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WHERE IS HOME?



Home is where someone is expecting you,
where eyes shine their greeting
as you cross the threshold,
and a bark trumpets you to the household.


Home is where you
lay down whatever is burdening you,
tell whatever is bothering you,
and let yourself be found.


Home is where a memory, a dream,
a laugh, or a tear is freely shared,
until “my” story becomes “our” story
and endings become beginnings.


Home is where welcoming arms await you
as you come into this world,
and sending hands bless you
when you leave it.


Home is the company you keep until departure time,
watching with you through the night
until the rising sun lights your way.


Family is all your loved ones in whom you “home”
here and hereafter.
Love is the way home.


~ Ruth Frost, a poem inspired by my father





PREFACE



HE SEARCH FOR HOME


Homes with Heart is written for everyone who wants to take the next step in home living, which is home life design. We have all heard the saying “Home is where your heart is.” But when our hearts are weary or wounded or our lives uprooted, it’s hard to find home. Sometimes we struggle to be at home within ourselves or at home with one another. This book encompasses our journey to find and make home in the world. It provides guidance in turning living spaces into loving places that become “homes with heart.” Together, we explore how to create the homes we want to live in, how we choose families to enrich our living, and how caring communities can expand our experience of home. Ideally, our homes should express who we are and support the quality of life we seek, in the company of those we love.


As we search for home within ourselves and create home around us, we will look at some of the obstacles that can interfere with making “homes with heart” and explore ways to overcome them. We will also consider how we can redefine family more generously to include “families of choice,” or “families of the heart,” as I prefer to name them. Whether we live singly, with friends, or in family groups, the people in our lives shape and are shaped by the kind of homes we nurture. Over time, the homes we create will embody our stories and invite new stories from those who cross their threshold.


In writing this book, I relate some experiences in my life and my partner’s life that have had a formative influence on how we “home” together. I share how one special community extended extraordinary hospitality to us, and how we have drawn upon family of the heart to enrich our home life wherever we have lived. Included in this writing are conversations I have had with other people to further our understanding of the various ways people create home and family. All of this has strengthened my conviction that creating home is a relational and spiritual adventure that transcends mere habitation of physical space. We discover meaning and purpose when our living spaces become loving places.


When we work to turn our living spaces into loving places with the help of supportive communities, caring friends, and families of the heart, our homes sing. At their best, our homes have the power to both shelter us and renew us for the good work we do in the world. How we live in our homes will guide who we are in the world. When we extend refuge to those in search of safety, welcome, and belonging, we become part of the world’s family.


After twenty-seven years together, my partner and I fulfilled a late-in-life dream by purchasing our first (and likely last) home in an older historic urban neighborhood that was known for its preservation of bungalows built in the first three decades of the twentieth century. Five years later, we were invited to show our home in the Twin Cities Craftsman Bungalow Home Tour of Minneapolis/St. Paul. The day of the tour, we were amazed and delighted to host over five hundred guests in our small home.


Six months later, our family expanded to include our first grandbaby and his parents, who now live with us, together with our dog and cat. Baby paraphernalia has invaded our space. What was a showcase house for the tour has become a thoroughly lived-in home. Spit-up rags are draped over the arm of every chair, a playpen hides underneath the dining room table, and pet toys mingled with baby toys are strewn about everywhere. The house still has great ambience but much less order—and a lot more heart!


My hope is that these reflections inspire you to strengthen the heart of your home so you may find refuge within it, create your own family of the heart to enrich the joy of sharing it, and overcome those obstacles to “homing” that inhibit your freedom to fully live in it. If this book can help you accomplish this, it will have fulfilled its purpose, and you will have created a home with heart.


When we live with intention, we can be at home wherever we are. As we walk this journey together, may we all turn our living spaces into loving places that become “homes with heart.” In doing so, we embrace the dream of the world that extends hospitality to everyone. We discover friendship among strangers. In the words of Ram Dass, “All we are doing is walking each other home.” [1] What if that is the most important thing we do in this life?


