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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


From LGBT to LGBTQIA+, there are lots of ways of referring to our community. I have decided to use LGBTQ+ throughout this book as an inclusive shorthand for ‘lesbian’, ‘gay’, ‘bisexual’, ‘transgender’, ‘queer’ and other identity categories like intersex and asexual. That said, mainly in the Istanbul chapter, I have used the term LGBTI because this is what is generally used locally. Elsewhere, I have stayed true to my interviewees’ acronyms of choice within their quotes. When I am speaking about a specific subsection of the LGBTQ+ community I have named this subsection. Similarly, I have used the word ‘queer’ where relevant, either as an umbrella term for the identities that fall under LGBTQ+, or to refer to a more radically politicized sector of the LGBTQ+ community. I hope this usage becomes obvious in context.


A note on pronouns: I have used the pronouns that my interviewees asked me to use at the time of writing. I acknowledge that these may have changed, or might still.


And finally, on a couple of occasions names or other minor details have been changed to protect privacy.











introduction


A (NOT SO) QUEER TIME AND PLACE


There’s something acutely embarrassing about crying on an easyJet flight. I could tell I was making everyone feel uncomfortable, but I couldn’t stop. I was blinkered by the unparalleled narcissism of break-up misery. The kind of cloying break-up misery that will evolve from Will I make it from my bed to the shower ever again? to Why won’t this bottle of wine fit into the pint glass? to Am I going to die from this? The kind of break-up misery you experience when you’re not just mourning the loss of an individual, but also the grand narrative of a life together. I was crying because one version of the future had slipped away again, and I was back to an uncertain one.


The easyJet flight landed at Luton airport, which is the least welcoming place imaginable to herald tourists into the UK. There are no posters, no bad patriotic artwork on the walls, just rows of people queuing for security and transfers, like cattle filing into an abattoir. Outside, the area directly through the building’s sliding doors is always crowded with men sucking on rolled-up cigarettes, bagless, so you can’t tell if they’re arriving, departing, or even catching a flight at all. I stood with them and puffed on a cigarette of my own. The crying had stopped, and I enjoyed the mundanity of watching tourists wheeling suitcases across the car park as a burst of sunshine hit my face. I realized I hadn’t seen the sun for almost two weeks.


My journey had carried me home from a remote part of Iceland called Ísafjörður, where there had been only a few hours of daylight, the sky had been a constant shade of grey and the wind had felt like a chemical peel. I’d moved there to be with my girlfriend, Salka. It was a Wednesday evening, earlier that year, when we matched on Tinder. I was the last person in my office and I had nowhere to be, so I started chatting with the smiling headshot in my hand. By the time the conversation had outrun my commute home, it became clear that this person on my phone wasn’t interested in small talk. Maybe it was an Icelandic thing. Maybe while British people want to make banal conversation about their hangovers, weekends and mutual friends, Icelandic people want to know your hopes and fears for the future, what you look for in a partner, and whether this conversation is going anywhere. My mum told me this is how the over-fifties behave on dating apps – an age bracket, she said, in typically morbid fashion, with no time to waste ‘because we are all going to die soon’. I wasn’t expecting this brilliant level of directness from a beautiful twenty-six-year-old redhead, and it charmed me almost instantly.


‘Do you want to go for a drink?’ I asked before I went to bed that night, assuming she lived in London.


‘I was in London last week,’ she typed. ‘Now I’m back home.’


I absolutely cannot tell you what inspired me to book a flight to Iceland three weeks later. But I can tell you that it was out of character. Maybe it was because I was dating a few people in London that flying for two and a half hours to meet a pure stranger didn’t have the air of desperation that it might otherwise have had. Besides, we’d FaceTimed to make sure she wasn’t a catfish.


‘This is how all good Nordic crime dramas start,’ my flatmate said as I packed my bag. ‘She’s going to murder you with an ice pick.’


Other friends thought it was romantic: ‘Maybe you’ll fall in love and start behaving like an adult.’


I was unprepared for both eventualities, so I pretended I was writing a travel article and blagged a free hotel room as a backup in case something went drastically wrong. Only, I never checked into the hotel room. When we first met, in a sun-drenched bus station car park not unlike the one at Luton airport, she walked right up to me and kissed me. For the next few hours, our bodies were in constant contact; making out, lying in one another’s laps, holding hands. It felt like the first time you fall in love, when you’re naive and fearless because you don’t know what a broken heart can do to you yet. It was like every bad romcom, except this time, both of the protagonists were girls.


Conversation with Salka wasn’t all that different from talking on the phone – only now the words fell out faster. We told the usual pretentious stories that you tell when you’re trying to impress someone new: how she’d once moved to South America alone; how I cried after I interviewed my heroes. But neither of us really listened to the other showing off because we were too distracted by the mounting question of when we were going to sleep together. It happened early evening. Immediately after, lying in bed together, she asked me if I wanted to go and have dinner at her parents’ house. I felt relieved, almost, as though if she hadn’t done something so psycho that first day it would have all felt like a giant prank – like I’d landed someone too ‘normal’ for me. I think it was the relief that compelled me to agree, coupled with the fact that I wanted to see more of her life, and I had only two days in which to do so.


We drove out West, to her family’s weatherboard house in the middle of nowhere and when we got there, she showed me around. In their lounge, a huge reindeer head was mounted on the wall. Salka explained that her dad had shot and killed it, and I suddenly got a strange feeling in my stomach. It seemed to be telling me that, if anything went wrong, my head would end up next to that reindeer’s. And yet, at the same time, I felt like I wanted to stay there forever. It was all very exciting.


Over the next six months, the excitement between Salka and me turned out to be very expensive. We would fly back and forth to visit one another, and if we couldn’t be together physically, we would talk constantly in between.


This wasn’t my first relationship – I’d had several – but this time, things were different: I’d never been so sure about someone so quickly, and a wedding, kids and old age played out in my mind like a tightly edited trailer for a film. Before we’d met, looking into a child’s eyes had still felt like staring down the barrel of a gun, but over the course of six months, Salka slowly began to desensitize me to the idea of having children by talking about them constantly. When I was hanging out with her, it felt as though everywhere we went together – the supermarket, the public baths (as popular in Iceland as, say, pubs are in England) or restaurants – we ran into friends of Salka’s who had babies, and faster than I would have expected, their lives became the blueprint for our own.


When we realized a long-distance relationship was no longer sustainable, we agreed that I should move to Iceland, and I found that I was willing to give up my job, flat and friends in London to pursue a semblance of what ‘forever’ looks like – moving in together, pooling our funds, arguing over baby names. So I put the wheels in motion, quitting my job and giving notice on my flat. But I never mentioned that I was sacrificing anything, because for Salka it meant too much responsibility. ‘Tell me you’re not doing this all for me,’ she’d say dramatically. And so I just pretended I’d woken up one day as a child and realized it was my dream to live in Iceland.


