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                queer

                /kwir/

                adjective

                strange; odd.

                ​

                ​

                joy

                /joi/

                noun

                a feeling of great pleasure and happiness. 



          

          
             
                When first asked to articulate the meaning of queer joy, many of us struggled to find the language. Acknowledging both the joyful bits, as well as the difficult bits, felt most salient. Right away, we recognized the nuances - the wonderful, the awkward, the sometimes painful. Revisiting specific moments of queer joy helped make the notion a bit more tangible. In doing so, stories that perhaps felt too embarrassing to share before were revisited with a sense of endearment, allowing for a certain degree of rawness and transparency. While some of us may have had a better grasp on those joyful bits, this approach allowed all of us to identify instances that do in fact stand out.

                ​

                This collaborative book was created to honor our unique journeys of realizing, and coming into, our queerness (that also speaks to something larger - something more collective). The process of uncovering these moments is represented throughout these pages. As the reader turns semi-transparent sheets of seemingly illegible handwritten notes, doodles, and partially-outlined figures, each of our experiences are made visible in the form of collage - collages that are colorful, bold, and fully in focus. 



          

          
             
                1.) Oh, our first ballet was wonderful, wasn’t it?

                Bodies moving with such purpose and grace. Such emotion.

                The feminine heart revealed. Beautiful and powerful and tender.

                I felt touched in a place long left untouched. My tears fell freely.

                It was as if you were showing me your heart. My heart.

                ​

                2.) You were desperate to be seen.

                I could feel your insistence - let me out, let me out, let me out!

                You were relentless. So, I sought to comply; 

                there was no use in resisting.

                Flowered prints, embroidery, jewelry, make-up, 

                skirts and leggings, painted nails and so many colors.

                Admittedly, I often felt unsure and awkward,

                and even ridiculous sometimes.

                This was new for us. After so long a time, we had finally met.

                We were getting to know each other.

                ​

                3.) Here’s something I haven’t shared.

                I had a picture in my mind of how I wanted to appear.

                I would see girls and young women out and about, 

                noticing their beautiful female bodies.

                This is how you would have appeared - 

                blossoming and flourishing instead of hidden way.

                My feminizing efforts, I now know, have their limits. 

                I have come to accept this.

                But in my mind and in my heart,

                you do indeed appear beautifully feminine,

                Beautifully female.

                ​

                4.) These words truly comprise a love letter, to you.

                It is a meager offering. There are no words to

                adequately express my love for you. 

                But here is something I want you to know:

                I have claimed you - you are mine. 

                We will be together always and forever. 
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                1.) 1973 Army ROTC: Was taken back in my dorm room right after going to the supply sergeant for uniforms. As a kid I had always dreamed of serving in the Army and 1973 was the first year that admitted females to the ROTC program. They had not prepared for my arrival as they did not expect 5’9,” 155lbs and size 8 men’s boots. They did not have uniforms, women’s uniforms, that would come close to fitting me and therefore I was issued men’s uniforms and boots. The ROTC experience was rich, but I transferred schools after my sophomore year and never entered the military, something that I knew would just never work out for me anyway.

                ​

                2.) AI Dubuque, Chapel and Gang: 1978-1981 spent studying theology at Aquinas Institute of Theology, then of Dubuque, Iowa. This was my community for about 3 years. A faith community, we shared so much. It was while here in Dubuque, that I explored by “predicament” in depth and with the aid and support of many, came out to my parents. Also where I had my 1st psych hospitalization, first of what was to be many.

                ​

                3.) Diaz Kids, Chicago Family: I adopted and was adopted by the family 

                living in the apartment below me when I first moved to Chicago for graduate school. The two boys, Alex and Orlando especially. The relationship has been maintained throughout the years here, they have been my support and joy through the light and the dark. Orlando and I now remain the closest of brothers. In the photo he is 10 or just turned 11. Next Spring he’ll be 50!

                ​

                4.) Ken and TG Turkey: My "coming out" was not received well at home and my relationship with my Mom's side of the family is tenuous, but my Dad and my Dad's side of the family were very supportive, but I did not know them hardly at all until after my parent's death when I began spending Thanksgiving in Minnesota with my Dad's sister and them. Memorable was being met at the front door by Ken shortly after I had my chest surgery, where he greeted me by saying, "Wow, you look a lot more comfortable in your skin!” It felt so good.

