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Advance praise for When Your Child Is Gay:


“Parenting is never easy, but this is especially so when parents have to navigate relatively unchartered waters. When parents learn a child is gay, they immediately wonder how it will affect the child’s future and worry, too, about its impact on the lives of other family members. By collecting lessons learned from other parents of gay and lesbian children, and from the gay adults themselves under forty—and adding insightful commentary from an experienced clinician, Jonathan L. Tobkes, M.D., When Your Child Is Gay is poised to become an indispensable resource for families. The book offers straightforward, practical advice from people who have been there that will support parents in parenting and understanding their gay adolescent children.”


—Irene S. Levine, PhD
Professor of Psychiatry, NYU School of Medicine, and author of Best Friends Forever: Surviving a Breakup with Your Best Friend


“Navigating the complexities surrounding having a gay child can be daunting for even the greatest parents. Simple questions like why and how are just the tip of a very large iceberg for many moms and dads. Ms. Davidson uses her trial-by-fire experiences as a straight mom to provide a complete guide that you’ll soon discover can make your journey easier. A beautiful relationship with your gay or questioning son or daughter is just a few pages away.”


—Bryce Thomason
Founder, EmptyClosets.com


“As the straight mother of a gay son who came out fifteen years ago in the tenth grade, I wish I could have had Ms. Davidson’s book to help me understand my feelings at that time. I found the comments at the end of each chapter by Dr. Tobkes particularly helpful for someone like me who is very liberal, yet still needed to process this when it was my own son.”


—Cathy Gold, parent of a gay son


“How parents handle a child’s ‘coming out,’ how they deal with their own preconceived expectations of ‘who’ and ‘what’ that child should be, and whether they can unwaveringly love, support, protect, and gently guide their child in a society that has yet to accept alternative lifestyles as normal is crucial. If a gay, lesbian, or bisexual teen could hand their parents a comprehensive manual that would help them understand, navigate, and wisely deal with the challenges that both they and their parents face, that guidebook would be When Your Child Is Gay by Wesley C. Davidson and Jonathan L. Tobkes, MD, a psychiatrist affiliated with The New York-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center in Manhattan—who also happens to be gay. Combining advice from parents and teens who’ve ‘been there’ with guidance from a doctor who has not only accepted his sexuality, but celebrates it, When Your Child Is Gay will make a bumpy ride a whole lot smoother.”


—Phyllis Schneider has served as editor in chief of YM magazine and fiction and teen features editor at Seventeen, and she was a contributing editor at Parents magazine. She is the co-author of Straight Talk on Women’s Health: How to Get the Health Care You Deserve! and has written extensively about adult and children’s health for numerous national magazines.
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To our son, whose story became ours.


—Wesley


To my parents, Susan and Jeffrey Tobkes, who have done so much more for me than “just getting their lines right.” I am forever grateful to be their son.


—Jonathan























Foreword



When Wesley Davidson asked me to write the foreword to the book she had coauthored with Jonathan Tobkes, M.D., I was honored and thrilled: The personal experience, perceptive insight, and extensive research that she and Jonathan have poured into this book make it both an incredibly compelling and helpful read for parents—or anyone out there—who would like to learn more about the dual processes of raising a gay or lesbian child and growing up as gay or lesbian.


As many of you know, the unfortunate reality is that growing up lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) can be, and is often, very tough. Many LGBT youth experience rejection by members of their families and communities. I can testify to this fact, both in my own personal experiences growing up as a young gay and also in the multitude of stories that other gay and lesbian young people have shared with me over the years. In many ways, however, acceptance is also a common theme that unites the narratives of multitudes of well-adjusted gay and lesbian youth everywhere. By reading Wesley and Jonathan’s book, you are taking the first step toward becoming a more educated and accepting parent, friend, teacher, or mentor to the LGBT people in your life.


When I, myself, came out in my early teens, I experienced both sides of the coin: acceptance and rejection. I was blessed to have parents who loved me for me and accepted me. To this day, I am deeply grateful to them for being so unwaveringly supportive from day 1—I truly don’t think I would be the person I am now if not for their response. However, my grandparents had a very different response. Deeply Catholic, my sexuality was at odds with their faith, and though they loved me deeply, they struggled with my sexuality and preferred that it stay closeted. Additionally, not everyone in my community was as accepting as my parents. I faced name-calling at school, and many times I felt ashamed of myself because of my sexuality. These challenges, though extremely painful at times, ultimately became a major force in shaping my personality and my worldview. Over time, my grandparents’ views evolved, and they came to accept my sexuality. This culminated in one of the most emotional moments in my quest to support The Trevor Project by becoming the first openly LGBT person to climb the “Seven Summits.” Before I set off to climb Everest, my grandmother called me and told me she was proud of my project and asked how she could donate to support The Trevor Project, an organization that provides life-saving services to tens of thousands of LGBTQ (the Q is alternatively interpreted as queer or questioning) youth every year. Had my grandparents had access to a book such as Wesley and Jonathan’s when I came out, their journey to acceptance and support might have been much shorter.


