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   We started this 
project with a pretty simple idea – when and 
how do we discover our sexuality?  Granted, 
the idea wasn’t really ours, and it isn’t exact-
ly a complex one, but it’s something that is a 
window into the queer community and expe-
rience here at Carleton.  When we talk with 
each other about being queer and our own 
personal experiences with it, our stories in-
evitably begin with how we figured “it” out, 
whether it was a deeply personal experience 
or something that we should have known for 
a long time. That’s what we hope you get out 
of this book – everyone here has experiences 
like these at Carleton, and we hope that this 
is a good way to showcase a few of them from 
our community.

 Obviously, we’ve received a lot of help 
in bringing such a big project together.  First 
and foremost, thanks to the producers of the 
original When I Knew book for the idea and 
the inspiration.  Thanks to Kaaren William-



sen-Garvey for the support and encourage-
ment throughout the whole process, to the 
staff of the Gender and Sexuality Center for 
making sure that the nuts and bolts didn’t 
escape us, and to Kayla Berger and Publica-
tions for helping us figure out how exactly 
to get from the computer screen to the page.  
Thanks to John Schott and his graphic de-
sign class for so much assistance with the 
designing of this project, and, of course, this 
book wouldn’t have been possible without 
support from the Human Sexuality Endow-
ment Fund, Gender and Sexuality Center, 
Committee for the Funding of the Arts, and 
Carleton Student Association.

 Most of all, thanks to everyone who 
submitted their stories – it’s not always easy 
to place when you “knew,” and it’s never 
easy to share such personal parts of your-
self.  We hope you got as much out of writ-
ing your stories as we did in reading them.

  -Justin Smith, Sarah King, Kjerstin 
Johnson, Dominic Vendell
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When I was little, I found a 

romance novel.  I knew 
I wanted to have sex when 
I felt flush inside reading 
the suggestive parts.
Then I really knew when a 
boy I liked would touch 
my hand maybe on accident 
and I felt the same feeling.  