                ​

                5.) Donald D. Dyson, MS: My lab, the Cardiopulmonary Exercise Laboratory, at Stroger Cook County Hospital here in Chicago. A position I took straight out of graduate school and worked for 26 years. There were many ups and downs, but I loved the work. I went through my transition here, hell, I went through everything here. 
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                Finding Queer Joy: A Dedication to Nancy

                ​

                When I first discovered that I was gay, the very notion of “queer joy” seemed a total impossibility—an oxymoron in its own right. The only guaranteed emotions connected to my queerness, or so it seemed, were fear, shame, and confusion. That was until I met Nancy... 

                ​

                Having freshly come out, and not knowing anything about how to be gay, I found mentorship in Nancy, a gay man of an older generation. Convinced to show me the ways of the gay world (all of them!), Nancy took me to my first pride parade in Toronto—my second gay rite of passage after having come out. My collage tells the story of this moment of queer joy, mapped in time and space. 

                ​

                On that day, Nancy and I waited for hours in excruciating heat for the parade to begin. The seasoned queen that he was, Nancy insisted that we show up early and lay claim to the spot that his years of experience had taught him would provide the best view. In those moments, unexpectedly, Nancy gifted me a rainbow necklace made of glass and told me that in the queer community we need to “gay it forward”—that without the support of our families of origin, we need to look out for each other. This necklace had been passed down to him like a family heirloom some years earlier by one of his gay kin, and when I was ready, he instructed me to pass it on, in turn, to a younger person who I would inevitably shepherd through making sense of their queerness. As tears welled in my eyes, I knew that I had my first taste of queer joy. I was awestruck. I was expanded. Through that necklace, I was connected intergenerationally to my queer ancestors. I was humbled. I was responsible. And while I’ve had the chance to gay it forward in other ways—for example, to my brother who is depicted in the collage—I still hold on to that necklace. Maybe in a few more years, I’ll be ready to share my wisdom with the next generation and pass on the legacy of Nancy and our community. 

                ​

                Nancy, thank you for helping me to find my queer joy. I am forever grateful. That necklace changed my life. Maybe even saved it. Thank you.  
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                My first instance of being queer is complicated because of growing up in Catholic school. I never knew you could like boys and girls or even not be a boy or a girl but something else. It was the School of the Art Institute of Chicago’s class, Haunted Housing, that my teacher asked us to write our names and pronouns. For the first time I wrote she/they, I had been questioning for a while on my pronouns and identity. It solidified later that year that I was non binary and used they/them pronouns. It was a freeing experience that finally gave name to my identity. Throughout my life, I dealt with feeling like I could scratch my skin off one day if I wore anything feminine - other days I was perfectly okay with wearing a skirt. 
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                1.) My First Queer Relationship: When I think of you, I think of that time I kissed Emily D’s ear at the winter formal - how I tried to make you jealous, how embarrassed I felt. I think of how I spent an entire semester in ceramics with you, shutting you out, too anxious to make a move. I think of the first time we went to Koffee, the pet chickens in your backyard, the fresh eggs you’d make us in the morning - waking up together, and having breakfast by your kitchen window. I think of how we used to call each other boyfriends, how you’d sing Say Anything to me in the car, and how, even though things didn’t work out, I’ll still always love you. You’ve taught me so much about myself.

                ​

                2.) Secret Rendezvous in the Möbel Olfe Bathroom: When I think of you, I think of Berlin. I think of the month we spent together in July, bar hoping, drinking vodka O.J.s, taking photographs, Watergate - a series of crazed nights that blurred into daybreak and brain fog. I think of how I followed your lead, “sure, let’s go find some German girls,” all the while anticipating our first kiss. I wonder, even now, if you felt the same. Were we dancing around what we really wanted, or was I only a last resort to you? Perhaps I’ve romanticized this, wishing it were the former.

                ​

                3.) The Kinky Corner: When I think of you, I think of the twelve-hour layover I had in Sweden, and how I, on a whim, decided to make my way to Stockholm Pride. I think of how I couldn’t communicate with anyone, and how I essentially found my way by following a person in a rainbow tutu. I think of how you took me under your wing, showed me the ropes, brought me to the “kinky corner.” I think of how I asked you if it was “voluntary,” and how you and your friends looked mortified. I couldn’t help but laugh at the awkwardness of the miscommunication. But mostly, I remember our goodbye, the sweet, single kiss we shared on the t-bana platform before your friends dragged you away. 
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