Everyone faces challenges in life, but for gay and lesbian young people, ordinary and simple tasks like changing in the locker room or putting on your outfit for school can result in name-calling, bullying, harassment, and worse. The worst of my experiences paled in comparison to what many young gay and lesbian youth go through on a daily basis around the country. The statistics are chilling: 90 percent of LGBT students hear anti-LGBT comments in school, and one in four LGBT students has been physically attacked by another student due to their sexual orientation. What is even more terrifying is that roughly 34 percent of LGBT youth report that they experienced physical violence from their parents because of their sexuality, and 26 percent of LGBT youth were forced to leave their home because of it.


But there is a bright side: LGBT youth with highly supportive families and communities are significantly more likely to have higher self-esteem and acknowledge having suicidal thoughts at dramatically lower rates. Through books such as this one, which teach people how to be more supportive, we can change the world for LGBT youth. Our society would be a healthier, more supportive one for all were this book required reading for everyone. At a minimum, it should be required reading for anyone who is LGBT or has an LGBT person in their lives. Wesley and Jonathan’s instructive chapters provide a brilliant guide through what can be a very difficult and confusing process for both an LGBT youth and those who care about that person. Looking back, my own experience growing up LGBT would have been less painful had I been able to read this book earlier in my life, and I certainly wish that members of my community and family had had access to such a book. When Your Child Is Gay: What You Need to Know will change your life, but more importantly, it will help you change the lives of the LGBT people you know and love.


—Cason Crane


Founder of The Rainbow Summits Project


LogoTV’s Youth Trailblazer Honoree, 2013 Princeton University 2017




















Preface: The Find



In late October 1996, while picking up our son James’s room, I moved a composition book from which fell a folded sheet of notebook paper. I didn’t mean to look at it, but I did. It was a love note, my son’s name entwined with another boy’s, surrounded with a heart. Hadn’t I just driven him across town for the umpteenth time to see a female classmate whom he said he was going to marry? I was stunned, to say the least.


Covering my tracks, I folded the piece of paper along its original creases and slipped it back into the comp book. I hoped he wouldn’t notice that it had been moved. It wasn’t my custom to invade my son’s space, and my son knew that and trusted me because of it. I didn’t want that to change. Yet, despite my best intentions, I now felt irresistibly compelled to snoop. I just couldn’t help myself. I slid off his bed and looked under it. All I found were summer camp letters and birthday cards stacked in size 10M shoe boxes; a gnawed dog bone from Daisy, our German short-haired pointer; a pencil that needed sharpening; and more dust bunnies than I cared to count. I lifted up his mattress and felt along where the bed met the wall. I came up dry again.


Now I was on a mission. I wanted to find some evidence of the part of my son that he had kept hidden from me. Or that perhaps I had kept hidden from myself. I flung open the doors to his closet and looked for I’m not sure what. I noticed that, for a teenage boy, his closet looked as if it were ready for military inspection, and everything was color-coordinated. Did this mean something? I could detect the fragrance of his familiar Ralph Lauren cologne, and yet, at the bottom, his frequently sweated-up tennis shoes made it smell like a gym locker, which was all straight boy.


Well, was he gay or wasn’t he?


As I left, I passed the doors at the bottom of his stairs: One led to the yard and the other to the garage. Either one could usher clandestine suitors into his bedroom. I imagined these doors as secret passageways perfectly designed to accommodate unseen late night rendezvous. Our bedroom was on the opposite side of the house so his companions would pass unnoticed.


My feelings of confusion and powerlessness made me feel as if I were having an out-of-body experience. The slow, uncertain walk down the stairs felt like sloshing through floodwaters.


Spent and anxious, I calmed my nerves with a ritual cup of afternoon tea. I opened a red plaid box of shortbread cookies, and ate not one, not two, but five in a row, and like Proust, I let the cookies unlock thoughts of times long past.


I was introduced to shortbread by my maternal grandmother, who was thought to be a lesbian, although no one seemed to know for sure. I found this out after she died in 1966. She was divorced and always lived with single women; one friend—probably partner—had a beautiful fieldstone farm we would visit in Bucks County. It never occurred to me that these ladies could be lesbians; it didn’t matter to me. I was loved by all.


My grandmother was respected by everyone and raised me while my mother worked. She supported herself and had been an executive at Elizabeth Arden as well as a model for artist Howard Chandler Christy, whose murals grace the famous New York restaurant Café des Artistes. She ran a girls’ camp in Sutton, New Hampshire, primarily for society girls from Philadelphia’s Main Line region, because “rich girls don’t know how to play.” Gloria Steinem could have learned a lot from her!


Nanny’s recipe for “slightly burnt eggs,” printed in her local newspaper, is also preserved in its original writing, now quite yellowed, in my scrapbook. The scrapbook also has her startling tip that spit works just as well as mascara! She allowed my mother, a good student, to be excused from school on Wednesdays, when there was no after-school sports, to attend the theater. What’s not to like?


I wondered if Nanny had a tough time going against society’s norms. Would my son have a tough time being gay? And who should know about this? Should I risk telling my conservative southerners-in-law who are customarily supportive of my children, only to then watch them recoil in horror when they hear the news that James is gay? If I share my suspicions with a close friend, will she, with one-too-many cocktails, inadvertently gossip?


Should I say anything to my husband? How would John take this news? I didn’t want to burden him with my worries that would become his worries. He takes a 5:15 a.m. train to work. He can’t afford to lose sleep. What about my eight-year-old daughter Ann? Isn’t she too young to understand?


