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  PROLOGUE




  Outpost Drive: Los Angeles, December 2012




  





  Nearly five months after Gore Vidal’s death, colorful Christmas baubles hung on the wall outside the author’s Spanish Revival home on Outpost Drive in the Hollywood hills. Inside, the Master no longer home, there was still a fierce, irascible presence to contend with: Baby Rat, his seven-year-old King Charles spaniel now under the care of Vidal’s major domo Norberto Nierras, was primed to snarl and yap at any stranger’s feet and “pisses all over the house,” Burr Steers, Vidal’s nephew, said.




  Vidal died, aged eighty-six, of complications from pneumonia on July 31, 2012 in the early evening in a bed set up in his downstairs living room so he could look out to his garden, including the tall fir trees that so reminded him of his years living in Rome in the 1960s: his very own Dolce Vita featuring a lot of sex with beautiful young men. He enjoyed looking at a fountain pool filled with koi, erected by Muzius Gordon Dietzmann, his unofficial godson and for many years a devoted caregiver. But Vidal’s death had been anything but peaceful, marked by heavy drinking, dementia, painful feuding with family and friends, and a “miserable, drawn-out” decline, according to Burr Steers. “I really loved him,” he says, sitting in the living room. “I stuck with him in those last few days. He was like a pretzel, all twisted up. You could hear him dying from the inside out, it really fucking affected me. It was really sad how it all ended up.”




  Other rooms showed the Vidal legacy in transition: a collection of family pictures in random groupings and books being boxed up. The eighty-six-year-old author left everything, all his possessions and fortune (an estimated 37 million dollars, according to Nina Straight, his half-sister; “a not inconsiderable chunk of change” Steers said with a smile), to Harvard University with “a few paintings” going to the Huntington Library in San Marino, California, Steers told me. Vidal left nothing to his family, even though Steers had been promised, verbally, the Outpost Drive house. His mother, Nina Straight, revealed this to me rather than Steers; he seemed relaxed or resigned at his uncle’s will provisions, having already endured, very painfully and upsettingly, the reverberations of his mental and physical decline.




  In death as in life, Vidal continues to unsettle, cause trouble, ruffle feathers, confound. Nina and three other half-siblings were, at the time of this writing in June 2013, challenging the will on the grounds of Vidal’s “mental competence” in the spring of 2011 when the late codicil, awarding Harvard everything, was drafted. They would like Vidal’s verbal wish, that Steers get the Outpost Drive property, to be respected and a sum of money to be made available to the devoted Nierras. According to Nina, there is an unpaid debt "of close to a million dollars" Vidal owed to her, arising from the sequence of legal tussles he had with his conservative adversary William F. Buckley, who famously called Vidal a "queer" in a television confrontation in 1968. A Harvard University spokesman told me the university was not “involved” with the legal challenge “and awaits resolution of all issues” before it would comment on the bequest and how its proceeds would be spent. Those overseeing Vidal’s estate would not co-operate with this book, or give me access to whatever papers and documents of Vidal’s the Estate holds.




  The Outpost Drive house felt as if it was entering a period of uncertain hibernation. In a raised part of the garden, a full-length swimming pool was full of water but was a brackish mess of dirt and cracks. “You could see William Holden floating face down in this, couldn’t you?” Steers said drily to me. “Norma Desmond was kind of what Gore was becoming.”




  The house contained its own encapsulating version of the Vidal story: the author’s twenty-five novels, twenty-six non-fictional works, including books of essays, fourteen screenplays and eight stage plays were neatly ordered on shelves. When I interviewed him in 2009 for the Times of London, I said to Vidal that he had crossed every boundary. “Crashed many barriers,” he corrected me. “It’s a museum of a house,” noted Steers as he took me around. The walls of Vidal’s bedroom were lined, in a concise echo of Vidal’s super-sized ego, with magazine covers — from Time to gay literary magazine Christopher Street — featuring the author.




  Steers revealed that his uncle had moved to the room down the hall of his longtime partner, Howard Austen, who died in 2004, when, getting sicker, he started having hallucinations of raccoons in his own room. “Poor Norberto would have to pretend to pursue the raccoons out with a broom,” Steers said as we looked at Vidal's now empty bed. Later Vidal moved downstairs to the living room to die. A television, on which he watched CNN, still faced his bed. Above his bed hung a small portrait of Theodosia Burr, the daughter of Aaron Burr, US Vice President between 1801 and 1805, and the subject of one of Vidal’s historical novels.




  Vidal was so thrifty, “perhaps a Depression-era thing,” says Steers, he wouldn’t install air conditioning so his nephew bought him a special unit. A jumbled treasure trove of pictures stood against a wall: of Vidal’s good friend, the actress Susan Sarandon with her son Miles (Vidal’s godson), his friend the musician and writer John Latouche, Raquel Welch from the critically panned 1970 film of his celebrated novel Myra Breckinridge, and the artist Don Bachardy's beautifully detailed pencil drawing of Austen, dated February 4, 1977. There was a poster for Vidal's 1982 campaign running in the California primary for the Democratic nomination for the US Senate, proclaiming him “the serious alternative” (to Jerry Brown who went on to win). Vidal also ran for office in 1960 as the Democratic Congressional candidate for the 29th District in upstate New York, where he also lost.




  A photograph of the writer as a young man, handsome with bee-stung lips and an air of hauteur, was propped alongside first editions of Henry James, Nadine Gordimer and Caleb Carr, a full-length cutout of Abraham Lincoln to advertise a talk Vidal, who wrote a historical novel and TV mini-series about Lincoln, was giving. An office adjoining the bedroom was piled with boxes of books, there were pictures of his good friends Joanne Woodward and Paul Newman, and Vidal's Olivetti typewriter on which Steers remembered his uncle “hammering out” his works. Austen’s room made Steers recall how Vidal, who always maintained their relationship was based on no sex and that they were only friends, rather than romantic partners, would sleep next to Austen when Austen was dying of cancer “to comfort him.”




