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longing for the unconditional love and support that home prom-
ises. Queer teens often mature into disillusionment, understand-
ing home as a place that was not built for them. These conditions
can cause them to grow suspicious of the nuclear family. As they
evolve and grow, they realize this disadvantage offers an enor-
mous opportunity—the freedom to reinvent home on their own
terms, to reject traditions and morals that exclude them, and to
search for new models and approaches to making a home.
As friends and collaborators, we began a conversation about
our own formative experiences with home, documented here as
narrative reflections. Together, we came to the conclusion that
home is in the lives we share, the communities we form, and the
bodies we inhabit. Home happens when we decide what our
homes look like, which values we want to articulate and share,
and with whom we want to share them. Home divides, like mi-
tosis, into a plurality. We often exist between worlds—the con-
ventional household we were born into and the queer spaces we
create for ourselves. The following two experiences, from creators
born just over two decades apart, show us that even though so-
cial acceptance, visibility, and consciousness for queer and trans
people have improved immensely over the course of a generation,
the structures that drive us to reimagine home remain a formative
aspect of the LGBTQ experience.
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Itis almost impossible to fathom this today, but in 1991, the fifteen-

year-old suburban Massachusetts pre-Internet version of myself
needed confirmation that | was not the only male in the world who
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was attracted to other men. This fact alone shows us
how far American culture has evolved in its embrace of
LGBTQ members of society.

Hopefully, the gay kids of the pre-Internet '‘90s
were the last to suffer in isolation, truly wondering
if their desires were shared by anyone else. Worried
| might be a freakish anomaly, | became a detective
searching for signs of gay life in my conservative en-
vironment, doing so in a way in which | hoped no one
would ever suspect that |, myself, might be gay. It was
dangerous work. The messages from my peers on the
football team, from my priest’'s sermons, and from the

Michael Bullock, First Day of High School,

vast majority of pop culture media let me know that North Attleboro, Massachusetts, Sep-

. . ber 1991
my attractions were absolutely not tolerated. This fember

all unfolded at the height of the AIDS crisis in the years before
the FDA had approved the cocktail of treatments that made the
disease survivable. From afar, | was a witness to the devastation
of gay urban life. The news consistently reported on the mor-
bid sickness and untimely deaths, and those that suffered were
always to blame. Even so, | considered myself lucky. | had loving
parents who were supportive in many ways. They instilled in me
the self-worth that made it possible to cope with being born into
a homophobic culture. Still, | could read the very Catholic room:
having a gay son would break their hearts. So, | remained closeted
until | left my parents’ home.

The majority of LGBTQ children are raised by guardians who
are unlike themselves, a situation that, depending on the family,
causes varying degrees of difficulty for both the parents and their
gay child. To not be allowed to express a crucial aspect of yourself
in your own home has consequences. Sexuality and attraction are
vital life forces that inform creativity, dreams, and purpose. For
most gay people of my generation, these aspects of self-develop-
ment happened in isolation, outside the home, and without coun-
sel. This situation filled me with enormous anxiety but also offered
the promise of freedom in self-reinvention. In this predicament,
| could not rely on the history, style, rituals, and values that are
typically shared from one generation to its offspring. A cis-gender
straight couple can't totally anticipate the needs of their homo-
sexual child, no matter how understanding they may be. Desire
became my North Star.

In my case, in order to cope, | rebranded my situation. | told
myself | was part of a secret society, a concept that was occa-
sionally affirmed by coded glances from older strangers. | gained
further information from my local college bookstore. Too fearful to
browse the gay studies section, | discovered that the art section’s

BULLOCK, STREAMS

234

235

coffee-table books on Robert Mapplethorpe and Andy Warhol
more than affirmed my question. Gay people existed, and they
could be both beautiful and powerful. This informal research also
led me to a conclusion that was both naive and somewhat accu-
rate: being gay was tolerated only in very specific contexts. One
was being an artist in New York City.

My innocent need to find my own kind, mixed with my raging
teenage hormones, gave me the courage to explore the local mall’s
bathrooms and nearby highway rest stops, places rumored to be
designated for men with same-sex attractions to find each other.
In the suburbs, the only queer spaces that were available were the
ones we co-opted from public use. Back then, | understood these
meeting places only as elements of my new subculture; | couldn’t
comprehend the greater context that created this phenomenon.
Cruising spaces existed on the margins of society because, in that
time period, almost every aspect of suburban gay life, even for
most adults, had to be lived outside of the home. The situation
reaffirmed our public image as outsiders, outlaws, and deviants.
| didn’t know that camaraderie could exist among a circle of gay
people until | saw two men kiss in Madonna's 1991 documenta-
ry Truth or Dare. It was my first comprehensive vision of another
type of home. Decades before the term “chosen family” became
a buzzword, Madonna and her backup dancers modeled for the
mainstream the possibility of thriving joyfully outside heterosexu-
al norms. It reaffirmed my suspicion that urbanism, creativity, and
queer community were linked. For the first time ever, | was able
to imagine a future for myself that wasn't depressing, a life that
might actually be desirable.

