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In Praise of My Husband Is Gay

“As a past facilitator of Straight Spouse Network and having professional experience with women at risk, I believe Carol is throwing out a lifeline to spouses in a sea of confusion and self doubt. Her manual gives women tools to navigate a difficult relationship shift. Carol’s intimate story is absorbing.”

MARY EVITTS, Former Women’s Health Advocate
Boulder County Health Department

“At last! A book to hand to anyone dealing with having a gay spouse that will give them hope that they are not alone and that they can do more than survive! Out of the crucible of pain, in what many of us with gay family members experience as ‘the unexpected journey,’ Carol Grever has created a survival kit for straight spouses that offers hope and an opportunity for enormous personal growth. My Husband is Gay is a moving testament to the human capacity to endure what initially seems like a family tragedy and to make rich personal discoveries about resiliency in the process.

“I was genuinely moved by the weaving together of personal stories as a means of revealing the diverse ways each woman went through the process. I loved the book because it also gave me hope for relieving the pain I see in the straight spouses who come to PFLAG searching for understanding hearts and a road map to complete their journey.”

JEAN HODGES, President
PFLAG Boulder, Colorado Chapter

“Carol’s willingness to face her darkest fears and choose the path of love for herself and her ex-husband provides inspiration to all of us. This guidebook is a thoughtful map of the lives of may women and an essential resource for anyone facing the difficult terrain Carol has now charted with wisdom, common sense and an open heart.”

DEBORAH BOWMAN, PH.D., Clinical Psychologist
Chair of Transpersonal Counseling Psychology Naropa University, Boulder, Colorado

“I am impressed with Carol Grever’s ability to pack so much substance and good reading into such a sensitive subject. Discovering your spouse is gay has to be one of life’s most shocking moments. Carol not only tells her own personal story about that discovery, but also tells how she and other straight spouses dealt with the pain and struggled to find their way back to normalcy and happiness.”

BARRIE HARMAN, Editor
Boulder, Colorado
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Dedicated to my family, who steadfastly stand by, and to Dale, who walks beside me now.





I would like to acknowledge all the women who shared their stories with me and graciously allowed me to write about their experiences. They gave generously of their time and wisdom, often reliving very painful memories in the process. In every case, they did so because they were eager to help others. Their selfless courage was my inspiration.
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Foreword

“Powerful! Poignant!” I exclaimed, putting down My Husband is Gay. This book echoes the voices of the 4,300 wives and husbands who have contacted me over the past fourteen years, weeping or incoherent as they tell me their spouses have come out as gay, lesbian, or bisexual. The women presented in these pages bring to life the struggle of spouses who get through the coming out crisis in one piece.

When my former husband came out in 1983, no book on the impact of disclosure on heterosexual spouses existed. Since then, a half a dozen have appeared, including my own about wives and husbands of homosexual or bisexual partners. Carol’s book adds a quality work that weaves together her own experience with that of other wives. Her organization of the stories as stepping stones to survival—or beyond—brings straight spouses further into the public spotlight. Isolated, ignored, and invisible, they have remained hidden far too long in the closet their spouses left.

Coming out in marriage, first noted in the eighties, is a growing phenomenon affecting as many as two million couples in this country. Large numbers of the gay, lesbian, or bisexual spouses in these marriages have already disclosed their same-sex attractions or activities. More will do so later. Some never will. Disclosure devastates the straight spouses. Once spouses come out, the majority of marriages end, some quickly, others in time. A minority of couples stays together for three or more years.

A married person’s coming out is not an individual event, but a family matter. His or her spouses and children, too, go through coming-out processes. All family members deal with the new identity of the spouse/parent, from different perspectives and at different age levels. The social context of the family adds another layer of pressures, since people hold diverse attitudes towards homosexuality. Community views about spouses who turn out to be gay or couples who remain married after disclosure, combined with concerns about “family values,” fidelity, or divorce, can be extreme. The same brush that stereotypes the gay spouse stigmatizes the straight spouse as well, with comments like “Something must be wrong with you for marrying a gay person” or “Oh-oh. You must be an AIDS carrier.” Often, it is easier to ignore a straight spouse’s predicament.