Back in London, I didn’t know any children, but I had definitely not been acting like a grown-up: going out constantly, exhibiting a general disregard for financial planning, failing at monogamy with most of the people I had been dating. My friends, even those in long-term relationships or in their thirties, didn’t seem interested in kids. Many were gay men who had casual sex and casual relationships by choice, and would stare at me blankly if I asked them whether they’d considered the idea of starting a family, some because they had been brutally rejected by their own. In my immediate friendship group, we’d occasionally discuss which of the gay men would impregnate which of the lesbians and where we should base our queer commune. But we hadn’t turned it into a reality yet, preoccupied as we were with existences that centred on underpaid creative jobs, social media, clubbing, chemsex, drinking all of the free wine at art openings, fucking our way through dating apps, dealing with mental-health problems, throwing ad hoc drag pageants, and incessantly talking about ourselves.


To us, the idea that everyone ought to fall into distinct categories of ‘hetero’ or ‘homo’ was a ridiculous one. But at the same time, what these categories meant beyond sex itself felt real. ‘Hetero’ didn’t necessarily mean being in a straight relationship or even having straight sex, it meant heteronormativity: having your shit together in the boring, traditional sense of the term. It meant falling into complementary gender roles, marrying someone of the opposite sex, and staying faithful till death do you part. Our very existence as people – as gender variant, same-sex attracted and potentially likely to cheat with a stranger in a club at 4 a.m. – meant that this wasn’t really an option for us. So did our economic situations (as one friend told me: ‘Maybe you could buy a flat if you stopped buying trainers,’ to which I couldn’t help but think, I wish I had six thousand pairs of trainers). Instead, we opted for what we saw as queerer ways of living: rejecting conformity, making irresponsible decisions, attempting to be more free. Or at least, that was my life . . . until I met Salka and she told me she wanted to marry me someday, which wasn’t the first time I realized I might be able to settle down – that happened when same-sex marriage was legalized – just the first time I thought I might want to.


I prepared for my new normative lifestyle as if I was preparing for the apocalypse; I purchased thermals, said goodbye to my friends and put all my belongings into storage. Meanwhile, as my moving date grew closer, Salka grew more distant. She reassured me – work had been busy – but I could feel the gulf between us for the first time. ‘You’re moving there in three weeks. She should be buying you a double gym membership, not ignoring your calls,’ my best friend told me. I didn’t know what to say. Things were getting so bad between us that I had gone into a state of denial, and still hadn’t booked my flight. When Salka did bother to contact me, we laughed less and argued more, the pressure of the decision we’d made, and the speed at which we’d made it, creating a palpable tension. Still, ‘We’ve come this far,’ we both reasoned, ‘maybe things will be better when we’re together.’


They weren’t. When I got to Iceland, Salka didn’t pick me up from the airport, she hadn’t cleared out a drawer for me, and she had made a lot of plans that didn’t involve me. These should, in hindsight, have been tell-tale signs that things weren’t as they should be – especially for me as a journalist, who gets paid, albeit not very much, to notice things – but out of her mouth came all the words you want the person you’re in love with to say to you: ‘I love you,’ for example. It was just that her behaviour didn’t match up.


In the end, my move to Iceland lasted just ten days.


Yes, ten days.


And we spent the last five breaking up.


If you’ve ever seen the French film Blue Is the Warmest Colour, you’ll know what a long, drawn-out lesbian break-up looks like. If you haven’t, it’s a lot of sex, arguing and crying – like straight people’s break-ups; only with lesbians, all three happen at the same time.


The decision I made to come home was one of the hardest I’d ever made – we didn’t leave one another on bad terms, just very confused terms. She was confused about how you can love someone so much and still not feel 100 per cent sure that they’re right for you. I was confused about why we couldn’t just ‘be’, but always had to be deep in love or deep in an argument, with no middle ground in between. I think maybe Salka didn’t trust that I was a forever type of person, and no grand gesture from me – not even moving to another country – was going to be enough to prove otherwise. Maybe, deep down, I didn’t believe I was a forever type of person either. In that sense, we both got catfished in the end, in the same way a lot of people in relationships do; you hope for one thing and you get another. It’s not the other person’s fault, it’s just that your particular dynamic makes you act like strange versions of yourselves, until you can no longer control, or even recognize, who you are any more.


However we would come to see that break-up in the future, one thing was clear: I didn’t want to be back in the UK, standing outside Luton airport. I still desperately wished I was with Salka, in whichever country she was living in.


A few weeks after my return from Iceland, I called my friend Amrou Al-Kadhi. I first met Amrou in 2015, at a performance event where our mutual friend was doing drag. Amrou – pronoun ‘they’ – was also a drag queen, in a drag troupe called Denim, whom I’d seen perform on stage at Glastonbury Festival one year when I was there for work. Denim met at the University of Cambridge in 2008 and had a reputation for being quite political – they didn’t just lip-sync, but sang live covers (they all have great voices), and wrote original shows that covered topics like racism and homophobia, always with trash and hilarity. If the film-maker John Waters did the Spice Girls, you’d get something like Denim: a girl band made up of five people in drag performing ludicrous characters like soccer mom Aphrodite Green. Amrou’s character was called Glamrou La Denim, a Middle Eastern goddess inspired by their mother’s glamorous brand of Iraqi femininity – which was fitting given that Glamrou played the mother of the group too, bossing all the other queens about.


When I first saw Amrou perform as Glamrou, I immediately developed a friendship crush. So I did what I usually do in that situation: asked if we could do an interview. ‘My autobiography would be called Hijabs to Hollywood,’ was the first thing they said to me, sitting on a faded avocado-green sofa in their living room, in full drag, wearing a pink wig and silver stilettos. ‘The sequel would be From Burkas to Bikinis,’ Amrou continued, ‘and then From Quran to Queen.’ I said I probably couldn’t publish the last one because it might annoy people too much.


Undeterred, Amrou went on to explain how their parents are from Baghdad, and how they grew up between Britain, Jordan, Bahrain and Dubai. They were encouraged from a young age to behave as a Muslim boy is expected to: masculine, straight and observant of Islam. But for Amrou, this was impossible. When their parents found gay porn in their bedroom at sixteen, they ordered Amrou to step back into the closet. ‘This is a phase,’ they said. ‘You have to get over it.’ Then, when Amrou was twenty-one, their parents spotted a G-A-Y club stamp on their wrist and realized the phase wasn’t over. They reacted by throwing away anything Amrou owned that was pink, as though this would magically cure them of their gayness. It didn’t, and now, with their parents living in the Middle East and Amrou based in the UK, the two parties just ‘agree to disagree’. There’s a whole terrain of conversation that they don’t cover and when Amrou saw their mum recently, she urged them to marry a girl.