As a retired hospice chaplain, I have been deeply privileged to learn from many people with diverse spiritual perspectives and traditions as they prepared to go home and made their passage. What I have witnessed at their bedsides has convinced me that our life in this world is but one segment of our journey to carry home within us and create home around us. I have concluded my reflections with a few stories from my work in hospice. I have come to believe that ultimately, finding home means taking a spiritual journey in good company. We are all one. Together, the way home is love.


Note: All content in this book is based on actual events and actual people, but some names, places, and details have been altered or withheld for the purpose of protecting individuals’ privacy. Interviews are used by permission of the interviewees with their privacy similarly protected as desired.





PART ONE


COMING HOME TO OURSELVES



It was a crowded department store at holiday time. Harried people milled about, vying for the sale items. Waiting for my friend to finish her shopping, I noticed a small child in distress. He was alone, having been lured away by the toy aisle and now realizing he had become separated from his mother. As he called out for her through tears, I approached to comfort him. He looked at me, wanting to come to me—to anyone who could help—but knowing he was not supposed to speak to strangers, he stood frozen in panic and then backed away, still crying. I stopped my approach and asked a store clerk to announce where he was while I kept an eye on him just far away enough not to cause him to bolt.


The announcement of a lost child echoed over the loudspeaker with directions as to his whereabouts. Soon his mother arrived. He ran to her and threw both arms around her leg. As he looked up at her, she bent over, shaking her finger in his tear-stained face, and screamed, “How many times have I told you not to wander off? When we get home you’ll get what you deserve!” My heart sank, wondering what home was like for him. I don’t know their story and cannot judge their circumstances. But I ached for the little one who was lost and then found, but not welcomed home.


His need haunted me that day, and I wonder how he is, forty-five years later. His need is everyone’s need—to be found when we are lost, to be enfolded in the arms of love, and to be welcomed home.”


~ Ruth Frost, Journal Memories
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WELCOME, REFUGE, AND BELONGING



Remember the greeting of hospitality people offered when they were happy to welcome you into their home? “Come in, make yourself at home!” If you were staying awhile, the greeting might be followed by “Our home is your home.” You might respond by taking your shoes off before crossing the threshold out of respect for the homeowner’s welcome. In some cultures, you might even receive a footbath for soothing tired, sore feet.


These greetings of welcome speak to the truth that a home isn’t complete until it moves from being a solitary sanctuary to a place of communal care. It also suggests that the longing for home is a universal longing for welcome, safety, and inclusion. Home is fundamentally a state of belonging, whether we make ourselves “at” home or make ourselves “a” home. Home is intended to nurture life and relationships formed in the course of life. A couple of centuries ago, “home” was where we were born, where we grew up, and where we died. Today, in our highly mobile society, a house is often regarded chiefly as a financial asset—a hedge against an insecure future. But when homes held the sum of our days, they became sacred vessels for life and love.


At the conclusion of an interview with James Lipton, host of Inside the Actors Studio, actress Meryl Streep was asked the usual question posed to all interviewees who appeared on the show. The show was taped with a live audience of student actors, directors, and teachers. The question was, “If heaven is real, what would you most like to hear God say when you stand before the pearly gates?” Without a moment’s hesitation, Streep, with a radiant smile, called out, “Everybody in!” Ultimately, that is home: a sanctuary in which everyone can experience complete belonging, universal welcome, and unconditional love. It is a realm of light, of peace and healing.


That is, of course, the ideal. Many of us fall far short of receiving and offering that ideal. Some children are not born into the welcoming arms of love but are born into the empty hands of want. Others do not know physical shelter. Many live in households where safety and well-being have been co-opted by addiction or domestic abuse or mental illness; others are living in countries engaged in armed conflict. Some are in a state of exile, refugees far from home. Many do not know what home could or should be.


Whether it is family neglect or abuse, the violence of war, or cultural marginalization due to class, racism, poverty, or gender identity, the human race has not provided home for all its members. Those of us who come from economic privilege and have been raised in households that have been able to provide both security and love are obligated to pay attention to the needs of the world’s children who live in more perilous circumstances. We are all one human family, learning to create homes founded in hospitality and families grounded in love.