In addition, few professionals have experience working with clients in this situation, especially straight spouses. The spouses’ struggle to resolve disclosure concerns therefore becomes theirs alone. Such isolation intensifies their sense of being worthless, powerless, and hopeless. Feelings of sexual rejection increase as their partners’ coming out is celebrated by gay or gay-positive organizations.

The basic challenge is: What does it mean that one of us is heterosexual and the other homosexual or bisexual? To answer, old ways of thinking need to be changed. This is a daunting task, since we in the Western World tend to think in either/or terms, dividing the world into two easy-to-manage packages: men/women, black/white, liberal/conservative, gay/straight. Within this dualistic paradigm, it is hard to comprehend how someone can be both gay and married. If a person marries, he or she must be heterosexual, especially if children are produced. Furthermore, such thinking goes, a person is either gay or straight. And, there is no such thing as bisexuality.

The experience of mixed-orientation couples proves otherwise. Their lives are painted in both/and terms and many shades of gay. As couples try to understand those complexities, they join the first ranks of researchers currently unveiling the real world of human sexuality. They are living the discovery, as the one spouse’s disclosure destroys traditional concepts of sexuality and poses challenging dilemmas for both.

Faced by the spouse who discloses, the first dilemma is: How can I be honest with myself and not hurt my wife or husband—or be thrown out? Once he or she comes out, the straight spouse’s puzzle is: How can my spouse be turned on by someone of the same gender rather than by me, whom he or she claims to love? Or, for someone with a bisexual spouse: How can he or she be attracted to me and also to someone else of the same gender? Both spouses wonder if it is possible to incorporate the new information into their marriage.

For wives whose husbands had secret liaisons before coming out, the disclosure presents a life-or-death question. They get tested for STDs and AIDS and wait anxiously for the results. These women cannot understand why their husbands, who profess to love them, put them at risk for a fatal disease or widowhood, not to mention the possibility that their children might become orphans.

In dealing with such issues, straight spouses report common issues and reactions, but each spouse forges an individual route—as the stories in this book illustrate. There is no single or “right” way to resolve these problems. Much depends on the spouse’s resilience, the couple’s relationship, and the support or lack thereof from their family and social, work, or religious associates.

Given the unexpected shattering of their trust and the lives they thought they had, small wonder that straight spouses feel devastated. As their shock wears off, emotions can be overwhelming. The pain is often so deep it is denied for months or years. Untreated, the hurt may become permanent, leading to a debilitating self-image as “victim.” Anger runs through their coping: rage at the deception, at the way their husbands or wives came out to them, and at the fact that their mates are no longer straight. Outrage, however warranted, affects spouses’ perceptions of what actually happened as well as their physical health. Untreated, it can lead to violence or self-destructive behavior. Finally, grief arises from their awareness of the loss of all they had, including their belief system and, in most cases, an intact family. Untreated, grief often leads to despair or suicidal behavior.

The energy of these negative feelings can be turned around to fuel spouses’ actions in a positive direction. The key seems to be the ability to face and accept the reality of their situation and to redirect the unleashed forces toward working out a constructive outcome. Reality includes the disclosed orientation of their spouses and their own anguish. Unless these facts are acknowledged, healing and growth cannot begin.

Once spouses accept their partners’ homosexuality or bisexuality, they can reconstruct their lives and their relationships with their partners, whether or not they stay married. No longer preoccupied with hurt and rage, they regain strength and achieve understanding. Accepting their losses as irretrievable, they nurture the most valuable things that remain and cultivate freshly discovered potential.

Part of this transformation occurs as spouses gain perspective on their suffering and see it as a human experience, not a gay-versus-straight issue. The shift comes with time but arrives more quickly if they find others who are coping with coming out problems. With peer support, many spouses gradually realize that no one is dealt a perfect set of cards; it is how one deals with a bad hand that makes the difference between real winning or losing.

Moving beyond the coming-out crisis—typically about three years—has allowed some spouses to forgive their partners, themselves, and anything else that may have contributed to the trauma. By letting go of vindictiveness, they found peace of mind. This doesn’t mean they became doormats for abuse or forgot the hard lessons learned. Rather, they gained more clarity to focus on the last stages of their rocky path.

