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Lydia Kokkola

Make Yourself At Home! 
Adolescents in Search of the Queer Spaces of 
Home

Abstract: ‘Home’ is often assumed to be a safe place, a place to which chil-
dren can return after their adventures ‘Away’. For many gay and lesbian 
teens, both fictional and in real life, however, the space they share with their 
family of origin is not a place where they can feel at home. The heterosexual 
family home is often so hostile to queerly desiring teens that they are forced 
to leave in search of a place where they can feel at home. The queer spaces 
they enter in their search are usually considered risky spaces – public spaces, 
urban spaces, the bar and the street – unhomely spaces. In these temporary, 
in-between spaces, the queerly desiring teens in the novels examined in this 
article form new family structures. Although all the Anglophone novels 
discussed end on moments of up-lift and hope for the future, the association 
of the queerly desiring youngster with risky spaces suggests that the queer 
teens are themselves unheimlich (uncanny).

Keywords: lesbian, gay, YA fiction, homelessness, queer geography, 
uncanny

Home Spaces as Imagined Spaces

Gaston Bachelard’s seminal The Poetics of Space begins with a cele-
bration of home: “all really inhabited space bears the essence of the 
notion of home” (5). Home spaces are infused with memories, emo-
tions and desires making it unsurprising that home, like childhood, 
is infused with nostalgia. By focusing on the poetic space – the im-
aginative response to “spaces we love” (xxxi) – rather than with the 
physicality of the wardrobes, cellars and attics incorporated into his 
study – Bachelard highlights similarities between encounters with 
geographical locations and spaces encountered through literature. 
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This is not to say that encounters with home spaces in literature 
are the same as physical spaces, but to draw attention to how these  
encounters inform one another.

Bachelard’s insights into the affects that influence encounters with 
spaces assumes that ‘home’ is a place one loves in part because it 
“shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house 
allows one to dream in peace” (6); home is where one can envisage 
ones desires. For many people, however, home is neither a place one 
loves nor a sheltered space in which to day dream.

Home, for many people, is taken for granted as a place of comfort, a 
retreat from the world, a place to be oneself. For many lesbians, gay 
men, bisexuals and trans identified people, however, home can be 
uncomfortable and alienating. (Browne, Lim and Brown, 3)

‘Home’ for many queer adolescents is so ‘uncomfortable and alien-
ating’ that they leave the parental home in search of a home space 
which resembles those Bachelard celebrates: spaces where they are 
free to dream of someone they desire, of a community in which they 
are accepted. The numbers of queer teens who run away from the 
parental home in search of such queer spaces are supplemented with 
‘throwaways’ – youths evicted from their homes by parents – to the 
extent that queer adolescents are estimated to be 7–10 times more 
likely than their heterosexual peers to experience homelessness (Ro-
sario, Schrimshaw and Hunter, “Risk Factors”).

