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To my parents, my closest allies, for all that we’ve made it through.







Introduction

When I was sixteen, I dreaded more than anything the sound of Sheryl Crow lazily telling her band to “hit it,” before a drunken guitar lick launched into “All I Wanna Do,” her first number one song.

“All I Wanna Do” was everywhere in 1994, but I mostly remember it as the inescapable soundtrack to my nightly cruise down the information superhighway. I had no stereo yet, just a tinny little radio with a hard-to-tune dial, so it took a lot to commit to changing the station. We’d just gotten a second phone line for my father’s work, and after business hours, I had it all to myself. Three things happened every night that year: I logged on, I jerked off, and I yelled at Sheryl Crow to shut the fuck up. Her whiny refrain about having fun cut right through my sexual fantasies, but the radio was across the room and my hands were busy, so I probably listened to that song a thousand times over the course of high school.

The cruelest betrayal of my body in middle age is not my softening belly or fading eyesight but the primordial joy that sparks in me when I hear Sheryl Crow now. I was a scared, sad, closeted teen, but my nervous system remembers only that I was strong, that the world was opening for me pixel by pixel, and that Sheryl was right there next to me, crooning her static-y song of alcoholic joy. And it’s not just her: “Tubthumping,” “Santeria,” even the fucking “Macarena” lights me up these days.

Nostalgia’s one powerful motherfucker.

I’ve been thinking about it a lot recently. Nostalgia. It’s the inevitable consequence of watching my adolescent years—the Nineties—repackaged and sold back to me in books, movies, and TV shows. Give me a Daria reference, a Delia’s look, and a Snoop D-O-Double-G song, and I’m a happy boy.

Until my brain kicks in. That cunty little killjoy. What the fuck is this? it demands, whenever some Nineties repro hits my screen. It’s not about the hair, though it’s never bleached and gelled crispy enough. Or the eyebrows, which are never penciled in the way they should be, thin as Kate Moss’s wrists. The soundtracks are always rad, the flannels are always flannelling, and the modem always screams at just the right pitch.

No, it’s the gays. The gays. The endless fucking gays. They traipse lighthearted through the world. They’re out to all their friends. No one ever hurts them, or if they do, they apologize before the end of the episode. Their besties are never casually homophobic. They have supportive parents and romantic partners, and they know themselves so well.

Bullshit, my brain snorts.

But I get it. Homophobia’s a drag. It’s far more comfortable to relegate it to some offstage disembodiment than to let it live in the mouths and fists of characters we’re supposed to love. But without it, queer lives don’t make any sense. Our flights, our fights, our feral nature—all of that is enervated when we refuse to acknowledge the ubiquitous cruelty of the late last millennium.

When I talk to queer teens now, and they tell me they long for the ’90s, I think, We’ve failed you. We’ve let the guilty erase themselves from history. And that includes us. Me. I think about all the mistakes I made, and the people I hurt, as I tried to untwist myself from the knot those years tied me into. We want the past without the pain. But you know what that is?

Disney history; a saccharine fairy tale.

Growing up queer in the ’80s and ’90s was like living through a war most people never noticed. For a long time, I’ve wanted to refuse that history—to somehow be unscathed by the very forces that created me. But I’m the product as much of my pain as of my resistance to it. Without one, the other doesn’t exist. I watched the world change, and if I can’t acknowledge the worst, I can’t show you the best either.

The Nineties were hard. And easy, in their way. We had America’s last analog childhoods: disconnected, unsurveilled, and free. We were isolated from other queer people, but we were safe from the harsh glare of social media. Our triumphs and failures, shared only with those around us, were quickly forgotten. Our parties were epic, and since there are almost no photographs, no one can contradict me when I say that. It was the last time “selling out” was an insult, not a goal. When the world ended at your door, instead of always being in your pocket. When it was cool not to care about anything or try too hard, because America was the global superpower, and even the laziest slacker was going to make it rich off the internet, which we all knew was the future (even though we didn’t really know what it was).

Queers of my generation lived through two interconnected sea changes: the explosion of the internet, which gave us both vital community and vital anonymity, and the post-AIDS mainstreaming of American homosexuality, which paradoxically both destroyed and enlarged the worlds we came out into.

