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To Hilde Kate Lysiak









A NOTE ABOUT SOURCES


This book is the summation of 192 personal interviews and hundreds of newspaper articles and court documents.


Matt Drudge did not agree to be interviewed for this book, but whenever possible I used Matt’s own words from speeches, interviews, and his book, Drudge Manifesto.


I have honored the request of a select handful of interview subjects who asked that I protect their identity for fear of retribution.


Every statement of fact is from either a direct source from a published account or court document.


Joseph Curl, the only employee ever employed full-time by the Drudge Report, has agreed to tell his story for the first time because he’s afraid much of the story will be lost. He told me, “There’s so much misinformation out there about Doc [Matt Drudge], and I feel like someone needs to set the record straight.”









PROLOGUE


The Debate


The team of senior advisers for Donald Trump, the Republican nominee for president, were deep in the bowels of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Thomas & Mack Center, minutes away from the third debate on October 19, 2016, when a phone rang.


It was Matt Drudge. He was in the building and someone needed to get him to Trump right away.


Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, advisers Kellyanne Conway, Reince Priebus, Chris Christie, Rudy Giuliani, Corey Lewandowski, David Bossie, and Steve Bannon all looked at each other, dumbfounded.


“Where is he?” one of them asked.


“He’s in the audience,” another answered.
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As sole proprietor of the Drudge Report, Matt Drudge has been labeled everything from the Walter Cronkite of his era to a “dangerous menace” and the “country’s reigning mischief-maker.” However, no one disputes Matt’s influence. A single link from his website has the power to move news cycles, shape front pages, rush television producers into a desperate scramble, and send tremors all the way to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.


The site has become the de facto talking points for the right-leaning media. Its archaic black letters can be seen over Rush Limbaugh’s shoulder on his Dittocam, and regional conservative talk radio hosts from across the country openly admit to taking their cues for what to talk about from his site.


According to Jonathan Martin and Ben Smith from Politico, Matt has the “ability to drive the national conversation with what he chooses to highlight on his site.” Republican media consultant Alex Castellanos has claimed that Drudge has become Centre Court at Wimbledon. “If it doesn’t happen there, it doesn’t happen.” Investigative journalist Carl Bernstein called Drudge “an influence unequaled in American politics.”


The Hill’s Brent Budowsky wrote, “Far more than any individual in the media, Drudge dominates his competitors to the degree that he has no competitors, and determines what you watch on television, what you read in newspapers, what you hear on radio, and even what you read on the internet about politics more than any single person in American history.”


For more than two decades, Republican communication strategy has officially relied on leaking items to the Drudge Report. By 2007 the Democratic Party had a small staff that was responsible for trying to influence the publisher of the Drudge Report.


Matt Drudge, who had barely squeaked by with a high school education, has been credited for everything from the impeachment of President Bill Clinton to the death of print news.


But on the night of October 19, 2016, one of the most powerful men in the history of media was sitting discreetly in the Las Vegas auditorium, unnoticed by the thousands of people in the crowd.


Just the way he liked it.
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For those who had accompanied the Republican nominee to the debate, the sense of anticipation came with the full knowledge that the moments to follow in the debate would forever change the trajectory of each one of their lives. Perhaps no one understood that more than Steve Bannon, who had left his position as executive chairman of Breitbart.com when he was appointed chief executive of Donald Trump’s presidential campaign. A Trump defeat would very likely relegate Bannon to a footnote in history, but a victory would vault him into one of the most consequential positions of power in the world. And Bannon knew it. He also understood that the chances of a Trump victory appeared to be more rooted in fantasy than political reality. RealClearPolitics polling showed Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton with a seemingly insurmountable seven-point lead.


Still, the campaign wasn’t without hope. Internal polling showed a much tighter race with hopes resting on the belief that non-college-educated white voters were being underrepresented in major national polls.


Donald Trump was minutes away from going onstage. His advisers needed to pull Matt out of the audience right away for a quick one-on-one with their candidate, but there was a slight problem: Did anyone even know what Matt Drudge looked like?


