
OUR FAMILY ALBUM
Edgar Garzon (deceased) and Marlene Forero
Jackson Heights, Queens

When they met in 1994, nobody could have predicted that a single woman raising a son
in Queens would have anything in common with a charismatic young gay man. But by
the time Edgar Garzon was murdered seven years later, nobody could deny that he and
Marlene Forero were family.

“Family” is a term with a double-edged sword in immigrant gay communities. To some
who sacrificed close ties to their families back home in order to live an openly gay life or
find better opportunities in the United States, it represents the distance that separates
them from their loved ones. To others who grew up in families that could not accept their
sexual orientation, it represents something that they have tried to leave behind. And to
a large number of gay immigrants who often come to this country on their own, it
represents the support networks that they have established in the United States which
function very much the same as an adopted family.

Marlene met Eddie, as his friends called him, when she went to see a performance by
Estampas Negras, a folkloric Colombian dance company in which he danced. From an
accidental conversation about their shared Colombian background, they soon developed
such a strong bond that within weeks they became inseparable. Marlene invited Eddie
and his friends over and served them ajiaco, his favorite Colombian dish. Eddie invited
Marlene to hang out at elaborate drag performance competitions, where he moonlighted
as stage designer and helped the performers look their best. His friends were jealous that
he seemed to have found almost a mother in Marlene. Marlene’s friends, a group of mostly
Colombian women, were jealous that Eddie would take her out dancing along with
his beautiful friends and some even questioned why she would hang around so many gay
men. But to Marlene and Eddie, none of it mattered. Eventually it also ceased to matter
to their closest friends. Once, at a community forum on families, Marlene spoke movingly
of her unique relationship with Edgar and how she abandoned all of her old prejudices
against gays through the welcoming and supportive world he had opened for her.

When Eddie was attacked and left for dead on the streets of Jackson Heights on August
15, 2001, Marlene was one of the first to arrive at the hospital. Eddie had been beaten
so badly that he was almost unrecognizable when he was brought out of surgery. As his
biological family made their way to New York to be by his side, Marlene provided them
with as much support as she could. Shocked by the viciousness of the attack on their 
35-year-old son and brother and not speaking a word of English, they relied on Marlene

However, because of political trepidation, fast movement on opening marriage to same-
sex couples is unlikely. Ironically, marriage may not necessarily be the model that would
fit all the various family structures in the LGBT community.69 This should not be
surprising since traditional marriage increasingly is failing to meet the needs of most
modern families.70 The question of how government may best support LGBT families,
therefore, may be linked to how government can update the way it supports all families,
which may turn out to be something very different than marriage.71
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Tina Donovan
Long Island City, Queens

Tina is a 61-year-old transgendered woman. She has lived almost half her life as a
woman, which has caused her to be rejected by most of her biological family. Tina has
one aunt, her mother’s sister, who is her closest family member and primary support. “She
is more than an aunt. She is a friend. She and her children accept me as Tina with no
questions asked and unconditional love.”

After losing her job as a nursing assistant in the 1970’s, Tina went to work in gay bars
in order to earn a living. Not having enough financial resources for medical care, Tina
relied on SSI to avoid becoming homeless. Today, she lives in public housing and is
actively involved with several organizations that serve the LGBT community in Queens.

Tina worries about growing older alone and not having a caregiver. But she credits her
involvement with the LGBT community for decreasing her isolation and fears.

Mary Keane
Yonkers, Westchester County

Mary is self-employed as a health care and social services consultant. A few years ago, she
decided to renovate a big old house and become a foster care mother. Now, Mary’s
family living in her house includes three foster children and one sibling, and she couldn’t
be happier that she decided to take this path.

“We are a family because we take care of each other and look out for each other. We do
things together and really try to listen when someone needs support,” she explains.
Mary thinks she has gotten the absolute best kids from the foster care system and she
knows that they are all very appreciative of their chosen family.

Mary’s family members are: 20-year-old Angela and 19-year-old Aileen, who celebrated
their two-year anniversary with Mary in August; 16-year-old Arelis, who is Aileen’s
biological sister; 21-year-old Gina, who is Angela’s biological sister and also lives with
them; and Richie, Mary’s brother.

Sandy Davis and Mary Gillen
Mexico, Onondaga County

Sandy and Mary are a lesbian couple, both in their 60s, who live in a very rural area near
Mexico, New York. They participate in outdoor recreational activities such as skiing,
snowshoeing, camping, swimming, hiking and biking with their friends in the gay
community. They are also active members of SAGE/Upstate, an organization that
serves older LGBT people in central New York.

Sandy is a former teacher and is semi-retired from a 24-year career as a cemetery
monument sales representative. Mary, a former teacher, recently retired from a position
as a financial administrative assistant. They met several years ago at a SAGE/Upstate event,
fell in love and became life partners. 