In my mind, my son James left that morning at a quarter to eight as a heterosexual. What would he be to me when he walked back in? What would I say to him, especially since I gained information from snooping? How would I act? Would I feel the same way about him? And maybe it wasn’t true. Maybe someone put that in his book without him knowing. Maybe that person thought my son was gay even though he wasn’t. Maybe this was just a phase he was going through. Maybe I’d better not mention my hunches to James or anyone else in case this is all just a big mistake. Oh please, God, please let this be a mistake!


These were the thoughts, fears, and questions that churned through my mind that very first day. Seventeen years later, my son and I have arrived at a new and more accepting place. We are both out of denial. We don’t have everything resolved, but we can talk to each other when we’re having issues. With help from PFLAG, a therapist, and unconditional love, we have talked our way through issues that I never dreamed I could have approached the day I was rifling through James’s room in that so-long-ago, and oh-so-revealing, October.


I’m not shocked anymore. I feel comfortable about James’s gay friends. I’ve been to gay bars with James. Our family has entertained his boyfriends in our homes and reveled in the fact that James has had his arms around a lover on our den sofa. I have also cried when a lover has jilted him.


And while I have come a long way from that place in the years since discovering my son was gay, it hasn’t been easy. Had there been a way for me to speak to myself now, back then, if there had been others, who had been down this road before, to inform my journey, how much easier it would have been, for me and for my son. Looking back, it would have been so much easier if I had known others who had gay sons and could have guided me. That is why I am writing this book for parents of all gender-fluid children, be they gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, or transgender.


My journey has led me to a better understanding of my situation, and sharing with others who have been there and done that has enhanced that understanding enormously. So I decided to open up a dialogue with parents and kids across the country, in the hopes that the understanding that they’ve gained through their journey might help others to cover the territory more easily.


I certainly had no role models and neither do most parents, so they shouldn’t expect themselves to be immediately equipped to handle the additional responsibilities of parenting gay kids while they are trying to take care of themselves. Because it’s so important for parents to know what to say to their gay and lesbian children, my coauthor Jonathan Tobkes, MD, who happens to be gay and is legally married in New York State, will, in each issue-oriented chapter, take the parents’ emotional pulse and comment on the feelings, normalizing their behavior. Dr. Tobkes, a cum laude Yale graduate who teaches and supervises psychiatry residents at the New York-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center, offers suggestions for parents and their children to resolve conflict so they gain better understanding and improve their relationship. His tips are based on his work with clients: gay, lesbian, bisexual, and straight.


Parenting a child is hard enough. Compound that with worrying about your child being bullied, either online or in school, being legally fired in a job owing to his sexual orientation, and not being accepted by a society where homophobia is alive and well. In spite of the significant strides made on the civil rights front, there is still hatred.


You will find in this book parents who never thought they would be able to understand their gay child and know what it feels like to be gay. But with love, time, and patience, they were able to overcome their doubts. Whether they live in the Bible Belt, the Northeast, or the liberal West, they share their stories so you may learn what worked, or didn’t work, in raising a healthy and happy gay/lesbian child. Not only will you find yourself more confident and happier, but it will spill over to your child.


This book does not claim to be a one-size-fits-all approach—the script varies, but parents, gays, and lesbians will profit from those who seem to be dealing with similar issues. You will find takeaway messages in each chapter in a section called “The Doctor Is In,” as well as common threads throughout so you won’t feel as if you’re floundering on your own.


Your child needs understanding, unconditional love, and empathy. You may need to adjust your expectations as I did for my child. Together, with the aid of those in the know, you can be a more effective parent right now and in the future. It may take a village to raise a child, but it always starts with a caring parent.


—Wesley C. Davidson
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DENIAL TO DISCOVERY


“To regret one’s own experiences is to arrest one’s own development. To deny one’s own experience is to put a lie into the lips of one’s own life. It is no less than a denial of the soul.”


—Irish author Oscar Wilde (1854–1900)





Even caring and open-minded parents can find themselves at odds with their child’s coming out. The child you thought you knew now has (and may have always had) a new sexual identity. This earth-shaking news can produce in parents several uncomfortable feelings such as shame, fear, guilt, and loss, which bleed like a Rorschach test into other areas of life. Denial is the most common initial emotion that the parents I spoke with experienced.


If denial were what I was initially feeling, with its tentacles of overwhelming issues, it was nowhere as strong as what my son was feeling. The collateral damage of denial can be so overwhelming that it mirrors the symptoms of clinical post- traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Not relegated to soldiers, PTSD is an equal opportunity destroyer: Fear, shock, helplessness, stress, and extreme sadness—these are all words that parents and their gay children use to describe their experiences in the denial zone.


Looking back at the days following my big snoop, I must have been in denial. Our son continued to see “his girlfriend” across town. As long as he hung out with her, I felt somewhat confident that he was an average teen with active hormones attracting him to the opposite sex. If this situation were to take place nowadays, I might consider the possibility that he was questioning his sexual orientation or that he could be bisexual.


I never questioned him about the heart I found on the sly. How would I have brought it up? I would have been embarrassed to initiate a conversation. This was not your usual “birds and bees” talk—it was inferring that my child was gay. Talk about opening up Pandora’s Box! I had a close, loving, and trusting relationship with my son, and I wanted to keep it that way. So I muzzled myself.


Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, however, I must have known without knowing, in that way that you do, that my son was gay, because I mentioned it to a therapist. The therapist reassured me that my fears were probably unfounded.


