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Coming Out

by NHHS Alumni Jennifer (Shoemaker) Pugsley

I spent the first nineteen years of my life in Southern California, attending Newport Elementary School, Monte Vista Elementary, Kaiser Middle School and Newport Harbor High School. The year after we graduated, my best friend, Michelle Clark, was killed in a car accident.  It rocked my world.  I felt so lost. My parents then moved to Massachusetts, which only made things worse. 

In 1979 I joined the Army and became a military police officer. It was in the Army that I first remember questioning my sexuality. You hear in the gay community that “I’ve always known”. Not me. I had those high school boy crushes and dated some really great guys. Looking back I guess there should have been some clues. I was never very feminine.  I had always been a tomboy and loved sports, but so do most girls.  It surprises people that I truly thought nothing of the possibility of being gay at that time.

In the Army I met a guy from Utah. We dated for six months then married and at that point in my life I felt what I believed to be true love, however in retrospect I now know differently. I got pregnant right away. We had a beautiful baby girl, Shelby, in December of 1981. After two years of service in the military I chose to leave with an honorable discharge. We spent the next 3 ½ years in Germany where, in 1984, our son, Eric, was born. 

We moved to Oregon that same year to be near all of my family. Over the course of the previous three years they had all relocated to Oregon. We bought our first home in 1986. After closing escrow and just before moving in, my husband came home from work and told me he was leaving us.  I was crushed. After recovering from the shock, I realized it would be just me, my daughter, Shelby (4), and my son, Eric (2). 

Fortunately, my mother and stepfather lived close by. My mother has a strong character and raised her three daughters to be strong also.  She taught us to “Pick yourselves up by your boot straps and take care of your family.”  She learned first hand as my father had left her when I was fourteen because he realized he was gay. Year’s later he claimed to have found God and now considers himself not only “cured” of his homosexuality, but also thinks I’m going to hell. I don’t believe either of his revelations.

Shelby and Eric’s father never looked back after leaving.  Until recently he only called on holidays and birthdays and sent for them every few years for a week in the summer. I think that’s the part that hurt me more then anything else. We now refer to him as the sperm donor.

We ended up doing just fine without him. My parents lived on the next street over and we were always a very close family. Sometimes I felt that my mother was going to post a personal ad on behalf of her single daughter.  I ended up marrying my best friend’s brother in 1990. We had common interests and he was wonderful with the kids and to me. We had a baby girl, Hailey, in 1992.  All three children now consider him their father. I really felt like I was in love with him, but looking back to all of my relationships I always had this empty feeling I couldn’t put my finger on. We ended up divorcing in 1997. 
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I started my real estate career in 1994. I feel like it’s been pretty successful. I also have invested in real estate myself. I hope to soon start a 28-unit apartment complex just northwest of Portland in Scappoose. The reason I mention this is because I met my partner when I moved to her brokerage.  She hired me in 1998.

This is the first and only relationship my partner, Jane, and I have had with another woman. How’d we get here? Well, (big sigh), as I said she was the managing broker at the real estate office I went to work for. She was this incredible manager and friend to all who worked there. 
We became friends and started spending time together outside of work. We’d lunch and golf together. She attended my kid’s sports events with me. I guess at some point we realized we had much stronger feelings for each other than just friends. 
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Jane was in a 27 year marriage with a grown child and I had three kids at home. We live in a very conservative county with only about 18,000 people in the entire county. There was another woman at work who was a lesbian.  She became very tired of us both beating around the bush, with us asking questions about how her children were affected. She and her partner have been together for 20+ years and raised 4 children together. They went through cross burnings in their front yard, etc. 

Anyway, one night after a round of golf the four of us went out for margaritas. It gave me the courage to tell Jane how I felt and she told me the same. We didn’t know what it would do to our careers in this small town and most important, to her husband and my children. Unlike me she says she had always known she was a lesbian, but chose to live her life the way society expected her to. She planned to live the rest of her life that way. Having experienced life as a child of a gay man during the 1970’s, I wasn’t wanting to be so selfish as to make my children’s lives any more difficult than they already were. Jane and I thought for a while we would continue with our lives and keep our relationship secret. 

After a few months we realized that just wouldn’t work.  She chose to end her marriage and I decided that my children would survive.  After going public, Jane and I had a very quick fifteen minutes of fame, eventually being fired from our jobs. In the town where we work it was not against the law to fire someone based on sexual orientation. That turned out to be a godsend because we joined our current firm and substantially increased our business. 

We remain friends with her husband and sometimes he even helps us at our home. My children have not only survived, but have thrived. Don’t get me wrong. There were bumps in the road. My oldest was on a Christian mission in Europe and she returned to find Jane living with us. There were a lot of tears. My youngest had rocks thrown at her and was called rather derogatory names on the way home from school when she was only six.
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Currently, (10 years later), we remain active in the community. We own the home that all the kids want to be at. All of our children have grown up to be successful adults. Well, Hailey isn’t quite an adult yet, but she is a scholar athlete and plans to attend Oregon State University. Shelby, my oldest daughter, turned out to be our biggest advocate. She even spoke in front of the Florida legislature on gay adoption. Eric has a tattoo on his arm that says “My Momz” within a heart. I cried when he got his first tattoo, but I was incredibly touched by this declaration of adoration for his moms. Believe it or not, I’m fairly conservative. 

Our family attends all school functions together. We sit down together at the dinner table every night. We are a normal family. Is it perfect? Certainly not, but we would not have it any other way!  Our children have fathers who love them, and two moms to nurture them. Most of all I finally feel complete. My heart is full. I wake up every day in love. Life couldn’t be any better.

So here I am looking back at the last 10 years of my life.  From a selfish perspective, they are the best 10 years by far. My partner Jane and I travel the world and enjoy our real estate career as one of the top teams in our company of over 4,500 agents. We have four children between us. Jane has a daughter in Pennsylvania, my oldest daughter is in Florida, my son is a senior at Portland State University and our youngest daughter is a junior in high school and still lives with us. They all consider themselves children of two moms. We consider ourselves a successful American family, with their fathers and families from both sides an active part of their lives.
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I spent a big part of my life trying to be what I thought society expected me to be, but looking back, I wouldn't have wanted to change a thing about my past.  Today I am blessed with an incredible family that now includes my adorable grandson.  I’m not just a little proud!  Tripp Anthony Isaacson was born on June 8th, 2008!

www.Colage.org is a website for children of gay parents.  It is patronized by groups from all over the country.  I would recommend the site to any child or adult in need of information or emotional support. My children did benefit when we began interacting with other gay families. After doing so, they knew they weren't the only ones. My daughter currently hopes to write a book about her experiences as a child of a gay parent.  

My children are now 26, 23 and 16. We had few hurdles to overcome, but we now have a great relationship with all of them. My ex husband remains an active part of our family. When we attend events such as football games and graduations, I look around at all of us just thinking this is what a successful family looks like. We are not the Brady Bunch, but it works!  By the way, did you know that in real life, the wonderful man who played Mr. Brady was gay?  I always wanted my second husband to find a woman who loved and respected him like he deserved, and he has.

In an honest effort to comfort all of my girlfriends from high school who might be thinking I had a crush on them…it never happened!  I actually worry about that.  One incident that did happen was about five years ago when one of my good childhood friends called.  She asked how I was doing and I decided to just lay it out there and be honest about my life with Jane and let her know how happy I was.  She couldn’t hang up fast enough.  She had been one of my best friends in high school.  I never heard from her again.  So, please don’t think this confessional of my life and bearing of my soul has been easy for me.  I simply want to live in truth and peace with everyone in my life, past, present, and future!

Love,

Jennifer