anonymous
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I’ve known for awhile. 
      There were the crushes on female friends in between (and even co-
existing with) violent crushes on boys. There were the strangely charged 
games we’d play, in which one of us would be the boy, and we would set 
up elaborate romances and seductions. There was senior prom, where my 
friends and I made a game of how many girls I could kiss in one night. I 
felt comfortable enough about it to tell my friends that I was bisexual—
actually attracted to girls as well as boys, not just playing around—during 
freshman year. I didn’t tell my parents; I figured that if I didn’t like to talk 
to them about how I felt about boys, there was no reason to bring up how 
I felt about girls. 
      Then, the summer before my sophomore year, my family went on 
vacation. I was working as an intern in an LGBT theater in Cambridge and 
surrounded by queer pride. I decided not to be consciously evasive of the 
topic if it ever came up. I wasn’t ashamed. 
     It came up—that is, I came out—twice in one day, once to my brother 
and once to my parents. I didn’t intend for it to happen that day; I didn’t 
wake up and think, “Hm, today would be a good day to talk to my family 
about my sexual attractions.” I thought it was going to be a perfectly nor-
mal vacation day in Vancouver. But the conversational opportunities came 
up, so I took them. 
     First I told my brother. We were walking somewhere, and my parents 
were ahead of us by about ten feet. A pretty woman in a sports bra and 
workout pants jogged by, pushing a baby carriage. I turned to my brother 
and said, “It’s so impressive to see someone that fit after having a baby!” 
In characteristic style, looking to embarrass or dismiss me, he replied, 
“Why are you even looking?” 
     I thought for a moment. My brother is of a more conservative bent 
than the rest of my family and has shown some mild homophobia in the 
past. I figured it was time to see how he’d react. 
     “What would you say if I told you I was attracted to women, too?” I 
asked. 
     He was quiet for a moment. “Really?” he asked me. 
     “Yep,” I said. 
     More quiet. We walked a little bit more. 
     “Wait, so is it the same as how you like men?” 
     “Not exactly,” I said, and we talked about it a bit more. He took it 
remarkably well, and his reaction heartened me. My parents both had 
gay friends and relatives and had always seemed tolerant, so I wasn’t too 
worried about telling them when the time came, although my dad had also 
been mystified in almost a pejorative way about why I would work at The 
Theater Offensive. 
     It turned out it was that night at dinner. I don’t even remember the 
context—there was some remark about men, about me ending up with 
the right guy or something like that. It was clearly a joke, but even so, 
it made me feel a little bit annoyed. Without thinking it over too much, I 
said, “You know, I like women too.” 
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     Again, silence. Everyone—my mom, my dad, and my brother who 
already knew—took this in. Then the conversation started back up 
as if nothing major had happened, as if it wasn’t a big deal. Phew, I 
thought. That went really well. No one brought it up again. 
      Fast forward six months to winter break. Trying to be a good 
daughter, I had promised to go out to tea with my dad for some qual-
ity bonding time. I didn’t realize that it would be the most awkward 
conversation of my life. 
     Some explanation about my father: he’s a big, loud, outgoing man, 
the embarrassing type, not particularly mindful of social norms. He’s 
also very sensitive, and gets angry easily. He loves to seem like he’s 
in-the-know. And talking to him about anything personal puts me on 
edge for some reason, probably because he and I are far too similar 
for comfort. Also, the gender roles in my family are reversed: Dad 
is a stay-at-home dad, who does the cooking, chores, and PTA stuff, 
while my mom is busy being a corporate lawyer and vice president. He 
sends me elaborate care packages. Of course, I love him very much. 
This does not make certain situations any easier. 
     Right off the bat, as soon as we sat down, Dad started grilling 
me about my thoughts, my plans, my future. I was just an incoming 
sophomore.  I didn’t even know my major! There was finally a pause 
in the conversation, and I took a breath, hoping the examination was 
over. Then my dad sat back and said, “Oh, that’s what I wanted to 
bring up—romance!” 
     My heart sped up. My face grew pale. This was not something I 
talked to him about, ever. It made me supremely uncomfortable to 
know he thought of me as someone capable of romantic, not to men-
tion sexual, aspirations. I looked at the teapot—we still had half the 
pot left. I tried to head the conversation off before it could get into too 
much depth. 
     “What’s going on in that department?” my dad asked. 
     I knew I’d have to give him something so he wouldn’t just think I 
was sidestepping the issue. “Oh, you know,” I laughed, “I have a crush 
on a boy at school, but I don’t know if he likes me, so we’ll see how 
that goes.” It was true, too. 
     “A boy? Mm, okay,” my dad nodded. He paused, then added the 
words that made my eyes go wide in mortification: “So…is it mostly on 
that side of the street these days?” 
     I sat and gaped at him like the proverbial deer in the headlights. I 
couldn’t believe he’d said that. I didn’t really know what to say to such 
a metaphor. I tried to keep the atmosphere light by saying, “Yeah, 
well, that’s all that’s going on for the moment.” 
     “You know, Laura,” my dad said, and I knew I wasn’t out of the 
woods, “people my age often make a big deal about how accepting 
and comfortable we are with all kinds of different lifestyles these days. 
But sometimes we find it harder to put into practice, especially when it 
comes to less mainstream things like…bisexuality.” 
     Please stop talking, please stop talking, I begged him in my mind. I 
will give anything if you stop talking now. 
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     “Even so,” he added, “I just want you to know that your mother 
and I will always love and support you.” 
     Oh thank God, I thought. This was a good ending place, and now I 
had confirmation that my family approved, more or less. But he wasn’t 
done. 
     “So whoever you end up with, man or woman…” 
     That was all right. 
     “…cat or dog, mouse or squirrel…” 
     I almost spit out my tea. 
     “Daddy,” I cut in, “thank you. I love you both too. That means a lot 
to me. So what are your projects for the new year?” 
     My head was still reeling, but I thought I’d successfully gotten 
through the whole subject. We had nice conversation for the rest of 
the tea, then got in the car to come home. Dad was loath to let the 
bonding end, so we kept talking. That’s when it came up again. 
     “I just hope that whoever you end up with will know how to pull 
their weight in chores,” my dad said, “whether they be man or wom-
an…horse or llama—” 
     You think I’m exaggerating with animals now. I’m not. My father 
majored in creative writing and prides himself on his unconventional 
speech. Apparently if I don’t settle down with a man, my choices are 
either a woman or, not far below, an animal out of the zoo—nothing 
too domestic or pedestrian for his little girl. 
     Again, I interrupted and steered the conversation elsewhere, and 
from then on, we’ve been more or less safe. Looking back on it, I know 
that my dad was trying to do something difficult, and  he wanted to 
seem as hip and funny as possible while talking about a touchy sub-
ject. He may not have succeeded, but 
that isn’t his fault. As for me, I’m just 
lucky. A lot of people—maybe even most 
people—would not have a family who 
would take any sort of coming out as well 
as mine did. And hey, now I know that 
when I bring my emu girlfriend home to 
meet my parents, they’ll be ready. 

