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NEWS

Abomination to acceptance: Pike County
native discovers the meaning of pride
years after coming out
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CHILLICOTHE — Under the warm sun of a midsummer day in 2019, Pike County native
Jessie Knox-Cook made her way into downtown Chillicothe toward Yoctangee Park. As she
strolled, tiny specks of red, yellow, blue and purple began peeking through the greenery, and
what looked like a blob began taking shape as a small group.

Once she reached them, Knox-Cook found herself surrounded by an eclectic assortment of
individuals, of all ages and backgrounds, who gathered together for one common reason. As
they marched toward the steps of the Ross County Courthouse to stand in solidarity with the
LGBTQ community, Knox-Cook felt something for the first time — pride.

"I was about 21 when I met someone who was out. I remember thinking that I never knew it
could be a thing. It didn't register in my mind that I could live my life that way," said the now
37-year-old. 

Religion was at the forefront of Knox-Cook's upbringing as a child and her family attended
services every Thursday and Sunday. While the small church was never affirming towards
LGBTQ people, Knox-Cook's home wasn't any better with unspoken rules regarding that
"lifestyle."

So when she developed a crush on her best friend around the age of 12, Knox-Cook buried
her feelings. She remembers that classmates used to question their relationship and although
it was never more than platonic, she wanted it to be.

There were others that Knox-Cook's classmates teased under suspicion of being lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queer, or questioning, too. One girl with a more masculine expression
was the victim of derogatory remarks and they accused Knox-Cook of being a lesbian in her
early teens but she denied it.
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"No one was out. I didn't know anyone who was gay in school," she said. "There was no
representation. My only exposure to the LGBT community was being told they were an
abomination."

Knox-Cook's environment at home and in school led her to begin dating men despite her
feelings of attraction to the same sex. Right after graduation, she became engaged to a
pastor's son and the two wed when she was 19.

Though he was a wonderful husband to her, Knox-Cook was unhappy. Two years in, she
began to truly question her sexuality. She never told her husband about her feelings and
instead tried to blame their relationship. He worked to fix it, and she even started dressing
more feminine. But things didn't improve.

After five and a half years, Knox-Cook's husband again tried to talk to her about their failing
marriage. Except for this time, she saw a way out. Knox-Cook told her husband that she
wasn't wife material and they divorced in 2008.

Looking back, she knows she wasn't clear about what that meant but today she is.

"I would label myself as a lesbian," Knox-Cook said. "My church, my family, they were
devastated to learn the reality."

At 24, she came out for the first time. Soon after, Knox-Cook met someone and they began
dating. Though her family knew about the relationship and chose to maintain contact with
her, they ignored that part of Knox-Cook's life. Birthdays and holidays became separate and
they never asked about her partner. 

Even if Knox-Cook was out of the closet, she didn't feel that she could live an out life.

Fearing that she would disgrace her family, Knox-Cook wasn't vocal about her LGBTQ
identity. She said that she experienced depression but never recognized it because she was
too focused on being perfect for everyone else.

She knows her parents love her, but their lack full acceptance stems from the belief that
Knox-Cook chose to live her life this way. To her, it feels like they're denying a part of her just
because they don't understand it.

In 2018, Knox-Cook came across the work of Amber Cantorna — a conservative Christian
and lesbian — who was disowned by her family after coming out. Her experience mirrored
Knox-Cook's own and it was the first time that she saw faith and sexuality could exist
together.

https://www.denverpost.com/2017/09/14/amber-cantorna-refocusing-my-family-q-and-a/
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After traveling to Colorado to meet the author, everything started to change for Knox-Cook.
She ended her 10-year relationship, which had become unhealthy, and started becoming
more vocal about her queer identity. 

Things started shifting in the community, too.

The First Capital PRIDE Coalition formed in the summer of 2019 leading to one of the first
LGBTQ events in Chillicothe in several years. The nonprofit organization formed to address
the stigma that still surrounds LGBTQ people and to provide resources to queer and
questioning individuals. 

When Knox-Cook attended that Pride walk, it was the first time that she participated in
something big for the LGBTQ community, and things started clicking for her. Though she
was previously involved in small settings, the visibility that Knox-Cook started
seeing inspired her to do more.

"For a long time, I didn't talk about being gay. I let my family's beliefs dictate what I did. I
pride myself on being authentic but I was being selective on what I shared," she said. "That
was a huge motivator to me. I want to be visible. I want to be a voice. I want to be who I
needed when I was younger."

Today, she volunteers as the youth coordinator for the coalition and mentors LGBTQ teens at
First Capital Prevention on Main. Knox-Cook's also employed as a prevention specialist and
works to educate young people about the dangers of substance use and how to live drug-free.
Her primary focus is on building relationships with youth because the right support from
trusted adults can lower the risk of addiction and improve lives.

But with the growth of the local LGBTQ community, Knox-Cook has found the important
support systems she was missing as a kid, and these days, she isn't afraid to be her authentic
self. 

In May, Knox-Cook married girlfriend Brittany Knox in what she called a "dream wedding"
although her own parents refused to attend. In retrospect, it was the ceremony she always
wanted to have but only found through self-acceptance.

In the future, she hopes queer visibility, safe spaces and events continue to increase locally.
Knox-Cook also looks forward to the day where there is no "shock factor" associated with
coming out and people are simply supported for who they love.
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"I would tell my younger self that you were wonderfully and beautifully created to be who you
are. I would tell her that not everyone will understand, accept or agree but that doesn't have
to dictate what you do and it doesn't make you less of a wonderful person," Knox-Cook said.
"Being proud of who you really are, being authentic and speaking your truth — that's pride."

Have a story tip or comment? Contact Toria at tbarnhart@gannett.com or 740-349-
1106. Follow her on Twitter @ToriaBarnhart or Facebook @ToriaBarnhartNews.