We were the last to inhabit the vast gay ghettos and the first to have gay marriage as a viable option. But the further we entered the mainstream, the less of ourselves we gave to those private spaces that nurtured us (and the generations that came before us). It was a necessary trade-off. And by that, I don’t mean it was a perfect choice; it was necessary in that one could not be done without the other. Only now, in hindsight, can we truly see what we got for what we gave. In the future, the 1990s will be seen as the inflection point—the moment when everything changed.

Increasingly, we’re in a world where twentieth-century ideas about what it means to be lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender can’t fully describe the queer community. If a cis man is attracted to cis and trans women, is he straight? What if he’s only attracted to trans women or only to cis women? What does it mean if you’re attracted to nonbinary people? What if the specific sexual activity you’re engaged in matters more to you than the gender of your partners? What if you want to have genitals that aren’t congruent with your overall lived gender? Are these “identities” or “fetishes,” and who gets to decide?

For a century or so, we’ve been told that L, G, B, and T are the categories that explain our sexual existence. We might fight over who goes where (especially when discussing historical figures who lived before those terms were defined), but rarely do we think about why these categories exist overall.

Here’s the truth I’ve learned from decades of studying queer history: In the late nineteenth century, America urbanized, allowing queer people to find each other in greater and greater numbers. In turn, a group of largely straight White men studied their lives and writings and decided that sexual object choice and binary gender identification were the essential characteristics that determined who was normally gendered and who was sexually strange. Why? Because those things were easy to observe from a straight perspective, outside the community.

But those slim data points tell us very little about the experience of queer desire—they only describe what we want, not the how and why of wanting it. They’re useful bits of information, but recently I think they’ve been holding us back. They’re not wrong or bad ideas; they’re just limited and derived from a time when we lived very differently.

Only now, as Gen Z (the first fully postinternet generation) is entering adulthood, are we getting a glimpse of queer life beyond L, G, B, or T. As of February 2025, about 23 percent of Gen Z identified somewhere under the queer umbrella, as did 14 percent of Millennials. That’s a massive jump from Gen X’s anemic 5 percent. What accounts for this?

It’s the downstream effect of our going online and coming out in the 1990s.

In 1995, the Pew Research Center asked about internet usage for the first time and found that only 14 percent of Americans were online; by 2014, that number was over 80 percent. As a result, more people have access to queer ideas and role models at earlier ages and in more places. But it’s not just a numbers game. The internet is changing how we understand queerness on a base level.

On the internet, the essential experience of queer identity is through words. Young queer people are much more likely to encounter queer ideas, spaces, sex, and people digitally before they ever do in real life. But they have to describe themselves and the things they’re looking for before they can find them. This has pushed them to focus on both what they share with other queer people who have the same sexual object choice or gender identity and what is different between them. To parse out all the many ways one could be bisexual, or transgender, or intersex, or lesbian. To ask questions like, What if all gay people aren’t the same, or all trans people, or all bi people? What if, over time or in different situations, our desires—or our selves—can change? What if we understood “sexuality” and “gender” not as separate static circles but as a collection of lanes we could occupy (and sometimes switch between) on a giant highway of desire we’re all driving down over the course of our lives?

The internet changed everything, and I was there as it did, logging on, jerking off, and yelling at Sheryl Crow. I didn’t understand what was happening at the time. But as I began my career as a queer historian, I realized that the ’90s weren’t the first time this kind of massive change had happened in American history. The creation of the L-G-B-T model for sexuality was itself a pushback against earlier ideas, spurred on by urbanization instead of the internet. For my first book, When Brooklyn Was Queer, I researched how moving into cities changed American ideas about sexuality in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I was struck by a statistical parallel. In 1800 about 6 percent of Americans lived in cities, by 1900 it was 40 percent, and today it’s 80 percent—about the same as the percentage of Americans who are now online. I was tracking two very similar revolutions in queer life—and thus queer identity: one a hundred years before I was born and one that I had lived through.

Queer people are a part of the world we come from; when that world changes, we change with it. This renegotiation is a constant process. In other words, the transformation we’re going through right now is unpredictable and world shaking. But not unprecedented. And I think the best way to understand it is to look backward, to examine where we came from and how we got here.