I once heard an interviewer ask virtuoso violinist Anne-Sophie Mutter what a performer needed to do in order to be ready for a concert performance. She replied, “Assuming you have already practiced, you must first understand the soul of the music, and then you must sing to the heart of your audience.” [2]


I wonder if a similar process takes place in the transformation of a house into a home. We may be custodians of a house where others have lived before us or will live after us. But how we live in our house will determine if it ever becomes a home for ourselves as well as a welcoming experience for those who cross its threshold. If it does, our home will change with us and work its own changes upon us. We can make music in our homes if we understand their soulful purpose. Guests will participate in the music making if our home has a heart that connects with the hearts of others.


I believe the heart of every house is its hearth. By hearth, I mean whatever draws family and friends together, whether a literal fireplace hearth, the warmth of a kitchen when our favorite foods are being prepared, or the table around which we eat and tell stories, play games, and sometimes work out family issues. The hearth is a gathering space that draws us into community. But it can also hold our private moments that comfort and sustain us. In the late-night hours we may read ourselves into far-flung worlds that stretch our beliefs and inspire our imaginations. In the quiet, early-morning hours before no one else has risen but the birds, we may sit eavesdropping on the sounds of creation and marvel at our place in it or contemplate a difficult problem and draw hope from a new dawn.


As a child, I was fortunate to grow up in a large home built in 1905 that our family did not own but that came as part of the benefit of my father’s job. He was a seminary professor at a time when professors’ salaries were very modest, but the house our family of six got to enjoy as part of his employment benefit was a gift to our family life that lasted until his retirement, when his children were grown and busy with our own lives. It became a beloved family home in our twenty years living there.


These are a few of my favorite childhood memories from that home: discovering a treasure trove of Nancy Drew mysteries on one rainy day’s exploration of the gabled attic; lying in the dark imagining myself held high up in the five old oak trees whose gnarled branches cradled our house and tapped at my window; waking up to the smell of coffee and my mother’s fresh baked bread on a Saturday morning; watching my oldest sister, Miriam, meticulously paint angels on our front window during the holidays; rising early Christmas Day to enjoy the soft glow of the tree in the company of my other sister, Naomi, careful to heed her admonition: “Don’t talk—it destroys the magic”; making card table “bear dens” in the basement with my younger brother, John, and playing the bear in my mother’s moth-eaten fur coat; lying on the rug by the fire, listening to my father tell stories from his youth on the family farm until I could recite the names of all their horses; and, finally, reading underneath my mother’s baby grand piano so I could watch the play of emotions flit across her expressive face as she let music take her somewhere beyond us. Those are some of the memories that enriched and shaped me in that home.


Of course there were other kinds of memories too: of difficult lessons learned, secrets hidden away, losses endured, and sharp words heatedly exchanged with the same people we love. These also find their way into our homes and put their stamp upon us. Our homes contain both the wonder and the messes of our lives. Their rooms are the silent witnesses to who we are becoming within them and what memories we will carry when we leave them. They reflect our joys and sorrows, our fears and failures, and our hopes and dreams.


Our homes are the libraries of our lives, whose rooms preserve our stories—those that sustain us, and those that still haunt us. Our stories are our reference points, but as with all reference books, they invite course correction as new knowledge and new experience enlightens, and sometimes supplants, the old. The present, lived with compassionate wisdom, illumines the past and lends hope to the future.


Recently, I had an opportunity to go to an exhibit at our local art institute that featured the struggles of the world’s refugees who have been disenfranchised from home. Attached to the wall of one exhibit there were anonymous notes scrawled in pencil, written in response to the question: “What is home?” Three of them stopped me in my tracks. The first read, “Home is a time when people are there for each other, where people can grow unthreatened.” The second said, “Home is a place in your heart where there is no judgment, where your heart sings and you can breathe.” The third said simply, “Home is what was taken from me.” As we “home” in this world, we must never forget that “justice is what love looks like in public.” [3] We start where it begins, in our own home with our own families. We start with ourselves.