  Inveterate gossip about other people’s sexual peccadilloes as he was, Vidal would have hated this exploration of his private life, taking in new interviews with family, friends and associates, including Susan Sarandon and Claire Bloom, material from Vidal’s archive at Harvard University, as well as the diaries and memoirs of others, including Christopher Isherwood and Tennessee Williams, and the detail-rich 1999 biography written by Fred Kaplan, who he complained to, “I don’t like talking about myself and certainly not about private matters, so I don’t know how you’re going to do this because there isn’t anything there." To a friend he once wrote: “I'm fairly candid, in principle; as a memoirist, though, I don’t go in for naming names other than those who have outed me.” He was “dimly aware” of Susan Sontag’s private life (her lesbianism, her relationship with Annie Leibovitz), but he had no interest in it or anyone else’s, “unless it was comical.” It often was, and his interest was often piqued.




  In his memoir Palimpsest, Vidal seeks to head off at the pass any enquiry into his sex life with a vintage passage of withering sarcasm about not being like other contemporary autobiographers with their “tempestuous love affairs, bitter marriages, autistic children, breakdowns, drugs, therapy standard literary life. But I was to have no love affairs or marriages [how easily he dismissed his deep, fifty-three-year relationship with Austen], while casual sex, is by its very nature, not memorable. I have never ‘broken down,’ as opposed to slowly crumbling, and I’ve steered clear of psychoanalysts, nutritionists and contract bridge-players.” In fact Vidal did break down, about love, about Austen, both in their past and certainly after his partner's death, although he would never admit to it.




  They always had separate bedrooms and “separate interests” sexually, Steers said as we stood in Austen's room, but they were affectionate with one another, even if “Italy was all about the guys,” the hustlers and young men both Vidal and Austen enjoyed on their own and in orgies. In his wallet Vidal did not keep a picture of “an adult Howard,” but “Howard as a teenager.” At the top of the house’s back stairs, where a chairlift had been assembled to transport the wheelchair-bound Vidal between floors, hung a portrait of a blond teenage boy holding a model sailboat. It was Jimmie Trimble, the painting a reproduction of the original painted by Trimble and owned by his mother. It embodies the most intriguing, possibly most telling mystery of Vidal’s personal life, a former classmate from prep school who Vidal claimed to have had an intimate relationship with before Trimble was killed at the Battle of Iwo Jima in 1945. In previous years it hung above Vidal’s bed in Ravello, recalls his good friend, the director and writer Matt Tyrnauer, who edited Vidal’s essays for Vanity Fair and Vidal’s former literary executor. In later years, Vidal would “meditate” in front of the picture before going to bed in Outpost Drive.




  In an assistant’s office, another surprise sprang out: the only book not neatly shelved was Randy Shilts’s The Mayor of Castro Street, Shilts’s much-acclaimed 1982 biography of Harvey Milk, the crusading, properly lionized and inspirational gay San Francisco city supervisor assassinated in 1978. Its presence was jolting because, while Shilts and his subject were openly gay and pursuing vocal public lives in rougher times, Vidal’s own sexuality occupied a more vexed, hidden, undeclared, un-trumpeted place. He said he was bisexual, but few of his friends who generally believe he was gay, believe he was. Vidal thought “gay” referred to a sexual act, rather than a sexual identity.




  Politically, he did little overt gay rights campaigning, and remained silent during the AIDS epidemic. He also had a personal animus against Shilts, who also wrote And the Band Played On, the complex, moving, fury-inducing history of the early years of the pandemic, though maybe that was resolved. A Christmas card from Shilts to Vidal in 1991, stored in Vidal’s Harvard University archive, carries a famous quote from Ecclesiastes: “To everything there is a season...A time to mourn, and a time to dance....”




  “He would be aware of Shilts and Milk and very supportive of all they did,” insisted Steers. “He had Larry Kramer’s books too, and other people who were in the fight, yet he never really connected with it.” Steers’s brother Hugh, an artist who died of AIDS, beseeched Vidal to use his fame and speak up for those with AIDS. Vidal didn’t. “I don’t think he ever worried about HIV and AIDS. I think he was quite confident it was something that wouldn’t happen to him.” Because he thought he was at less risk of infection as he liked fucking men rather than being fucked? Steers laughed. “No. Because he was Gore Vidal.”




  That Vidal had sex with hustlers and not much, if any, with Austen, his partner of fifty-three years, he was open about. But what was the truth of that and of his and Austen’s relationship? The details of his sex life, his attitude toward love, his supposed bisexuality, relationships with women, the true terrain of his relationship with Austen, how he felt about his own sexuality, the reality of that sexuality and where it intersected with his writing, ambition and politics are the foundation of this book. Indeed the darker, unknown shores of his sexuality lie at the heart of the challenge to his own will, in that unpaid debt to his sister and what belied Vidal and Buckley's interminable legal tussle. One of my interviewees asked if examining Vidal’s sex life and sexuality “reduced” him “when he was the great writer he was.” I replied that all the contradictions and mysteries around his sex life and sexuality were of Vidal’s own making: understanding them would expand an understanding of him and his work. This is a book with sexuality at its heart; it is neither a general biography, nor evaluation of Vidal’s writing career.




  A reminder of one of Vidal’s very public gay moments was there on the shelf above the Shilts book: a group of first editions included one of The City and the Pillar, Vidal’s novel published in 1948, the first American novel to feature explicit gay sex and characters in a gay milieu; alongside it were other titles like Live from Golgotha and Vidal's 2006 memoir Point to Point Navigation. A copy of Up Above the World by Vidal’s friend Paul Bowles was signed by another famous friend, Tennessee Williams (“I wish I had written it, Love Tennessee”). There was even a wry encomium from one of Vidal’s great rivals: in his novel Harlot’s Ghost, Norman Mailer inscribed: “This pertains my debt, since your competitive heart will now produce at least two more novels than you had intended. Cheers, Norman, Sept 91.” From old enemies to growling, grand old men, the two had gone from punches thrown to, at the end of their lives, a rapprochement and performing together in Provincetown in a production of Don Juan in Hell. In a note to Muriel Spark, Vidal wrote: “Mailer and I were grousing over our shrunken estates and M said, sighed, ‘At least Gore, in the future, you and I will be cults.’ My cold response: ‘A cult may be good enough for you but I expected to be a major religion.’”




