“Exploring fantasies… in the face of reality”
has been written with the intention of helping families navigate a clearer
understanding around their earlier feelings and thoughts about same sex
attraction, particularly when it’s their child, grandchild, niece, nephew etc;
who is the one exploring sexuality, or identifying as lesbian, gay or bisexual.
Open Doors Youth Service Inc. is an early intervention youth homelessness
service, specifically for lesbian, gay, bisexual and/or transgender young
people 12 – 18 years and their families. We were funded in 2001 through
the Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services Reconnect Program and are located in Fortitude Valley, Queensland.
We provide individual support, counselling, groups and peer support
opportunities for young people, family support and mediation, advocacy
and development of resources. We also provide community education
and training and community capacity building support to services and
communities regarding the needs, issues and experiences of lesbian,
gay, bisexual and/or transgender young people throughout South East
Queensland.
During the last 4 years we have found that when families first find out
or have confirmed that their child is exploring or identifying as same sex
attracted, there are some common shared experiences. This resource will
explore some of the challenges, thoughts and fantasies that some families
experience.

Special thanks has to go to all the mums, dads, grandparents, aunts,
uncles, brothers, sisters and friends that helped us research information for
“Exploring fantasies… in the face of reality”. The quotes that you will read
in this resource come directly from these families. Their honesty and trust
in helping us research ‘family’ reactions, experiences and conflicts in the
early stages of understanding their feelings regarding their child’s sexuality
was invaluable. Everyone was fantastic, they filled out questionnaires, were
interviewed and provided great insight into the issues individual families
experience. The photos in this resource are of families that were either
involved in the production of the resource or who are connected to Open
Doors Youth Service Inc.
Nerida Ackerman, Youth & Family Support Worker for Open Doors Youth
Service Inc. oversaw the development and writing of the resource, with
support and input from Meagan, Pauline, Kerry and Bryony.
We hope you enjoy “Exploring fantasies… in the face of reality”.
We hope that this booklet will be a starting point to challenge and explore
some of the conflicting thoughts you may have and provide you with some
information that may be helpful.

Our own personal thoughts and views about same sex attraction are
challenged, and part of that challenge may be separating what we feel
comfortable with and what we are learning that our child feels comfortable
with.

All of a sudden, everything we have ever heard or thought about gay men or
lesbians comes into our minds. For some of us those memories are great,
yet for others we might have only experienced hearing about gay bashings,
HIV/AIDS, tomboys, prissy boys, drag queens, poofters, fags, lemons, big
fat hairy dykes, or a same sex attracted person that we remember people
staring and pointing at.

“I haven’t noticed that it’s made an impact
one way or another.
However, I have heard people say it’s un-Aus
tralian to be gay”.
Parents have told us that when they start to think about their own beliefs
about sexuality and knowledge of lesbian, gay and bisexual people that
this shapes how they deal with the information that their child is exploring
sexuality or is same sex attracted.
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For most of us ‘sexuality’ is something that we just take for granted and
know, not something that was actually thought about, maybe until now…
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We have also learned that some families may not say it out loud, yet
they’re scared. Particularly those who haven’t had a lesbian or gay friend
or who haven’t had any information apart from the ways which the media
portrays, or whispers’ provide.
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“Family is family regardless”

.

With what we have seen and heard portrayed, we know that same sex
attracted young people can be susceptible to physical, emotional and/or
mental pain at school, out shopping, at family gatherings, in social situations
and within religions organisations. As parents or loved ones, one of our
fears is around the personal safety of those we love.
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“My biggest worry was about
ite
se relationships and can be qu
many people do not accept the
nasty”.
Families, at times, find themselves with a mixture of anger, sadness and
images of what could happen to their child. They are sometimes left with a
feeling of ‘what do I do’ and how can I protect my child?
For some families the answer is simple. ‘Don’t do it’, be ‘straight’, ‘go to
church’ ‘hide it’, ‘it’s ok, you’ll get over it’… These are things we might say
or thoughts that go through our heads as a means of helping reduce our
anxiety and give us some form of relief.

“One friend said, that’s th
e way he is, get on with it.
Another said, do you love
him less!”

Changing the violence of homophobia, or challenging our own beliefs about
sexuality seems way too hard so, trying to change our child seems the
easiest option to keep them safe and in turn us safe.

“I worried about his da
d and what he would th
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For some young people that’s exactly what they have been trying to do.
The majority of families only know that their child is same sex attracted
because their child has stopped hiding their sexuality, pretending to be
straight or waiting to ‘get over it’ hasn’t worked. It can be hard for families
to understand that not all same sex attracted people start off feeling
okay about their sexuality and that they have also been challenged by the
portrayals of whispers, what’s normal, the media and religion. There are a
significant amount of same sex attracted young people that have their own
form of internalised homophobia. This might sound crazy, yet it can be
true…

