
Inspirational Teacher Lil Blazakis 

A Story by Mary Valentine  

 

 In 1994, despite limited diversity at my rural high school there was a beacon. Two women, a 
couple, taught at the school. They were discrete, no displays of affection, but they had obvious 
chemistry, unique to people in love.  One of the women, Lil, was the school librarian who taught one 
English class. I had anticipated Lil’s class since sophomore year.  Aside from my subconscious need to be 
near a possible lesbian, the curriculum was intriguing.  After years of studying white male dominated 
English literature, Lil’s class focused on works by women of color. 

 
In Lil’s class, I learned the power of connecting to characters.  Never before had I read such 

intimate work, and Lil focused on making personal connections. I recall one moment, we had finished 
reading I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, and I was struggling to connect.     
 

I remember Lil helping, “Think Mary, what in your life, relates to Maya.” 
 

“Nothing, I...”  I stopped abruptly, holding back. 
  

“What did you just think?  Write about that.”  Lil insisted.   
  

I revealed to Lil a secret I had kept for years.  My childhood, while different from Maya’s 
experience in the book, had a common event of sexual assault.  I could not write about that.  Putting it 
to words would make it real, taking it out of the hidden corners of my mind and into the world for 
others to judge.  I spent the rest of that day writing.  Lil gave me space to talk and work free of shame.  I 
handed in the paper the next day, changed forever. 

 
Lil’s office became a safe space.  I would lay on the couch behind the circulation desk talking to 

her about nothing and everything. She was a great teacher but also an adult who listened and was 
real.  Towards the end of the year, I remember being in Lil’s office before a softball game.  Amid a 
mundane conversation about family, Lil said, “My brother, he has always been straight as an arrow and 
I’ve been, well, never really straight.” 

 
I froze, did I hear that right?  I awkwardly gathered my things and left the office fumbling over 

this new information. No one had ever come out to me before.   

 
I came out a year later in college.  Lil’s support was essential.  She was parental while my 

parents crawled towards acceptance.  It was as if the couch behind the circulation desk evolved into 
whatever space Lil and I shared. I made it through hard times with the love and support of my high 
school English teacher.   

 
I stayed connected with Lil as years passed.  Recently, Lil died.  I was home searching for 

memories of her when I found my journal from her class. I read the journal and Lil’s comments, feeling 
as if we were talking.  Her words from 1994 still give me hope today.  Today, I am a teacher and I advise 
my school’s Gay Straight Alliance.  Lil shaped the teacher and person I am today.    
 

 