This article resonates to Bachelard’s conception of home as 
an imaginative space, and of the valence at play between literary 
and ‘real’ encounters at play as it investigates the spaces in which 
queer adolescent characters in Anglophone fiction for teens feel ‘at 
home’. Bachelard’s nostalgic presentation of home, like the happy, 
safe, childhood home that dominates children’s literature, proffers 
an ideal from which the risky, queer spaces that provide havens for 
queerly desiring teens are measured. The literary texts I examine are 
drawn from a corpus of 200 Anglophone novels and short stories 
written 1945–2012 depicting sexually active adolescents. This cor-
pus formed the basis for my study Fictions of Adolescent Carnality, 
which covered a wide range of topics related to adolescent sexuality. 
Forty of the narratives (from the U.S.A., Canada, Ireland, the U.K. 
and Australia) published 1969–2012 depicted a significant character 
who experienced same-sex desire. (There were also a few characters 
whose desires were queer in other ways (Kokkola, Fictions 95–170) 
but in this article I focus only on same-sex desire using ‘queer’ as an 
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embracing term, even though it causes slight problems in defining 
queer spaces for reasons I shall explain shortly.) All 40 narratives 
depicted the adolescent coming out publically and/or the first expe-
rience of same-sex desire, and for all the characters the process was 
presented as being problematic. The same-sex desiring teens were 
forced to leave their home spaces – temporarily or permanently – in 
all but seven of the narratives (published fairly evenly between the 
late 1970s and today): being unhomed was the norm, not the excep-
tion. In Fictions of Carnality, I was concerned with how carnal desires 
were used to signal the transition into adulthood and did not address 
the geography of queer desires. Here I wish to redress that balance 
by summarizing what I found in the larger corpus, and illustrating 
my points with reference to just a handful of examples. My point is 
not that a handful of authors have chosen to depict the unwelcoming 
character of the (heterosexual) home for the queerly desiring teen, 
but rather to draw attention to how the notion of ‘home’ in these 40 
Anglophone narratives consistently differs from the homes of hetero- 
sexual teens in the other 160 narratives. It is an invitation to scholars 
from other language backgrounds to compare how their national lit-
eratures differ from the corpus I present. The majority of this article 
examines the home-spaces of queer adolescents in the corpus, and 
concludes by considering how these home spaces affect our reading 
of the adolescents themselves.

Queer Desires in Heterosexual Homes

The queer child is typically raised by heterosexual parents1 who can-
not pass on scripts to their offspring about how to be and do their 
queerness. The queer child is certainly not the only child for whom 
the lack of role modeling is an issue. Cross-racially adopted children, 
for instance, cannot turn to their parents for models about how to 
be and do their race (Bergquist; Kokkola, “Interpictorial Allusions”). 
The key difference being that cross-racially adopted children’s par-
ents have made a conscious, positive decision to adopt a child who 
is ‘unlike’ me. Heterosexual parents do not make a decision to raise 
queer children, and the reality that same-sex desire is often met with 
extreme opposition from within the home is reflected in literature 
for teens (Cart; Cart and Jenkins), and was also very evident in the 
40 Anglophone narratives in my study. It was also clear that these 
narratives all sought to offer advice to young readers on how to be 
and do their queerness.
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In an interview with Michelle Anne Abate, the lesbian author 
Marijane Meaker (who publishes under the playful pseudonym, M. 
E. Kerr) compared same-sex desires with dwarfism. When writing 
her novel Little Little, Meaker explains that “I compared, in my mind, 
dwarfism to homosexuality because each group has no peers, and 
they’re sort of isolated until they can find their own group, and no-
body in their family can say to them, ‘Oh, I went through that, too,’ 
because they’re unique and there’s lots of parallels” (qtd. Abate, 192). 
The narratives in the corpus go some way towards explaining how 
teens whose orientations are not heterosexual ‘can find their group’. 
From the teens’ perspective, this is not an act of resistance; they are a 
vulnerable group searching for a place where they can feel at home. 
The act of ‘finding’ indicates that this is a spatial activity: the charac-
ters need to find queer spaces. 

For Judith Halberstam, the term queer space “refers to the place- 
making practices within postmodernism in which queer people 
engage and it also describes the new understandings of space en-
abled by the production of queer counterpublics” (6). That is, for 
Halberstam and a number of other queer geographers who focus 
exclusively on adult sexualities, defining a space as ‘queer’ is an act 
of resistance, a rejection of the heteronormative world. For the vul-
nerable, newly ‘out’ teen, the search for a queer space is not an act of 
defiance, simply a search for others who are ‘like me’. Nevertheless, 
many parents perceive their child’s same-sex desires and their search 
for others ‘like me’ as a form of rebellion, and so the search for a place 
in which to feel ‘at home’ is undertaken with a good deal of trepida-
tion. The main problem both fictional and real adolescents face is that 
queer spaces are not easily visible: they are deliberately hidden from 
the heteronormative view.