A number of spouses, after resolving their issues, help other spouses. Others educate the public about these issues and the idea that social change inevitably hurts someone. In the case of gay liberation, the disaster that befalls straight spouses needs to be considered, too. Still other spouses work toward widening society’s acceptance of homosexuality so that persons who find they are not heterosexual will not feel they have to get married, leading to anguish for themselves, the women and men they marry, and the children they bring into the world.

Through such efforts, support for spouses has increased through the Straight Spouse Network (see Appendix), and media coverage has multiplied, from the New York Times and “20/20” to local newspapers, radio, and television. Yet, spouses without computers, those in the hinterlands, and others in conservative pockets of the country do not have access to or knowledge of support resources. Similarly, the growing publicity has not been enough to make concerns of straight spouses part of the public dialogue about justice for gay persons, anti-gay incidents, safe schools, or welcoming faith communities.

Heterosexual wives and husbands of gay, lesbian, or bisexual spouses need to be part of the public discussion about gay issues. They are an integral part of each other’s lives. Since most mixed-orientation couples have children, the spouses remain linked as co-parents, even if they divorce. Whatever hurts the gay spouses hurts the straight spouses and their children.

Ignoring straight spouses slows their healing and makes it harder for them to resume productive lives. Discounting their plight shifts attention away from the core issue: Why do gay, lesbian, or bisexual people marry in the first place? The main factors for marrying, besides love and friendship, appear to include guilt, fear of rejection, and, often, an honest desire for marriage and children in pursuit of the American dream. To realize that dream, many suppress their same-sex attractions. Despite increasing public acceptance of homosexuality, fears still linger that they will be rejected by their families, employers, or faith communities if they disclose their sexual orientation. Thus, many continue to marry and, when their true feelings can no longer be repressed or their deception is discovered, innocent wives and husbands and their children are hurt.

The number of women and men contacting the Straight Spouse Network with such tales has doubled over the past year. These spouses, aged from twenty-something to over seventy, will value My Husband is Gay as peer support as well as guidance. Readers who are not spouses will find the book useful to understand an unforeseen consequence of gay liberation—the trauma that results when married men and women unexpectedly declare a different sexual orientation.

The problem needs to be addressed now, before more spouses are injured and families fractured. It is time for critics of gay people to ask whether their denigration of homosexuality really reinforces the family values they espouse, or whether they are in fact encouraging marriages that will most likely break up. It is time also for gay, lesbian, and bisexual persons considering marriage to ask themselves if they really want to harm the women and men they love and their unborn children, as well as themselves, by hiding or suppressing their true sexuality. They might ask themselves: Is that the justice we demand for ourselves? Is that the integrity we seek? For those who are already married and closeted, the questions are: What will be the cost of my dishonesty or risky behavior? Who may have to pay? What might be the reward of telling the truth?



Amity Pierce Buxton, Ph.D.
Author, The Other Side of the Closet: The Coming-Out Crisis for Straight Spouses and Families
Director, Straight Spouse Network
San Francisco, California
October, 2000


Introduction

“My husband is gay.” When a heterosexual woman makes this statement, she is entering a strange land peopled by a secret sisterhood. Her initiation comes when she discovers that the man she married has a different sexual orientation from hers. Her dues may unknowingly have been paid over a long period of years, but the cost of membership in this private sorority escalates greatly from the moment she learns the truth about her own marriage.

Research indicates that more than two million homosexual or bisexual people are or have been married to heterosexual partners. While it is possible for these marriages to survive after the gay partner comes out, most end in divorce. Approximately 85 percent of these mixed-orientation couples eventually do separate, while the remaining 15 percent continue their marriage, usually with some mutually devised alternative contract.

My own marriage was one of those two million and one of the 85 percent. My husband and I had been married for more than thirty years when he told me that he “had homosexual tendencies,” as he delicately understated it. That single moment changed both our lives forever, for once we know the truth, we cannot ever go back to ignorance.

Plunged into a totally unexpected crisis, I needed help but didn’t know where to begin. I wanted practical information, guides, role models—some genuine resources for this frightening new journey. While volumes have been written to encourage homosexuals trying to come out, less information is available for the other half of each equation—the straight spouse whose life plan is irretrievably changed. Now, eight years later, after struggling through many stages toward recovery from my shock, I have written the book I needed to read then.