“Wesley, give your son the benefit of the doubt,” he said casually. “He’s probably got a crush on an older guy, which is not uncommon.” Now, I know, of course, that same-sex experimentation is normal and does not mean you’re gay. I immediately thought, of course, I’m being silly. After all, if an authority figure says it isn’t so, then my hunch must be wrong. And so I returned to my blissful state of denial, as many parents do. But I have learned that knowing is always better than not knowing, and when it comes to parenting a gay teen, you have to trust your instincts and address the situation so that you can truly know your child and offer him or her the needed support.


The interviewees below have all successfully come to terms with their initial denial.


Pamela, Mother, Sixty-Five


“I was devastated, completely shocked, and in denial,” said Pamela Testone, mother of Glennda Testone, Executive Director of the LGBT Center in Manhattan.


Pamela’s first reaction to Glennda’s coming out was complete denial. How could she be gay—she dates boys! Glennda had always been a “girly-girl.” She was captain of the cheerleading team at school and dated the captain of the basketball team. Then she lived in New Jersey with a boyfriend for four years.


Glennda, now thirty-nine, did well in school, majoring in Women’s Studies at Ohio State. When she graduated, she became Media Director at GLAAD (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation), an organization that fights discrimination against the gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender population in the media. She is currently the Executive Director of the second largest LGBT Center in the United States in New York City’s Chelsea neighborhood. Glennda was twenty-seven when she came out to her mother, which may have made the news a bit harder to digest. Pamela had just that much more time to think of her daughter as a heterosexual.


Glennda’s news whipped up a familiar tempest of anxiety for her mother. It was verbal cyanide to Pamela, causing seismic changes in her family. The Testones’ well-ordered life was suddenly thrown off-kilter, and Glennda’s and Pamela’s formerly loving relationship changed, at least initially. Mother and daughter had been close. Now, with withered hopes for Glennda’s mainstream future that Pamela thought would include a husband and children, she felt as if a wedge had come between them. They fought all the time and were seemingly constantly angry at each other. Figuratively, it was a slugfest.


Pamela worried that her relationship with Glennda would never be close again and that ultimately they would be alienated from each other. When Glennda brought home partners, not once, but twice, this added to the tension in the Testones’ house. The visits with partners seemed to just underscore the fact that Glennda was actually a lesbian, and Pamela felt that Glennda was thrusting her lifestyle in her face, which was tough for Pamela to accept. Although Pamela’s career was that of a social worker for gay-friendly organizations and her husband, a retired school superintendent, had a gay nephew they both liked, she was still daunted by her daughter’s changed future, one that she had never wanted or imagined for her.


Although overcoming denial is not easy and has no predictable time frame, Pamela estimates that it took from one to two years to get over her denial. In retrospect, she realizes now that she was more worried about her relationship with Glennda than she was about Glennda being a lesbian—there was a threat to the mother’s and daughter’s close relationship, which was previously close.


“There was upheaval,” confessed Pamela, “but Vito [her husband] and I stuck it out, and we would visit with Glennda five or six times a year. You have to get right with yourself. What I learned is that if you love your child, all will be okay in the end.” By confiding to close friends she could trust, Pamela found positivity. Journaling helped her see behavior patterns that she needed to change; it was a good method of venting as well as a way to record progress toward a better relationship with Glennda.


“I read books about relationships with adult children, such as Deborah Tannen’s I Only Say This Because I Love You [Random House, 2002] as well as Walking on Eggshells: Navigating the Delicate Relationship Between Adult Children and Their Parents [Random House, 2008]. They helped. What you have to realize is, it’s not about you.”


When I last saw Pamela Testone, she was on a viral video speaking about her journey to acceptance, on the very night that Glennda received an award from the LGBT Center where she has been the Executive Director since 2009. Both of them were beaming.


My Experience with Denial


Learning that your child is gay is a lightning first-jolt to any parent. You don’t expect the news; parents don’t anticipate that their “baby” could be gay. I can’t say that I was as broadsided as Pamela, because I wasn’t told by my son that he was gay. I had gotten my first inkling on my own. In my estimation at the time, our son wasn’t old enough to know about his sexual orientation, whereas Pamela’s daughter, in her twenties, was certain. Golly gee, I thought at the time, our son is probably still a virgin. There were no words to sting, no proclamation of, “Mom, Dad, I’m gay!” There was only a piece of paper to go on, with no other clues in his room. And that meant I could stay in denial as long as I wanted, and so could my son.


Talking about my grandmother in a positive way to James, and including her sexual orientation, never inched him closer to the epiphany I was waiting for. He became depressed, and we suspected he had mononucleosis, but he tested negative.


James never liked school, even nursery school, but at least he attended. In tenth grade, he stopped going to high school. His psychologist (and later on, James himself) told me that he was teased by his classmates. Interestingly enough, my son told me why they were teasing him; they called him “gay.” Yet he would not admit he was gay to me. The silence and my denial were literally making him sick.


His depression became my sadness. It is horrible to watch your child sink into lethargy, watching The Price Is Right in his pajamas when he should be in school. Or spending many hours in his room swaddled in blankets, eventually dropping out of school altogether.


Continuing to hang out with girls, and in a romance with a girl in the eleventh grade, James took another full year to come out. I don’t think that my denial and my obvious desire to reject the truth about my son helped him to stand on his truth. I don’t think it was coincidental that it happened after he split for North Carolina first, and then to California, where he had boyfriends. I didn’t have to ask him at that point if he was gay.