Whenever a relationship ends, I dread talking to certain friends because, as you tell them about your break-up, you can see the cogs turning in their minds: Another one bites the dust, they think, working out that the common factor in all the failure is in fact you. But I knew Amrou wouldn’t make me feel like that – not because I hadn’t known them long enough for them to have seen all the others come and go, but because they weren’t judgemental.


‘This is just the end of a relationship, not the end of your entire life,’ Amrou told me as we sat in Dalston Superstore, a gay bar where we’d both, separately, spent most of our early twenties, single and trying to chat people up. It was a stupid place to meet; it just emphasized that we were still single but now even older.


‘Look, you’ve gotten over a relationship before and you will again,’ they continued.


I protested that it wasn’t the same before, that I had never actually expected to spend the rest of my life with someone. Which was true, but part of me was also sick of hearing these kinds of post-break-up platitudes.


‘Settling down with someone is just one way of doing things,’ Amrou reminded me.


We ordered a drink and Amrou started telling me the story of an Arab wedding they had gone to over the summer, and how it stood for everything that bothered them about heteronormative institutions like marriage. ‘It was my cousin’s wedding in Mykonos. It was incredibly lavish. Everyone was in couples. I remember a moment when my cousin took me to one side and said, “Don’t you want all this, Amrou?”’


They mimed a sympathetic head tilt and outstretched their arm as though they were offering me the scene of a beautiful wedding in front of us. ‘I was like: “Umm, no, not really, but I’m happy for you.”’ Amrou said the cousin seemed annoyed at this response.


‘I don’t know,’ Amrou continued. ‘I think it’s unfair. Why are we expected to celebrate straight people’s choices and to want to make the choices they make, but when it comes to ours they don’t get celebrated? I mean, where are the hallmarks for us? No one sent me a bunch of flowers after the last time I sucked off a stranger in a dark room.’


I told Amrou I still felt ambivalent; I agreed, obviously, but I was worried that Salka had shown me an ugly truth: that I just wanted to have a lavish wedding in Mykonos.


‘Don’t you ever feel like that?’ I asked.


‘I get what you’re saying,’ Amrou said. ‘I definitely experience it at work.’


Amrou explained that, while Denim perform in gay bars and stage fundraisers for queer organizations all the time, personally they had become near fixated on the need to transgress straight spaces, which basically meant seeking out gigs at brand parties or big festivals or kids’ birthday parties and bar mitzvahs.


‘Do you feel weird about it?’ I said.


‘All the time,’ they said quietly. ‘But I think it’s just about wanting to be accepted or feel legitimate, isn’t it?’


Amrou told me to stop talking to Salka, so I took their advice. There was one weak moment when I screen-grabbed a photo of her with someone else on Instagram and texted it to her with the question: ‘WHO THE FUCK IS THIS?’ But other than that, I remained composed. Mostly I just wrote her letters that I never sent. I cried at dinner parties. I went on a break-up speaking tour, boring all of my friends while I shaped what had happened into a neat narrative with a beginning, middle and end, until it began to sound more remote each time I rehashed it. Privately, I would go through our messages to one another, as though I was in a Netflix crime documentary where combing over old evidence was going to bring to light something new. Instead it just made me feel empty inside. I oscillated between being grateful that she was in another country, so that I wouldn’t have to run into her, and missing her small Icelandic town deeply: the imposing mountains, the long open roads, the weatherboard houses, and of course, her.


By day, I started to go for meetings to try to get some freelance work. But I walked into my old office and quickly found myself surrounded by dozens of ex-colleagues asking why I wasn’t in Iceland – the emotional equivalent of having a beehive thrown at you. I deflected, turning the whole story into a joke, with ‘ten days!’ as the punchline. By night, I began to rejoin the same dinner party circuit, went back to the same gay bars. I even started sleeping with someone I knew – a lawyer called Emily who seemed to be the opposite of Salka in every conceivable way. I moved between Emily’s flat and friends’ sofas in order to get out of my sister’s old bedroom, where I had been staying, and before I fell asleep, I would often cry into my pillow (sometimes, while this new strange person was sleeping next to me), not only because I missed Salka, but because my life had no structure. I would, at particularly low points, fixate on how she owned a house, had a good job as a doctor, and would probably meet someone new any day now. And when I would cry about the relationship, I would also cry about how heteronormative I sounded, as if our invisible children had been the be-all and end-all, the only road to happiness.


It was around this time that my friend Zoe lent me a book that she said might help. It was called The Queer Art of Failure, by the brilliant transgender writer Jack Halberstam. It was about ‘finding alternatives to conventional understandings of success in a heteronormative, capitalist society’, and asking why we value certain types of success and not others. I’d read one of Halberstam’s books before, I told Zoe: In a Queer Time and Place, which talked about ‘heteronormative time and space’ – marriage, kids, domesticity – versus what he called ‘queer’ time and space, defined as an alternative way of living, more transient and erratic. While some people grow up to do what’s expected of them, Halberstam wrote, others never grow up at all – some might see this as selfish, others might see it as a political choice. In The Queer Art of Failure, Halberstam goes one step further and asks us to deconstruct conventional life markers, such as settling down and baby making, and consider a life ‘unscripted by family, inheritance and child rearing’: a queerer way of living.


Zoe told me she found both books after the end of a seven-year relationship with a man, at a time when she was feeling anxious about not being with anyone, about her work, and about being in her thirties and childless. She said it helped her see that she could be radical or queer or refuse the pressures of expectation, particularly as a bisexual woman living in a world that constantly reminds you of what she described as her ‘so-called ticking biological clock’: ‘It made me look around and appreciate the fact that I have a cross-generational group of friends who refuse to conform to the social ideals of an ordered and sensible adult life,’ she said. ‘It helped me realize that over something structured, I’d rather have anarchy. Or spontaneity.’


Zoe’s outlook was exactly what I needed, so I tried to start doing what you might call ‘checking my heteronormativity’ – stopping myself when I was having self-indulgent thoughts about how I’d never own a home or get another job or find ‘the one’, and starting to ask myself why I viewed these as markers of success to begin with, why there were right and wrong ways of living that we all subscribed to, why we felt we were meant to jump through certain hoops to be happy. But it wouldn’t work; something in me, I realized, had changed.