2


COMING HOME TO MYSELF



For a very long time, I struggled to come to terms with a secret I had carried from early childhood well into adulthood. My secret was that my identity didn’t match the cultural norm of my generation. I am lesbian, a term that was not commonly in use back in the day I needed to know it and claim it. My secret was compounded by the fact that I was led to believe that claiming my lesbian identity would put me in an eternal state of conflict with my Christian heritage and imperil my soul. What actually imperiled my soul was internalized homophobia because of the negative messages from both church and society, neither of which understood that this was a matter of identity that needed to be fully integrated, not renounced. My situation was complicated by the fact that I felt called to ministry at a time when most Christian denominations prohibited gay and lesbian people from serving as ordained ministers. Ministry became a dream deferred.


When I think of my life in terms of a play in three acts, it is easy to see how each act represents distinctly different life stages. In a typical play, the first act commonly functions to set the stage and introduce the principal characters, the second act develops the story, and the third act makes sense of the first two, integrating them and revealing the meaning of the whole. I spent the first act of my life living in the shadows of the closet, my “life play” stalled with respect to authentic character development. The cracks of light that managed to penetrate my darkness came from those “out” lesbian pioneers who blazed the way before me, allowing me to follow their trail at a distance until I could discover and claim my own path. The early feminist movement of the seventies scared me and sustained me at the same time. I wasn’t yet ready for it, but it gave me hope and a glimpse into another world, both dangerous and free.


During the first act of my life play, I seesawed between denying my sexuality and accepting my sexuality. However, I saw no way to openly embrace my sexuality without abandoning my religious roots, a step I was not prepared to take. This eventually led to a misbegotten marriage to a gay man that was naively intended to help both of us “adapt” to heterosexuality, but which instead devolved into a profoundly unhappy situation in which body, soul, and heart were perpetually conflicted. Turning to our pastor for guidance, we entered counseling aimed at shoring up our questionable union. When this proved utterly ineffective, my husband became dangerously depressed. It was time to end an untenable situation before it led to irrevocable harm. We parted company sadly but with the weight of an impossible union lifted.


With no safety to embrace my lesbian identity in the light of freedom and openness, it took me several years to get to a place of deep peace and bold self-acceptance that could then truly yield life-affirming relationships. I made serious mistakes in those closeted years that were deeply hurtful to people I loved before I could finally and fully realize self-acceptance and well-being in relationships.


In 1980, still closeted, I resumed trying to pursue my dream of parish ministry and entered seminary. Toward the completion of the four-year masters of divinity degree, I had an interview with my candidacy committee and was approved for ordination. I then went on to interview with a bishop of the district to which I was assigned that was a large metro area. The interview went well because when asked why my husband and I had divorced, I spoke only half the truth: that we had divorced because my husband was gay. The bishop’s response was to say that I would be a valuable asset to his district as there had been several gay male pastors who had “come out” while in ministry before resigning their positions. He stated, “None of these pastors had been open with me when they first accepted calls, so I couldn’t go to bat for them. It’s been a mess for their congregations.” When I asked if a qualified gay applicant who had been fully open with him from the start would be eligible to receive a call, he replied sharply, “No, and that will never happen!” He then added, “You would be a good resource for the wives of these men.” The interview ended with a warm welcome to the area and his assurance that he had a parish in mind for me, adding that I would be hearing from him in a month.


I left this interview feeling absolutely crazy and thinking, What shall I do? Exiting the office building, I stepped out onto the city sidewalk just as the gay pride parade was passing. I stood there frozen, a deer in the headlights, looking at hundreds of gay people bearing down on me waving signs that read, “I’m gay and I’m proud!” Their energy was electric, a juggernaut of pride and joy. I thought to myself, I can’t say I’m gay in this church, and I certainly can’t say I’m proud. It was a pivotal moment. I returned to Minnesota and then contacted the district office, “postponing” the call process for a year to give myself space to think. I used the year to intern in the field of chemical dependency treatment services. At the end of the year, I let my candidacy status expire.


Borrowed light is better than no light, and there was just enough of it to reveal the mess that was my life in the closet. I finally grasped that love cannot survive a closeted existence or become truly life-giving if secreted. It can only become an incomplete version of itself—distorted by fear and shame, internalized from heterosexism and homophobia. Good therapy, self-forgiveness, and the loving support of my family and friends have accompanied me on my path to wholeness. Giving up the dream of ministry in order to fully claim an authentic life became a fundamental prerequisite to freedom.


