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Kerry Doubleday/ Herald Photo 
Ron Garnett•Doucette, left, and Jan Morrell started a Halifax group for Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays in February 1994 with three other 
gay people. "We knew parents who were either struggling a bit with having a son or daughter come out to them or had been through that struggle and 
wanted to know what they could do for other parents," says Morrell, who acts as a resource person for the group. 

• . cept1 • ' 
Having a son or 

' daughter come out can 
be a tough experience. 
Often, parents don't 
know who to tell or 
how to bring up the 
subject with friends or 
other relatives. 

By RICK CONRAD 
Staff Reporter F OR MOST OF his life, Seamus 

Sullivan held onto a secret he knew 
could ruin him and alienate 'the 
people closest to him. 

Keeping it quiet comforted him 
for a while and was as simple as 

breathing. 
But in the summer of 1992, at age 16, he 

began to feel suffocated. He knew he couldn't 
hide it any longer. 

"I guess I was kind of moping around a bit 
more than usual," Seamus says. "And I would 
just kind of sit here and sort of hope the dis-
cussion would somehow happen and lead to 
that." 

That August, he told his mother they should 
talk. 

"He just said he wanted to tell me some-
thing," recalls Sylvia Sullivan. "So we went up-

·. Courtesy Jan Morrell 

Parents hold a P-FLAG banner during this year's Gay Pride march in Halifax • 

stairs, and it took him a little while, a half an 
hour, to come out with the words. So he just 
said, 'I'm gay."' 

"I said, 'Are you sure? How do you know? .. .' 
And then I said, 'Well, I still love you.' 

"I didn't have any trouble accepting it. We 
never really talked aloout those issues too 
much, but I · think it was sort of an under-
standing that we were pretty liberated." 

The. next day, Seamus told his father. 
"He was warmed up for me the next day," 

Don Sullivan, a metro schoolteacher, says jok-
ingly. "He didn't need a half an hour. It was, 
'Come on up, I wanna talk to you.' And when I 
walked in the room, it was, 'I'm gay.'" 

Coming out can be a liberating or devastating 
experience for a young person. From birth, gay 
people are bombarded with heterosexual images 
and guideposts. Often, they're told that people 
like them are abnormal, evil or unnatural. 

It's why many choose instead to envelop 
themselves in the comfortable cloak of heter-
osexual marriage or turn to drugs and alcohol. 

But today, Seamus, now 19 and beginning an 
arts degree at Dalhousie University, doesn't 
have to hide or hate himself. He has been a 
member of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual Youth 
Project for a couple of years, and he's working 
with Community Pride Outreach, a federally 
funded program to survey the needs of the gay 
community. 

"It's a relief, a load off your shoulders, just 
that it's out there and it's sort of beyond your 
control in a sense," he says. "You're kind of 
stunned a bit yourself, just kind of walking 
around, just kind of amazed at the fact that you 
finally told people in your life for the first time." 

For his parents, however, it was a different 
story. They didn't know who to tell or how to 
raise the subject with friends or other relatives. 

That's the main reason they decided to join 
Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and 
Gays. P-FLAG helps people better understand 
their loved ones' homosexuality. The U.S.-based 
organization got its start in 1981 when a group 
of parents in Los Angeles met to talk about 
their lesbian, gay or bisexual children. Today, P-
FLAG has more than 400 chapters across 
North America and Europe. 
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'It's the one 
place you can 
really talk 
about your 
gay child to 
other parents. 

Until 
you've gone 
through it, it's 
pretty hard to 
understand.' 
P-FLAG member 
whose son disclosed 
he was gay in 1991 



'I'm gay' 
• continued from/ B 1 

Jan Morrell and Ron Garnett-
Doucette started a Halifax group in 
February 1994 with three other gay 
people. 

"We knew parents who were 
either struggling a bit with having 
a son or daughter come out to 
them or had been through any 
struggle and wanted to know what 
they could do for other parents," 
says Morrell, who acts as a re-
source person for the group. "Each 
of us knew people like that, but it 
was all isolated and they didn't 
know how to go about finding other 
parents." 

The Sullivans began attending 
meetings shortly after it formed, 
and they found their experiences 
echoed in other parents' stories 
about their gay children. 

"It throws you for a loop," says 
Don Sullivan. "And the more peo-
ple we talk to at P-FLAG and the 
more gay people that we talk to, 
we find similar reactions. 

"My main concern was all the 
shit that he's going to have to put 
up with - physical and mental 
and otherwise. At our age, I guess 
we have a pretty reasonable idea 
of what the world is like out 
there." 

Between 10 and 12 people attend 
the monthly meetings, and Morrell 
says fear for their children's safety 
is just one of the things that pa-
rents talk about. 

"The fears are the myths that 
our social institutions put on gay 
and lesbian and bisexual people," 
she says. "There's a fear of prom-
iscuity, them contracting HIV. 
There are concerns expressed that 
even though their son isn't stere-
otypically effeminate right now, 

that at some point, being gay 
means they will be." 

A P-FLAG meeting is like a 
group therapy session, where 
someone picks a topic and the rest 
of the group talks about it and 
tries to understand their kids' 
sexuality. 

Morrell and Garnett-Doucette at-
tend every meeting to answer any 
questions or clear any misconcep-
tions about homosexuality. Often it 
lasts about an hour or two and 
sometimes the group watches 
documentaries or films about the 
gay experience. 

"Just to have someone else to 
say, 'Oh yeah, I worry about that 
too,' is helpful,'' Morrell says. 
"Sometimes they talk about the 
precautions against gay-bashing 
their son is taking and then other 
parents give other ideas." 