.Laura Stratford.
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I never had an epiphany, a sudden 
experience that made me think to 

myself, ‘oh! I’m bisexual.’ I don’t 
remember when I first knew, when it 
was made clear to me that this is 
who I am. All I remember is knowing 
it, feeling that this was an in-
trinsic part of my identity.

.Cat Ward.
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We never really know 
when we will know.

    Or when we will figure it out. 
Sometimes it needs to slam us be-
fore we get it. I suspect that part of 
this is generational, and part of it is 
denial. And part of it is simply just 
not being very self-aware.
    I grew up the son of a social 
worker. Dad was not just a practic-
ing clinician but was also a profes-
sor of social work at the University 
of Denver. He and Mom were Dr. 
Spock adherents and raised my sis-
ter and me in the most liberal of 
homes. As a kid, I remember say-
ing that I wanted Barry Goldwater 
for president just to get them irri-
tated. Dad asked me why I wanted 
Goldwater and effectively shut me 
up with that question. In matters 
of sexuality, the folks were quite 
frank. We kids knew all about the 
birds and bees at an early age, and 
we knew all the clinical terms as 
my mother would not tolerate slang 
terms in the house. Whatever.  I 
write this preface as a way to lead 
into why I believe it took me for-
ever to recognize my same-sex at-
traction for what it was. Given the 
home I was in, I was, not surpris-
ingly, told about homosexuality. 
And was told that it was an accept-
able and normal “lifestyle” for those 
who were so inclined. I was even 
told that same-sex attraction was 
not uncommon with all people at 
given points in their lives. So, as 

I matured, I thought little of guys 
that I found attractive. Certainly 
not enough to act upon. And, the 
truth was that I also and more often 
found females to be attractive.
    I ended up marrying at 25 and 
having 3 daughters over the next 15 
years. During that time, I remained 
aware of occasional same-sex at-
tractions, but there was still noth-
ing that I really wished to pursue 
enough to cause much discomfort. 
As I entered my 40’s, I made a deci-
sion to lose weight and get physical-
ly active as I had been in my 20’s. As 
the weight came off, I spent more 
time at the gym and out on the road 
cycling. I started getting more com-
ments on my looks, which felt good 
after a decade of being overweight. 
Also, I began to move away from 
the family. It was as if the better 
I began to look and feel, the more 
my wife tried to get me to stay put 
at home and the more I rebelled by 
being gone. There was no extramar-
ital play during this time. Just time 
away from home and family.
    So I guess that I was primed for an 
awakening. Interestingly, it came 
on the first AIDS bike ride I did, a 
ride from Minneapolis to Chicago. 
One evening after heading back to 
my tent after dinner, I walked by 
a tent where the flap was open and 
two guys were inside making out. 
And I thought “Hmm” as I walked 
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by. Later, I thought about that reac-
tion and wondered why it was not 
“Yuck.” For the first time, I began 
to acknowledge interest in mem-
bers of my sex. To myself. I did not 
act on that for another year, but 
once I did, everything seemed to 
fall into place. Ending the marriage 
was tough as my wife really did not 
understand or accept what was go-
ing on with me. Indeed she bought 
me some book on “male meno-
pause” and insisted that I read it as 
I would see that that was what was 
occurring. I assured her that my sex 
drive was just fine, just not with her 
anymore, and that the hair that she 
thought was disappearing from my 
chest was actually being somewhat 
manscaped away by me. At work, 
interestingly, nobody seemed to be 
surprised, and I was told by several 
folks that there were actually bets 
going on as to when I would finally 
figure it out. 
    Coming out in my late 40’s was at 
once heartbreaking and exhilarat-
ing. I saw a therapist who said some-
thing that actually made everything 
make sense to me. He told me that 
“one cannot change their sexuality, 
but one’s sexuality can change over 
time.” This was important for me to 
understand because for so much of 
my marriage, I truly was attracted 
only to my wife in any serious sense 
and did not stray from the marriage 
until the last couple of years when 
other feelings began to emerge. I 
felt terrible about having these oth-
er feelings that had been there all of 
my life. But they were 

never present in a way in which 
I wanted to act upon them until 
they came to the forefront the way 
that they did. 

“Fortunately, my feel-
ings of same-sex attrac-
tion did come forward, 
and it was exhilarating 
for me to realize how 
much fun and gratifying 
it was to be with sexual 

partners built like 
myself.”