No—where I came from and how I got here. I lived it, and this is my story to tell, though I’ve been shirking that responsibility for years, tongue-tied by the ghosts of the homophobia I grew up with, in, despite, and through. The long tail of the ’90s has me by the throat, and I’m not alone in that. Our world and our selves were radically transformed by the last decade of the last century, and only now are we beginning to grapple with who we have become in the aftermath. To understand America today, it’s essential that we understand the queer Nineties.

For my entire life, I’ve been spit-roasted by history, sandwiched between two poles: public and private; communal and individual; what to share and what to hide. This is my attempt at a true accounting, written for everyone who was there, everyone who is no longer here, and everyone who never got to see the world we once had.

If I got it wrong, well … my bad.







The Last Analog Childhood

Señora was my favorite teacher for the first half of seventh grade, one of the few who didn’t seem to hate spending her wild and precious days getting tweens to care about something. She had us write skits where the characters from Beverly Hills, 90210 inexplicably found reasons to discuss our vocabulario words, every girl doing her best Shannen Doherty (RIP), pulling on a scrunchy and asking, “Don-DE ES-ta el presiDENTe?” Our other teachers were old, ancient, forty; Señora did a Mariah Carey impression that was fully off-key but got the essence of her. (In that, she was my early training for understanding drag.)

It was 1990 in Irvington, New York, a sleepy town on the outskirts of New York City where my parents and their extended Bronx Irish clan had landed post White flight. My middle school Spanish class had maybe fifteen students total, and we’d all known each other since kindergarten, to our great regret.

In elementary school, I mostly had incidental friends—neighbors, classmates, or the children of familial acquaintances. With the transition to middle school, they peeled away. I remember sixth grade mostly as a procession of phone calls where embarrassed parents made obvious excuses for why their sons couldn’t come to the phone right now, or ever again. It was a little like being dead, and I haunted our cold, brick middle school like a scrawny ghost in a ginormous Ocean Pacific T-shirt that read, “Surf Legend: Gateway to the Sun.”

(Why did I own that shirt? The closest I’d been to a surfboard was getting tangled up in a buoy and nearly drowning on the Jersey shore when I was ten.)

Other kids were rarely mean to me because the school punching bag—Booger—was in almost all the same classes I was. When that mob energy whipped up and the playground became a school of piranhas looking for something to eat, we usually turned on Booger. Yes, we; I’d have done anything to be part of something. I kicked that kid because he was lower than I was, a smudge on my soul that will never come out. But it got me nowhere, because shared hatred is not the same as friendship; it just sings in the same key for a minute.

So perhaps I was particularly open to Señora’s kindness, but we were all a little ensorcelled by her. Other teachers wanted us to like them, but we all wanted her to like us.

She listened to us—not our feelings; it was 1990, no one cared about that shit. But Señora eavesdropped on our conversations and found ways to work Nintendo and Vanilla Ice into our lessons (“Yo, yo, yo means I, I, I”). That’s how it all started, on a gray day in late fall or early winter. I have a hard time remembering the rest of that year, and as I’ve grown older, that block has worked its way backward, devouring the seventh grade quiz by quiz and week by week, leaving a few unforgettable moments bobbing unmoored in an indistinct ocean.

It was cold, I remember that, and Stevie C. was being a little shit. He was one of those kids who never came at you directly but was always talking smack just loud enough for you to hear. As we settled into our metal chairs with desks attached and waited for the bell to ring, he kept up a steady string of gay jokes directed at the air around me: “Know what GAY stands for? Got AIDS Yet?!” etc. And he and his friends all laughed.

I don’t think he came up with any of them; he was just a hateful parrot who hadn’t yet graduated to edgier racist jokes. Like most Americans, he understood AIDS as a disease that infected only homosexuals and Ryan White, the apple-cheeked poster child for the “innocent victims” of the crisis, who contracted HIV from a blood transfusion when he was thirteen.

The bell rang, and we all quieted. Stevie’s last fusillade rang out in the silence, a homophobic riff on the tagline for Trix cereal: “Silly faggot, dicks are for chicks!” Then he barked his signature manic laugh, a high-pitched parody of Woody the Woodpecker. “HahahaHAha, hahahaHAha, hahahahahahahaha.”

Stevie and a handful of boys like him (it was always boys) were my primary education up until that point in what it meant to be gay. They taught me that my light blue sneakers were gay, that skipping was gay, and that if you looked at your nails by holding your fingers out instead of curling them in, you were definitely gay.