I was nearly thirty-seven by the time my personal development was fully integrated. Committing to living my life openly allowed my second act to belatedly emerge. I was at last ready to “come out of the closet” to my then older parents, having been graced with the love of a woman with whom I hoped to share the rest of my life uncloseted. It had also dawned on me that my fear of losing my parents if I came out to them was already being realized. In protecting myself from being truly known, I had erected a guard around my emotional life that kept them increasingly at a distance. I was in danger of becoming lost to them. Fortunately, by that time I was “out” to my siblings, who were all supportive. It was time to gather my courage and bridge the remaining divide. I called my sister Naomi and asked her to be present, knowing I could count on her to support both my parents and me.


On that fateful autumn evening, I decided to drop by my brother’s house briefly for moral support before going on to my parents’ home near his. John met me at the door and refused to let me in. Instead he said, “Get your butt over to Mom and Dad’s! Naomi has been waiting for you all evening. Mom keeps making her sing opera arias, and she’s had it. No more stalling!” I obeyed my marching orders.


I could hear my sister’s soprano and my mother’s piano accompaniment as I walked up the front steps to the house. As I entered, Mother cheerily invited me to take a chair by the piano saying, “Listen to this, Ruthie.” Naomi shot me a look that told me I had better stop the musical portion of the evening and get on with business. When I said, “No, I have something I need to talk to you about first,” both Mom and Dad snapped to immediate attention as all of us sat down.


I had a carefully rehearsed speech, honed over many years and revised as many times. I got about two sentences into my speech. They were, “Mom, Dad, I have something to tell you. It has taken me a long time to come to terms with myself, but I need you to know that I am homosexual” (fearing they wouldn’t know what “lesbian” meant). Before I could go any further, my father sprang from his chair, dropping to his knees in front of my chair. Placing his hands on my shoulders, he met my eyes with his steady gaze and said, “My, how much you must have suffered keeping yourself a secret from us all these years. I hope you know we love you and nothing can ever change that.” Then he kissed me on my forehead and gathered me into his arms. Over his shoulder, I could see my mother, wide-eyed, nodding in vigorous agreement with my father’s declaration of unconditional love and my sister smiling in relief. It was a stunning response to my disclosure that far exceeded my expectations.


We talked long and fully that evening, and I shared my hope that my relationship with Phyllis would be a lasting one as close as theirs. I told them I was sick of hiding myself and could not hide Phyllis or the joy she brought to my life. I was done with living a clandestine life. I wanted a life of authenticity and purpose, and to achieve this, I knew I needed to live my own life openly as a lesbian, even if it meant letting go of ministry. It was clear that Dad was more at ease with our conversation than Mom, but she was no less determined to be supportive. At some point in the evening, my mother declared, “Well! I think it’s time for some ice cream!” That was the day I fully came home to myself. It was a powerful homecoming, liberating for all of us and capped with celebration. For my father and me, it afforded us two precious years of knowing and being fully known. My second act had finally begun.


In 1986, we chose to affirm our commitment in the presence of friends, family, and the local chapter of Lutherans Concerned, a sanctuary movement for lesbian, gay, and bisexual people within the national church. In our simple ceremony, we exchanged vows before all those in attendance, which miraculously included all the members of both our families. Naomi sang Samuel Barber’s “Sure on This Shining Night” with my mother accompanying her on the piano. Friends offered readings and their own words of blessing, as did Phyllis’s brother and my brother. At the reception afterward, Phyllis’s mother talked to a seminary professor who attended our celebration and wondered aloud what kind of future we would have together in this society. He replied wisely, “The uncertainty of that is all the more reason why we need to support them in their life together.”


By the time of our commitment ceremony, both of us had received our masters of divinity degrees. However, each of us had let go of our dreams of ministry in order to claim freedom to love one another openly. By then, Phyllis had become another daughter to both my parents and “sister out-of-law” (as they liked to teasingly call her) to my siblings. I found work at Pride Institute, a pioneering program for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people seeking treatment for chemical dependency. There, the reality and concerns of LGBT lives could be supported and normed. There, I could have Phyllis’s picture on my desk. It was a simple yet profound change. For me, our openly celebrated love dissolved years of internalized heterosexism and homophobia.