    It has been nearly 7 years since 
everything “blew up.” And my 
life could not be better. I am in a 
long-term relationship with a man 
I could not be happier with, and 
my three daughters all adore their 
“stepmom.” While I wish that 
things were better between my ex-
wife and me, they are tolerable and 
civil now, which is better than it 
used to be.
    My partner Scott once asked my 
if I ever feel badly about all of the 
years I missed out on being gay be-
cause I was not aware of it or did 
not acknowledge it or because my 
sexuality had not changed enough 
or for whatever reason. I don’t. I 
loved the years with my wife, and 
I would not give up parenthood for 
anything. I actually feel quite grate-
ful that my life has unfolded the 
way it has as I feel that over time I 
have gotten the best of all possible 
worlds. I am exactly where I want 
to be now. Life, all of it is good.
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I was in the seventh grade, and N*SYNC was still 
popular. My best friend Lisa and I had stumbled 
across this website for erotic N*SYNC fanfiction 
on the internet, and we spent hours surreptitiosly 
reading the stories and giggling at the sexy parts. 
Our favorite was one where Lance Bass and an 
adoring fan named Misty had a quickie on the 

changing table of a Denny’s bathroom.   

I was secretly jealous of Misty.

Misty and Lance Go To Denny’s 
    by John Cossette  
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  I  knew



      
     I can remember only vaguely what the 
most beautiful ballerina I’ve ever seen 
actually looked like.  I was usually in group 
3 of  the advanced ballet class, due in part 
to my inability to memorize combinations 
quickly.  She was in group 2.  She and I alone 
possessed curves in a roomful of  long, lanky 
beauties.  I cannot recall her face, but I 
remember that she was dark and handsome, 
and moved with fluid grace.  She danced the 
combinations before I did, and I would franti-
cally try to follow along mentally.  When her 
turn came, she would dance with our long, 
lanky classmates, her chestnut hair flying in 
wisps out of  her bun.  Then I would promptly 
forget her entirely as I tried not to be the 
one person in advanced ballet who screwed 
up the combination.
      I did not dwell (much) on this infatuation 
at the time.  I do remember thinking a few 
times that I found this girl attractive, and 
that maybe if  I paid more attention, I would 
find other girls attractive too.  It would make 
my head hurt when I was already preoccu-
pied with whether I was supposed to finish 
in first or second arabesque, so I would let 
it pass.  After graduating from high school, 
I forgot her face and her name, and her 
entirely, in fact.
      Until I was in Intro to IR.  Midway through 
the term I found myself  staring at another 
dark, handsome girl sitting across the room 
from me.  Something about how she would 
walk into class reminded me of  my ballerina, 
and on this random day several years later, I 
realized that I was finally allowing myself  to 
pay attention.
      I wonder sometimes whether others 
noticed this before I did.  After jokingly 
commenting that I need my bountiful chest 
reduced, one friend begged me to keep 
them “for the sake of  my future lovers, male 
and female!”  And my boyfriend can’t help 
but chuckle at my responses when, after 
subconsciously following a pretty woman 
with my eyes, he cocks his eyebrow at me 
and I stutter back blankly, “What?  What’s 
that look for?”
      This year at the poster sale I gave into a 
little craving I’ve had for awhile, and bought 
a “hot girl” poster to keep all my “hot guy” 
posters company.  I’m not really out yet, so it 
was a risky move—my room is a much-
visited social gathering spot, not to mention 
shown off  to tour groups.  But it does make 
an interesting conversation starter…and 
the conversation is one I’ve been wanting to 
have since I remembered the ballerina. 

-Anonymous
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This is a lovely feeling.

I

quite well.



This is a lovely feeling.

 One time when my high school 
girlfriend and I were making out, 
she looked at me and asked, “Are we 
gay?” 
 It was significant that I was not 
only very naïve but also felt it neces-
sary to hide my own questions regard-
ing our sexual orientations. 
 “No,” I said, “only boys can be 
gay.” We left it at that.

JENNIFER GILDNER, Ph.D., 
PSYCHOLOGIST
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 I knew that I wanted to be an ally soon after my best 
friend came out during his junior year of high school. We 
were both on the cross-country team.  Before he came out I 
felt, I thought, comfortable with homosexuality, and had 
no problem challenging blatant bigots on their homophobic 
views.  But speaking up for a friend to another friend I 
found to be a completely different challenge; when I had 
done it, I understood that to me, being an ally entailed 
being able to challenge homophobic comments made by close 
friends less out of hatred (I choose to hope) than out of 
ignorance.   
 One day in the locker room as we were getting on our 
short-shorts in preparation for a  workout together, an 
upper classmen on the team told me that he felt a little 
uncomfortable changing in front of a gay man because he 
didn’t want to be watched. 
 “Do you think that every girl is attractive?” I 
asked him. 
 “Well, no. Of course not,” he said. 
      “What makes gay guys any different?” I asked con-
fidently (having been involved in a somewhat tense con-
versation on this very subject a few days earlier by my 
best friend). “It’s not like because you’re gay you’re 
automatically attracted to every man. So,” I added, “It’s 
not like you have anything to worry about.”  He smiled a 
little nervously at his bristled pride and headed outside 

just as my newly out best friend came through the door. 