I ask him to do about some
“I’m sick of him making everything
I don’t have a problem with it”.
sort of punishment for being gay,
Another way we might try to ‘fix’ the problem is to blame ourselves or
someone else. We might find ourselves searching our memory, looking for
clues from when our child was little. Did we let them play with trucks/dolls
too much; all the other mums had little boys/girls at the time; there were
no little girls/boys around; I have too many masculine/feminine qualities;
maybe she/he got too much of mine or too much of her/his dads or… ‘they
have a medical condition (disease), it’s not their fault’…
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There are times when our anxiety can be so high that we ‘lose it’, and see
our children as the cause of our pain. Yet we know that being same sex
attracted doesn’t kill you, or me. We know logically that anyone, regardless
of sexuality can contract HIV, or any other sexually transmitted infection,
and we know and understand that people, regardless of their sexual
preferences, engage in a range of sexual acts, yet when we think of our
own relationships we know that there is more to them than sex.
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We can also become concerned about our child engaging in sexual
activities that might resemble jokes that we have heard, and maybe even
made ourselves when we were younger. We worry that our daughters,
sisters, granddaughter or niece’s future relationships will be sexualized
by a heterosexual men, or that our sons are engaged in sexual acts, that
historically have described one’s outrage at another.

“I don’t know how lesbians even

have sex..”

For generations now we have had books read to us, watched movies,
socialised, chatted with friends, planned wedding days, etc. with the
dominant theme, either covertly or overtly, being about attraction… when
boy meets girl and girl meets boy. Rightly so we go about our lives, having
families, planning our future, and as we get older we start to think about
retirement.
There are some things in life that are just presumed or fantasies if you like.
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It’s important to remember that fantasies are an innate part of us.
At times, they help us through difficulties, they help shape our future,
provide us with goals, and serve as a distraction… to mention a few.
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Fantasies come in many forms. It’s realistic to fantasise about the clothes
you might like to wear, the car you might like to buy etc. which are all
achievable in reality. Yet when we start to fantasise about personal
relationships and the future, they often involve other people sharing our
fantasy, or another person fulfilling their fantasy so that we can achieve
ours. It is often in these situations, that the odds of achieving your goal can
get a bit tricky.
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One of the things that we may not have realised is that ‘expectations’
are fantasy’s best friend. I guess it’s when we expect or take for granted
how our children will develop into adults that we may start to feel
disappointment, sadness, some resentment, and maybe even loss, if our
fantasy is too far off track.

“…One minute he was dressing ‘normally’ and
the next thing I knew
he was plucking his eyebrows, just becaus
e he’s gay doesn’t mean
he has to act gay – like them. I mean, if he
acts gay then he will
stand out more”.
Presumed fantasies that parents might have are around walking their
daughter down the aisle, being grandparents, having a son-in-law or
daughter-in-law etc. And it’s not until our fantasies are challenged that we
realise how dear they can be to us or ‘how we saw our future’.
Finding out or having it confirmed that your child is same sex attracted
could be challenging or confronting your fantasies, beliefs and expectations.
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We have found that in some cases when parents or family members
start to understand their child’s same sex attraction, their sadness can
be enormous. Maybe it’s about the sense of loss at the thought of not
becoming a grandparent or being able to watch your child become a parent
themselves. The grief that may be felt can be confusing yet real because
grief is about death or loss, and presumed fantasies certainly come
under that banner. In some cases resistance to accept a child’s same sex
attraction, anxiety and maybe even anger can be a way of keeping us safe
from feeling the loss of a fantasy.
It may not be until some of the confusion about same sex attraction is
understood that we start to see that our child can fall in love, be in a
committed relationship and raise a family of their own if they choose to.
As adults we don’t hold the mortgage over fantasies, our child/ren have
a few of their own. A common fantasy when your child lets you know
about their sexuality is that you will magically understand all the pain, grief,
torment, and trying (in some cases to be heterosexual) that they have
gone through. They sometimes fantasise about your reaction and build
expectations for you to magically live up to. It’s not uncommon for your
child to have outbursts that will blame you for all the confusion in their
lives.
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And maybe the truth is that you haven’t handled the news of their
sexuality perfectly. But there are a few issues to consider. Firstly our
children need to understand that while they have reached a space where
they have shared this new information with us, we have just found out.
As parents we might immediately start thinking about potential dangers,
our own fantasies, we might see the pain in our child’s eyes and search
for answers on how to ‘fix’ it. Regardless, we also need time to think
and ask questions. Even if you have thought that your child is same sex
attracted and you are fine about their sexuality and are ‘just waiting ‘ for
them to confirm it, your reaction may never meet their expectation.
Children are strange little critters at times, and not unlike adults when
they feel vulnerable, every word spoken seems to be magnified. They are
seemingly acutely aware of what we’re not saying or what we are trying to
hide under surface words.
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Finding a way to chat about the dreams, fantasies, fears, hopes and
concerns consistently, with respect for all concerned, is a way that can be
helpful for families and their children, particularly when the word same sex
attraction, lesbian, gay or bisexual are starting to be heard. In supporting
families and young people we have learned there may be lots of thoughts
and fears that are similar and are just coming from a different perspective.