In the past, whenever I asked, he didn’t like being singled out, defied self-affirmation, and would explode at the question. I never pressed the issue, but today, seeing him in the sun of self acceptance, and out of denial myself, I realize that acknowledging reality is better than avoiding the truth.


Eileen, Mother, Fifty-Two


“In hindsight, the whole subject of whether Sean was gay or not probably was complete denial all along. Why could I not see what others clearly saw in him? Is that denial? Maybe, or is it just a mother’s love and instinct to protect her child?”


Eileen Kelly believed that unless her son told her flat out that he was gay, then he was straight. This classic denial response bought her time.


Growing up, Eileen, now fifty-two, never heard the word “gay.”


“I went to Catholic school taught by nuns,” she explains with a touch of embarrassment now. “The school, church, and the village were all within a one-mile radius of my home. I thought everyone was white, Irish, and Catholic, and that we’d all grow up and have large families just like the families we came from in Boston. I didn’t know that other families had divorce, alcoholism, and other afflictions. It wasn’t discussed.”


Neither, apparently, was her sister’s lesbianism. Eileen’s mother suspected that Eileen’s sister was a lesbian and would ask Eileen and her younger sister to spy on their closeted lesbian sister and her partner and report back. Bob, their father, was never told, because Eileen was convinced that the truth would not only hurt, but kill him.


“My two ‘macho’ brothers and I finally figured it out, and I was the one that was selected to talk to my lesbian sister and tell her that we knew and that we very much wanted her to be open and that there was nothing we would not do for her and her partner.” Eileen’s three children knew their aunty was gay and loved her just the same.


“I felt badly that I had been so blind and didn’t recognize she was a lesbian until after she was forty,” Eileen told me with a tinge of regret in her voice. Eileen’s sister finally came out—about three or four years prior to Eileen’s son. And when he did, she thought long and hard about her sister.


“Knowing how my sister was closeted all those years, it didn’t sit well with me, and I certainly did not want the same thing for my son,” said Eileen. And it was this experience that helped Eileen to begin to make her way out of the land of denial.


They tried to coax Sean to come out, but Sean wasn’t ready. On the following Thanksgiving, however, Sean dropped the bomb when the family was visiting Grandpa on Cape Cod. Only his sister Kathy knew that Sean was gay because he had confided in her three weeks before coming out to his mother.


Sean, Kathy, Maureen, and Eileen were all playing darts together. Dad was watching television in a separate room.


“Don’t you have something to say?” his sister had urged him, wanting Sean to tell Eileen the truth about himself. And then Sean told his mother that he was gay.


“My first reaction was panic,” said Eileen. “My throat went dry, my mind went numb. I had to take a few moments to compose myself.” This is a common visceral reaction. Even though Eileen had wanted her son to come out, when he finally did, she was flooded by doubts for herself and her child and responded with a whole new kind of denial.


“I must have spent two months becoming completely numb,” Eileen explained. “I was angry. What would being gay mean to his life? Would he have to lead a dual life like my sister? As Sean didn’t find the nerve to tell his dad until three months later, I bore the burden.” It took Sean about three months to tell his father, but when he did, his dad readily accepted him, contrary to what he thought would happen.


Eventually, Sean became more comfortable with his gayness. At the end of his junior year in high school, Sean went to a private performing arts high school. The transition was easy: He lived in a dorm with thirty-five young men, only two of whom were straight. Now Sean is at the New England Conservatory, after attending the Manhattan School of Music for four years. As there is a large population of gays who are accepted in the arts, Eileen doesn’t worry as much about Sean being harassed. Eileen herself found solace in PFLAG and is now the Co-Chair of the Greater PFLAG in Boston. She, having been granted permission by Sean and the rest of the family, is out about her son’s sexual orientation. The family has left denial behind and are moving forward together in the realm of new discovery and truth.


As Eileen and I will attest, keeping sexual orientation under wraps drives a wedge between parent and child, as well as other members of the family. Sean’s sister knew he was gay before the rest of the family, just as I sensed that our son was gay before his sister knew. Maintaining a secret as weighty as this one, always trying to hide it from other family members as well as outsiders, is exhausting; whom and what have I told becomes a daily exercise difficult to remember with all its fabrications. It’s also untruthful and evasive.


Eileen was used as the stool pigeon in her family to spy on her sister, who was lesbian. If the sister had been able to come out while living under the same roof as her parents, Eileen wouldn’t have felt guilty all these years about her sister being closeted, just as my son stayed closeted and couldn’t come out until he had left home. Wouldn’t it have been better if the dialogue were more open so mother and son could have spoken about their concerns, and I, as a parent, like Eileen, would not have forced myself into believing that as long as my son dated girls, his future would be as I planned?


Sean is fortunate to have accepting parents. Too many lesbian and gay children are rejected by their parents. One such child is Sheila Longren.



Sheila Longren, Daughter, Fifty-Four


“I tried to be straight for eight years—obviously it didn’t work.”


Sheila Longren is a successful entrepreneur who grew up in a Westchester County bedroom community north of New York City. After Sheila attended camp one summer, her friends began noticing that something about her was different, and they started teasing her about being a lesbian.