.Sam Ritter.





 
    

In a way it’s a love story about a boy who grew up in a large family where he 
learned to love and to be loved. And he was happy.... for a while. But all was not 
well, for he was learning that while people talked about loving other people, they 
only meant some other people. It seemed it was all right for boys to have girl-
friends, and girls to have boyfriends, and even girls could have girlfriends, but boys 
were never to have boyfriends. 

When the boy went to college, he soon became friends with another boy who was 
also studying geology, and they began to do many things together—even spending 
summers together working in the mountains. They were both Christians, and taught a 
Sunday school class together, and spent many hours talking and talking. Gradually 
the boy realized that he was in love with his friend, which frightened him very much, 
and he prayed that God would change him. He didn’t know what he had done to 
become the way he was, but he knew that it must have been very bad. 

Then one day the boy’s friend came to him with exciting news: he was in love with 
a girl who was a friend to both of them! Now the boy was very confused and sad. 
Once more he tried to talk to God, but it didn’t seem that God was listening. He be-
gan to walk in front of cars on the highway by the woods, hoping they would take 
him away from his pain. 

I want to tell you a story.  
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Finally the boy decided that he needed to leave, and so he went to Latin Amer-
ica. The hurt was less now, and while he still prayed to be changed, he began 
to feel that maybe he was just meant to never have anyone to love.

And so the years passed, and sometimes it hurt very much, and sometimes not 
so much. His friend married the girl and the boy was the best man; then they 
moved away and the boy went to the mountains to live. Once more it was hurt-
ing too much, and so the boy decided that he must find a way to change or he 
could not go on living with the pain. After three months, the boy got up enough 
courage to visit the village pastor, someone he admired very much. He sum-
moned his courage, looked at the pastor and said, “What I want to know is if 
you believe in healing for homosexuals?” 

There. He had finally said it. Someone knew. Even if he changed now, 
someone would always know. He had never felt so naked, so exposed, so 
vulnerable. Or so honest. Yes, he felt vulnerable, but to his surprise he felt a 
huge weight lifted from him—finally the ball was in the other court. Even if 
the pastor said “No,” or got angry, he felt now he could die in peace—at 
least the horrible truth was no longer bottled up inside.

And then he found that God’s grace often comes in unexpected packages. 
The pastor looked at him without even batting an eye and calmly said, “That 
depends on whether there is a brokenness.” 

The boy was stunned. Could Revelation, the Gospel, and the Good News 
really come through eight simple words? Could 23 years of perspective be 
stood on end so simply, so calmly? They were. The boy finally received and 
experienced the grace he had heard about for so long. He finally under-
stood the metanoia, the turn-around. Suddenly those oft-repeated words 
became real to him, central to his very being: “Nothing can separate me from 
the love of  God.”
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Oddly enough, some of my most vivid memories of childhood are from the 
time I was in kindergarten: singing songs with guitar-pickin’ Sister Pat, going 
down the big-kid slide for the first time (head first…ouch!), watching 
the domestic horses that roamed the ranch-property that bordered our 
playground. Looking back, it was also the first time I started hav-
ing feelings for other boys. I don’t think there was anything out 
of the ordinary about my friendships with other boys; they were 
close and playful as they should’ve been. I remember one time when a 
friend and I were playing by the water fountain. I don’t re-
member anyone else around, just the two of us. For some 
reason we kissed each other on our lips. Maybe we were 
curious about it because we had seen other 
people do it; I don’t know. I didn’t know 
then that I was gay; however, I would learn 
that a bit later in life, still as a young child.
About ten feet away from the water foun-
tain (if I remember the layout of the area 
correctly), there was a statue of the Virgin 
Mary carrying the infant Christ, which had 
a brightly painted carapace that was slight-
ly cracked at its edges, holding vigil over 
the room. It didn’t matter where you stood, 
as long as you could see their 
faces, their eyes followed you. 
I didn’t feel shame then (as a 
child in kindergarten), but 
I eventually learned it well. 
I wonder now, as I stud-
ied their fixating eyes, 
if they knew what I knew.

36




