For the past 10 years, and in a couple of lo-
cations, SMYRC has been a central resource for
gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and question-
ing youth in the greater Portland area. Its found-
ers—including Zan Gibbs, who still heads the
center—and their predecessors knew that a place

- where sexual minority youth could come without |

fear was crucial. That sense of protection from a |
sometimes-cruel world has been vital for many |

through the years.
Aaron Rivas, a self-identified “homoflexible”

seven months, since moving to Portland. SMYRC
gives kids “the freedom to be ourselves,” he ex-
plained. “If you want to come in fairy wings, you
can.... No one’s gonna care.”

He's not the only one who's noticed this lais-
sez-faire attitude toward self-expression. It’s been
a conscious effort for those running the center
to provide a place where queer kids can be queer
kids. Regardless of how they identify or how they

- convey their individuality, they are accepted and
. will find others who are similar.
20-year-old, has been coming to SMYRC for |

Jonathan Weedman, SMYRC's program man-
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ager, knows it's rare: “It's huge, huge, just to
be able to walk in and however you identify
yourself, you will find someone who identi-

fies the same.” For some kids, this is the only place |

they can come to truly figure out who they are and |

what they want and to play with their own self-

expression without fear of mockery or abuse.
That aspect of acceptance is vital for these

kids, and the SMYRC staff works diligently to

make sure everyone who comes feels included,

ena began coming to SMYRC nearly a year ago,
she was filled with anger and fear. She began
attending group and individual counseling ses-

. sions at the center and eventually learned to ac-

sometimes for the first time in their lives. When |

a transgender youth who identified only as Ser- |
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cept herself and understand her sexuality and is
now “feeling more level.” What she's learned at
SMYRC, she explained, has helped her deal with
rude comments and outright stares. It has made
life bearable.

Respect for individuals is built into SMYRC's
personality.

Dozens of other kids come to SMYRC for
counseling, and Weedman is often the one to help
them find the services they most need. Some kids
come from abusive backgrounds. Others are deal-
ing with mental health issues. A few need serious
medical intervention. Having counselors on staff
and as part of Cascadia Behavioral Healthcare
helps assist each youth with what they need.

Self-identity and self-expression are two areas
that are often dealt with in counseling and in gen-
eral discussion at SMYRC. Kids at SMYRC are
working on painting a “gender canvas” (affection-
ately referred to by many as “the Gender Gumby”)
on the wall. Similar to the Kinsey scale in nature,
it gives more latitude in defining oneself on sex,
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