Several of the novels address this problem by including characters 
who act as guides. A Time Before Me (2005) by Michael Perrone is set 
in the deep south of the U.S. in the 1990s. The protagonist, seventeen 
year old Mason, lives in the small town of Andrew Springs, Mis-
sissippi. He is delighted when he is cruised by a stranger, Daniel. 
Daniel takes Mason to a ‘secret’ bar – Bubba Joe’s – outside Andrew 
Springs. The bar is, in reality, simply a barn. The men bring their 
own drinks and gather around using bales of straw as seats and ta-
bles. This temporary rearrangement of the physical environment is 
a typical feature of the queer spaces in the novels. Later in the nov-
el, Mason moves to New Orleans where he is guided around more 
permanently fixed queer spaces – gay bars and drag cabarets – by 
Joey. A guide is needed first to find the spaces and then to model 
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appropriate behavior when entering and leaving as well as whilst on 
either side of the space. The books I discuss are also guides for their 
readers: authors of GLBTQ fiction for teens often claim in interview 
that they are responding to the problems queer teenagers face (Kok-
kola, Fictions 95–6ff).

In Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed notes that the expression 
‘sexual orientation’ contains the idea that desire is, at least partly, a 
form of movement, of finding one’s way. By foregrounding the con-
cept of ‘orientation’, Ahmed suggests that “If orientation is a matter 
of how we reside in space, then sexual orientation might also be a 
matter of residence; of how we inhabit spaces as well as ‘who’ or 
‘what’ we inhabit spaces with” (1). This idea of sexual orientation sits 
well with Michel de Certeau’s notion of spatial practice (115). De Cer-
teau compares the officially sanctioned view of spaces that appear 
on maps with the way people on the street use space. The latter “are 
walkers, Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of 
the urban ‘text’ they write without being able to read it” (93). They 
“make use of spaces that cannot be seen” (93) as they choose routes 
based on memories and desires that were never planned by those 
who designed the city. This is ‘spatial practice’: the use of spaces for 
purposes for which they were not planned, and because possibilities 
emerge that were not envisaged by the authorities: a barn becomes a 
bar, the woods beyond the lighted bar becomes a place to have sex. 
In this way, spatial practices can be a form of resistance as spaces can 
be created which resist regulation.

The borders between queer and heteronormative spaces are very 
carefully policed. Michel Foucault draws on de Certeau’s notion of 
spatial practice to create the term heterotopia which describes these 
kinds of unseen spaces. Heterotopic spaces are not public spaces “to 
get in, one must have certain permission and make certain gestures” 
(Foucault, 26). The books model the gestures that are needed to en-
ter queer spaces. The characters in the novels show how one must 
negotiate with bouncers at the entrances to queer spaces, and often 
with homophobes – self-proclaimed ‘fag-bashers’ – when entering 
or leaving the queer space. These negotiations are often foreground-
ed in the narratives. For instance, in Alasdair Duncan’s Australian 
novel, Sushi Central (2003), the sexually experienced protagonist, 
Calvin, has some difficulties negotiating entry to ‘The Beat’ because, 
at fourteen, he is not old enough to enter a bar. Within the bar, he is 
safe to act upon his desires and picks up Anthony. But, upon leav-
ing the bar to go to Anthony’s home to have sex, his return to the 
heterosexual world is policed by the taxi driver. Although the boys 
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are not attacked, the reactions of the taxi driver warn even the drug 
befuddled Calvin that he has left the temporary safe space of the bar. 
Neil, the protagonist of the first Irish teenage novel to feature a gay 
protagonist – Tom Lennon’s When Love Comes to Town (2003) – is not 
so fortunate. Neil often lies to the person driving him to and from the 
gay district in Dublin, and a key event in the novel is that he is badly 
beaten upon leaving a gay bar.