It was an odd but undeniable paradox of the time: Everything could be gay, but no one actually was gay. Not in my family, not in my classroom, not on sitcoms, not in books, not in the past or the present or the future. AIDS had put homosexuals on the news, but they were vectors for disease, not people. Occasionally, you’d hear a fag joke about San Francisco, but that might as well have been Oz. And in the absence of real queer people talking about real queer lives, boys like Stevie got to define our existence for us. I think Gen X queers placed such a high priority on visibility because we grew up in a black hole of representation. George Michael wasn’t gay, and neither was Ellen, or Peewee Herman, or Doogie Howser, MD.

Just me.

And somehow, boys like Stevie all knew it. Or half-knew it. My sexual orientation was invisible, unclockable, and frankly a little confused, but my gender was a Lisa Frank Trapper Keeper: bright, weird, and obvious. Not feminine exactly, but not masculine, not boy, not straight, not right. And while some adults might pretend that gender and sexuality are unrelated—that being gay and being trans are entirely separate phenomena—children, bullies, and the Republican Party instinctively understand that the line between the two is porous and unimportant. I’d learned in elementary school to hold my tongue and never mention the inchoate feelings I had about other boys, but my body was ungovernable. When Stevie called me a faggot that day in class, it had nothing to do with whom I was fucking (no one) and everything to do with my limp little wrists that flapped like broken wings when I got excited.

“Stevie!” Señora snapped at him, and in that last instant before everything changed, I loved her more than I ever had.

We all waited for the hammer to drop, which in our small, suburban public school meant at worst being held for a day’s detention. But Señora seemed unsure what to do once we were all staring at her. She had a high-key sensitivity for that oily, mocking tone children use to signal an insult, but she couldn’t tell whom Stevie was making fun of. I wouldn’t even look in her direction in case I somehow intimated I was the butt of the joke. After a long moment, she shrugged.

“Cómo se dice faggot en Español?” Señora asked, in that chipper voice she used to hype her fun lessons.

I’d heard adults use the word faggot before. I had both an older brother and access to my parents’ cable, so films like Blazing Saddles and Eddie Murphy: Delirious entered my life very early. I liked the Dire Straits song “Money for Nothing” because they said faggot—or, more specifically, because they described what a faggot was: “See the little faggot with the earring and the makeup? Yeah buddy, that’s his own hair.” And I loved the comeuppance in the next lines: “That little faggot got his own jet airplane / That little faggot, he’s a millionaire.”

But this was different—official. Sanctioned. Like the pope when he spoke ex cathedra. We were in uncharted territory, and none of us knew if we were really supposed to answer her question (also I just don’t think any of us knew how to say faggot in Spanish). Shock faded quickly to numbness, a sense that I should have expected this. I wasn’t angry at Señora, just disappointed in my own vulnerability.

“Pato!” Señora announced brightly. “Pero . . . ”

She held up one cautionary finger, walked to the front of the class, and unscrolled the vinyl map of the world tucked at the top of every chalkboard. (Remember those? Old and rarely used, with an unpredictable number of Vietnams and Koreas.)

Spanish, Señora explained, was spoken in many places. Each had its own peculiarities, but we were learning textbook American Spanish, which would sound a little stilted to native speakers, so today she was going to teach us about Spanish slang. Words we knew already—like pato, which meant duck—had other connotations in other countries, and we had to be prepared for that.

For the next forty minutes, she pointed to different Spanish-speaking countries and explained their words for faggot—where I would be a pato versus a mariposa versus a maricón—with a bonus lesson at the end on dyke. I noted with a glazed and mild interest that truck driver, when combined with a female pronoun, meant lesbian—as did crazy person.

Years later, I’d discover for myself how easy it is to fail as a teacher, so I have some sympathy, but Jesus Christ, what the fuck was she thinking?

Sorry. I’m not sure why I’m writing this. Doing this is like channeling. When I open my mouth, dead selves come pouring out, each a poppet made from memory, using my tongue to repeat the only story it knows, the one it whispers constantly in the back of my head. Or maybe I’m just a cat with a hairball, horking up bits of myself I’ve never been able to digest. This isn’t a thank-you letter or an accusation. I thought this might be an exorcism, but the ghosts haven’t gone anywhere. They can’t go anywhere. That’s what makes them ghosts.

