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Waiting to Remember 
Larry M. Gavin 

Remind me love, of what is missing 
Of how the troubled sky is just 
A sky observed by one with a troubled heart. 
Remind me of that time before the storm 
When the air smelled of Lilacs and Daffodils. 
Name the stars for me on a summer night 
Tell their stories like progress of a dream. 
Name tunes we once danced to in the early 
Winter, around the fire, as we traced a path 
In the embers of maple, oak and birch. 
I have the sense I've forgotten something 
Important, but I'm not sure what it is. 
I know it's not that love that brought me here, 
And not the falling stars I wished on as a child, 
Or the fireflies in the jar near my bed, 
Or your hands telling the story of our 
Time together-taking the shape of a life 
Within the memory of love both near 
And distant; at the same instant. 
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For half a century, young 
adult literature has addressed 
homosexuality. With a few 
notable exceptions, however, the 
literature has portrayed the 
"doomed" nature of being 
gay-gay teens either die or are 
otherwise punished. Though no 
one can argue the need to raise 
homophobic awareness, uplifting 
novels about gay teens accepting 
their identities and having positive 
relationships with straight teens 
have been few. This missing link 
is due to gays initially not having a 
voice in the literary world and 
later to the need for catharsis-to 
tell of the injustice bestowed upon 
them. 

Recently published books, 
however, suggest a promising 
movement in gay literature. While 
young adult literature has 
historically painted a gloomy 
portrait of gay teens and usually 
featured one-dimensional gay 
characters, many newer works 
paint brighter, more hopeful 
pictures and portray multi
dimensional characters. 
Downplaying gay bashing and 

violence, th.ese novels feature 
complex characters exploring their 
sexual identities and their 
relationships with straight teens in 
more accepting environments. 
While these novels continue to 
address the fears and uncertainties 
of gay teens-as well they 
should-humor and accepting 
relationships permeate these 
stories, creating a more "upbeat" 
tone and conveying a more 
hopeful message. 

Helen Wittingler's Hard 
Love (1999) may have laid the 
groundwork for this lighter 
treatment of homosexuality. Who 
has read Hard Love and can forget 
Marisol, the wonderfully crafted, 
multi-faceted, and uniquely funny 
and strong lesbian teen who says 
bitterness is a waste of time and 
"loves the weird way she is" (10)? 
And John Garlardi, the lonely 
straight teen who describes 
himself as being immune to 
emotion but falls in love with 
Marisol knowing she is gay? 

Wittlinger's Printz Honor 
book elevates the genre of young 
adult gay literature, for it is a 
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supreme story of human 
connection. Though Marisol is not 
sexually attracted to John, she 
loves him "the best way she can" 
and is deeply saddened that she 
cannot give him the kind of love 
he wants. When she cannot, John 
discovers learning that he can love 
someone, even the wrong person, 
makes him feel alive. He is not, as 
he claims in the beginning, 
immune to emotion, but rather, is 
"susceptible ... to anything that 
might happen" (224). He learns 
that connection is a basic human 
need; thus, Hard Love makes a 
powerful statement for all humans, 
regardless of sexual orientation. 

Kissing Kate (2003) by 
Lauren Myracle, a less complex 
story, addresses unrequited love as 
well. Though the element of 
human connection is less 
pronounced, this book illustrates 
how many new writers are 
comfortable using humor in their 
stories. Until recently, humor has 
been overshadowed by tragedy in 
gay young adult literature. 

Best friends, Lissa and 
Kate, believe their friendship will 
last forever. Then one night they 
kiss and Kate begins acting as 
though Lissa does not exist. Lissa 
is crushed, yet somehow finds the 
courage to examine her own 

desires. From describing Lissa's 
trip to the hair salon where she 
gets her hair cut "in an awkward, 
growing-out stage" but leaves a tip 
anyway, to recounting her 
experiences with her wacky new 
friend Ariel who can never make 
pizza deliveries without getting 
lost, Myracle has developed a 
character who does not become 
engulfed in pain, but learns that 
falling in love with the wrong 
person can be a way of 
discovering your identity: though 
rejected, Lissa discovers her 
capacity for loving. In this 
lighthearted story, Myracle takes 
the genre of gay literature to a new 
level with humor. 