  Downstairs in a small study was a cross-section of Vidal’s cultural tastes: a poster of a magazine cover proclaiming his “wit and wisdom,” a Simpsons “ultimate episode guide, seasons 1-20” (Gore had appeared on the show; Lisa had once spoken yearningly that she would never kiss as many men as he had), a biography of Kenneth Tynan (an old friend) and Bill Clinton’s autobiography My Life. In his dining room were chairs from the set of Ben-Hur, the 1959 film that Vidal co-wrote, inserting a notorious scene implying a teenage relationship between Ben-Hur (Charlton Heston) and Messala (Stephen Boyd).




  In the living room were pictures of Edgewater, his former house in Dutchess County, upstate New York, and on the ceiling paintings by Paolo de Matteis, an eighteenth-century Baroque painter, Vidal had hung in La Rondinaia, his home in Ravello, Italy, which was originally built in the 1920s overlooking the Bay of Amalfi and which Vidal sold when his own health made living there too difficult. One louche-looking, barely clothed maiden, arms wantonly outstretched in the de Matteis painting, was described by Vidal in the image of one of his most famous house-guests: “Princess Margaret asking for another gin and tonic.”




  Steers warned me not to sit in Vidal’s cushioned red chair: “He lost control of his bladder, so that chair’s been through a lot of ugly things.” A walking stick perched against a lamp. Steers remembered how a fire burned in the grate “even when it was 110 degrees outside”: Vidal was always cold; he suffered hypothermia in the war and his left knee was made of titanium. “You still feel him here. He was such a presence,” said Steers as we stared at the empty chair. “This house is so full of memories, I can’t imagine ever being able to come in here and not be overcome by them. There are so many ghosts here and nothing’s changed since the 1970s: you expect to come around a corner and see someone who’s been dead for years.”




  Steers knows that friends and family are outraged on his behalf about the verbal bequeathal of Outpost Drive to him not being enshrined in black and white in Vidal’s will but says he feels “in an awkward position. It’s a depressing house, there is very little light. Would I turn it down if it was left to me? No, of course not, but I’m not going to passionately pursue it. I don’t want to deal with the people and his Estate. I am repulsed by the whole situation.” Steers, though he wouldn’t name names, said “the only thing I wanted after Gore’s death was to see those people who exploited his illness punished. They were on his payroll in different ways.”




  Whatever the results of the challenge to the will, Burr Steers said he wanted his separation from the house to be clean-cut: “It was unsettling, dealing with Gore at the end with dementia, rather than dealing with the person you had once known. It was like having him replaced, and someone very different take his place.” But even in good health, there were many Gore Vidals — all the author’s own inventions, first evident when he renamed himself “Gore Vidal” after being christened Eugene Luther Gore Vidal Jr. "Then I got to Exeter [the Phillips Exeter Academy, in New Hampshire, an American private school] and dropped the Eugene Luther and re-invented myself as Gore Vidal,” he told his first biographer Walter Clemons. “I didn't like my nickname, Deenie. I wasn't too wild about Gene either, as Gene was clearly my father. I thought I was going to be a politician and then suddenly realized I was a writer, and Gore Vidal was better for both."




  Vidal may have wanted “a sharp, distinctive name, appropriate for an aspiring author or national political leader,” as his biographer Fred Kaplan writes, but the changing of his name was also the first signal Vidal would craft his own identity, not least an intriguing sexual identity in bed and on the page. Friends say his mother’s homophobia and their fractious relationship were the root of a deep loneliness he felt. He enshrined a first love, Trimble, as his true love; he made his name by writing The City and the Pillar, one of the first explicitly gay novels of modern times, yet spent a lifetime in, if not retreat then a complicated tango, around his own sexuality.




  Vidal was in a relationship with another man for fifty three years, yet only after his death did he reveal the depth of his feelings for Howard Austen in a searing chapter of Point to Point Navigation. Why did Vidal like sex and orgies with prostitutes and young men? How young were those men? Why he did never write about AIDS? Was his keenly felt desire for a political career, to be president, ultimately thwarted by his homosexuality? How heavy a shadow to live up to did his grandfather cast, the political legacy of another familial generation that Vidal never felt he properly fulfilled after losing two races to win public office?




  It was absolutely in keeping with the subject’s own confusing shadow play on the subject that one of the corrections the New York Times published after running Vidal’s obituary was around sex. The author of the obituary had originally repeated what Vidal himself used to say: that he and Austen had never had sex. Yet in Palimpsest, his memoir, Vidal wrote they had had sex the night they met, but not after they began living together. Many of his friends think that’s an implausible underestimation in itself, and it certainly doesn't convey the truth and depth of the men’s relationship.




  The New York Times’s correction ran thus: “According to Mr. Vidal’s memoir Palimpsest, they had sex the night they met, but did not sleep together after they began living together. It was not true that they never had sex.” But it was Vidal’s own deliberate ambiguities around what he did sexually that led to the confusion. He would have loved and hated the correction, just as he would have balked at this examination of his personal life and its impudent central question: what did Gore Vidal do in bed, how did it shape, or not, his life and work? Was he a closet case, a product of his generation? Was he “post-gay” before his time, refusing to be boxed in to any category? How does his refusal to define his own sexual identity help us understand him, his passions and personality? In essence — and here imagine the most withering of curled lips from the Master himself — how gay was Gore Vidal?




   




  CHAPTER ONE




  TERMS OF ENGAGEMENT




  





  He may not have fought on the barricades for gay equality or come out in a conventional way, but Vidal was “upfront” about sex, Burr Steers says. Vidal and Austen took Steers to Studio 54 “when I was eleven. It didn’t catch me by surprise.” Vidal told Steers he had also successfully pursued and had sex with Fred Astaire when he first moved to Hollywood. “He also loved listening to his albums in Ravello,” Steers says with a laugh. “He also told me Dennis Hopper had a lovely tuft of hair above his ass. He never told me how he knew that.” Another close friend of Vidal's revealed Vidal had asked, when hearing the friend was staying at the legendarily rock-starry, scandal-drenched Chateau Marmont, "How is the Chateau?" He then added: "Brad Davis [star of Midnight Express and Querelle] was a beautiful boy and I fucked him on the bathroom floor of the Chateau Marmont." Davis, who was bisexual and HIV-positive, died of a drug overdose in 1991.