Eventually, I called my friend Paris Lees and confided in her about how I was feeling. A well-known transgender activist in the UK, she confessed she’d been having similar thoughts.


‘Five years ago it was all, “I’m queer, I don’t give a fuck, I’m a strong woman, don’t care about taboos. Fuck marriage! I’ll wear what I like – a suit one day then a dress the next! I’ll lick a pussy, and suck a cock, don’t slut-shame me . . . I’m Madonna, I’m Kim Cattrall!”’ She suddenly inhaled (I hate talking on the phone, but you can never get Paris off it). ‘It’s like, yeah, that’s fun for a bit, isn’t it? And then you realize you’re left with this big gaping hole – and no, I don’t mean what you’re thinking! An emotional one.’ She paused so I could absorb the poetry of what she had just said, then continued: ‘These days I just want to be a middle-class mum who stays at home and bakes for their kids.’


‘Really?’ I said, surprised to be hearing this from the closest living person I had met to Samantha Jones from Sex and the City.


‘Yeah. I used to think I didn’t want all of this – so maybe I’m just going from one extreme to the other, and maybe I’m never satisfied? But I think we all feel like that, don’t we, whether we’re straight or gay or trans or whatever? Maybe “I want a husband” is just another fucked-up, perverted fantasy.’


Talking to Paris had made me feel less alone, but it hadn’t made me any less confused. She was right that most people feel torn over their life options at some point or another – not least after a break-up, which tends to throw even the most resilient person into an existential crisis – but the more people I talked to and the more I thought about it, the clearer it became that this ambivalence is more pronounced for queer people. On the one hand, we have a desire to live differently, to say ‘fuck you’ to tradition, to mainstream visibility, to the institutions that have rejected us for so long; and on the other, we long to feel accepted, to find legitimacy in the mainstream, even if just for our own safety or happiness. It is this tension that causes us internal conflict, that so often divides our LGBTQ+ community on political issues, like what we should be fighting for, and that left me with countless questions: Was increased acceptance always a good thing? What would happen to queer culture if we did all suddenly decide to live like straight people? And, perhaps most importantly, who would get left behind, especially in the places where LGBTQ+ rights aren’t so advanced?


My personal choices felt connected to these big questions, so before I could make up my mind about how to live my own life, I needed to go in search of answers. I needed to explore this strange moment that we were living in, when it suddenly felt like we were expected to emerge from clubs and bedrooms, blinking into the daylight, and find someone to spend the rest of our lives with. I needed to talk to more queer people about what was happening to our culture.


On Boxing Day, six weeks after I came back from Iceland, I got drunk, broke my promise to Amrou and called Salka. She told me that she still loved me, and that she still wanted to marry me some day.


Finally, it seemed wise to cut contact.


Why is everyone so obsessed with marriage? I thought, for at least the fiftieth time since we broke up.


That seemed like a good place to start.









chapter one


COOKING DINNER FOREVER


On 29 March 2014, forty-seven years after homosexuality was partially decriminalized in Britain, same-sex marriage was legalized, making England and Wales the sixteenth and seventeenth countries in the world to adopt the law. The night before, I was sent on my second proper reporting job. I had to go to one of the UK’s first gay weddings and write about what it meant for the LGBTQ+ community.


For many people, marriage was a watershed moment in gay rights: the final frontier in gaining equality, the ultimate public symbol that gay people were recognized as being just like everyone else. I also knew the counterarguments. That it was too little too late. That marriage was a trivial pit stop on the way to actual equality, which should improve the lives of all LGBTQ+ people, whether they wanted to get married or not. That queerness is supposed to be radical, whereas marriage is in many ways the ultimate institution, something to submit or conform to. The queer theorist Lisa Duggan famously described it as a ‘political sedative’, sarcastically suggesting that first we ‘get marriage and the military, and then we go home and cook dinner, forever.’


Personally, I wanted to have the choice to get married as an LGBTQ+ person, but I didn’t want to take it. My reservations were a combination of Duggan’s ideas and the fact that I thought of marriage as a horribly sexist institution. Until the late nineteenth century in Britain, a man marrying a woman meant she was his property under the legal doctrine of coverture. But while I didn’t necessarily believe in marriage, I did believe in weddings. Weddings are great. They’re a positive affirmation of our ability to love one another, a place where you can start drinking before midday, and an opportunity to eat a delicious meal that has been pre-paid for. The couple whose wedding I was being sent to, Sean Adl-Tabatabai and Sinclair Treadway, were extremely accommodating on this front; they invited me to watch them get ready at home, then to attend the ceremony and the after party too. The exchanging of vows was to take place at midnight because that was when the law would formally come into effect; Sean and Sinclair would be racing a few other couples around the UK to get there first.


Sean and Sinclair had met on the gay hook-up app Grindr in 2013. They were both in Los Angeles at the time, and arranged to meet at Sean’s hotel for drinks – the Beverly Wilshire, which, coincidentally, is the one from Pretty Woman. Sean, a thirty-two-year-old TV producer from the UK, was on a business trip to LA, where Sinclair, then twenty, was living as a student. Sinclair was downtown for his aunt and uncle’s wedding anniversary dinner, but when he saw Sean’s profile picture, and learned that he was from London (Sinclair had always found the British accent sexy), he knew he had to skip out early. He knocked on Sean’s door late at night and they ordered room service, ‘fooled around’ and talked until daylight. They told me it wasn’t like other Grindr hook-ups, where you usually just fuck the person and leave. It was romantic.


Two nights later, they met up again, and things were the same, only more intense and this time there was more sex. In the morning, Sean had to fly back to the UK and their relationship moved from Grindr over to Facebook, Skype and iMessage. Sinclair booked a flight to London, but Sean went quiet. Sinclair started to panic; the same panic I would later experience with Salka. He wondered whether he should even make the trip. Was he going to get rejected on the other side of an ocean?


Sean told Sinclair to come, and when they reunited in London, the two weeks flew by and Sinclair just didn’t – or couldn’t – leave. By this point, they were too in love.


That was the end of summer 2013. A few months later, around New Year, marriage came up in conversation and the feeling was mutual; neither Sean nor Sinclair proposed per se, but they both felt certain that they wanted to get married as soon as possible. It would allow them to live in the States as a couple, and it also ‘felt right’. Long distance had been too hard and they didn’t want to go through it again. They knew the bill had been passed allowing same-sex marriage in England and Wales, but they also knew that it hadn’t quite come into motion yet, so they emailed their local council in Camden to request when it might be possible. The response they got surprised them. It asked if they wanted to be the very first same-sex couple to marry in the borough. It wasn’t something they’d had in mind, but they thought, why not? Wouldn’t it be a bonus that they would be making British history while declaring their love for one another?