Geography Club (2003) by 
Brent Hartinger may be the 
funniest new addition to the genre 
of young adult gay literature. 
Russel Middlebrook believes he is 
the only gay kid in his school; 
however, he discovers his online 
gay-chat buddy is the school's star 
baseball player, Kevin Land, and a 
relationship develops. He confides 
in Min, a close female, and learns 
she has a female partner named 
Terese, who also introduces him to 
Ike, Terese's gay activitist friend. 
To prevent drawing attention to 
themselves, the gang forms an 

after-school geography club, a 
club so boring no one would join. 

The character and voice of 
Russel Middlebrook are 
unforgettable. Describing himself 
queer as a three-dollar bill, he 
agrees to double date . with his 
friend Gunner in an effort to help 
Gunner catch a girlfriend. In one 
of the most memorable scenes, 
Russel rationalizes why he begins 
getting ready two and a half hours 
early: "I was allowing myself 
some extra time in case something 
went wrong, like if I cut myself 
shaving and had to be rushed to 
the emergency room so they could 
sew my nose back on" (78). He 
wants to look good, but does not 
know why. Though Trish does not 
stand a chance seeing his 
underwear, he spends a good 
twenty minutes picking out the 
right pair. He briefly imagines he 
is going out with Gunner, 
fantasizes about Kevin Land in 
underwear, and laments having to 
watch an erotic thriller instead of 
an animated Disney musical. 

Though Hartinger' s skillful 
use of humor places this novel in a 
class by itself, the story is not 
without serious moments. Brian 
Bund is perceived to be gay and is 
humiliated by the school jocks. 
Both Kevin and Russel must 
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decide what they are willing to pay 
to belong to the in-crowd. Russel 
learns something about decency 
and respect and stands up for 
Brian Bund. Kevin, the weaker of 
the two, openly teases Russel 
about being gay to save his own 
skin. Offset by humor, these 
somber scenes are poignant and 
fresh, lacking the melodrama 
present in many older young adult 
novels. There is no impeding 
doom, no preaching. 

Hartinger's book is a 
benchmark for the genre of young 
adult gay literature for its superb 
treatment of humor. However, the 
unique manner in which it 
addresses and defines normalcy 
further illustrates how gay 
literature has matured. While 
young adult gay literature has 
typically addressed the 
"abnormality" of gay teens, 
Hartinger moves the genre forward 
by showing how others are labeled 
and belittled. Though Russel and 
his friends break the "normal" 
code, Brian Bund is not gay, only 
perceived to be so, and he knows it 
is useless to fight the label. 
Neither is Belinda Sherman gay, 
an African-American who comes 
from a negligent and abusive home 
environment and is invited into the 
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group because they feel connected 
to her loneliness. 

Normalcy is a construct 
created by dominant groups that 
preserves power. As illustrated in 
Hartinger's story, "normal" is 
about popularity-you have to be 
smart, wear the right clothes and 
participate in the right 
extracurricular activities. The in
crowd in Geography Club meets 
these requirements. Anyone, 
regardless of sexual preference, 
who deviates from this construct is 
an outcast. In short, normalcy 
equals supremacy. 

A heart-felt story of love, 
discovery and loneliness, 
Geography Club makes the reader 
laugh, weep and occasionally 
recoil. More importantly, unlike 
stereotypical stories about gays, 
Geography Club makes us think: 
what does it mean to be normal, 
who gets to decide normalcy and 
why does "normal" even matter? 
Furthermore, in what ways do we 
all deviate from the norm? 

Reminiscent of Paul 
Fleischman's lyrical style, Helen 
Frost explores the lives of seven 
runaway teens ( one of whom is 
gay) who deviate froni the norm in 
her novel Keesha 's House (2003). 
Like Geography Club, this novel 

illustrates how writing about gay 
teens has matured. 

Each teen gravitates to 
Keesha's house after being unable 
to make it alone. Each has a story. 
Among them is Harris, a gay teen 
who lives in his car after being 
disowned by his father. Harris 
shares the house with Stephie, a 
pregnant teen; Jason, Stephie's 
boyfriend who's athletic dreams 
are crushed; Carmen, arrested for a 
DUI; Katie and Keesha, abuse 
victims; and Dontay, a lonely teen 
escaping foster care. Though they 
have different reasons for coming 
to Keesha's house, they are 
bonded by pain, humiliation and 
rejection. In Keesha's house they 
find friendship and acceptance. 
Each teen comes to gripes with 
his/her struggles; Harris, for 
example, learns what he can live 
without. Keesha's house is a 
house with "open windows," a 
place where all seven feel accepted 
and find some degree of normalcy 
in their otherwise atypical lives. 