  Vidal was determined to craft his own biography, sexual and otherwise. Vidal wrote of rumors linking him sexually with Marlon Brando, without confirming them but joking about a “secret committee” linking celebrities in new sexual combinations. “There is a strange compulsion for journalists to reveal that stars of every sort and every field are either homosexual or anti-Semitic or both.” Yet Vidal gossiped and reveled in gossip.




  “Gore didn’t think of himself as a gay guy,” says Vidal’s close friend, the author and academic Jay Parini. “It makes him self-hating. How could he despise gays as much as he did? In my company he always used the term ‘fags’ — ‘Oh god, this fag magazine wants to interview me.’ Why when you’re gay would you make such remarks? He was uncomfortable with being gay. Then again he was wildly courageous, when he published The City and the Pillar in the 1940s. He was proud of it. Howard was totally comfortable with being gay and that relaxed Gore, and that is why it was so sad when Howard died. Howard brought him into the world. Gore can thank his lucky stars for Howard Austen. Without Howard he would have been a sad, drunken bastard with no friends.”





  “Gore didn’t feel there was any such thing as being gay,” Fred Kaplan says. “He may have been a heroic figure in the gay world but for much of his life he was not part of the gay rights movement. He was not interested in making a difference for gay people, or being an advocate for gay rights. One of the ironies is he became such a heroic figure. There was no such thing as straight or gay for him, just the body and sex.” David Schweizer, a former lover of Tennessee Williams who met Vidal in Rome, recalls him saying how “silly” the term “gay” was. That summer Fellini was shooting his movie Satyricon, and Vidal talked about “how you can’t define sexuality in a ridiculously formulaic way. Everyone is everything. Everyone was naturally bisexual to him. I don't think he lived it out so much, but his sense of it was authentic. He was a provocateur. He put out theorems.”





  In his own writing Vidal deliberately clouded or fudged personal and sexual issues; he doesn't make clear if affairs, with Anaïs Nin for example, happened. It suited Vidal — keen to put the reader or biographer off the scent — to tease us, ramp up the mystery and blur the boundaries and categories he was so opposed to. All of it helped us know Vidal less, never exposing the parts of his inner self or his desires that he wanted to keep off-limits. In not defining himself, and being so emphatic about that, he gave himself freedom and also avoided accusations of lying or covering up. “People ask, ‘When did you come out?’” Vidal told Donald Weise in an unpublished interview from 1999. “I was never in.”




  In Palimpsest, Vidal wrote that his tendency to lie was “seldom indulged in except when picking up a stranger. Then, with real delight, I invent a new character for myself, one that I think will appeal to my quarry.” For Vidal, “obviously sexual buccaneers who want to succeed in American politics must lie all the time,” neatly explaining his priapic pals John and Jacqueline Kennedy, as well as himself. “Most young men, particularly attractive ones, have sexual relationships with their own kind,” Vidal wrote. “I suppose this is still news to those who believe in two teams: straight, which is good and unalterable” and “queer, which is bad and unalterable unless it proves to be only a Preference, which must then, somehow, be reversed, if necessary by force.”




  Vidal insisted Palimpsest would not be a tell-all autobiography. He would adjudicate the stories worth telling and character worth revealing. The lack of control conferred by having a biographer like Walter Clemons, and later Fred Kaplan, unsettled Vidal, especially when it came to what they were going to say about him and sex. Yet sex and love, the closet and sexual identity — just as much as analyses and reveries on the end of American empire and the failings of corrupt government — are at the heart of Vidal's story. Of course, he professed to think differently to put off snooping noses. “There is nothing more to be done about it,” Vidal wrote about sex. “Sex builds no road, writes no novels, and sex certainly finds no meaning to anything in life by itself.” Talking about one’s sex life "is one way of saying nothing about oneself."




  Such protestations come with a large dollop of irony. “He talked about sex a lot,” says his lifelong friend, the agent Boaty Boatwright. “He loved telling stories with sex in them,” recalls his bibliographer Steven Abbott, who remembers a particular story told during lunch in the dining room at Ravello “with an expatriate English aristocrat at the table about someone walking in on an English Lord having sex with his butler.” Vidal told Michael Childers, a photographer who was also film director John Schlesinger’s partner for thirty-one years, “What good is gossip when you can’t repeat it?” He loved divulging morsels. Donald Gislason, Vidal's house-sitter in Ravello, recalls Vidal telling him that George Bush Sr. had come to play baseball at Exeter, his school, as the pitcher for the other school. "He was seventeen and considered rather fetching by everyone looking at him."




  Vidal was a superior joker and gossip, but did not like to be the subject of either: he told Childers he was “shocked” by what he saw as the betrayal of Christopher Isherwood, who wrote unsparingly of his feelings about Vidal in his diaries. There was much for Vidal to take offense to, not least knowing Isherwood saw him as a literary subordinate, not a peer as Vidal imagined. An entry from Isherwood’s diaries, on September 29, 1955, reads: “Being with Gore depresses me, unless I’m feeling absolutely up to the mark, because Gore really exudes despair and cynical misery and a grudge against society which is really based on his own lack of talent and creative joy.”




  Vain enough to be upset by what others said and wrote about him, Vidal was also fame-hungry, attention-bathing and wanted to be talked about, and to, as much as possible. Williwaw, his first novel, published in 1946 when he was nineteen, made him famous, then The City and the Pillar and Myra Breckinridge infamous. Hollywood, where he decamped to write for TV in 1954, gave him what his friend Paul Newman called "fuck-you money.” Movies and Broadway plays (Visit to a Small Planet in 1957 and most successfully the pointed political drama The Best Man, first performed in 1960) would follow, then historical fiction like Burr and Lincoln (earning him the right to known as the nation's biographer, he thought) and essay-writing, which many critics deem to be his most impressive area of his literary output.