As befitting a serious historic event, the dress code for the ceremony was ‘hot, sexy and camera-ready’. For Sinclair, this meant a shiny blue velvet suit jacket, while Sean wore a smart navy blue suit. I watched the couple get dressed together at their house in Kentish Town, as they did away with the tradition of staying separate before the ceremony. When I got there, they seemed quiet, nervous perhaps, and sipped on champagne as I asked them intrusive questions. My being there, and them playing the role of public figures for the night, had created a kind of forced intimacy that I was not yet familiar with, and I didn’t quite know how to punctuate it.


Sean explained why he thought some gay people would oppose same-sex marriage: ‘A lot of gay people feel like they’ve been excluded from heterosexual society, so they think, “We’ll keep our culture separate,”’ he said. I asked if he’d ever felt the same. ‘I was a bit anti-marriage and anti-establishment,’ he acknowledged. But now he thought the fact that the law was changing was ‘positive and progressive’, and by getting married, he hoped to show his support. Besides, he loved Sinclair, and wasn’t marriage something that two people who are in love are entitled to?


After the couple had fixed their outfits, we all jumped into taxis to Camden Town Hall, where the wedding was to take place, and were greeted by Jonathan Simpson, Camden’s first openly gay mayor. Jonathan resembled a heavyweight boxer more than he did an elected official. He explained that he wrote his speech quickly. ‘I was speaking from the heart, but I am nervous,’ he told me. ‘I think I’ll struggle not to cry, what with the music and the importance of the occasion.’ Jonathan explained that, for him, the wedding could not be viewed in isolation. ‘It’s a political act,’ he said. ‘Around the world kids are living in fear every day because their families won’t accept that they’re gay. They will see this, and it will give them hope.’ I asked him whether he thought gay weddings should adhere to the normal traditions, and he said he thought it was up to the individuals: ‘If someone wants to get married in an underground sex club, that’s up to them.’ Then I asked if he would ever get married. ‘If I found the right person,’ he said, smiling.


When we entered the hall to take our seats I chatted to Stephen, the registrar (who was also gay), and he explained to me the deeply unromantic process of ensuring that Sean and Sinclair were the first couple to get hitched. A document had to be printed out at midnight, as soon as it became available, then Sean, Sinclair and Stephen had to sign it before the couple would officially be wed. I downed my champagne. The room, all polished wood and green leather chairs, looked a bit like the House of Commons. It contrasted nicely with Sean and Sinclair’s pre-made playlist, which was blasting ‘Fantasy’ by Mariah Carey as guests shuffled into their seats.


Sean’s friend Natalie took her place as best man, and the grooms’ mothers led the boys down the aisle to give them away. Despite these details, the ceremony itself was much like any other wedding, including that awkward moment of silence when the registrar asks if anyone objects. I had half expected something bad to happen at that moment, like an angry mob of fascists bursting through the doors with pitchforks, but everything went smoothly. At about six minutes after midnight, Stephen uttered the words, ‘I now declare you husband and husband.’


I cried. Jonathan cried. Few people who actually knew the two grooms seemed to cry. The band came in with strings, but those words, ‘husband and husband’, hung in the air.


Outside the hall, the women of the Camden Council PR team were scanning Twitter on their iPhones, disputing whether Sean and Sinclair had in fact been the first gay couple in the UK to marry. The grooms didn’t seem to care, making out in front of the camera crews on the street like a pair of horny teenagers. Then we piled into one of those tacky old London buses and headed to the reception. When I walked in, Kylie Minogue’s ‘Can’t Get You Out of My Head’ was playing, and the room was shrouded with red silk. The evening had officially reached peak camp. I sat in the corner with a mustachioed gay man in an all-white suit and we discussed the ‘fag hag’ stereotype while necking drinks from the bar. After a few drinks I drunkenly cornered Mayor Jonathan and asked him everything I’d desperately wanted to ask him up to that point, like, ‘Are you allowed to go to gay clubs if you are Mayor?’ He cryptically described himself as a ‘naughty mayor’ before slipping off to give an impromptu speech: ‘Tonight we made fucking history in Camden. Islington might have beat us, but we had the sexiest couple!’


At about four in the morning, after hours of being asked whether I should be drinking on the job, I surveyed the room. Sean’s co-workers were dad-dancing in circles, forty-something men were sneaking off for a joint, and Natalie the best man was drunkenly telling Sean and Sinclair to ‘never be the one who’s scared to show their love more’.


All in all, it really did seem like every other wedding I’d been to, except I wasn’t looking like Nigella Lawson because I didn’t have to wear a wrap dress and my mum wasn’t there telling me the bride looked bad. I danced with Mayor Jonathan to Kylie. I told him that I didn’t believe in marriage, but I was starting to think I could get on board with the gay kind. The next day at 9 a.m. I filed my copy, with a terrible, terrible hangover.


I didn’t think about Sean and Sinclair’s wedding much after that day in 2014; at least, not until after my phone call with Salka, when the pair popped into my mind and I looked Sinclair up on Facebook. I suppose I wanted to see if he and Sean were still together, and I felt genuinely pleased when I saw their small, smiling faces in a selfie dated just weeks earlier. In my lingering misery it gave me the vaguest feeling of hope. From their tagged locations, they appeared to be living in LA. So I messaged Sinclair.


‘I’m coming to LA,’ I lied. ‘I’d love to meet up with you guys and talk to you about your marriage again.’ This last part was true at least; when I had gone to their wedding, marriage wasn’t very high up on my agenda, whereas now, after my relationship with Salka, I suddenly felt differently, it suddenly seemed important to find out if marriage was all it was cracked up to be, and what was at stake. I was also curious about what Sean had told me: that he’d felt reticent about marriage, until he’d met Sinclair. Did his 180 mean that decrying marriage was a stance people only took until they found ‘the one’? Was this what had happened to me?


Sinclair replied the next day saying I was more than welcome to visit, which surprised me given how much I had freeloaded at their wedding. Then I did what felt like the right thing to do post-break-up: I asked my only friend in the city if I could crash on her sofa and spent all my worldly money on a flight to Los Angeles.


LA was just like the pictures and the films: palm trees, congestion and people who are either too friendly or not friendly at all. My friend Alix picked me up from the airport in a Mini convertible that we struggled to get my suitcase into. I hadn’t seen her in four years. She had been in my classes at university, the daughter of a wealthy Texan, which was convenient now because it meant she could take a week off work to ‘assist’ me in my investigation by driving me round LA. Alix was a loyal friend, generous with her time and hilarious. She was also straight. Which meant she might ask my interviewees the questions I wouldn’t, and that I wouldn’t try to sleep with her in a post-break-up meltdown. Her apartment, when we eventually made it through the evening traffic, was in a spacious, modernist building in the sleepy family neighbourhood of Mount Washington, overlooking LA, where a fiery sun was dropping behind the mountains.