So call this a recognition: Señora taught me three critical things that day.

First, and most obviously: The nicest motherfuckers I knew could accidentally curb-stomp my heart at any moment. I don’t think Señora disliked queer people, and if she’d known Stevie was making fun of someone specifically, I don’t think she’d have taught that lesson.

I get it: This was 1990—homophobia was funny! And mean. And everywhere. There was not one out student or teacher in our town. We played a game called “smear the queer” at recess, a sort of reverse tag, where one person was the queer and everyone else tried to tackle him. Until the end of that year, the World Health Organization still categorized homosexuality as a mental illness, and US immigration law still saw being gay as a “psychopathic personality disorder” that was grounds for deportation. There were two high-profile antigay murders just in New York City that year alone (but also: until 2009, homo- and transphobic violence was not included in federal hate crime legislation, so who knows how many murders went unmarked). Señora was simply engaging with the world as it was, and as it was, the world was dangerous for me.

I wanted—want—to believe she didn’t do this out of cruelty, but on some level, she felt this kind of hatred was trivial or acceptable, and without an apology, I can never forgive that. It’s a small stone, but it’s one that’s been lodged in me since the seventh grade. Maybe I’m writing this so that if she ever reads it, she has to carry it too. For all I know, she already does. But that doesn’t lessen the burden. Someone I trusted hurt me in a novel way, and that still hurts, no matter how many candles I light or jokes I crack.

And maybe, I’ve come to realize recently, I’m writing this because Stevie and all those other boys are still out there. Gen X went harder for Trump2024 than any other age group. But it’s not just us. If there’s one thing that growing up queer in the Nineties gave me, it’s an antenna for danger, and it tells me that bad days are here, and worse are coming. A week ago on the subway, I heard one high school boy call four others faggots in the hateful-playful way I knew so well in the seventh grade. “You can’t say that,” the other boys gasped, and he yelled back, his face wide with joy, “It’s 2025, FAGGOTS!”

And they laughed they laughed they all laughed.

Who am I kidding? My ghosts aren’t even ghosts; they’re cops, fathers, doctors, monsters, and sons. So maybe I’m writing this as a warning and a promise to the queer kids of today: We’ve made it through before.

The second thing Señora taught me? Propriety was never on a faggot’s side. The rules of school (and of workplaces and adulthood) did not fully encompass me. This was … interesting, and while I mostly understood the negative side of it in that moment—that there were no protections I could depend upon—I would over the years find there was a second edge to this blade: The wall that doesn’t protect you can’t contain you either.

Third, and most importantly: Faggots were everywhere.

My understanding of queerness before that day in class went something like this: Queers were both a recent discovery and a biblical abomination, but most of them had already died of AIDS, so they also didn’t exist.

That sounds ridiculous, I know. But we were the last analog children, the last American generation to make it to adulthood largely without cell phones or the practical internet. When you left your house, you became unreachable, and although sometimes all those empty hours felt like choking on air, as an adult now, I miss the luxury of that slack time. We were restless, and because the world could not yet shoot down our phone lines into our bedrooms, we roved out to meet it.

But if something wasn’t printed on a piece of paper within a mile and a half of me, it might as well not have existed. We spent huge amounts of time trying to verify basic information. Debates over important issues like whether Bon Jovi sang, “It doesn’t make a difference if we’re naked or not,” could last weeks, months, or forever if the damn lyrics weren’t included in the liner notes. If I missed an episode of a favorite TV show, it was just gone—unless I was lucky enough to catch the whole season on a midsummer marathon, six months later, when no one wanted to talk about it anymore (there’s a reason prestige television didn’t appear until DVR was invented). When I was eighteen, I met a girl from Texas who grew up thinking Jewish people had horns, because she’d never met one and that’s what a kid told her in Bible study. Ignorance was Gen X’s normative state.

But each time Señora thwacked that map, she planted a bright pink pin in my understanding of the universe. There were lesbians in Colombia! Homosexuals in Spain! Here a faggot, there a faggot, everywhere a faggot faggot.

Years later, when I started studying queer history, I learned the name for this kind of unexpected revelation: reading against the archive, the practice of disentangling useful information from biased sources. But in the seventh grade, it felt like finding a clue to some grand mystery no one else was in on—a mystery where the stakes were my life.