For teens struggling with 
their sexual identities, Keesha 's 
House may help them see they're 
not alone-many teens, both 
straight and gay, are emotionally 
wounded or feel on the fringe. 
Knowing others hurt and feel on 
the outside is comforting. Though 

the novel is gritty, it is written 
with hope. 

Carol Plum-Ucci addresses 
the issue of normalcy in even more 
debt in What Happened to Lani 
Garver, (2002) an amazing story 
about prejudice, friendship, 
individuality, homophobia and 
spirituality. In this cleverly
crafted, complex novel, Claire 
McKenzie, a sixteen-year-old 
cancer patient in remission, 
wonders who newcomer Lani is. 
Is Lani male or female? Human or 
floating angel? Lani will not say. 
Claire's friends, however, decide 
he is gay and a violent climax 
ensues. Through her relationship 
with Lani, Claire learns that 
something larger than all of us 
rules the universe. 

A foster child, Lani is 
intelligent, loving, and in many 
ways, larger than life. He is 
accepting of himself, but struggles 
with being accepted by straight 
kids. Despite his own issues, he 
concentrates on helping Claire 
deal with hers. He does not like 
labels or placing people and ideas 
in "boxes"; consequently, he 
refuses to answer questions about 
his gender and about whether he is 
human or angel. He does so 
because he clearly understands 
normalcy is a human creation and 

Minnesota English Journal 55 

when we label, we elevate or 
oppress. Lani's perspective on the 
effects of labeling makes his 
character an important 
contribution to the world of gay 
young adult literature. 

One of the most 
remarkable additions to the genre 
of young adult literature is Gravel 
Teen (2003), an uplifting story 
about the giddiness of first love, 
by Tea Benduhn. When talking 
about why she wrote her novel, 
Benduhn says, 

When I was growing up 
and discovering my identity, I read 
a lot about the tragic consequences 
of following desire lines, as well 
as negative stereotypes about the 
South, but did not see much 
evidence of either in my real, daily 
experience (Gravel Queen Book 
Jacket 2003). Thus, Benduhn 
wanted to write a story that spoke 
positively about being gay and that 
downplayed heartrending 
consequences, one in which a gay 
teen didn't go through the horrible 
struggles addressed by so much 
gay young adult literature. Gravel 
Queen stands out for that reason. 

In this inspiring story, Fred 
is gay and enjoys fantasizing about 
male jocks, while Kenney is 
sophisticated, gorgeous and 
straight. Aurin has never given 
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her sexuality any thought until she 
meets Neila, a newcomer to their 
social circle. As the truth about 
Aurin's sexuality unfolds, her 
friendship with Kenney becomes 
strained. Kenney becomes 
possessive and Aurin struggles to 
maintain their friendship, while 
trying to establish a relationship 
with Neila. 

Benduhn avoids 
stereotypes so well that the reader 
is several pages into the story 
before realizing Fred is gay-his 
sexuality is unveiled subtlely and 
appears no more out of the 
ordinary than if he were straight; 
likewise, the reader has to "work" 
to know Neila, Aurin's gay friend, 
is African-American. Aurin's 
struggle with Kennedy has nothing 
to do with Aurin' s discovering she 
is gay; it's about Kennedy's 
jealousy over losing time with her. 
Homosexuality is no "big deal," 
just a simple fact of life for Fred, 
Aurin and Neila. The story is 
lighthearted fare, for the plot 

revolves around the giddiness of 
first love, not the anguish that 
frequently accompanies a gay teen 
coming to terms with his/her 
sexual orientation. 

Gay young adult literature 
has come of age. While gay 
young adult literature has typically 

been about gay bashing and hate 
crimes, with characters typically 
dying and being one-dimensional, 
many new works are more upbeat, 
feature complex, likeable 
characters who have positive 
relationships with straight and gay 
teens alike. In addition, new 
works address more complex 
issues and raise important 
questions for both gay and straight 
teens. While the quality of gay 

literature has improved 
tremendously, the number of 
novels featuring gay teens remains 
few. Hopefully, as the genre 
continues to evolve, gay teen 
literature will become part of the 
norm. 
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