Two days later, I found out that Sean and Sinclair had a pretty good view too. They lived in a village-like neighbourhood called Larchmont, and when Alix dropped me off with them, we went up to their rooftop, looking out over the city. Their apartment wasn’t fancy; it was under-decorated except for lavish red carpets in the shared corridors. But Sean and Sinclair looked good, more tanned than when I’d last seen them. They’d both been working from home that Wednesday afternoon, and seemed pleased to clock off early when I arrived. They offered me a glass of wine and I tried to better justify why I was there. ‘I want to know a bit more about you,’ I said, explaining that their wedding was a watershed moment for me – which was of course true, but around my head whirled the other, more private reasons I’d come. Like my break-up. Or that there were now too many married gay couples in the world to have chosen one to talk to at random. Or that I had wanted a reason to go on holiday to LA.


‘Sure, ask away,’ said Sinclair obligingly, and with an unexpected jerk of my hand I accidentally spilled my wine all over their white sofa.


Sinclair was born in the Los Angeles Valleys. His mom was an air traffic controller; his biological father was mostly absent. He ‘always knew’ he was gay, but was in denial about it for most of his adolescence. His earliest memory of having a same-sex attraction was seeing Bill Clinton on TV when he was four or five, during the Monica Lewinsky scandal. ‘We were talking about the president in kindergarten and I told my mom that I liked Bill Clinton for the way he looks. She said that was strange and that’s when I realized it wasn’t normal for guys to like the way other guys looked.’


Increasingly guilt-ridden about his sexuality, Sinclair didn’t come out until he was twenty, when he got engaged to Sean. In the interim, he pretended he was straight to his friends and family, and convinced himself he was bisexual. Though he never slept with girls – usually saying something about waiting for marriage – he was a ‘big slut’ when it came to men. His first experiences were with male classmates and friends, until he went online and pretended to be of age to meet guys on the Web. This was pre-Grindr, so he’d use craigslist (the mention of which made Sean cringe for Sinclair’s safety). Sinclair remembers this period as an unhappy one. He felt as if he was hiding. He was convincing himself, in his own words, that it was all just a phase, that he was straight, would marry a woman and have a nice house in the suburbs with kids.


‘I was frustrated and angry. I hadn’t seen my dad since I was really little, but I thought that if he knew he would probably beat me up. I was worried that my mom might not accept it; she never came off as homophobic or anything, but a lot of gay kids are afraid our families won’t love us the same. When she found out, she was surprised but she didn’t care at all, she just said, “I wish you would have told me.”’


Sean grew up in a different world entirely, on a council estate in North London. His parents were together – his mum British, a housewife; his dad Iranian, an accountant. His dad’s side of the family were non-practising Muslims, and Sean was sent to a Catholic school. Like Sinclair’s mom, Sean’s parents didn’t really know, or at least weren’t informed, that he was gay until the marriage, although he remembers run-ins with boys as a child – hugging his male best friend in bed until the friend’s mum caught them in the act and they weren’t allowed to play together any more. ‘My parents will have seen that sort of behaviour because I was very expressive. I was also obsessed with Wham! and the Pet Shop Boys.’ In other words, all the signs were there. ‘I think they must have known something . . . but once I knew what it was, what being gay actually meant, I never told them or said anything about how I really felt.’


Instead, in his teenage years, he got a girlfriend – which wasn’t too laborious, since at the time, he said, he did feel genuinely attracted to her. Whether that was because she’d gone out with his best friend, whom he also fancied, he wasn’t sure, but he got ‘stuck’ in the relationship for two years. They broke up at eighteen, but that was it – he was put off relationships and spent university and most of his twenties single – a mixture of fear, laziness and not meeting the right person until Sinclair came along. He didn’t formally come out either: ‘I think the idea of coming out annoyed me because I wasn’t uncomfortable with being gay and I knew deep down my mum wouldn’t be either. And even if I was straight, I wouldn’t be telling them the gory details anyway.’


I nodded and Sinclair poured us another glass of wine. Despite their twelve-year age gap, they didn’t look to be of starkly different ages – or really seem that way – maybe because they were so in sync. I was starting to remember things about the last time I’d met them; they were what the gay community might call ‘straight-acting’ – not just as individuals, in the sense that they weren’t at all camp, but also with each other, keeping contact to a minimum. Until the moment they kissed and said ‘I do’, they could have been just friends. Now it was the same.


Over the next two hours, we went over their marriage with a fine-tooth comb – three years in, they still argued, but less; they still had great sex, but less of that too; they planned to live between LA and London, even though they had significantly fewer friends in LA; they didn’t currently plan on having children – Sinclair still thought ‘kids are gross’ – but if they did, they’d want to raise them in London for the school system. The main thing that had changed in their relationship was the level of respect. Their love, they said, had only grown deeper.


When we returned to the question of why they got married, Sean seemed to hold the same opinion as before: that falling in love made him want to make a public commitment.


‘Why did you want to marry Sean?’ I asked Sinclair.


‘I’ve just never been any more obsessed with any other guy. If I could create my dream man it would actually be Sean. When he first took off his shirt, his hairy chest and his beautiful eyes . . . it was like he was just perfect and I couldn’t fuck this up. I remember when he invited me to London I was like, OK, I’m gonna win him over, he’s going to be mine, I’m going to look better than when he met me.’


Sean laughed, a little embarrassed. ‘You didn’t need to do that.’


Sinclair carried on: ‘I wanted to go to London and I wanted him to see me and be like, “Wow, you’re better than I remembered,” so I got a gym membership, I got a personal trainer and I got a chin implant.’


Is that what true love is? I thought, unsure of what to say. I was also trying extremely hard not to look at his chin. Luckily, Sinclair broke the silence, telling me something even more personal.


‘I’d always wanted a serious relationship but I thought that I wouldn’t be able to have that as a gay man,’ Sinclair said. ‘There’s a lot of hooking up in the gay community and not a lot of relationship-oriented people. That had a huge impact on me. That made me scared to have feelings for a guy.’


‘Where do you think that pressure comes from?’ I asked.


‘I think the media, definitely. I remember watching Queer as Folk when I was really young and they’re very promiscuous. Then, when I went online looking for guys, I realized, wow, this is all about sex, what position they like, how big their dick is. I met guys and I realized after a few encounters that to them sex was just sex and there were no emotions in it. I thought if I were an out gay man that would be my life. I felt that whole experience was really lonely, which was why I was probably so angry when I was younger, before I met Sean, because I felt like I could never meet anyone like him. It made me so, so depressed – I considered suicide many times. I didn’t want to live my life like that but I thought it was my only choice.’