None of the lesbian characters in the narratives faced this kind 
of physical threat but their parental homes were no less uncomfort-
able and alienating. In the first American novel to feature a lesbian 
protagonist, Rosa Guy’s novel, Ruby (1976), Ruby’s home space is 
dominated by her verbally and physically abusive father, Calvin. In 
the short periods when he is away, a passionate relationship between 
reticent, easily bullied Ruby and confident Daphne flourishes. On 
one occasion, Ruby starts to make love with Daphne, but the pair 
are interrupted by Calvin’s unexpected return. Ruby literally pushes 
Daphne out of the family home and onto a window ledge to avoid 
being discovered. Ruby would rather risk Daphne’s life than face 
her father’s anger. The girls’ relationship ends as result. Daphne’s 
life-threatening movement as she hangs from the window sill is ex-
treme, but queer adolescents are often forced out of their home envi-
ronment into spaces that are associated with danger and risk. Ruby 
stays at home. That might seem like a safe space, but since it is a space 
associated with her father’s aggression and has created a feeling of 
fear so great in her that she would rather risk her lover’s life than his 
anger one has to question how welcoming this is. The novel ends 
with her father bringing the boyfriend he banished back into Ruby’s 
life, signaling a forced return to heterosexuality. Ruby is too young 
to leave home. Like many other young queer teens, she must repress 
her same-sex desires if she wishes to stay in the parental home. The 
same was true of many other novels in the corpus (e.g. Tony in Lev-
ithan’s Boy Meets Boy (2003), Neil in Lennon’s When Love Comes to 
Town (2003) and John Ritchie in Ferris’s Eight Seconds (2000)). Others 
were forcibly ejected from the family home (e.g. Holland in Peters’s 
Keeping You a Secret (2003) which I discuss below). Upon leaving the 
family home, the spaces these queerly desiring teen characters seek 
are spaces that the majority population would consider risky.

Queer Spaces as Risky, Liminal Spaces

The spaces the queerly desiring teens seek in these Anglophone nov-
els are characterized by their liminality and/or high levels of risk. 
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Space is defined socially. Even spaces that appear physical, defined 
and unchanging are, in fact open to negotiation. Sexual geographers 
examine how sexual spaces and gendered behaviors are mapped 
onto physical spaces (Browne, Lim & Brown). Queer spaces are not 
primarily physical spaces, they are created through spatial practices. 
Returning to Perrone’s A Time Before Me for examples we see that 
a space that is a barn for animal bedding by day can become a gay 
bar (Bubba Joe’s) by night because the men who meet there make it 
so. When Mason celebrates Decadence (a gay street spectacle which 
takes place on Labor Day weekend) in New Orleans, the public space 
of the street is queered. The public space of the street is subverted for 
a designated period of time and the queer child becomes the flâneur 
(Tribunella). The flâneur – like de Certeau’s walker – is not merely an 
observer of life in the public domain, but is also an actant within that 
space. When Mason takes part in Decadence, he becomes one of the 
forces that temporarily change the public domain into a queer space. 
During the carnival, the dividing line between gay and straight is not 
policed. Mason watches as straight college boys cross the “invisible 
wall” and join in the parade: “I saw a few of them giving in to the 
Show Your Dick Brigade. Oddly enough, they seemed to be getting 
off on waving their dicks around for these gay men” (Perrone, 126). 
Yet, as Mikhail Bakhtin observed, carnival also has its rules, and 
these include limited duration. Indeed, all the queer spaces in this 
novel are marked by liminality.

Liminal spaces are in-between spaces. The street between home 
and school in Jason Donovan’s I’ll Get There (1969) lies beyond one 
threshold (home) but before entering into another, distinctly differ-
ent, defined space (school). This is the space where Davy’s relation-
ship with Althusser can flourish, but it is also a place associated with 
risk. Davy’s beloved dachshund, Fred, dies on the street when he is 
being walked by Davy’s mother whilst Davy and his father discuss 
Davy and Althusser’s relationship. In Davy’s mind, Fred dies “Be-
cause of all that queering around” (Donovan, 185). The liminality 
may be temporal: during the day the park is a place for children to 
play, but at night it becomes a cruising ground. The temporality may 
be extended such as the temporary accommodation in Julie Anne Pe-
ters’s Keeping You a Secret (2003), which is the only alternative to the 
risky space of the street available to the protagonist, Holland. Most of 
these spaces are associated with risk and typically deemed unsuita-
ble for teenagers, not least because they are anonymous, public spac-
es, and in the novels I examined, they were exclusively urban spaces. 
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From Rural to Urban Environments

