on. 

	 

	We got home and had a good chat about it. It was quite emotional and there were some tears from both of us, but it felt good to not have to tell fibs or obscure the truth anymore.

	 

	I have mixed feelings regarding my unintended treatment of my Mum during this time and the period that followed. I very rarely saw her for many years as I was far too busy living my own “new” life and having a good time. The wakeup call was Mum being diagnosed with two slowly debilitating health conditions; it made me sit back and think about what I should now be doing. I was with my current partner by now and we both decided that we should be doing more stuff with all our parents. I started to go to Mum’s much more often as a result.

	 

	After Mum died, I found paperwork relating to financial and emotional struggles following the costs of my wedding. Only then did I begin to realise the sacrifices Mum had made for me, not just as a child growing up but while still a young man. I constantly think about this and endure feelings of guilt and regret many years on.

	 

	Over the years I have experienced some prejudice and hostility. Mostly light-hearted, some not so, and a couple of downright scary ones.

	 

	I remember being called “poof” and “queer” while at school. “Jolly John” was another term of endearment after a gay character in the TV show Minder.

	 

	I had a boss who accepted my “gayness” but didn’t want any other colleagues to know.

	 

	I have memories from twenty-odd years ago of standing with friends just inside the open doors of a bar one summer in East London and having abuse and glass bottles hurled at us by a large group of threatening people outside. A nice afternoon spoilt by prejudice and narrowmindedness.

	 

	This said, I feel that I’ve been extremely lucky and most of my experiences as an out gay man have been good. I’ve known people who weren’t so lucky; chucked out because the family disagreed with their choice, contracting HIV through a lack of sexual health knowledge in previous years, and not living to see a ripe old age.

	 

	What’s interesting is that even now, in this “harmonious” day and age, I found myself worrying a few years back as I moved out of London, “How will it be? Will the neighbours accept us?” 

	 

	There was a definite fear of the unknown. 

	 

	I needn’t have worried though. I do think things have moved on and I thank all those people who stood up, shouted for our rights and fought for acceptance.

	 

	Let’s face it, we’re all human. We feel fear. We feel sadness. We feel love.

	 

	I have a small mantra:

	 

	Live your life,

	Show your love,

	Never regret.

	 

	 

	[image: A person with a beard

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A collection of Coming Out stories, published by Hammersmith & Fulham Library

	 

	 

	[image: A picture containing background pattern

Description automatically generated]


images/image-2.jpeg





images/image-1.jpeg





cover.png
v

Hear My
Voice:
Stories of
Coming Out

T

(/0 AN ANTHOLOGY

/—\





images/image.png





images/image-3.jpeg





images/image-4.jpeg





images/image.jpeg





images/image-7.jpeg





images/image-5.jpeg
s,
e

TN N e






images/image-6.jpeg