It is at this stage when we get to sit back and look at our parenting. It’s
then that we realize that the boundaries we have in place weren’t just
about heterosexual relationships, they were/are in place because we are
protecting and guiding the emotional maturity of our children. We are
thinking about legalities and the morals and values that we hold as adults.
Parenting a child is made up of many components and we draw from lots
of different areas to work out how we individually choose to parent in the
way we think is best for our family. Parenting a child who is same sex
attracted may seem different, yet it is not. As our children grow we tend
to adjust the practicalities around our parenting to grow with them; we
change bed times, we create different & varied meals; we don’t ‘supervise’
bath time, nor dress them in their jarmies; we extend their boundaries
& allow them to make decisions about their friends, the parties they go
to, etc. It’s during these adolescent years that our focus shifts from the
practicalities of survival of our young to the moral, ethical & responsible
aspects of being a young person in this world. We adjust and monitor
situations like – at what stage it is okay for our child/young adult to have
their girlfriend or boyfriend sleep in the same bed, whether it’s okay for
them to be snogging on the lounge, showering together, just how much
affection is okay! There are all different ways that families make these
decisions, yet the ways which we try to protect our children (and their
friends) is mainly through trust, communication and visual monitoring.
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In the past we may have streamlined our focus on what was happening
when our daughter had her boyfriend over or our son his girlfriend.

“My despair has been the unknow
n for me. The loss of “normality”
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At Open Doors Youth Service Inc. we have found that when a same sex
attracted young person discloses their sexuality to families and friends,
there is a perception of ‘we don’t know her/him anymore’. Because of
the new information, parents can experience feelings of being, hesitant
and unsure. This can create an air of awkwardness. We are often asked
by parents, grandparents, friends and siblings general questions such as
‘how do I now…?’. The majority of the time the questions are relating
to communication, boundaries and ‘what to expect’. We have learnt from
these questions that there might be a covert understanding that same sex
attraction separates people in more ways than just who they are intimate
with. Yet we know that heterosexual and same sex attracted people, have
a lot in common and that it is only who they are ‘intimate’ with that is
significantly different.
The truth is that our child may have thought it was a bit cool for some
time, that we were mainly concerned about what they were doing behind
closed doors with the opposite gender. They may get a bit narkie when
they realise that during the exploration of sexuality or the confirmation of
same sex attraction, that it’s the principals, morals and values that apply
regardless of sexuality.

For parents, families and friends who are finding themselves in the position
of ‘challenging’ their own thoughts about same sex attraction, because their
child has shared their feelings with them, it can almost feel like we need
to desensitise ourselves from what we ‘thought’ lesbians, gays and bisexual
people represented. We need to tease out the individuality within the
person in much the same way as we do with people in general.
We encourage parents and families to seek lesbian, gay and bisexual
specific youth services, youth services generally, friends and other voluntary
groups (such as PFLAG) to chat about any concerns, thoughts or fears that
may be challenging the relationship with your child.

The relationships that we build and work towards with people that are
important to us in our lives, can often be the relationships that we think
about, plan, and adjust/compromise with the most. There is no doubt
that hearing or having it confirmed that your child is same sex attracted
can be confronting for families and friends. And there are times when we
are forced to think about our child’s future in a different way than we had
originally thought.
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National
We feel that there are no experts on parenting. Quite often as parents
we learn how to understand our children and their unique personalities
by experiencing their highs and lows and by using our knowledge and
experiences as some sort of ‘yard stick’ when we chat with them. We know
that relationships don’t just happen, and we know our children are still
learning about who they are. And I guess sometimes it’s through parenting
that we learn a bit more about who we are.
We have had the pleasure of experiencing all types of families here at
Open Doors and we are very clear in our understanding that families are
unique. It is also very clear to us that we will continue to support families
that are trying to understand the individuality of their children.
We hope that this resource helps families make the most of encouraging
their children and themselves to live healthy happy lives, to deepen their
relationships with their families and for all to be true to who they are.
Sexuality can be a challenging topic to chat about not just with our children
but with our peers, colleagues and extended family. Like some of the more
difficult topics, it is always easier to participate in conversations when it
doesn’t directly affect us or challenge what we are facing.
I hope you have found something in this resource that has been helpful for
you or someone you know.

Parents, Families and Friends of
Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG),
http://www.pflag.org

Brisbane
Open Doors Youth
Service Inc.

Counselling and support for
LGBT young people 12 – 18 years
old. We also provide information
and support for young people’s
families and friends.
PO Box 194
Fortitude Valley Q 4006
Phone: 07 3257 7660
Email: opendoors@opendoors.net.au
Web: www.opendoors.net.au

PFLAG Brisbane
Phone: 07 3017 1739
Email: pflagbris@hotmail.com
Web: www.pflagbrisbane.org.au
Acceptance Support for Catholics
PO Box 817, Fortitude Valley
QLD 4006
Phone: 07 3846 1714

Gay and Lesbian Welfare
Association (GLWA)
Provides free telephone counselling
to QLD and Northern NSW from
7pm – 10pm
Brisbane metro: 07 3252 2997
Other areas: 1800 184527
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