Working at Pride Institute completed the “coming out” process I had tentatively begun through Lutherans Concerned. Pride utilized the Twelve Steps of AA as well as some other approaches to sobriety. In addition to meaningful work, Pride offered me a venue for spiritual growth and expression without the homophobic strictures of parish ministry. Recognizing my gifts and training, this secular, for-profit institution utilized me as a spiritual counselor while hiring me for the official position of continuing care coordinator. We were all aware that the false choice between spirituality and sexuality imposed on so many gay people heightened the probability of relapse in sobriety. In addition to coordinating post-treatment care for clients, I was asked to hear Fifth Steps and to facilitate groups for people in recovery who were struggling to integrate spirituality with sexuality. This proved helpful to many.


Meanwhile, Phyllis, having given up her own dream of ministry but still uncertain as to what direction to go in her professional life, volunteered as a group facilitator with children and families affected by HIV/ AIDS. Our work was outside the church but no less important to either of us. At the time, we couldn’t have foreseen that it would both prepare us for, and eventually lead us back to, an opportunity for specialized ministry.


Just a year after our commitment ceremony, my father was diagnosed with terminal cancer and died that spring. The week after his diagnosis, he made a point of connecting with each of his adult children and with his beloved granddaughter, Rachel, to share his heart with us. In what was to be our last visit with him, Phyllis and I sat on either side of his recliner, each of us holding one of his hands. Turning to Phyllis, he said, “I never thought I could love someone so much to whom I was not related by blood. You have been another daughter to me.” And to both of us he continued, “I am sorry you have each had to give up your dreams of ministry in order to claim yourselves and your life together. The world and the church can be so cruel in their ignorance. But I don’t fear for you as a couple. Your problems will not be internal but external. And wherever you are, you will always be doing ministry, because ministry is who you are.” And with those words of blessing, he set our spiritual compass.


Realizing we would not have another opportunity, I chose to tell my father that Phyllis and I had decided we would have a child together through artificial insemination with what at that time we thought would be an anonymous donor. I finished by saying, “I’m not sure when it will happen, but we know it will happen. When it does, I want to know that I had told you.” He responded by squeezing our hands and saying, “I have no frame of reference for this new thing you will be doing. But I trust you.” In the short time remaining, Dad used up his waning strength receiving visits from many former students and colleagues who wanted to say goodbye to him.


In his last days with us, our family gathered at his bedside for Holy Communion. I asked his visiting pastor to use the communion set which had belonged to Dad’s father, who had also been a parish pastor. My grandfather always had it with him when he called on people who were ill at home. That communion set showed all the signs of heavy use, having traveled more miles by horse and buggy than it had by car. When we had communion at Dad’s bedside, he was no longer able to swallow, so we just touched the elements to his lips. He responded to the Prayer of Jesus by opening his eyes and folding his hands. My father’s last words to my mother before he became too weak to speak were, “Thank you for letting me die. Forgive everything. Remember the best.” After Dad’s death, my mother gave me my grandfather’s communion set. I cherish it as a talisman of an intergenerational spiritual legacy passed on to a granddaughter my grandfather had never known.


I am so glad that I was able to claim myself before it would have been too late to share my life fully with my father. His body was laid to rest under a beautiful white pine in a small woodland cemetery. The headstone has carved into it these words: The dream is ended. This is the morning. [4] They reflect my father’s trust that from the vantage point of this life, the best is yet to come.
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CREATING HOME TOGETHER



In our first five years together in Minneapolis, Phyllis and I lived in a tiny efficiency apartment in the bottom-level family room of a private home. It was a “home within a home” shared with Jean, our elderly landlady. Since Phyllis had originally rented the space as a single person, we needed to let Jean know we had become a couple and wished to live together. Bracing herself for a possible adverse reaction, Phyllis nervously approached Jean. Noticing her trepidation, Jean asked, “What’s wrong? Is there something you don’t like about the apartment? Something you want me to change?” Phyllis then said that she and I had become “more than friends” and would like to live together as a couple. Jean replied, “Is that all? I suspected as much. I grew up in Berkeley, you know. Don’t worry, I will afford you the same privacy I would afford a married couple.” During the five years we lived there, Jean was as good as her word.