Like many older LGBT people, Sandy and Mary are caregivers for frail elderly family
members. Mary moved to central New York from Pennsylvania four years ago to help
her brother care for their mother. Sandy also helped with the home care of her mother
during the early years of her mother’s decade-long struggle with Alzheimer’s disease. She
was also the primary caregiver for her 88-year-old father until he moved into an assisted
living facility about a year ago. Sandy serves as an advocate not only for her father but
also for her Aunt Doris, who recently moved into the same assisted living facility. In this
capacity, she coordinates their medical care, provides emotional support, handles their
financial affairs, runs errands and arranges transportation to doctors’ appointments.
Sandy is happy that she is close by to take care of her folks when they need her. “Lord
knows, they gave me their support for enough years!”

Mary recalls feeling that she had to hide the fact that she was a lesbian when she visited
her elderly mother for fear that her mother’s care would be compromised if the staff
became aware that she was gay. However, she is pleased that some eldercare facilities now
participate in sensitivity training on LGBT issues. 

Sandy and Mary’s combined family includes Sandy’s sister-in-law (her only brother
died in 1992), two nephews and a niece, Mary’s two adult children (one of whom lives
in Ecuador and one in South Carolina) and her brother. “And don’t forget the two cats!”

Sandy says that the losses in her biological family give even deeper meaning to her
relationship with Mary. They both value the emotional connection and support they
receive from the commitment they have made to each other as life partners.
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Marvin L. Henchbarger and Laurie Dean Hogan
Niagara, Niagara County and Buffalo, Erie County

Laurie and Marvin are two lesbians who are lifetime romantic partners. They live in
different locations and both work for nonprofit agencies. Marvin finds it ironic that
the primary responsibility for caring for immediate family members often falls on LGBT
people, even when they are not accepted by all members of the family.

Marvin lives with her 78-year-old mother in the Town of Niagara. She has a brother whose
family (wife and three children) lives 10 minutes away and a sister in California. Although
they are not close, her siblings are supportive of Marvin and Laurie. Another close
family member, but not by blood, is Marvin’s 95-year-old Aunty Emma, who lived
across the street since Marvin was 6 months old. Aunty Emma lives in a nursing home
in Batavia and Marvin and Laurie visit her frequently.

Laurie describes her core family as consisting of Marvin, her children (a son, 13, and a
daughter, 11), her 92-year-old grandmother who lives in the area, and her mother,
along with Marvin’s mother and Aunty Emma. Laurie includes her father, brother and
sister in her close family, but does not depend on them in the same way as her core family.

In describing what makes them a family, Laurie says love, mutual dependence,
commitment to their life together and each being crucial to the other’s heart, love and
spirit. Marvin says love, mutual need, history, similarity of values and a “deep thankfulness
that Laurie is willing to put up with me!” Between them, Marvin and Laurie have an
assortment of pets that help to bring their families together. They also have many close
friends, but do not consider them to be part of their core family.

Grant F.
Lockport, Niagara County

“I’m lucky to be able to pick my own family.” Grant F. is 86 years old and living in a health
care facility. He was widowed nine years ago by the death of Ernie, his partner of 41 years.
Grant and Ernie were “married” in 1955 at a cottage they owned on Silver Lake. “Ernie
gave me a diamond ring and a [wedding] ring and we said what we knew of the marriage
vows.” They established roles that were not unusual for that time – Grant was the
“wife” and did the cleaning and cooking; Ernie was the “husband” and did the outside chores.

Grant says that his family consists of Richard, a cousin whom he calls his brother; Anne,
a resident of the facility he lives in; Jim, Ann’s son; David, a chaplain in Oregon who buried
his partner; and Tom, Ernie’s nephew.

Andres Espinosa and Darryl Austin
Pleasantville, Westchester County

Andres and Darryl have been in a committed relationship for almost seven years. Because
both of them provide housing and other support for their elderly mothers, they live
separately about 10 blocks apart. Andres is an economist and Darryl works as an
occupational therapist specializing in gerontology.

Andres and Darryl consider themselves and their mothers to be their immediate family.
As a couple, they feel that their love, commitment and joint decision-making are
important parts of their relationship. But their daily routines always take into account
their mothers’ needs and they regularly spend time together. For example, one New Year’s
Eve when they were snowed in, Andres and Darryl cooked a big elaborate meal for
their mothers. “When we’re in the kitchen together, our mothers know to stay out of
the way!”

Both Andres and Darryl have siblings who are part of their larger family. And they have
two straight, women friends whose families consider them family. When it comes to
holidays like Christmas and Thanksgiving, Andres and Darryl have worked out schedules
that they follow every year to make sure they meet all their family obligations.

Glen Francis
Brooklyn

Glen grew up in Trinidad and Tobago with a very close-knit, extended family. Looking
back, he sees that his family knew he was a gay man before he knew himself and he is
grateful that his mother advised him not to get married but to go abroad, further his
education and see the world. He came to New York to pursue an advanced degree in
business.

Most of Glen’s biological family members are still in Trinidad and he maintains a close
relationship with his four brothers and three sisters. When Glen moved to New York, he
lived with his best friend’s family, which became his surrogate family. “Like a true family,
they provided me with everything I needed – a home, hot meals and friendship.” Glen’s
best friend also came to New York and they still maintain a very close friendship. Glen
considers his friend’s family, children and other siblings part of his family too.

Glen works as a program coordinator for GRIOT Circle, a program that provides social
service and support programs for older LGBT people of color.
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