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Lhat
masked
woman?

Beliind hey
tracieonal. femvini

[ivnt lies a more
daring. secret

Essay by Marya Smith

Us a habi as ingrained as drinking
coffee. In fact. it fits snugly in my
memory bank with images of warm
cofiee mugs. Did it start in college, or

on my eariy jobs. or when 1 was a
voung mather anxiously trying to fit into
the coffee klatch culture? I don't know
for sure. enly that as far back as I can
remember. whenever [ have had a coffee
mug at hand. | have traced the letter Z
onto the mug with my finger, beginning
where the 10p nf the curved handle meets
the mug and making the final slash fur-
ther down where the handle merges with
the body of the mug.

It is always an absent-minded gesture,
often repetitive, and usually slow. but
sometimes quickened from nerves. 1
r really gave it much thought. 1
~ what the Z stood for. It wasn’t any-
thing deep. The Z was for Zorro. I knew
that because occasionally I would trace
the rest of the letters, o-r-1-0 onto the
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mug as well, always in cursive. I've just
always done it. Whenever I've had a mug
of coffee before me, I have lazily, dreami-
1y, or nervously traced the letter Z in the
space between the two handle points.

But one morning recently it struck me
as funny that a 49 year old woman has
traced the letter Z, or the name Zorro, on
her coffee mug for at least two and a half
decades, probably longer. My amuse-
ment turned to musing, and for the first
time I wondered, why Z? Why does Zorro
rise up from my subconscious unbidden,
time after time after time?

Idecided that I have a Zorro complex,
and at first this pleased me. It sounds so
much healthier than a Cinderella or a
Sleeping Beauty complex. More exciting.
And adventurous. But the more I think
about my affinity to Zorro, the more I
wonder.

It's old news that a person’s favorite
fairy tale reveals her innermost conflicts
and aspirations. I read far more fairy
tales growing up than I watched televi-
sion shows, and yet it is the stylized
black and white television series story of
Zorro that fed my psyche. When I step

back from the blurred screen memory
complete with commercial breaks, I can
see that the story of Zorro is a kind of
fairy tale: the hero accomplishes great

deeds, but only as long as he masks his
true identity. After each daring success,
just before he rides off, the bold figure on
horseback slashes the shape of a Z onto
the earth with his sword. And daily, I
trace an invisible Z on my coffee mug, an
absent-minded reflex, drawing from a
childhood memory, perhaps some early
version of myself.

But why Zorro? There is the obvious
appeal of a hero on horseback, (a dramat-
ic chiaroscuro hero at that, since I never
saw the technicolor movie version). The
horse must be the appeal, I first thought.
I love horses, always have, and even
started riding again in my early forties.
But then why not a Roy Rogers or a Dale
Evans complex?

I think about Zorro some more, con-
juring up some of the old shows, not the
plots, which long ago escaped me, but my
strong emotional response to the daily
pattern of Diego/Zorro’s life. Mild-man-
nered Don Diego is, of course, the daring
Zorro. But he can’t reveal his identity or
he will harm the very people he seeks to
help. He can only do the right thing by
wearing the mask, the costume. He can
only be Zorro secretly. I understood this
of course, but not as a plot conceit. 1
understood this with my whole heart.
Fach day I was saddened all over again

that no one but Diego knew his true,
bolder self, but each day I understood
Diego’s bravery, his strength in hiding
his stronger identity.

But oh, the longing I felt, and still feel,
for Diego to stride forth onto his father’s
veranda in full Zorro regalia —but with-
out the mask. How he would dazzle them.
How they would finally respect him,
admire him. But, of course, he cannot. It
is this tension in Diego’s life that makes
him a kindred spirit.

iego is compliant, charmingly

inoffensive, a dandy by day.

Effeminate, really. Why, yes, now

that I'm an adult I can see that.

Diego was the effeminate front to
a daring, brave, heroic secret self. The
secret part is the key. Much as I pined for
Diego to reveal his braver identity, I
sighed with resignation, knowing his
heroic deeds would suffer if anyone saw
his true self. So it had to be: no one could
ever know that mild-mannered Diego
was really the dashing Zorro, protector
of the weak, challenger to the injustices
of the world.

1, too, have been compliant and femi-
nine by day. By year. By decade. I have
maintained a traditional feminine front
to sustain a more daring secret self. By

day I smile and do the bidding of those
who depend on me. By night I write
about my own feelings and thoughts and
discover what I believe is true and vital.
Who would ever believe that mild-man-
nered Marya Smith, mother and feature
writer, was really Zorro, protector of an
inner life quite at odds with the ideas and
standards of the world?

Don't Ilong to stride onto any veranda,
any room, and speak my mind, say the
very things I write so privately at night?
Ah, then they would have to respect me.
Then they would have to listen tome ina
new way. The way they listen to those
who are allowed to be outspoken, bold,
opinionated, complex and whole.

Yet the idea sends a shiver down my
spine. I'm a Diego — femining; ineffectu-
al, safe. If I speak up, raise my voice,
exhibit confidence, I become a shrew, a
bitch, a hag. No one is fond of a shrew.
Everyone is fond of Diego. Who would
ever choose respect over fondness?