When Sheila was sixteen, she kept a bulletin board in her room, as most teens do. But on Sheila’s board, there was a calendar called Firehouse Gay Women with events and buttons associated with the lesbian community. After finding the bulletin board, her mother, incensed, stabbed the photos with a knife and put the board on Sheila’s bed. Her father, “the bleeding heart liberal,” was more supportive, but he lived elsewhere, as her parents were divorced.


Trying to fix what she perceived as a “problem,” Sheila’s mother sent her daughter to a therapist. The therapist said to the mother that Sheila’s interest in females was “just a phase” she was experiencing—exactly what her mother wanted to hear. But although Sheila tried to deny it, and never told her mother, she could not shake the feelings she had for other women. And this caused her to feel perpetual disapproval by her mother, because Sheila knew deep down that she would never be whom her mother wanted her to be.


Although Sheila graduated first in her class from State University of New York at Purchase, she was hard pressed to make her mother proud. She spent three years not talking to her mother, as the “L” word was not part of her mother’s vocabulary. Even though Sheila was living with her lifetime partner, Karen Saunders, her mother would call and say, “Can we talk, or is that person there?”


“That person” still lives with Sheila in an artsy community on the Hudson River. They invest in real estate and are interested in preserving old buildings.


For whatever reasons—her mother’s hostility, others’ acceptance, societal prejudice against gays—Sheila wanted to be straight but was conflicted. This was particularly evident in 1977, when she was dating a successful bond trader in the Hamptons, where she had a house share. She went out with Jerry for three years, but found herself still irresistibly drawn to women.


Sheila became a classic overachiever, excelling in the testosterone-fueled world of Wall Street, all the while frantically trying to deny her truth, dating men in public and women in secret, all in an attempt to make her mother happy. In 1991, while a Managing Director for Bear Stearns, she finally left the land of denial behind her and decided she could no longer hide.


These days, Sheila doesn’t have to deny anything. She’s “out there” as president of a financial firm that specializes in counseling same-sex couples who have unique issues such as additional taxation and other unfair lack of benefits. After twenty years on Wall Street, she, a Managing Partner and Chief Financial Partner, says, “I like working with individuals. It’s more rewarding than working with portfolio managers on the institutional side of Wall Street.”


Sheila also helps the LGBTQ community through the Point Foundation. It empowers promising top-notch students who are LGBTQ with full scholarships to achieve their full academic and leadership potential. To qualify, scholars are chosen for their demonstrated involvement in the LGBTQ community. The Point Foundation is the most substantive academic award of its kind. Its recipients are matched with mentors from the professional world in fields that are appealing to them.


Like many LGBTQ children who may still feel unsupported by parents, Sheila has found “family” through her work, her lifetime partner, and her identification with the community. However, when I asked Sheila about her mother, she rolled her eyes.


As you can see, parents who are in denial force their kids, such as Sheila, to live in denial as well. This has caused Sheila to look for validation elsewhere: work, community, and a home where she is accepted for herself. Sheila’s unmet needs within her original family are now met with her new family.


Our denial, and our child’s response to it, and the child’s desire to embody the very wishes of their parents, can shape a person’s life long-term, as it did with Sheila. Sometimes, gay children are frightened of rejection by their parents once they are found out. Sheila, as we’ve read, had reason to be scared of her mother’s reaction. However, sometimes, as in the following example, parents’ unconditional love for their gay child will trump any rejecting behaviors such as scorn or anger.


Who would have thought that Tyler Harvey, raised Pentecostal in the Bible Belt, would have parents who would respond with tolerance?


Tyler Harvey, Son, Seventeen


“I am gay, but my sexuality does not define me. I believe I have a calling from God to help shatter the traditional belief that homosexuality is a sin.” Tyler Harvey lives in the Bible Belt of Arkansas. He was raised in the Pentecostal Church where he was taught, at his mother’s knee, that homosexuality is a sin. At age seventeen, he came out to a friend. His mother and father found out Tyler was gay through an e-mail message meant for Tyler, about a Gay Pride event. A well-behaved young man, Tyler did not deny it, although he knew he was disappointing his parents’ American dream for him: marriage, children, and house with the white picket fence.


To help educate his mother, Tyler gave her the books Torn: Rescuing the Gospel from the Gays-vs.-Christians Debate by Justin Lee (Jericho Books, 2012) and Prayers for Bobby: A Mother’s Coming to Terms with the Suicide of Her Gay Son by Leroy F. Aarons (HarperCollins, 1995). He also suggested that she contact PFLAG, but there was no meeting place near their home in Ft. Smith, Arkansas.


“My mother asked me how long I had known. I think I’ve known since I was twelve. I just have never been attracted to girls. She also asked me if I was sure. Maybe she didn’t want it to be so!”


Yet despite his mother’s questions, Tyler found his mother, a maker of fish lures, and his father, who debones chicken at the local Perdue plant, to be accepting. He wishes in a way that he had told them sooner. They “love the sinner, but not the sin,” so to speak. Many parents, because of their unconditional love for their child, will find acceptance. “You need to figure out if your family is going to support you; if they’re going to be violent and hostile, then don’t tell them,” cautions Tyler.


“I always acted straight,” confessed Tyler, whose younger sister was “just okay” with his coming out. He played clarinet in high school and was good at computers and technology. Now in community college, he lives with his grandmother to be closer to college and church on Sundays. He is not out to his church, as he knows it would be frowned upon, to put it mildly.