At age twenty-one, at the moment that gay culture was start-
ing to emerge from behind the crushing brutality of the AIDS
crisis, | escaped to New York City. For the first time in my life, |
found myself in spaces built by and for queer people. | found bars,
nightclubs, community centers, galleries, clinics, parks, and beach
towns. Here, home and family took on a multitude of new forms,
unbound from the expectations, aesthetics, and traditions of my
biological family. Together with my partner, | began to build a
home that matched our specific needs and ideals. Our apartment
offers us security and comfort without the need to parallel all the
heterosexual social precedents with which we were raised. Our
place showcases the art and artifacts from our circle of friends
and celebrates the culture we participate in creating with them.
Knowing that this experience was stolen from the generation be-
fore me, | never take our home for granted. My peers and | will be
the first openly gay generation to live into old age together.
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In the summer of 2015, same-sex marriage was legalized on a fed-
eral level in the United States. | was sixteen years old, still growing
up in Los Angeles, already well acquainted with my own queer
consciousness, and | had very accepting parents who embraced
me as | was. It was a “normal” childhood, insofar as being queer,
weird, and Black were dispositions that maintained some degree
of normalcy in popular culture at the time. The liberal bubble had
spoiled me; the possibility of marriage appeared to me already
uninteresting.

As a proud child of divorce, | had willfully lost hope in the
civil union and, perhaps, the idea of enduring love altogether. |
had surely lost the coherence of a nuclear household, escaping to
clandestine encounters that introduced me to new forms of kin-
ship. | was introduced to queer histories through the friends that |
made. This collective past was a reckoning: Sylvia Rivera, Robert
Rayford, Ronald Reagan. The political movements that came be-
fore me left a residue on the mirror of media that attempted to
reflect my experience. | marched in the Pride parade with skepti-
cism. The fact was, my cherry had been popped. | had been rad-
icalized, while queer identity had been sold to the state. | knew
this because | saw examples of what life looks like when such
social normalcy is not an option. The lives of the generation be-
fore mine shimmered in my juvenile eyes, more beautiful for their
lack of restraint. They taught me that to live within the renovated
confines of civil society meant forfeiting
the parts of myself | was only just begin-
ning to love. | was less confronted with the
oppressive force of heteronormativity and
more fearful of my own assimilation into a
new homonormativity emerging all around
me. | found some semblance of comfort
in the belief that the updated terms of the
American Dream did not charter the only
future worth striving for.

Besides, | had no time to dream. The
restless hours spent with strange bed-
fellows provided enough to sustain my
youthful aspirations. There could be great-
er comfort awaiting me on the fabled ho-
rizon. With the knowledge only offered in
pillow talk (and the internet) at my disposal,
| resolved to search for my identity through
the words of ancestors. | read, | mourned, |
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loved, all in hopes of finding a path that felt more promising than
the white picket fence.

The sanctuary that eventually welcomed me cannot be found in
books or under bedsheets. It remains hidden behind a tuft of trees,
tucked into the jagged edge of a region in the rural Deep South.

It was there—in a home without walls—that | saw what was
possible. Across a gorgeous, pastoral patch of land, with barn
houses and goats alongside sexual wellness resources and a cub-
by full of hand-me-down clothes. Up the path sits a cabin, often
overflowing with laughter as an impossible dinner is prepared by
those brave enough to volunteer in the kitchen. The land is con-
sidered home to all who visit but remains the primary residence
of a robust community of stewards and healers who sustain it for
communal use. It was there that | met the women who changed
my life, and there that the idea | might be a woman myself terri-
fied me. But such terror was a comfort, an assurance. | left with a
promise to myself: | would not return until | became one of them.

Communal meeting places such as these are fertile with
life-changing lessons. | fostered a new intimacy with nature,
learning to honor the Earth as | honor my body. The bodies around
me coaxed out an appreciation for the beauty of a life outside the
new boundaries of queer social citizenship, whether by choice or
by circumstance. This intentional community offered a less hier-
archal dispersal of resources, pleasure, spiritual knowledge, and
tactile skills. The space became possible only out of its necessity,
providing tools for the survival of a queer counterculture.

The land nurtures an intimate web of kindred souls, holding
space for the type of catharsis not permitted in the modern world.
Rural oases like these stand as new frontiers for experimental
queer communities, where life can be lived without the pressures
of the normative world. In rejecting the conventional understand-
ing of home, of a legible identity, there emerged an actual secret
society whose name remains a sacred whisper for a chosen few.
In order for spaces such as these to survive, discretion is required.
In the advent of queer and trans hypervisibility, our knotted roots
remain inconspicuous.

As we continue to reconcile with the true interests that gov-
ern the mechanisms of this world, new strategies of homemaking
emerge in unconventional forms, unrecognizable to the public eye
and therefore protected, more sustainable, or at the very least saf-
er from the totalizing forces that continue to physically—and cog-
nitively—displace us. This home has become a part of me. Even in
the abject realities of daily life, | remain comforted by the knowl-
edge that there is always an elsewhere.
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