In those analog years, my family had a computer, but it was mostly just a word processor, and it wouldn’t even turn on without the right 5.25" floppy disk to provide its operating system. Out there somewhere, the World Wide Web was being spun, but those tendrils had yet to touch our town, and the changes they’d bring were inconceivable. So I knew of only one place to explore the questions burning inside me without talking to anyone or running into one of my classmates: the public library.

Our town library was a beautiful, dusty stone pile, smack-dab on Main Street, just a block from my house. It was built in the early 1900s by the children of robber barons, who paid Louis Comfort Tiffany to design its turtleback lamps and imposing reading room, but down the decades it had become less and less of a centerpiece for the town. The chandelier had been stolen at some point, and the hardwood floors had become so scuffed and scarred, it was just easier to hide them beneath thin industrial carpeting. There were no computers, just one old microfiche machine that was basically a glorified magnifying glass. But the giant wood doors still pivoted weightlessly on their hinges, so even a child alone could push them open easily. And once those doors drifted to a close, it was an exceptionally quiet place, the opposite of my home, where there were always six different people doing ten different things. I liked that I could hide there without hiding.

I didn’t always like libraries, or words, or dream of being a writer and historian. And much as I liked Señora, Spanish was never my best class, even before all this. The idea that languages could function so differently was hard to wrap my head around. Why did Spanish divide the verb to be into estar (for temporary states of existence, like being hungry) and ser (for permanent states of existence, like being from New York)? I just couldn’t grok it.

I don’t blame Spanish specifically. Language always came in fits and starts for me. For the first four years of my life, I had only a handful of words, primarily cookie? and NO! My mother worked at a school for children with what were then termed “emotional disabilities”—largely kids we today would say were on the autism spectrum. She held her breath and let me develop, with the help of a veritable army of grandparents, aunts, and cousins to ensure I was almost never alone. Then, one day, I pointed to the saltines on top of our dented, harvest gold refrigerator and said, “I want a cracker.” From that moment on, according to family lore, I spoke only in full sentences.

The same thing happened with reading. In the third grade I was in the lowest reading group, struggling with My First Readers. In the fourth, Mrs. Kiernan confiscated my cousin Emily’s copy of Interview with the Vampire from me and told my parents I wasn’t slow—just lazy. (She was, unfortunately, correct, and I hated her for it. Once she lost a book report I knew I’d written, so I waited until everyone was outside for recess and searched her desk until I found it. Surprisingly, this did not make her like me more.)

Since then, I had methodically devoured the entirety of the children’s room at our library, from Judy Blume to Redwall to The Great Brain to my favorite, the diseased mind of Lois Duncan (who wrote both Hotel for Dogs and I Know What You Did Last Summer). Freed from the obligations of friendship, I burned through books like a chain-smoker, lighting one off the next. I could easily read three or four mass-market paperbacks in a week, an author’s entire oeuvre in a month. After that day in Spanish class, I read faster than ever—largely because for a while I stopped doing homework, or anything else. It wasn’t a conscious decision. I just stepped away.

That’s what I thought of it as: going away. Away was a place inside me. It was easiest to get there while reading. I simply let the world of the book expand to fill my consciousness. But books weren’t necessary. I could go away staring out a bus window or up at the asbestos ceiling tiles in health class. If acted upon, my body reacted—moved from classroom to classroom, answered direct questions—but it was otherwise largely uninhabited.

When I was away, everything was gray and OK. The world was a tepid place that held only mild interest for me. It was interesting to fail out of honors math. It was interesting to read Tamora Pierce’s Song of the Lioness series over and over again, without understanding why the gender-confounding heroine captivated me. It was interesting to realize mid-read that I’d pissed my pants and would have to destroy my underwear to hide the evidence. Again. It was interesting to find the gun my father hid in the back of his closet, work out the combination lock, and hold its barrel to the side of my head. It was interesting to dig a hole in the backyard with my brother Johnny just to see how big a hole we could dig. Everything was equally interesting, by which, of course, I mean that nothing interested me, not for a second, and so I went away.