· Annapolis Valley residents John 
and Mary Wilson, who prefer 

not to use their real names, began 
attending meetings shortly after 
the Halifax chapter was fo1med. 
Their son Bob disclosed he was 
gay in 1991 at age 22. 

P-FLAG, the Wilsons say, is in-
valuable. "That's the one place you 
can really talk about your gay child 
to other parents," says Mary. "You 
can talk it out with other people 
you know and they understand. 
Other people may say they under-
stand, but until you've gone 
through it, it's pretty hard to un-
derstand" 

A few months ago, they joined a 
recently formed P-FLAG chapter in 
the Valley, with seven other people. 
And they participated in July's Gay 
Pride march in Halifax with other 
P-FLAG members. 

But that support of their son 
didn't come easily. 

"It was very hard for me," Mary 
says. "I have a great belief in God 
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and it's not accepted in most re-
ligions, and you think, 'What's 
going to happen to him?' 

"If you love your children, you 
certainly don't want them to have 
to live a life where other people 
are going to reject them or give 
them a hard time." 

John Wilson, who is retired, says 
that even though "it really didn't 
sink in, I really didn't accept it," he 
made sure Bob knew he still loved 
him. "All I knew at the time was 
he was my son and I loved him." 

In the year before he came out, 
Bob, now 26 and a business man-
ager in Toronto, also struggled to 
reconcile his spiritual beliefs with 
his homosexuality. 

"There was a lot of prayer and 
there was a lot of talk with people 
trying to figure out how I fit in to 
the whole world that way," he says. 
"I finally came to a point where I 
realized that it was society's prob-
lem, and that everything was fine 
and I could accept who I was and 
the way things are." 

When he told his parents, "they 
were frantic, as a lot of parents 
are when they find out," Bob says. 
"I stood on firm ground. They told 
me they loved me and they cared 
about me, but they wanted it to 
change, definitely. They couldn't 
see how I could see myself having 
a happy life being a gay person." 

Ironically, the same beliefs that 
caused the Wtlsons grief have be-
come a foundation for acceptance 
of their gay son. 

''What I get from God and be-
lieving in Jesus is that he taught 
love," Mary says. "My belief in God 
tells me to love people and that 
means accepting the way they are. 
Learning that you have a gay child, 
if anything, it's taught me to be 
more loving." 

Support from P-FLAG, her faith 
in God and Bob's understanding 
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and support have helped her to ac-
cept him and love him even more. 

TWEN'lY-SIX-year-old Joel ex-
I perienced acceptance and rejec-

tion when he told his parents, who 
are divorced. 

Joel wrote his mother, Edith, a 
coming-out letter at 19 while he 
was attending Universite Ste.-Anne. 

"And I read the letter and at 
first I thought, 'Well, I've always 
known this, so this really isn't a 
surprise. rm just glad he had the 
courage to tell me,"' recalls Edith, 
a family therapist in Truro who did 
her masters thesis on parents who 
accept their gay kids. 

Three years later, Joel married 
his boyfriend, Fred, in a commit-
ment ceremony while they were 
vacationing in Provincetown, Mass. 

Provincetown recognizes same-
sex unions. Even though they carry 
little legal leverage outside the 
town, they hold tremendous emo-
tional significance for those in-
volved · 

"They did it for the same reason 
that we all do that,,' Edith says. 
"Because we want to make what's 
private public. We want to show 
people that we are committed and 
that we love each other." 

When Joel and Fred returned 
from their vacation, they told their 
families, and Edith decided to hold 
a wedding party at her home in 
Truro. She says it was only natural 
- after all, her stepson held his 
wedding rehearsal party there the 
year before. 

"It feels good,'' says Joel, a 
waiter. "It's always nice to know 
you have the support of your fam-
ily when you don't have the sup-
port of the broader society. I will 
not SWTOund myself with people 
that don't support me." 

That includes his father. 
When Joel told him three years 

.. 

ago, his father couldn't deal with it 
and wanted to avoid it. His father 
told Edith in a letter he would 
never accept ''what Joel is." 

Joel didn't know just how 
strongly his father felt until just af-
ter Christmas when Joel's paternal 
grandfather died. 

He called his father to express 
his sympathy, and his father's re-
sponse was anything but loving. 

"He just said basically that I was 
dead He told me that l died three 
years ago," Joel says. "So then I 
knew and that chapter in my life is 
now closed As far as I'm con-
cerned, I don't have a father. 

"He could call me up tomorrow 
and say he's sorry and I wouldn't 
care because he's mined it But 
I'm very close to my stepfather 
now, and he's been more of a 
father to me in the 10 years that 
I've known him than my father had 
been in my 26 years." 

The important thing to Joel -
and Seamus and Bob - is that 
they have people they can count 
on, people who love them despite 
their sexual orientation. 

In many cases, for their parents, 
groups like P-FLAG have helped 
them form stronger bonds with 
their children or other loved ones 
who are gay or lesbian. 

Edith hopes that as more famil-
ies accept their gay and lesbian 
children, people will see that same-
gender relationships are as natural 
and loving as straight relationships. 

"I hope someday that I live long 
enough to see people feel free to 
be themselves," she says. "That 
two men can walk down the 
streets of Truro and hold hands. 
That's my hope as a mother and 
as a person in this society." 

StOIY available on the Internet at 
www.herald.ns.ca in NewsCentre, 
entertainment and features section 


	MS-15-2_3_13_001
	MS-15-2_3_13_002