  Vidal’s wit, intelligence and quickness of thought and wicked, withering turn of phrase made him a well-known TV face, especially on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. One of the most absurd attempts at lofty self-deprecation on his part erupts in a letter to Muriel Spark in which he places himself “in an older tradition, along with Byron, whom I resemble in a number of ways neither of us would boast of — gin and overweight (sic) BUT a sense that one’s writing is for itself, not for others particularly and certainly not for fame much less money.” Vidal loved all three: fame, money, and writing for itself and like Byron he was quite the sexual swordsman. If his most famous sexual boast was that he had slept with over a thousand men by the time he was twenty five, the rest of his life wasn't spent in chaste seclusion. What remained consistent was his refusal to define himself as "gay" and his insistence that there was no such thing as gay people, only gay sexual acts.




  Jason Epstein, Vidal’s longtime editor until they fell out in the 1980s, strongly supports Vidal at his word: "He wasn't unhappy about being gay,” Epstein says. “He was unhappy about being wrongly classified, pigeonholed. I think his main interest was men, but of course he slept with women — why wouldn't he? He'd sleep with anything. He was horny. For him, sex was like having lunch. He was certainly quick about it. He didn't linger." Once, at the American Embassy in Rome, Vidal's eye was caught by a young Marine. Marines had sex "for pin money," Vidal told Epstein. Vidal told Epstein to wait for him. Epstein began reading a magazine article, when Vidal very suddenly appeared in front of him. "When is he coming?" Epstein asked Vidal of his hook-up. "He's been," Vidal replied.




  Epstein puts the number of men Vidal had sex with down to his desire for dominance. “He talked about sex like you talked about a golf game, and he bought sex because it was the easiest way to do it." Vidal’s “life’s obsession,” says Epstein, was the idea of the continuum of sexuality "with its roots in classical civilization. Everything wrong in the world could be put down to how narrowly sexuality was seen, he thought. For Gore it was ridiculous, and I agree, that people were being forced to live in these little prisons of definition invented by stupid people. Gore’s so-called radicalism has a lot to do with that. He felt he was being forced to accept a sexual definition by a culture that wasn’t worthy to make such a definition. He wouldn't make a sacrifice like that, around sexual identity, for the corrupt culture he lived within if he could help it. No one wants to be defined in a way that doesn't feel right to them: it’s annoying, and if it’s about your sexuality it’s extremely annoying.”




  When asked in a 2007 interview with the Canadian broadcaster Allan Gregg how he felt about being seen as a “gay icon,” Vidal replied, “Mild discomfort. Anybody who’s dumb enough to think anyone else’s personality is governed entirely by his sexual tastes is insane. There’s no such thing as a gay person, there’s a gay act. We know what that is or can be, that’s it. Once you allow yourself to be categorized, you know, Adolf Hitler is going to come along and say, ‘We don’t like your category, I think we’d better remove you types.’” Vidal didn't consider those who were attracted to their own sex as linked by a collective identity, even in political terms when grouping together to counter homophobia and fight for social and legal equality; “gay pride” meant nothing to him.




  For Jason Epstein, Vidal “didn't trust women after what his mother, who was drunk all the time, did to him, although that oversimplifies it. And he didn’t have that gene problem that accounts for some kinds of homosexuality.” I ask Epstein what he means. “He was totally male, there was nothing feminine about him at all: he wasn’t Liberace, he was more like Oscar Wilde.” If people ask why Vidal didn’t just declare himself as gay, Epstein says: “He couldn't declare himself, he honestly felt he lived on a sexual continuum. He preferred men to women, yes, but that was also a way to protect himself against relationships with women. He was attracted to women if they were bright and funny. He liked women. You can’t partition attraction.”




  “I have never allowed actively in my life the word ‘gay’ to pass my lips. I don't know why I hate that word,” Vidal told Fag Rag magazine in 1974. "I could have been, from 1948 on, the Official Spokesman. But I have no plans to be so limited. I’m a generalist, and I’m interested in a great many other things. Knowing the mania of the media, they want everybody to be in a pigeonhole. Oh, yes. He’s the Official Fag. Oh, yes, He's the Official Marxist. And I have never allowed myself to be pigeonholed like that. Also I don’t regard myself as one thing over another. The point is why not discard all the words? Say that all sexual acts have parity. Which is my line.”




  Vidal may have declared he was anti-category, but his snobbery conferred categories on others. "The working class, god knows, they’re filled with terrible passion and prejudice," he told Fag Rag, "but give them a sexual act to perform that seems amusing... In Texas, that relentless Bible belt, there’s nobody who’s not available. It’s like Italy...the Italians are naturally sensual and opportunistic about sex. They don’t fuss. That’s one of the reasons why there are really no queer bars.”




  Vidal railed against people putting him in a gay context, says his nephew Burr Steers, “but also anybody getting underneath the way he wanted to be portrayed. This is the guy who chose his own name and created his persona. He really wasn't about to let anybody else change that.” Friends remember his lethal wit and his proudly worn loftiness warmly. "He was a real intellectual and delightfully arrogant," says his friend Barbara Howar. “Gore was incredibly vain: after completing a book he’d prepare for his TV appearances with extreme visitations to La Costa, the fat farm, as he called it, to lose weight,” his close friend Jean Stein says. Kenneth Tynan recalled it as the place where Vidal "spent a thousand dollars a week to lose thirty pounds.” In later years Muriel Spark wrote to him asking for diet advice: “I know you and Howard have some experience in this field.”




  “Vidal insists he never gave anyone a blow job, which I find...well gee, did he really miss out on one of the greatest pleasures of sex between men?" says Christopher Bram, author of Eminent Outlaws, a study of the writers — Vidal being a significant fulcrum — who shaped modern American gay-themed fiction. "He also said he never kissed, he never went down on anybody, and never took it up the ass. He just fucked, allowed himself to be blown and maybe mutual masturbation and the 'Princeton rub,’ or frottage — what Auden called 'plain sewing.’" Bram takes Vidal at his word when he claimed, as Bram puts it, “Of course I pay for sex, I'm such a bad lay, I should pay for it.” "There's no reason not to believe Vidal,” Bram says with a smile. "It's not the kind of thing someone lies about.”