Sean agreed: ‘I think there are gay people out there who want relationships, proper, serious, boring relationships that could lead to marriage, whereas before, that option wasn’t really there. People like me weren’t really getting into relationships because they thought they couldn’t.’


‘I guess when you put it like that, gay marriage would have been pretty important for you to see as a teenager,’ I said.


Sinclair told me that, after they got married, they received emails from gay people around the world explaining that seeing their marriage in the press gave them hope. Sean and Sinclair saw marriage as a ‘turning point’ for the gay community; whether it would take a few years or a few decades, it was going to change things for everyone.


Sean and Sinclair’s wedding was the first time I’d seen two gay men brazenly kiss in front of a crowd and be met with a round of applause. It wasn’t the kind of kiss you see in gay clubs, where two sweaty men or women embrace in the darkness, strobe lights bringing them in and out of view. It wasn’t like the kisses you see at Gay Pride events either, which basically go unnoticed because everyone in the crowd is gay, and more interested in who they can kiss than who is already kissing. This was different; it was above ground and under bright lights. Everyone was watching. It was the first time I saw a gay kiss that felt formally condoned by the straight establishment, and as I looked at the pictures in the press of all the other same-sex couples to get married over the next few days – the lesbians, other gay men, young and old – I couldn’t help finding the images odd, as though something was out of place. I guess my eyes just needed time to adjust to seeing gay couples in this new context, surrounded by flowers, wearing pastel colours, leaning over one another to sign the documents. It was gay as I’d never seen it before: palatable and public.


While talking to Sean and Sinclair made it clear to me that same-sex marriage had the power to change the way the world viewed gay relationships, obviously not everyone agreed with them. One of the reasons it had seemed like a good idea to travel to California was that the state’s gay residents had lived through an experience I found difficult to fathom. In 2008, they had been granted the ability to marry; later that same year, the option was taken away after a public vote in favour of Proposition 8, which moved to ban same-sex marriage. America’s most liberal state took a big step forwards, and then a big step back again, and during this small window of time, thousands of same-sex couples got married. Their marriages were still recognized by the state after the ban, but socially and psychologically, the legitimacy of the unions was thrown into question. If I could talk to someone who had experienced this, I wouldn’t just get an account of why we need the right to marry, but what it feels like to lose it.


Now I was in California, it occurred to me that I vaguely knew someone this had happened to: Patty, a musician I had interviewed years before. I dropped her an email and waited. In the meantime, I realized I hadn’t planned what else I was going to do in LA. I lazily put up a Facebook status asking if anyone knew somebody who might be relevant to speak to about what marriage might mean for LGBTQ+ people, and went to the beach. Responses were few and far between. Alix told me to relax, that people were inherently self-aggrandizing and would want to talk to a journalist, especially about themselves. The next day, still nothing. Then a contact introduced me to someone I hadn’t heard of before: a guy called Steve Deline at the LA LGBT Center.


Steve was well known, it turned out, as an activist who’d campaigned against the passage of Proposition 8 with a special method called ‘deep canvassing’. He was also in no way self-aggrandizing. When I emailed him he kindly invited me down to the centre. I got there on a Thursday afternoon and found a tall, sandy-haired man with glasses waiting for me. He led me out into the leafy courtyard of the building, which had the air of a hospital or mental-health facility – maybe because I could see a counsellor sitting on some steps having a sympathetic conversation with someone who looked very upset. In a way it was like a hospital; they offered one-on-one support to LGBTQ+ people experiencing discrimination at home or in the workplace, as well as STD testing on site. But they also had a programme of comedy, events and talks.


Steve’s gig was ‘The Leadership LAB’ – a core team that helped to organize people to fight homophobia in their communities. Steve explained that, of the eleven years he’d lived in LA, he’d been working at the LA LGBT Center for almost six. He grew up on the East Coast, in the suburbs of Baltimore, with fairly liberal parents, and came out at nineteen. He could have done it sooner, he said, but was conscious that he’d have no control over the outcome – how it would make people feel about him. In college, he learned about queer theory, but ‘was not at all political’; he didn’t go near the LGBTQ+ scene – social or activist – because he was, he confessed, privileged enough not to have to think about it. Being gay didn’t have to be a big part of his life. As he put it: ‘Even when I came out, I didn’t have to step out of my socioeconomic bubble.’


When Steve moved to LA in 2005, that thinking began to change. He started working at a record store up on Sunset, and doing social documentary stuff on the side. ‘I was literally out front on my break one day and a volunteer from the campaign against Prop 8 said: “Hey, we really have to fight this! Do you want to come to the phone bank to call voters?” I’d never done anything like that before in my life but I said, “OK, I care about this, it seems important, I’ll try it.” So I came to a few phone banks.’ By this time, Steve had met his first boyfriend, who also happened to be the first person he ever kissed and his manager at the record store. Living together, they were what he called ‘marriage-minded gays’. He didn’t remember when they first talked about it but remembered thinking it was an obvious option: ‘Like a hetero couple, that was always my internal narrative.’


As much as Steve wanted to get married, soon that possibility would evaporate. On 5 November 2008, Proposition 8 came into effect, approved with a close-cut 52.2 per cent majority at the ballot. Steve found out it had been passed the same night that Barack Obama was elected. Gaining a president he’d voted for and losing the right to marry on the same evening was a surreal experience. He’d been campaigning against Prop 8 for more than six months at that point. He called his sister who lived in Washington DC, and she said everyone was celebrating in the streets, but he couldn’t share her happiness about Obama’s win when he felt so devastated that all he’d been working for at the phone banks was lost.


‘The thing is, we just didn’t expect to lose that vote,’ he said gravely, wind blowing the leaves across the courtyard. ‘I mean, most of the polling data said that we were gonna win by a sixty–forty margin.’


‘Do you think that’s why you weren’t super passionate about it – because you didn’t think you would lose?’ I asked.


‘Well, part of it was that, but . . .’ He paused. ‘It took me a while after we lost to really realize what an impact it was having on me. Almost immediately that night I could see that it was the first time in my life I was experiencing animus in the diffuse sense, because I was so privileged. That feeling of, “People around me have cast judgement on me and have limited my life options based on some arbitrary feeling they have about who I am.” A lot of people experience that every day, for a number of reasons, but I had never experienced that before. My first taste of it was enough to totally freak me out. I was moody, I was picking fights with my boyfriend, I just was not a happy person, and it took me a while to realize, “Oh shit, that’s what this is about.”’