A noticeable feature of the 40 Anglophone narratives was the tran-
sition from rural spaces to urban spaces. This is not an exclusively 
adolescent issue: Kath Weston drew attention to the stereotypical 
division of rural and urban “locates gay subjects in the city while 
putting their presence in the countryside under erasure” (262). In 
fiction for children and adolescents, however, the rural-urban divide 
is also used to symbolize growing up. There is a general tendency 
to depict young children against rural backdrops so as to empha-
size Romantic connections between the child and nature, whereas 
the problem-based issues of teenage fiction are more likely to be set 
against realistic, urban backdrops (Natov). Queer spaces, in real life 
and in fiction, are predominantly urban, and their dissociation from 
nature inadvertently associates queer desires with the ‘unnatural’. 
The movement from a rural environment to an urban environment 
reflects the real world situation in which queerly desiring individu-
als often move to live in regions such as the Castro in San Francisco 
where they do not need to explain themselves. In terms of the ide-
ologies of childhood and adolescence, the movement also reflects 
a movement away from the idyll of childhood (associated with the 
natural world) towards the urbanity of adulthood.

This rural to urban move in search of a place one can call home is 
evident in M. E. Kerr’s Deliver us from Evie (1994). Evie seems totally 
at home on her parents’ farm surrounded by male farm workers, 
farm machinery, crops and livestock, but she must leave that space 
and move to the urban environment of New York City in order to 
be with her partner, Patsy. She is ‘outed’ by her brother Mason and 
Cord, a farm-worker who would like to marry Evie, and the commu-
nity reacts badly. Although the novel ends on a moment of hope and 
reconciliation for the family members, the geographical locations 
cannot be reconciled. Evie who seemed so ‘at home’ on the farm is 
forced to live in an urban landscape, and her brother – who longed to 
leave the family farm – feels he will be trapped there forever.

Male teens do not fare better in rural environments. The freedom 
Mason experiences at Bubba Joe’s only serves to make him find hid-
ing his sexual orientation in his parents’ home “tougher and tough-
er” (Perrone, 89). The liminality of the bar serves to heighten his 
awareness of risk in his everyday world; a world where he is afraid 
he may be beaten if he gets caught checking out a cute looking guy. 
Mason’s decision to stay in New Orleans where his queer practices 
are less rigorously policed appears voluntary, but a closer reading 
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reveals that his sexual orientation has limited the options he feels are 
available. He feels a strong need to stay close to established queer 
spaces, and so reorients his desires to keep himself in contact with 
those safe spaces. It is as though he cannot take his queerness with 
him into other spaces. More specifically, unlike the men interviewed 
for John Howard’s Men Like That, Mason feels he cannot take his 
queerness into the rural spaces of Mississippi or his parents’ home.2 
In this respect, he is very much like Evie who must move to New 
York in order to ‘do’ her queerness. Both novels are hopeful, but 
nevertheless affirm that in order to find a space that feels like home, 
the queer youngster must leave the parental home space, leave rural 
spaces and enter an urban environment. 