  Control mattered to Vidal more than anything, Fred Kaplan tells me. “One of the great paradoxes of Gore was that he portrayed himself as the great truth-teller, but he didn’t always tell the truth. He said he never read my biography but surely he would have been incapable of that, or at least glancing at it. Howard loved it." Vidal signed a statement agreeing not to see or seek to influence the manuscript before it was published. Then he demanded to see it. “He was very much into power-play. That fit into his notion of sex: paying hustlers to do what he wants. He always wanted to be in control. Defy him at your peril.” When Fag Rag magazine asked him in 1974 whether he liked being seduced, Vidal was clear: “I hate being seduced, I like seducing.” He also said he didn’t flatter the young sexually: “That doesn’t mean I don’t like them.”




  When Leonard Bernstein visited L.A., Vidal arranged for two would-be actors to join them for sex, he relates in Palimpsest. Both men adjourned with their partners; Vidal’s departed while neither Bernstein nor his young man reappeared. Vidal opened his door to discover Bernstein lecturing a “mesmerized” youth “on his career, character, future — and the act of performing.” Vidal had to stay in control in front of everyone, from sexual partners to powerful friends and enemies: he had seen the loss of control and its price early in life. The swirling emotions around love and sex would never master him.




   




  CHAPTER TWO




  VIDAL FAMILY VALUES




  





  If Vidal’s personal life was complicated, and its intersection with his public life fraught, his understanding of love and sexuality was grounded in a scrambled childhood. Vidal once described himself as a "third generation celebrity,” telling Walter Clemons, his first biographer whose previously unseen material I unearthed for this book, "My father was on the cover of Time, a West Point football hero and Roosevelt's director of aeronautics. I adored him. My mother was another story. Alcoholic mothers are never easy. I kept away from her during the last twenty years of her life.”




  Eugene Vidal founded three airline companies, including one that went on to become TWA. Jean Stein recalls Vidal as inordinately proud of his ancestry. “He talked about it ad infinitum. He was very proud of his family, the aristocratic side. He once took me to a cemetery in Venice where some of his relations were buried. For somebody supposed to be a man of people he talked more about breeding, ancestors and background than anything else.”




  Never one to miss out on an important moment, Vidal even remembered being born, telling Fred Kaplan, his second biographer, “I am in a narrow tunnel. I cannot move forward or backward. I wake up in a sweat. Nina’s pelvis was narrow and I was delivered clumsily, with a forceps.” His earliest memory was getting his head stuck in the slats of a playpen, fuelling what became an adult claustrophobia. His mother was absent and he was freed by his beloved grandmother.




  Vidal’s father moved his family into his wife's father's house in Washington when Vidal was three. The blind Senator Thomas Gore was a superb orator and a hero to the young Vidal: "He was an absolute star," Vidal told Clemons. "It was like having Helen Keller for a grandfather." Vidal went on to deploy the same kind of ruthless wit his grandfather had. Clemons points out that when the hero of Vidal's 1960 play, The Best Man, says of his reptilian opponent, "He has every characteristic of a dog except loyalty," he is quoting Senator Gore. Vidal's grandmother taught him to read with The Duck and the Kangaroo, which Vidal recalled later as "a tale of unnatural affection.” Later Vidal, then around six, would read to his grandfather and lead him to the Senate floor to speak. Once because it was so hot he did this attired just in his bathing suit.




  It was his upbringing that endowed Vidal with an unapologetically lofty sense of entitlement. In an until-now undiscovered, intimate interview in 1999 with Donald Weise, who published his essay collection Sexually Speaking, Vidal said, “There wasn’t anything I didn’t know about American politics. I knew how the country was run. I was bought up in the middle of it. When you are born at the top, you get to look at the world from a senator’s position.” The young Vidal saw “how everyone was getting away with murder”; if one was “totally relaxed about that you’re quite prepared for a lot of things in life, including a quite unorthodox sex life which might have some risk involved. But as I said to [actor, Sir] Ian McKellen, ‘I’ve never had a moment of sexual guilt,’ and he said, ‘I bet you haven’t.’ If you’re bought up in the house of a senator you’re not going to be very concerned about what a postal worker thinks of your private life.”




  Early in the 1930s his parents' marriage began to disintegrate: his mother loved to argue, Vidal claimed, while his father was gentle. Both had affairs, his mother a long off-and-on one with Clark Gable. When they divorced, Vidal said later, "I was delighted. Everybody else was too." Was he really so unperturbed at nine, Clemons wonders. Vidal told Clemons that his mother had married stockbroker Hugh Auchincloss, who owned Merrywood, a thirty-acre estate on the Virginia bank of the Potomac, "on the understanding that there would be no sex between them...she was disagreeably surprised when he imposed himself on her after the ceremony." Vidal’s mother was constantly aggrieved at others’ perceived infractions while acting monstrously towards her own children: it was a “wild world of tooth and claw,” he writes in Palimpsest.




  Many of his friends think whatever complexities underpinned Vidal’s sexuality can be traced back to his poisonous and destructive relationship with his mother; that his formidable carapace, the parts of him that were rude, rancorous, withering, his outright rejection of love and intimacy, his coldness, were all sourced in his emotionally difficult childhood in which he was the victim of her drunken neglect and viciousness. Vidal was once asked at an audience event what, if anything, would he have changed in his life. He replied, “My mother.” The audience laughed: after all, there is nothing like Vidal at his quickest, most cutting and caustic. But many friends saw it as a macho, repelling cover for raw, unresolved sadness.