I began with my own journals. Four times I started to write this book; the first three times, I gave up in discouragement. Who would care to read about my private life? Later, I realized that my earlier attempts were self-centered and myopic. Here was a much more important opportunity—a chance to offer others the help I desperately needed but couldn’t find during my earlier confusion. I also understood that the audience for this book needed more than one story to work with. They needed to hear the voices of many other women who had walked this path. I had to delve honestly into the experiences of other straight spouses, without sterilizing or generalizing—just telling their truths. With this broader, more altruistic motivation, the project moved from conceptual to situational, growing beyond my single experience to encompass the hard-earned lessons of many others.

I searched out dozens of other heterosexual wives of homosexual husbands, using advertising, networking, support group contacts, and referrals from health care professionals and related non-profits. The women I chose to interview varied in age, education, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Their homes are scattered between southern California and Vermont. In every case, they were enthusiastic about the project and eager to help other women in this situation. Patiently, they filled out detailed questionnaires, then spent hours talking with me, allowing me to record our interviews.

As I talked with more and more women, it became apparent that each person’s experience was unique in its particulars, yet there were many common threads. Frequently, quotes in this book were spoken nearly word for word by more than one person, providing living illustration of recognizable steps from initial shock to eventual resolution. This progression from discovery to recovery is documented in a body of research on these issues. Therefore, each chapter describes a different stage of the progression, related to me in the interviews and recorded in the journals of my own experience.

This is not a scientific or clinical treatise of gay-straight marriages. Other authors, more objectively qualified as researchers and technical experts, have written those studies. Rather, this is a personal book, a survival manual offered from the point of view of the straight wife, sharing my story and that of other women who have suffered through similar challenges. It is about real people who found themselves imprisoned in a secret closet. It is about what we did to cope and what we learned.

Considered together, the women’s accounts reinforce my hopeful thesis. Their courageous lives demonstrate that the discovery that one’s husband is homosexual doesn’t necessarily destroy the possibility of future happiness for either partner. Instead, this dramatic crisis may trigger a process of self-discovery and personal growth, leading to a higher level of honesty, insight, and inner strength. Though the women’s names have been changed to protect their identity, their stories are recorded here as they were related to me. Without their generosity and candid conversation, this book could never have been written. I’m indebted to each of them.

So this is our book, carved out of the broken pieces of our unusual marriages. It tells of shock, suffering, confusion, betrayal, anger, illness, and despair. It tells of pain that was palpable and seemed endless, of secrecy and loneliness, isolation and disillusion. But recovery was the reward for those who courageously struggled through their pain. These women demonstrate the will to survive intact. No, to be even better! Their passage to wholeness exemplifies forgiveness, growth, healing, hope, and sometimes reconciliation. Their personal success is a triumph of newfound strength. In sharing our stories, we learned from each other. In offering others the wisdom of our experience, we affirm the possibility of new life beyond this crisis.


1

The Perfect Couple

Appearances may not reflect reality, particularly when it is necessary to hide a secret. If we could see into the thoughts of any of our friends, we’d be shocked at how little we really know of their lives. When a gay man marries a heterosexual woman, whether she is aware of his orientation or not, their outward appearance as a couple may be especially deceptive. Though they often seem like perfect couples, a different picture lies just beneath the surface.

How does this happen? Why do some gay men seek out straight spouses? Why do they marry at all? And why don’t their wives suspect? How can these women be so blind—many times for decades? My husband and I were one of those “perfect couples.” Our story may offer some clues.

Just One Example

When I was fifteen years old, I wrote in my diary that I wanted to marry Jim. Of course, he didn’t know it! But I fell in love with him long before he noticed me at all. Then and later, I always knew that I loved him more than he loved me.

We met at our church’s youth group when I was in the ninth grade and he was a high school sophomore. He attracted me immediately because he seemed so pure and upstanding. He didn’t drink or smoke or swear, he was funny and fun and a leader of the group. I loved his soft Texas drawl, his intelligent blue eyes, and




































Why Do Gays Marry?



Denial and Lack of Awareness



















Social and Religious Expectations








Fear of Economic Loss






Desire for Children or Companionship






Adventure In Alternative Lifestyles







Why Do Gays Stay Married?
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