Maybe only someone who is finally
worn out from leading a double life,
someone who can no longer remember
the reason for it. Someone like that
could pull on the black cape over the
prissy Diego tights, throw off the black
mask, and swing herself up on the
prancing horse, in full daylight, maybe

experience
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even in full color. And take the conse-
quences.

For a moment I picture myself gallop-
ing onto the verandas of my life. To heck
with striding. I feel great, brave, until I
picture family members pulling back in
confusion, editors turning away in frus-
tration. Where is the agreeable Diego
they knew and trusted? And sometimes
indulged. Who wants to deal with this
virago? Zorro’s are okay by night, but
that black cape is really unattractive ata
10 a.m. meeting or at dinnertime.

How can I predict these reactions?
Perhaps because I have slipped on the
cape from time to time in broad daylight.
The first was probably the year I turned
the family guest room, a haven for count-
less demanding relatives, into my office,
replacing the heirloom sleigh bed with
my computer and desk. My reorganiza-
tion was the talk of both families,
although the talk gradually subsided into
an uneasy acceptance of this newly-dis-
covered character defect, this hidden
selfishness.

They got another glimpse of Zorro
when I stopped pretending I liked to cook.
This was a gradual admission, preceded
by months of unaccountably over- or
underdone dishes, the more frequent pur-
chase of frozen dinners and last-minute
pizzas, and other subterfuges that even I
did not choose to acknowledge as rebel-
lion against wasted hours in the kitchen.
Finally the day came when I overheard
my daughter explain to a friend, “My
Mom doesn’t cook; she heats,” and when I
heard myself laughing, not cringing, I
knew I was swaggering in the cape

Another break from Diego’s bobbmg
smile was my second children’s novel,
when I wrote about an emotional place I
had been carefully taught to pretend did
not exist. True, I used fiction to give the
emotions a separate body and place, but
their shape was most assuredly my most
innermost shape. The book made me
more visible. Relatives solved this by
referring to “Marya’s book,” singular,
meaning my first, safer book, published
the year before. They thereby rendered
the second one, though published to
equally good reviews, as invisible as
Zorro in the daylight.

But these breakouts of the dangerous
sequestered self are the exception. The
unassuming Diego is the rule. So the
question inevitably surfaces: After years
of striving to please, is Zorro even possi-
ble? Hey, is he even still there? Maybe
he’s such a well-kept secret he has dis-
solved like instant coffee granules, merg-
ing into something else.

Perhaps it’s time just to give up and
let this shadow figure slink off into '50s
TV heaven. There’s just too much at
stake. Think of all the people who would
be hurt if they knew I was really Zorro, a
person who disagrees as often as she
agrees, doesn’t always feel like nurtur-
ing, and questions aloud as often as she
used to smile.

1 watched Zorro every weekday after
school and I know the rules. I know full
well that Diego and Zorro cannot merge
into a unified, complex personality — it's

not in the script. The two simple black on
white identities are required to remain
separate. Diego, with the mask of compli-
ancy, must keep Zorro hidden. You just
can’t reveal Zorro's identity. There
would be no show.

Unless, of course, this Zorro figure is a
missing part of yourself, the vital part.
Unless Zorro is inside, constantly creat-
ing tension, trying to get out, making the
actor miserable.

Z. Over and over again, when I'm dis-
tracted, half conscious, I trace the shape
of the Z. As if my finger were the point of
my sword. Zorro is reminding me: it’s
Diego who wears the mask.

And just what is it that I have been so
carefully hiding? Not the burden of sexu-
al harassment, not the secret of a lesbian
identity, nothing that takes real courage.
Only the desire to put myself first as
often as I put others first despite the
rebuke of selfishness, or to schedule reg-
ular time for my own projects and not
squeeze them in after other people’s
schedules have been accommodated. Or
even to take outspoken pride in my own
accomplishments—not practically eras-
ing them as they appear in fear of dimin-
ishing someone else.

So little to hide, And yet it is every-
thing. Everything I am, or at least the
missing part. True, I do like to take care
of people I care about, but not so auto-
matically and with so little reciprocity.
True, I value discussion over confronta-
tion and I find listening as gratifying as
disclosure, but not when my own opin-
ions and feelings must routinely be dis-
missed before they are even spoken.

no longer understand what I under-
stood so well as a child and for the
whole of my adult life: that the struc-
ture of a world will collapse if Zorro
and Diego simply drop their secret
identities and come forward as a single
human self, with shadings of gray.

Now I'm beginning to understand
that I will have a Zorro complex as long
as I deny myself more complexity. If
Zorro/Diego can't come out as a compli-
cated—sometimes helpful, sometimes
self-involved—person, I will leave that
creation to the television screen of my
childhood living room.

I realize I have already begun to step
outside onto the veranda as one complex
person. Something that the criginal
Zorro and Diego, sadly, can never do.
Actually, I'm not always doing it all that
well either, veering off awkwardly too
far in one direction or the other some-
times. But Ilike it, unskilled as I am.

I am simply fed up with tracing an
invisible Z on my coffee mug. I think that
my heroic Zorro looks silly and clumsy
in his cape and mask, and that my lov-
able Diego is just as silly and clumsy
with his coy secret. Save the horse, but
toss this goofy pair of role models. I think
I'm finally ready to be less lovable and
less heroic, and to simply be who I am,
the same by day as by night. If you step
outside some afternoon and find an M
slashed on your driveway, you won't
have to guess who was by. m