Tyler described his former spiritual life as “drowning in my own self-pity,” struggling with the lack of understanding in the people around him. Trying to rectify the conflict, he sought out a pastor in a neighboring Pentecostal church. That pastor suggested he “pray away the gay” by attending a conversion camp intended to change the sexual orientation of gays. Tyler had enough sense not to try one.


Organized religion is usually a hiccup to advancing gay rights and endorsing diversity. It prevents parents from seeing that God loves everyone, including their gay son or daughter, and doesn’t regard that child as sinful. For parents who wish to reconcile their faith with their child’s sexual orientation, there are organizations found in the Resources section (see page 203) for various religions.


I was never taught that homosexuality was wrong, only that it was caused by a domineering mother and ineffectual father, a mindset of the 1960s. What parent wants to think of himself in this way? So in fact, denial may be easier to cope with. Of course, I now know better, as do psychiatrists and psychologists, who declassified homosexuality as a mental disorder in the 1970s.


Religion, moral codes, and preconceived expectations can all cause parents to deny their child’s same-sex orientation and fully accept the child’s identity. In “The Doctor Is In” section at the end of the chapter, my coauthor, Jonathan L. Tobkes, M.D., psychiatrist, illustrates why parents deny and gives suggestions for parents to resolve this conflict.


Ashlee Cain, Daughter, Twenty-Two


“Just looking.” That’s what Ashlee told herself from middle school through college when she ogled good-looking girls. After all, it was the boys who, in her words, “gave her butterflies” and whom she dated. At first, Ashlee rationalized that what attracted her must be the outfit the girl was wearing or the hairdo that she coveted. But it wasn’t. It was the whole package, but she had to grow out of her shame and denial to figure out that she was bisexual. Although currently dating the same guy for four years, she still finds herself attracted to women.


Ashlee’s mother, Felicia, gave birth to her daughter when she was just fifteen years old. By exercising extraordinarily strict rules, Felicia hoped to make sure that her daughter wouldn’t repeat her mistakes. Ashlee, who lives with her mother, brother, and sister in New Jersey, has had to be accountable her whole life: she was expected to do plenty of chores, was grounded when she misbehaved, couldn’t date before age sixteen, had to do well in school, and attend the Baptist church.


However, Ashlee didn’t find much spirituality in the Baptist religion. “Christianity instilled a lot of guilt, judgment, and fear in me for years,” she said. “I’ve been a much happier person without it.” Her mother, now thirty-seven, has also stopped going to church because she didn’t agree with judgmental and exclusionary practices not only in her church, but in others as well.


By the time Ashlee entered college, she couldn’t brush off her feelings about women. She better understood her attraction but thinks she also harbored shame at this time, so she downplayed her interest in women.


In college, she attended an LGBT support group and learned a name for what she felt: bisexual. She also was told that you don’t have to actually have same-sex relationships to be considered bisexual. Even though there were lesbians in her college as well as “bis,” Ashley didn’t want her initiation into sleeping with women to be the result of too much alcohol or a hookup (common on her campus), so she bypassed the opportunity time and time again.


Ashlee, an assistant at a midsize publishing company in Manhattan, thinks bisexuals have been given a bum rap by society. They are often considered “half-queer.” Lesbians don’t care for them because they are “sleeping with the enemy.” Straight people think bisexuals are greedy, having voracious appetites for sex with both genders. Others want them to “get off the fence and choose.” Are they straight or gay? Straight parents pray that their bisexual son or daughter will choose just one sexual identity, and often they hope for the heterosexual one.


Despite her confirmation as a bisexual, Ashlee has not changed her sexual preference on Facebook since 2009, continuing to identify on the site as heterosexual. This is not typical of the trend of people using Facebook as a platform for coming out.


When she was a sophomore in college, Ashlee told her mother that she was sexually interested in women. Her mother was “cool” with it, as is her boyfriend, whom she met during her freshman year. Ashlee surmises that her mother already knew about her same-sex attraction. This past November, Ashlee came out to her mother, who simply replied, “I thought we already covered this.”


Ashlee is no longer in denial. She knows that she’s bisexual and is not afraid to tell others. “As I look at it, it doesn’t change who you are,” she says. “I’m still moral, kind, responsible. All it changes is your sex life.”


Liz R., Daughter, Thirty-One


“It was a gradual process coming out as a lesbian,” commented Liz, who until last year, identified as bisexual. During college in Massachusetts and high school in Florida, Liz dated boys, but always, like Ashlee, she felt a pull toward women. When Liz broke up with her boyfriend during her senior year in college, she wondered if she was bisexual. She kept this epiphany to herself except that she “tested the waters” by telling her best friend in high school. (Often, I hear from LGBT people that it is common practice to come out to nonjudgmental friends before coming out to their parents.)


After college graduation, Liz took a job at a daily newspaper in a rural conservative town not far from Scranton, Pennsylvania, for a year. It was during this time that she began her first lesbian relationship. She next moved to New York City, where she has been an editor for three years at a website for TV listings, videos, and entertainment news.


“At first, I gave myself permission to go to lesbian bars, but just on the weekend. Then, it became more often. I didn’t tell anyone.” In fact, her office friends, who wanted to fix her up on a date with a man, didn’t know she was gay until Liz mentioned that she had a girlfriend.