In the library I didn’t need to go anywhere. There was no one to go away from. It was as gray and quiet as the deepest places inside me. I spent hours sitting in the rarely used nonfiction stacks, the dust itself seemingly frozen in the lengthening shafts of afternoon light, a decoy book perched on my knees in case someone spotted me.

Before, I’d done research for school; after that day in Spanish class, for the first time, I started researching for myself.

Using the card catalog was a little like doing a Tarot reading: I pulled a few mysterious cards, then tried to puzzle out their meaning. There were separate (but related) catalogs for authors, titles, and subjects—but the “catalogs” were actually long skinny drawers, filled with hundreds of index cards, hopefully in alphabetical order. Each card started life crisp and typed, but years of fingers flicking through left them stained, foxed, dog-eared, and illegible. Over time, a card might be updated haphazardly, in pen or pencil or by putting it awkwardly in a typewriter and adding the author’s latest publication on a diagonal that obscured everything else on the card, like a fresh tag over a beautiful mural. Some cards offered you a mysterious side quest, just the words “see also” with no explanation of why or what you might also see there.

The card catalog was an obstacle course for nerds; Dungeons & Dragons for one; a slow dance with paper cuts and enlightenment.

Gay and lesbian got me nowhere. Gay had only been added to Library of Congress subject headings two years earlier in 1988, and until 1986, The New York Times had refused to print the words gay and lesbian at all. Vanishingly few books had queer protagonists, and most that did were published by small gay presses whose reach fell far short of our suburban shores. I wouldn’t find a gay book written by a gay author in our library until Sarah Schulman’s groundbreaking novel Rat Bohemia appeared seemingly out of nowhere on the new-fiction shelf in late 1995. If a mainstream book did have queer characters, it was considered impolite to mention them. In my senior year of high school, we managed to read Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and most of Shakespeare’s sonnets without ever once discussing queer desire.

But trying the subject card for homosexual got me a handful of nonfiction—all in art history. This confirmed one of my nascent understandings: Artists and homosexuals were somewhat interchangeable (and I ask you, where is the lie?).

I don’t know what I hoped I’d find—some kind of Tag! You’re Gay manual? But what I got were mid-century college art books. I don’t know if anything is quite so disappointing as being a horny preteen and having to jerk off to grainy photos of Greco-Roman statuary. The statues were “homosexual” because the gods they depicted occasionally did drunken, depraved things—a 1950s understanding of Zeus was all 1990 had to offer.

And it was enough.

When I opened those books for the first time, a tremendous crack echoed through the silent library. The floors heaved up. The stacks caught fire. I began to see beneath the scrim of the world, what was hidden under what I was told.

THERE WERE GAY GODS.

Was that a vast oversimplification of thousands of years of sexual history? Yes. Did it save my life? Also yes.

Back to the card catalog I went. I had my work cut out for me: There were vastly more books coded “mythology” and “religion” than “homosexuality.” Thankfully, the librarians were delighted to find a young person who understood the card catalog and Dewey decimal system and soon hired me to work as a page. It was my first job that wasn’t babysitting or catching the crickets that infested my neighbor’s basement. In retrospect, there was no small amount of pity involved in taking on the loner who slammed the card catalog shut any time someone approached. Did the librarians need me? Probably not. But they knew I needed them.

Adult books on mythology turned out to be boring, but they soon led me to fantasy and sci-fi—an unloved section of the library, full of cheap paperbacks with onionskin pages that turned translucent on contact with my oily adolescent sweat. I read the most derivative shit ever published, knockoffs that might as well have been titled Lard of the Rings and Star Truck. My vocabulary lurched in a pseudo-medieval direction, studded with squires, palanquins, and diadems, preparing me for the SATs and life as a jester at the Renaissance Festival.

Many, if not most, of these books were heterosexual fantasias, where women were the reward for being a good person (/man). I learned how to write thin, stereotypical characters by watching Robert Heinlein recycle the same bimbo scientist/sidekick in book after book. There was the occasional effeminate male villain or female love interest whose theoretical bisexuality was a sign of her enlightenment (and a titillation for her strapping man-hero). But just like in the real world, I couldn’t find actual gay people.

Months passed in the quiet stacks, with only Señora’s voice in my head: pato, mariposa, maricón. We were out there somewhere, I knew it.

Eventually, through sheer brute force, I found what I was looking for in the pages of a skinny fantasy novel called Magic’s Pawn. On
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