  Jason Epstein, his longtime editor, says Vidal reminded him of the questioning character in Eugene O’Neill’s The Great God Brown: “Why was I born without a skin? Oh God, that I must wear armor in order to touch or be touched?” That lack of skin in Vidal “was down to his complicated relationship with his mother. She was a monster and not something you get over but have to pretend it didn't matter. There was great pain there." Vidal was "very fragile. His whole manner was a defense not to be wounded, to strike first and walk away with a victory — the tough guy, the 'I slept with a thousand people before I was twenty-five but don't care about any of them.’" For Epstein, Vidal’s epic drinking later in life was another aspect of his defense: “Wanting to dull feelings in that way suggests an inner turbulence you can’t handle. I’m sure the inner Gore was tortured. Having a crazy mother does you damage, but at some point you have to cut off your feelings to deal with it.”




  Hilton Als, in a New Yorker article after Vidal's death, expanded on a similar theme: "Like many ambitious gay male children born to alcoholic or self-dramatizing mothers — Edward Albee, Stephen Sondheim — Vidal's own youthful romanticism was eviscerated by his perforce gimlet eye: he could not afford to trust. Life has taught him otherwise. This cost him a career of first-rate fiction; he could not expose himself to empathy, which is trust's kissing cousin, and fiction's necessity. (Albee and Sondheim are very great artists indeed, but they do not write prose; their characters impersonate the hatred and high drama they had at home.)"




  When he was a young boy, Vidal told the producers of The Celluloid Closet, the first time he went to the movies, aged four, his father and mother took him to a cinema in St Louis. "Ann Dvorak was on the screen,” he related in the full transcript of the interview. “As we walked down the aisle, Ann Dvorak in her character said something on the screen and I answered her... I've always talked back to the movies and to the text." Vidal remembered (also in his book Screening History) when he first saw The Prince and the Pauper released in 1937 “with the Mauch twins [Billy and Robert J.], two twelve-year-olds, and I was twelve years old, and one was the prince in Mark Twain's story, son of King Henry the Eighth, and the other was a pauper and they meet. They change places. Well, that was ravishing. One person could be two, two people could be one. One could be the other. The other could be one. It opened up such mirrors to my mind... What would it be like to have a twin? To have another? Another self."




  In Screening History, Vidal writes on seeing the film, “I wanted to be not one but two...I wanted to be myself twice.” Vidal imagines a similar theme of doubleness and completion around himself and childhood friend Jimmie Trimble: “What I was not, he was, and the other way around,” Vidal writes in Palimpsest. “I was never lonely,” he says of growing up. “I was solitary, and wanted no company at all other than books and movies, and my own imagination.” As no one had found “perfect wholeness in another human being...the twin is the closest that one can ever come toward human wholeness with another.”




  Vidal was the favored child, his half-sister Nina tells me. She was persecuted by their mother "for being a girl. She'd beat me, say, 'Gore could read this when he was four, why can't you?' She just tortured me, beat me silly with coat-hangers, brushes, saying, 'Your brother could do better than this.’ It didn't make me hate Gore. I recognized he was superior. I worked really hard to be vaguely adequate. I had to run away twice before anyone noticed." Ruth Goodman, Vidal’s nanny when he was a baby, told Walter Clemons that she could "never quite forgive" Nina for how she treated her daughter. "She hated her."




  Vidal lived indoors in a tent, dressing up as a sheikh or the Wizard of Oz, "living inside his head and fantasies.” His mother was vocally disapproving of his locking himself away to write, rather than motivated by the things that meant so much to her: money and social standing. She didn’t realize her son was too: he wanted to write as well. In 2009, Vidal told me of his mother, “Give her a glass of vodka and she was as tame as could be. Growing up is going to be difficult if the one person you hate is your mother. I felt trapped. I was close to my grandparents and my father was a saint.” His parents’ many remarriages meant that he never met all his step-siblings. He remembered his mother telling him that rage made her orgasmic ("I forgot to ask her if sex ever did"). She also said, en route to their honeymoon, Vidal’s father told her he had three balls. How could you fail to originate your own skewed view of sex and sexuality with parents like that?




  A family friend, Vidal revealed to Fred Kaplan, told his mother that his love of theatrics could signal gay “tendencies.” Nina “took that to heart” and sent her ten-year-old son to some kind of doctor, “probably” a psychiatrist, “who asked me sex questions and so on. I gave perfectly polite answers. And that was the end of it. She then loses interest. Never again does the subject come up.” It resurfaces in 1948 when, after publication of The City and the Pillar, Vidal’s mother sent him a letter suggesting he seek psychoanalytic correction for his sexual proclivities: “Sweetie, you have too much ability to permit letting the ropes be fouled,” she wrote.




  Nina Straight says Vidal's relationship with his mother was "extra-close. My mother wasn't a generic thinker. Gore said she was anti-gay and anti-Jewish, but my mother didn't get that far above sea level. She was not that way, she loved the arts, she taught Howard (who was Jewish) how to cook. But Howard was competition. She was going to be seen out with her famous literary son. She was his calling card, his class act."




  Vidal was already a precocious, self-made star at twelve, when he gave a signed picture of himself to his friend, Doris O’Donnell, signed “Eugene,” his given name. Ruth Goodman, Vidal's nanny, began a conversation about him with Walter Clemons, stating breezily: "Well, Deenie [Vidal] is a homosexual, I guess you know, and I think his mother was mainly responsible for that. They were very close. She loved Deenie in a very possessive way. He was about eleven when I first met him at Merrywood. A sweet boy, very beautiful and well-mannered. I distinctly remember going to her bedroom one night and finding Deenie on the floor, holding his face. She had slapped him down to the floor. And the next night she had him in her bed with her."




  Goodman recalls Vidal's mother's drinking, which echoed her son's later addiction. "She got so she would drink a bottle of sherry in the afternoon, switch to Scotch before dinner, and by the time she got up from the dinner table she could barely make it to her room." She was hospitalized and went to a drying out facility: "When she came back she was okay for about three months, and then it started again." She had "terrible" affairs, one with John Hay [Jock] Whitney as Gene had one with Whitney’s wife, Elizabeth. Vidal said one of her partners, John Galliher, had said to him, “Gore, I’ve gone to bed with your mother, and I’d like to go to bed with you.” In Palimpsest, Vidal unearthed the writing of Robert McAlmon, an author who alluded to having an affair with his father, Eugene, in passages that mirror in tone and structure the romance passages of The City and the Pillar.