We started out with very little in the way of furnishings for our new home. This gave us an opportunity to be quite intentional about how we filled that small space. From the outset of our relationship, Phyllis was candid about the fact that she had grown up in a family home that reflected her parents’ financial struggles, their reluctance to buy anything new, and their unwillingness to replace or part with anything even when beyond repair. Her family home would be described today as that of hoarders, complicated by the chaos of an alcoholic family system.


“Order is a therapeutic issue for me, Ruth,” she said. “I so want it, but I haven’t yet learned how to create it. I never invited friends into our family home because I was ashamed of it. I knew it wasn’t like their homes. There was just too much stuff and too much ongoing chaos to keep anything clean. Even though I tried, I couldn’t fix it. I’m afraid to buy or collect much of anything now because I worry I’ll fall into the trap I grew up in.” Having long been fascinated by space design and how organization and creativity both play a role in developing a personal home aesthetic, I was happy to take responsibility for order. Phyllis took on much of the cleaning and derived great satisfaction from being able to clean in an environment that was relatively uncluttered and well organized. We made a good team.


Together, we determined what we needed and where each item would “live” in our small open floor plan. This meant practicing a good deal of selectivity without sacrificing beauty to necessity. A common mantra of ours became, “Order reveals beauty and supports hospitality.” No matter how beautiful one’s possessions, they cannot be seen or well used if they are embedded in clutter. Or, as a gay male friend was fond of saying, “Remember, too much wonderful is still too much.” We knew that becoming trapped in clutter buries beauty and chokes hospitality. We made a serious commitment to both order and hospitality, with the added value of comfort so guests would quickly feel at home.


My skills as a stained glass designer and Phyllis’s talent as a musician meant that I needed space to do my commission work of windows and lamps, and Phyllis needed space for a piano in order to play and compose. We managed to accomplish both. When I needed to do a commission, I simply covered a double sink in the laundry area with plywood as my work surface. We purchased a compact studio piano that perfectly fit the remaining wall space next to the closet. For the living room area, we needed only a love seat and a rocker, augmented with some plush accent pillows on a thick rug by the fireplace for additional seating when entertaining small gatherings.


We successfully scrounged secondhand stores and garage sales for hidden treasures. Two such items we picked up for our small space were a dresser painted hot orange, which we refinished to reveal its beautiful oak grain, and a dining room table with leaves that gave it the capacity to seat up to ten people. The dresser we stuck in our closet because we had no room for it elsewhere, and the table we kept small, storing the extra leaves for future use. Our stained glass lamps and well-used fireplace provided us with plenty of soft lighting and cozy ambience. Our friends were amazed by the transformation of that small space and its charm. Some even teasingly suggested we offer it as a weekend bed and breakfast in exchange for a stay in their more spacious homes. Unwittingly, we had anticipated the tiny house movement of today and delighted in it.


This home arrangement developed into a mutually caring household with a weekly evening devoted to furthering our bond with Jean over a PBS mystery series or conversations about a good book with a bowl of popcorn or a glass of sherry. We all looked forward to these ritualized evenings together. A retired librarian, Jean loved to discuss what she was reading with other serious readers. She poignantly confided that since her husband’s death a few years earlier, she had mounded books on his side of their bed so their weight would feel like his, and their contents would provide the comfort of late-night company. As time passed, we discovered that in creating our first home with Jean, we also formed our first experience of “family of the heart,” though we didn’t name it as such at the time.


We enjoyed our “home within a home” together with Jean for five years. When it was time to move, she declared she would not rent to anyone else because she didn’t think she could ever match the family experience we had created together. We were grateful she lived long enough to rejoice with us in the birth of our baby daughter three years later. Jean died a short while after. This experience in forming family of the heart with Jean has been repeated in various locales over the course of our thirty-four years together. Each left their stamp upon us, particularly as we became intentional in naming who we were to one another.
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