Liz’s parents didn’t know until 2012 that Liz was a lesbian. There was no formal coming out. Her mother accidentally discovered Liz’s secret as she was looking for photos on Liz’s digital camera. She found pictures of other lesbians, and events for the Human Rights Campaign, America’s largest civil rights organization that works for LGBT equality. Horrified, she asked Liz, “Who are these people?” Her mother next asked her daughter if she was bisexual. Liz, knowing full well she was a lesbian but not wanting to disappoint her mother, answered affirmatively. Her mother also inquired, hoping that her dreams for her daughter wouldn’t be dashed, if she planned to date men.


During that year, Liz was in two lesbian relationships, each one lasting about six months. For the next two years, Liz told her mother, sixty-six, and her father, sixty-eight, that she was bisexual to make it easier on herself, but she knew better.


Acceptance during the years of 2012–2014 was not in Liz’s parents’ vocabulary, nor was the “L word.” Liz let them think she was bisexual until she came out after 2014 as a lesbian. “I didn’t speak to my parents for a week,” she said. Then the e-mails from them would start. “They’d be calm for a while, and then, all of a sudden, there’d be a flurry of derogatory calls and e-mails aimed at my status. Ad nauseum, they would make comments such as ‘you haven’t met the right boy yet’ (denial), ‘you’re destroying the family,’ ‘what will our friends think?’, ‘don’t tell the relatives, particularly the ninety-year-old British aunt!’ (shame), ‘we never should have sent you to such a gay-friendly college,’ and ‘your mother isn’t sleeping’ (guilt).


Interestingly enough, Liz had run the gamut of these issues and others, such as fear, loss, and anger. To try to gain acceptance from her parents, Liz ordered books that she thought would contribute to an understanding of what it means to be gay. There were classics such as Beyond Acceptance: Parents of Lesbian and Gays Talk About Their Experiences by Griffin, W. Wirth, and A. Wirth (St. Martin’s Griffin, 1997) and Straight Parents, Gay Children by Robert A. Bernstein (Da Capo Press, 2003). Liz isn’t even certain if they read the books that were sent to them, nor is she sure that they, at her suggestion, attended PFLAG meetings.


In her estimation, Mom and Dad could have done much more to come to terms with her sexual orientation, and they could have done it much sooner. “Their negativity fed on each other as they kept my orientation a secret,” she says.


Liz feels that her parents should have talked to others who were open-minded. “Their friends cover the political spectrum, so they could have talked to their more liberal friends and gone online where there are message boards for support.”


Hurt that her parents never apologized for all the mudslinging they did, Liz says, “Coming out as a lesbian in 2015 was the hardest thing I ever did. I knew I was disappointing my parents. But I’m the one who has to go through all the issues of being a lesbian. I have to live daily as a lesbian. They don’t!”


Liz found it hard to sympathize with her parents. “What am I supposed to do? Keep this aspect of my life from you?” she wondered.


Parents have to remember, counsels Liz, that their child is not trying to hurt them by coming out. “It’s not like I have a drug problem and need to rehab,” she adds.


This past year, Liz has been in a serious relationship with a woman. Liz called her parents and told them that if they want to be a part of her life, then they would have to accept her and her significant other. During Christmas, Liz and her partner spent time with Liz’s family.


Liz’s parents were relieved to see that Liz had made, in their judgment, better choices of lesbian friends than those who her mother regarded as provocative and undesirable in the original camera photos from 2012. They became fond of her girlfriend, so much so that Liz’s mother now texts her girlfriend and shares Facebook posts with her.


Since Mom and Dad have become more open, they have not encountered any backlash from telling others that their daughter is a lesbian. While it may have seemed like an indeterminately long time for Liz’s parents to come around, like most parents, their love for their child trumped their fears and eventually led them to accept their child’s true self. With this important acknowledgment, Liz finds it easier to accept the truth about herself as well.


Just as denial is a common reaction to finding out your child is gay, so is guilt: What have I done? How did I cause this? It’s all my fault.


As you will read in the next chapter, parents are not responsible for making their children gay. Dr. Tobkes, in “The Doctor Is In,” will clear up these myths as well as others. He will also offer tips on how to resolve guilty feeling many straight parents may harbor.




THE DOCTOR IS IN


Are you experiencing denial? If you agree with any of these statements, then you are probably struggling with denial:




	My son cannot be gay because he’s captain of the football team.


	My daughter is not a lesbian because she puts on makeup and prefers to wear skirts.


	My son is not gay because he’s had so many girlfriends.


	My child cannot be gay because my husband and I have been the perfect role models of a heterosexual relationship.





Denial is a defense mechanism used by individuals in order to cope with a reality that is perceived as threatening or damaging to one’s self-image or concept of the world. Defense mechanisms are not always pathological but, in fact, are frequently utilized by healthy people in order to adapt to the sometimes unpleasant or disturbing experiences and emotions encountered in life. Defense mechanisms become dysfunctional when they distort one’s perception of reality so greatly that they impede emotional growth or impair relationships and daily functioning. In the face of a trauma, such as sudden death of a loved one or a recently diagnosed illness, denial is invoked in an adaptive way to minimize the emotional impact of a situation that is far too uncomfortable to bear. The mature mind, however, will ultimately work past the denial and when better able to tolerate the distressing sentiment, will arrive at the ultimate endpoint of acceptance as part of the “working-through” process.
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