  Vidal was, Goodman recalled, a lonely boy who read all the time and played with model soldiers with his half-brother Hugh; the models given to him by his father. "In the time I knew him, Deenie didn't hear much from his father...and I think he felt deserted by him. I remember he was terribly upset when his father got married again, to a much younger woman. I sat with Deenie for a whole morning and tried to comfort him when he got that news." Vidal later said relations with his father were friendly.




  "Mr. Vidal only came to see his son once in the whole time I knew the family, and I'm afraid I kind of held that against him," said Goodman. "I thought he neglected Deenie. Instead of his father, Deenie only had his grandfather, but the senator was too old to be much help and Deenie, I think, felt that his father didn't do right by him. I felt very sad for him. It was a very sad family, to my way of thinking." Nina's marriage to Hugh lasted five years; he went on to marry Janet Bouvier, becoming the stepfather of Jacqueline Kennedy. Nina went to marry General Robert Olds. Vidal’s father had a relationship with Amelia Earhart, who Vidal wanted to have as a stepmother. “If you went down Fifth Avenue with Amelia Earhart you would have 500 people following you,” Vidal told a newspaper in 2008. “Even at ten I was impressed.”




  His father, Vidal told Nicholas Wrathall in his 2013 documentary Gore Vidal: The United States of Amnesia, dreamed of “being the Henry Ford of aviation” and invented many prototype aircraft; Vidal flew one at ten. “It’s easier than learning to ride a bicycle,” he said to cameramen in front of the craft with predictable precociousness.




  Growing up, Vidal would have been aware of, his half-sister tells me, the Sumner Welles case: one of Franklin D. Roosevelt's brightest foreign policy advisers, Welles was forced to resign after it was revealed he solicited Pullman car porters for sex while travelling back from the funeral of William Bankhead, Alabama congressman, Speaker of the House, and father of actress Tallulah. "A scandal, all hell, broke loose," says Nina Straight. She agrees with Gay Talese and other of Vidal’s friends who say he was a victim of hostile times. After Vidal’s death, Talese wrote in Time magazine, “I do believe his reputation, such as it was, on television — argumentative and supercilious and sometimes downright nasty — I think it had to do with the fact that he couldn’t be relaxed in public as he would have been with small groups of people.” Vidal knew he was gay but his parents’ public status meant he “built kind of wall within which to defend himself.”




  Nina Straight denies her mother and family were "remotely homophobic" and would have been "very relaxed" if Vidal had been open about his sexuality. They were not conservative or "cared about those things — he did, but it was him not them.” Their mother was friends with gay men about town like John Latouche, later a good friend of Vidal’s, and Patrick Dennis, author of the Auntie Mame series of books. "The most ferocious designers and whoopie-doo actors were her friends,” says Nina. “It was Gore who had the problem, he could never get into it. His line that there was no such thing as gay, only gay sexual acts was characteristic of his critique of many things. He would just scratch against the accepted."




  His friends judge the impact of Vidal's mother variously. For Jean Stein, one of Vidal’s oldest friends, “he was a desperately lonely human being. He was one of the loneliest people I've ever met. I think some of his alcoholism was due to his intense feelings of abandonment going all the way back to his early relationship with his mother. I always thought, in regards to his mother, that as much as Gore hated her, he loved her. A friend of mine who visited him one time in Ravello noticed he had his mother in a framed photograph on the table. She asked him about it and the next day it had vanished. Gore said his mother was monstrous about his homosexuality and Howard. I don't know if she was, but alcoholics, as I believe she was, often have a vicious streak. He claimed he hated her, but I knew underneath that he probably loved her passionately.”




  The photographer Michael Childers also once noticed a picture of Vidal’s mother; Vidal told him, “That was my mother, the most vile woman who ever lived. I loathed her, loathed her.” Vidal was particularly furious when she snubbed Howard, an occasion that led mother and son to never see each other again. Vidal was enormously protective of Austen, who would leave the room when mother and son would argue. “She didn’t make an issue of his sexuality head on, and if she did, I would have been out of the room long before," Austen told Fred Kaplan. Austen said she would go to bars in New York asking for pity that her son was homosexual.




  In 1957 when his mother, staying with them in London, denounced “her son the fairy and his Jew boy,” Vidal ordered her from the house. She sent him a letter saying her life had been ruined by him; he sent her one back saying “I’ll never see you again as long as you live.” They didn’t see each other again, although she asked for money, Vidal told Judy Balaban, a friend who wrote about his friendships with women for Vanity Fair, and he sent “seven or eight thousand dollars.” When Vidal’s picture appeared on the cover of Time, she sent a letter to the magazine saying he was unworthy of its attention.




  “Gore would set people straight if they treated Howard in a patronizing way,” says Burr Steers. “He said that his mother didn't want Howard around and that was totally unacceptable to Gore. Perhaps he was over-compensating for earlier in the relationship when Howard was kept out of the glare. It was an intense relationship that swung in different directions. He never let go of it.” She denounced him in a letter to Time magazine. “He never had a nice word to say about her,” says Richard Harrison, a former 1950s beefcake model, actor and friend of Vidal’s. "Gore hated his mother: he would say she was a complete and utter drunk," says Elinor Pruder, a friend of Vidal’s since the 1950s.




  "Isn't she beautiful?" Vidal said with genuine warmth, observing a picture of his mother with his friend, the actress Nancy Olson Livingston. “He was agonized by the lack of real caring and love from his mother,” she tells me. “He was born fifty years too soon: to be homosexual in a very conservative family who cared so much about image. So even with his gifts, being gay was a problem for him, as it was for anyone growing up eighty years ago surrounded by a society, schools, family and churches and community that didn't know how to accept it. Look at how long progress has taken. He was always in conflict about his sexuality. He never acknowledged it. Gore was enormously intelligent, but had a deeply wounded heart.”
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