Street life

The urban environment is rarely welcoming for the characters in 
these Anglophone novels (a point Weston also noted in her study 
of adults). Not all the characters were as lucky as Mason in finding 
guides, and the novels act as guides in warning readers about some 
of the dangers they may face, especially on the street. As already 
noted, the entry and exit pints to the heterotopic spaces of gay dis-
tricts are policed by both bouncers and self-appointed ‘fag-bashers’. 
In Lennon’s When Love Comes to Town (2003), Neil is badly beaten 
upon leaving a gay bar in Dublin’s gay district. After his recovery, 
Neil is placed in a situation unrecognizable to a heterosexual teen: he 
must choose between pretending to be straight in order to remain in 
his parental home or leaving to find a queer space where he forge an 
independent life. Neil chooses the latter, but since he is still at school 
and so not financially independent, he turns to his summer romance, 
Shane. Unfortunately, Shane has decided to return to Belfast, leaving 
Neil’s choices limited to the street and his parental home. He returns 
to his parents “But now Neil understands the conditions. We’ll love 
you, providing you hide your love away. … Just pretend” (190). Neil 
accepts the conditions: and accepts a half-life in return for shelter. 
Holland in Julie Anne Peters’s Keeping You a Secret is – after a lengthy 
interval when she is homeless – offered the same choice as Neil. Al-
though still in high school, Holland would rather remain physically 
unhomed than compromise her queerness and so rejects the offer.

When Holland’s mother realises her daughter is lesbian, she phys-
ically threatens her and then throws her out of the house. When Hol-
land attempts to return to collect her things, she finds that the locks 
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have been changed: she has been unhomed. Given that queer ado-
lescents are grossly over-represented in the homeless population3, 
Peters’ depiction of this in a novel intended for this age group is 
refreshingly honest. Studies of homeless youths sometimes distin-
guish between ‘runaways’ (those who choose to leave their homes), 
‘throwaways’ (those who are ejected from the family home) and 
those who are homeless along with their family. Although the num-
bers of queer adolescents who are runaways or throwaways are dis-
proportionately high, queer teens are no more or less likely to be 
homeless along with their parents (Rosario, Schrimshaw and Hunt-
er “Homelessness”). Corliss et al. found that ‘conflicts with parents’ 
was given as the main reason for 70% of homeless youths for leav-
ing home (1683), and Rice et al found that queer adolescents were 
much more likely to report staying with a stranger and engaging in 
high risk sexual practices than heterosexual teens. The statistics cap-
tured in sociological data on orientation paint a distressing picture of 
queerly desiring teenagers floundering as they attempt to learn the 
spatial practices their sexual orientation demands, but which their 
parents cannot teach them. The figures for homeless youths may 
be shocking, but they come as no surprise to the queer community, 
each of whom has had to navigate their own route away from be-
ing assumed to be heterosexual towards the spatial as well as sexual 
practices that create the sense of being at home and the creation of a 
family that is not defined by biology.

Stunned to discover she has been locked out, Holland goes over 
to her girlfriend Cece’s house, where she is made welcome. When 
Cece murmurs “You’ll always have family now … You’re one of us” 
(Peters 194), she is referring to the sense of family that can come from 
belonging to a queer community. In her search for a home space, 
Holland and Cece seek help from their local GLBT center who find 
her a room in a boarding facility run by the local gay community. The 
door has a sign “SAFE SPACE” (195). This was the only instance of 
an overtly named spatial practice I found in the narratives, but this 
is what all the characters are seeking. A safe space which “shelters 
day-dreaming”, a space which “protects the dreamer” (Bachelard, 6) 
which allows the adolescent to express his or her desires.

The room is well below the standards to which Holland is accus-
tomed, but with the help from her new family and a good supply of 
cleaning fluids and elbow grease, the space is made tolerable, in part 
because it is expected to be temporary. Towards the end of the novel, 
Holland is offered the opportunity to return to the parental home. 
She accepts her mother’s willingness to allow her to resume a rela-
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tionship with her baby half-sister, but declines the offer to return to a 
more comfortable space. The liminal space in the gay center is more 
‘home’ than her mother’s house. Holland’s orientation is dependent 
upon how she resides in space (Ahmed, 1); the room in the refuge is 
a space where she can finally feel ‘at home’.

The Uncanny Adolescent

In her search for a place where she can feel at home, Holland turns to 
the GLBT center. There, she is more than mildly disturbed to realize 
that she has been characterized as a ‘street youth’, an identity that 
seems wholly other.

