Prism Guide Article: “Steady Beat” – Coming Out Straight
I came out to my dad at sixteen. 
I’d been wanting to tell him for weeks, but words aren’t always so easy spoken aloud. My family was seated at the dinner table one night when I looked down at my plate, burst into tears, and refused to say another word. Food untouched, my father and I went for a walk while he played twenty questions: 
“Did you fail a test?” A shake of the head, no. 
“Are you having problems with your friends?” Another shake. 
“Are you pregnant?” This time I shut my eyes and laugh a little, “Not unless I’m the Virgin Mary.” He asks a few more fatherly-type questions—you know, the random ones only parents think to ask, usually involving drugs, sex, or love—until finally he stops and turns to me, “Do you think you’re gay?” I hesitate a moment and then I look at him, and that was all he needed to know. He sat down and cried.
I grew up in a loving, but relatively conservative Christian family. My parents met at bible college, and I still vividly remember evening discussions in the car with my mother, headed to her house for the weekend while we discussed God, the bible, and faith--soft gold Texas summer grass blurring past my window as I contemplated her words, and she mine. We went to church on Sundays, and I went to youth group on Wednesdays. Acceptance of a lesbian daughter came neither quick nor easy for my father—a man who had believed his whole life that homosexuality was immoral and taught his children the same—but eventually, with time, understanding, and example (and a girlfriend over at Thanksgiving), he opened his eyes and finally saw his youngest daughter not as a lesbian, but as a woman, reconciling his faith with love and acceptance.

Our coming out stories are told not just by the gay men, lesbian women, bisexual, and transgender people of the world but also by the people we love and whom love us in return. Friends, family, and acquaintances alike. For many, it’s a form of loss, grief, and denial. For some it’s a source of pride. For others, it isn’t even an issue—like telling a friend you prefer Canary yellow over Prussian blue.

The premise of my first graphic novel series, “Steady Beat” is the story of teenaged Leah Winters who discovers a love letter addressed to her sister from another girl. There are questions, answers, fears, hopes, dreams, and finally . . . well, you’re just going to have to read to find out. The situation is made complex due to the two girls being the daughters of a Texan Republican State Senator and the fact that Leah’s sister, Sarai, is this supposed model of perfection to peers and family alike. “Steady Beat” shows the things we take for granted in other people and the result of suddenly seeing within them the unexpected and precious. It’s not just one coming out story, but many. Of the mother, the sister, their friends, and their community. It’s an experiment in both perspective and format, constantly evolving as it progresses and unraveling through the eyes of one naïve and innocent and very straight girl.

When I sat down to write “Steady Beat,” it was not to write from my own viewpoint, but rather through the eyes of someone like my father. Someone who’s never thought, “What if?” because it’s never been an issue. If I were my sister, and she were coming out to me, how would I react? I spent hours in my car, listening to music and imaging myself as that character. Would Leah be accepting? Would she be angry? Would she grow through denial? How would her coming out story unfold?

It was an incredible struggle imagining myself in that position, someone who’s always simply known that I’m gay (bisexual, really, but that’s another story entirely). If someone comes out to me, I treat it like it’s no big deal because I’ve been there. But what about those who haven’t and never will? I have to constantly resist the urge to write from the vantage of the gay sister. That was an easier story for me because it was my own, personal story, but “Steady Beat” is supposed to be something every teenager can relate to, not just gay teens.
At times I’ve succeed in my first attempts, and at times I’ve failed. “Steady Beat” doesn’t read like most comics. It’s a single, self-contained story spread out through several volumes. To an extent, I’d almost discourage reading the first volume until the rest are out! It’s like picking up a novel and only reading it a quarter of the way through. You meet the characters and get the start of a plot, but there is neither climax nor conclusion due to the natural rhythm of the story, where climax and conclusion come at the middle and end, not the beginning. Considering the story is slated for 3 volumes (though I’ve written it for four), you can imagine exactly where middle and end fall. Volume 2 is due out Spring 2006, and since “Steady Beat” is sold in the same format as other Tokyopop graphic novels, it’s typically found in the manga section of book and comic stores.
I will never forget the day I realize my father had told all of his coworkers and friends about his youngest daughter’s girlfriend. Not because he was worried about who I was dating, but because he’s proud of me. For my being active in the GLBT community. For the strength I’ve found to be incredibly open and never hide my orientation and my love. Proud I have no qualms about holding another girl’s hand in public. Proud of me following my dreams . . . of my writing this story. 
This is partially my story. And it’s partially his. Partially everybody’s story. It’s for those who’ve been me to realize they’re not alone, and for those who’ve never been there to be given the chance to sit in my characters’ heads and experience it for themselves.
My first graphic novel may be far from perfect (I’m really just getting started!) but it’s written from the heart. By the time the full story has played out, I hope that Leah and Sarai Winters makes a few people think and opens a few minds in return.