After Prop 8 was passed, protesters took to the streets across California in their thousands. Steve joined a march two nights after the election in LA, which was made up of straight and gay people. He said he’d never experienced a crowd so angry. ‘It wasn’t like a violent sort of atmosphere but there was a lot of screaming and yelling, people leading chants, trying to draw as much attention, just needing to be heard, needing the media, fellow citizens in Los Angeles, or people who were just trying to drive home, to stop and take notice of this hurt and the enormity of what we were all collectively feeling.’


At another march, Steve met someone with a clipboard who invited him to a meeting about how to try to fight Prop 8. It felt like a way to take back agency and power. First it was rewarding, he said, but pretty quickly it wasn’t: ‘It was a lot of people who were feeling upset in a room venting to each other without really doing anything.’ Steve felt that most of the blame seemed to fall on communities of people of colour. ‘They’d say it was black or Latino people who voted against us. They’d say, “They’re so conservative, if their communities weren’t so backwards we could have won.” Then people of colour were turning around and rightly saying, “Well, excuse us, the campaign put no resources in our neighbourhoods,” or, “You’re painting us with an incredibly broad brush and saying we’re backwards, it’s disgusting.’ They were just at each other’s throats, and it was not a very satisfying environment to be in.’


‘So what happened next?’


Steve heard about a new project that involved knocking on doors, talking to voters who voted against same-sex marriage in Prop 8. He thought it sounded like something he definitely didn’t want to do, but people kept asking him, so in January 2009 he signed up. Until then, canvassing had traditionally focused on getting your supporters out to vote. This, by contrast, was about targeting neighbourhoods where the majority were against you. I asked him to show me what he did.


‘Whaddayawant?’ I asked Steve, putting on a man’s voice.


‘Hey, are you Amelia?’ He had missed that I was in character.


‘I am, that’s right.’


‘Hey Amelia, my name’s Steve, I’m a volunteer with Vote to Equality. We’re talking to people in your neighbourhood about that gay marriage ballot we had a few months ago, the probate, do you remember that vote?’


‘Kind of.’


‘OK, yeah, do you remember how you voted?’


‘I didn’t vote.’


‘Oh, really?’


‘Should I pretend I voted? Sorry. OK, I voted against same-sex marriage.’


‘What you just did is . . . a lot of people say they didn’t vote but we know from ballot drop boxing that very few people didn’t vote.’


‘So that was actually quite accurate acting?’


‘OK, so you voted so that gay couples would not be able to get married. Why was that the right decision for you?’


‘I just think it’s perverse.’


‘OK, yeah. So on a zero to ten scale, if you were gonna vote on this tomorrow, would you vote the same again? Zero meaning that you totally think gay couples should not get married – and ten means that you think gay couples should be able to get married.’


‘One.’


‘One, got it. And why is that the right number for you?’


‘I feel like I think it’s wrong but maybe if it wasn’t in a church then it would be OK.’ I was losing my footing. (Usually, for reasons half to do with self-preservation and half to do with privilege, I try not to think about what goes on in a homophobic person’s mind.)


‘Are you religious yourself?’


‘I’m a Christian.’


‘I’m curious, what’s on the other side of it? Because you’re a one, you’re not a zero. So what’s that little bit that keeps you from being a zero?’ Then he whispered: ‘It’s because you know someone who’s gay.’


‘Oh right, because my neighbour’s gay.’


‘OK, got it. So you probably remember during the campaign, people on both sides ran a lot of TV ads – do you remember seeing some of those?’


I nodded and Steve got out his phone to show me a YouTube video of a TV advert that was shown to Californians before the Prop 8 ballot. It featured a little girl saying to her mom, ‘Today I learned how a prince married a prince and I can marry a princess.’ Then a deep voiceover said: ‘Think it can’t happen? It’s already happened. When Massachusetts legalized gay marriage, schools began teaching second-graders that boys can marry boys. The courts ruled parents have no right to object.’ Then a second voice: ‘Under California law, public schools instruct about marriage. Teaching children about gay marriage will happen here unless we pass Proposition 8. Yes on 8.’


I wasn’t surprised by the advert. A similar, if not more extreme, campaign popped up in Australia in the lead-up to the 2017 vote on same-sex marriage (which was passed). Photos of homophobic posters in Melbourne went viral. They read: ‘92 per cent of children raised by gay parents are abused, 51 per cent have depression, 72 per cent are obese.’ These stats were based on a bogus study. A review of seventy-nine studies published by the Public Policy Research Portal at Columbia Law School, and referenced in a Medical Journal of Australia article, found ‘an overwhelming scholarly consensus . . . that having a gay or lesbian parent does not harm children’. If anything, they found, discrimination does.


Data showed that the average Californian saw the Prop 8 ad twenty to forty times before they passed their vote, and following the polling data from before it aired to after, you can see support for gay marriage drop off a cliff. ‘Our side completely failed to come up with a successful counteractive message,’ Steve said. ‘The reason for showing the video is to learn who was impacted by this and how, but also to unveil people’s true feelings when they were in the ballot box, so to recreate the environment when they have seen that ad and it’s on their minds. When we’re facing future votes, that’s the environment we’re going to be in.’


Steve said that the most interesting thing they found from canvassing people was that their reasons for voting against same-sex marriage generally fell into three categories: religion – they would say, ‘My church believes . . .’ or tradition – ‘This is what the word marriage has always meant, can’t you just find a different word?’ and then kids – ‘What’s gonna happen to my kids?’


The conversations Steve was having with people weren’t just about these factors, though; they were about homophobia more broadly. Is it OK to be gay? How do people come to be gay: is it a choice, is it not a choice? Is it healthy, is it not healthy? Steve and his team recorded the conversations by filming them – more than three thousand – and then analysing them. They found the most effective way to change people’s minds was talking to them about their own lives and feelings. It was about sharing their own experiences and being personable, partly because they hoped it would affect voters, but also because it created a two-way street of vulnerability and honesty. A lot of people had never had the opportunity to talk about the issue; they couldn’t tell their Republican friends they were unsure about gay marriage, just as they couldn’t tell their lesbian cousin. But they had questions. Some people asked Steve if he’d been abused as a child, how many people he’d slept with, whether he was in a relationship. One door he knocked on even led him to meet an older guy who was a zero on the scale, but after inviting Steve in, he broke down in tears and started talking about his son who’d committed suicide and whom people suspected had been gay. ‘They were almost giving themselves therapy, like they’re talking through their own experiences and re-evaluating the conclusions they’ve drawn, and kind of changing their own minds,’ said Steve.
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