Street youths? God. I never thought I’d be a street youth.	  
Syd got on the phone. It took her a while to find a place with an open-
ing. Everywhere was full. There were waiting lists, which should’ve 
made me feel better, less alone. But it didn’t. I just felt freaked. What 
if I ended up living on the street? (Peters, 196)

The idea of being a ‘street youth’ – an unhomed adolescent – ‘freaks’ 
middle class Holland: it is an identity she is unwilling to embrace, it 
is unheimlich. 

The term unheimlich literally means ‘unhomely’ or ‘not belong-
ing to the home’. Etymologically the German term is associated with 
secrecy and privacy: that which should not be made public. In the 
Anglophone novels I examined, the liminal spaces in which teens 
could express same-sex desire became part of their identity. As a 
result, the unfortunate impression that the desires these characters 
expressed were also unheimlich was generated. Liminal spaces are 
often public spaces, and so desire performed in such spaces takes 
that which should be secret and private (desire) into public view, 
adding to the sense that such desires are unheimlich. When the term 
was used by Sigmund Freud in his 1919 essay ‘Das Unheimliche’ it 
was translated into English as ‘The Uncanny’, and it is in this sense – 
with all its associations with the supernatural and unease – that the 
German term is used as a loanword in English. The uncanny is often 
associated with the supernatural, yet the roots of the term mean that 
it literally means ‘that which is not known’. 

Both uncanny and unheimlich rely on the expectation of the fa-
miliar and a sense of ill-ease when those expectations are not ful-
filled. When adolescents express same-sex desire – come out – they 
are deemed unheimlich because they refute what Steven Bruhm and 
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Natasha Hurley have identified as “a dominant narrative about chil-
dren” namely that “children are (and should stay) innocent of sexual 
desires and intentions. At the same time, however, children are also 
officially, tacitly, assumed to be heterosexual” (ix). Unlike their he- 
terosexual peers, queer teens are formulated as having undergone 
some form of transformation, as though they were heterosexual until 
they came out. Moreover, when teenagers reveal same-sex desires 
they incidentally force their parents into their own coming out pro-
cess (as they must now reveal themselves to be the parents of a queer 
child). In the Anglophone narratives I examined, this seems to be 
where the problem lies. The uncanny (unknown) desires of the teen, 
seem unheimlich, and accepting those desires involves welcoming the 
unhomely into the private home space. 

The forced ejection of teenagers like Holland and the seeming-
ly voluntary departure from the family home by characters such as 
Evie and Mason signal premature entries into adulthood. For Evie 
and Mason, the need to earn a living in a place that feels like home 
results in the rejection of their previous goals. Their premature loss 
of a family home changes their lives forever. Holland, the young-
est protagonist in the books mentioned here, is still at school when 
she is ejected from the family home. She struggles to combine the 
adult responsibilities of earning money, cooking and cleaning with 
her schoolwork. She manages only with the support from Cece and 
because she does not have to pay rent at the shelter. What we see in 
these novels is a limiting of the opportunities available to the queer-
ly desiring teen. Holland, for instance, muses on the importance of 
Cece in her life: “Why did she make me feel like she was my mother 
and father and friend and lover all rolled into one? Because she was. 
She was my everything” (Peters, 202–3). Cece is too important to 
Holland. It may seem romantic, but it demands that Cece also take 
on adult responsibilities and both girls are placing their relationship 
and their sexual orientation at the forefront of their lives, whilst mat-
ters such as studying and careers take a back seat. Mason gives up 
the opportunity to study, Evie gives up a career in agriculture. Their 
lives are limited by the spaces in which they reside, the only spaces 
in which they can feel ‘at home’.

In a survey of girls’ culture in England 1880–1915, Sally Mitchell 
resists the tendency to read these works in terms of sexual repression. 
She notes that the Victorian assumption that adolescents were asex-
ual allowed more scope “for self development and for vocational, 
mental, emotional, and intellectual independence” (Mitchell, 165). 
Paradoxically, she argues, the sexual libertarian attitudes of the third 
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millennium has reduced girls’ horizons and restricted their options; 
the world of the adolescent girl of the first decade of the 21st century 
revolves around ‘catching’ a man far more than it did for girls a cen-
tury earlier. This is perhaps even more true for the queer adolescent 
whose identities seem to be dominated by their sexual orientation 
to the extent that careers, education and all other life choices are 
deemed secondary to finding a space in which they can feel at home 
with their same-sex desires.

Make Yourself At Home! 

Home is the site in which children learn scripts for gendered, ethnic 
and other aspects of identity including the expression of desire. As a 
result, the sense of what it means to feel at home is not universal, but is 
dependent on a sense of match between expectations and behaviors. 
Literature plays a significant role in creating those expectations. As 
Mavis Reimer observes,

Learning to read ‘home’ matters. The homely imperatives adults di-
rect to children through the texts designed for them proceed from 
determinate constructions of class, race, gender, and nation, and en-
tail complicated understandings of the relation of self and other, kin 
and stranger, here and there. Learning to read ‘home’ matters: it is, 
perhaps, the beginning of rewriting it. (Home Words, xviii)

Reimer’s early work reveals how diverse the concept of ‘home’ is, 
and her later work draws attention to children for whom “there is no 
place to call home” (No place, 1). In this article, I have highlighted 
the intersections between queer desires and the idea of ‘home’ to 
demonstrate how, for the queer teens in these Anglophone novels, 
the heterosexual home of origin is not a place to feel ‘at home’.

The Anglophone narratives studied both reflect and promote real 
world attitudes towards queer teens. Unless their parents have been 
overtly pro-gay, teenagers are likely to have absorbed a great deal of 
homophobia from society and so fear their parents’ reactions (Daniel 
and McEntire, 194). As a result, real life American gay and lesbi-
an and teens are two to three times more likely to commit suicide 
than their heterosexual peers (Daniel and McEntire, 194). In the real 
world, homophobia kills. In fiction, the trope of associating death 
with same-sex desire is well-established (Cart and Jenkins, 84–5; Cart 
77–9; Kokkola, 90–3), but rarely takes the form of suicide. As noted, 
the authors of these books clearly state their intention to offer readers 
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the hope that it will get better. Rendering the queerly desiring teen 
unheimlich is undeniably a better option than suicide, but presenting 
a queer identity as paramount is problematic because of the way it 
limits the adolescents’ life options. It is, as Reimer notes, time to be-
gin the rewriting of such home scripts.

Biographical information: Lydia Kokkola is Professor of English and Edu-
cation at Luleå University of Technology in northern Sweden. Her research 
interests include bilingual literacy education, Holocaust fiction, Adolescent 
Sexuality and she has just begun a new project on advanced reading skills. 
Her latest book, Fictions of Adolescent Carnality, was published by Ben-
jamins (2013).

Notes
1 All the queer characters in the fiction I examined had heterosexual parents.

2 John Howard’s Men Like That combines oral history with an extensive range 
of popular fiction to create a history of same-sex desire among men in post-
World War II Mississippi. Howard argues that ‘southern indirection’ – the 
reluctance to speak openly on topics deemed impolite – made it easier for 
men to engage in transgressive sexual activities. Although Howard does 
not discuss these activities in terms of spatial practices, he draws attention 
to the ways in which ‘men like that’ appropriated spaces such as the local 
waterhole, secluded woods, roadside rest areas, public restrooms, and even 
church recreation rooms for sex. These spaces, like Perrone’s fictional bar, 
require the novice to learn the spatial practices which turn liminal, risky 
spaces into queer spaces where they can feel at home.

3 Drawing on an extensive number of surveys and other forms of data, 
Rosario, Schrimshaw and Hunter conclude that although LGB adolescents 
comprise only 1.4%-5.0% of the general population of teens in America, they 
comprise 15%-36% of homeless youth population (“Risk Factors”).
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