Over the past decade, Matt had disappeared from the public eye. He openly brags that it’s been years since anyone has managed to snap his picture. If someone does pull out a phone in his presence, Matt covers his face with his hands.


His mysterious persona was consciously cultivated in the belief that the Drudge Report would be more powerful without a public face attached to it. “Let the Drudge Report be,” he told a friend before going dark. “Remove the face. Remove the target. Just let the Drudge Report stand for itself.” And Matt’s instincts would be proved right.


By October 2016 the site’s power had reached new levels. Only weeks earlier, during a radio interview, Texas senator Ted Cruz placed the blame for his electoral defeat on Matt Drudge. And Cruz wasn’t alone. Jared Kushner, who had forged a relationship with Matt months earlier, knew from his time as publisher of the New York Observer that the support of the Drudge Report was crucial to his father-in-law’s electoral chances.


But with only minutes to go until Trump hit the stage for what was expected to be one of the most consequential debates in American political history, a senior staffer asked, “Is there anyone who can pick him out of the crowd?”


David Bossie spoke up. “I know what he looks like.”


Bossie had met Matt several times in the late 1990s. The two had formed a mutually beneficial relationship over common enemies—Bill and Hillary Clinton. Bossie raced through the underground labyrinth of tunnels beneath the stadium until he emerged through an opening facing the audience. He scanned the crowd. Several rows up he spotted an unshaven man in his early fifties wearing dark glasses and a brown fedora.


It was Matt Drudge.
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DELIVERY


When the bell rang on the afternoon of March 31, 1981, many of the students at Montgomery Blair High School in Silver Spring, Maryland, headed to the local movie theater, the Silver, to catch the third installment in the Omen series or piled into cars for a cruise down Carroll Avenue with REO Speedwagon’s Hi Infidelity blaring through the tape deck.


But for one fourteen-year-old, all the action was happening on a wooden park bench. There, under the shade of a tall eastern hemlock, the young man, pencil in hand, raced through the pages of the local newspaper, the Washington Star.


The broadsheet’s headline that day would be a variation of the same one running in the nearly seven thousand newspapers across the country: PRESIDENT SHOT! It had been less than twenty-four hours since the assassination attempt on Ronald Reagan, and the news was still raw.


Reporters on the ground in Washington, DC, were scrambling to find pay phones. From there, they would relay the bits and pieces of information back to television producers in New York City, where it would then be projected onto teleprompters or relayed into the earpieces of network anchors before streaming out to the American public.


The first reports were that President Reagan was unharmed. A member of the Secret Service had been shot, but the president had been removed to a secure location. A gunman had been identified: twenty-five-year-old John Warnock Hinckley Jr. of Evergreen, Colorado.


Then came another report, this one claiming that President Reagan had been shot. A bullet had punctured the president’s chest, but he had suffered no vital damage.


Meanwhile, a very different narrative was unfolding out of public view: the president had collapsed in the emergency room and was near death. Communication with Vice President George H. W. Bush, who was traveling by air at the time, was spotty, as was the question of who was in charge of running the United States of America.


But the biggest question of all hanging over those who had been hastily assembled in the Situation Room in the basement of the White House was whether this assassination attempt was a Soviet plot that was going to thrust the nation into World War III.


All these subplots would remain hidden from the American public, but not for a lack of good reporting. A handful of well-sourced journalists had been made aware of both President Reagan’s condition and the suspicions of a Soviet-inspired attack. The information had been fed up the news chain, but somewhere along the way the decision had been made to keep it from the public.


But it was the large, bold, black words scrolled across the top of the Washington Star that enthralled the young man on the park bench. He knew he could do better if he was in charge. He began making slashes through the dark print.


The lede is buried in graf eight.


Slash.


As soon as his pencil finished marking up one story, it moved on to the next one.


This page 2 story should be on page 12.


Slash.


He was an artist. The bench, his office. The pencil, his tool. The newspaper, his canvas.


This isn’t even a news story.


Slash.


His position may have been at the very bottom of the media food chain—newspaper carrier in the Washington Star’s circulation department—but Matt Drudge had no interest in job titles. He was exactly where he wanted to be—working his first job in media.


“On the bench I would play editor,” he would later write. “I’d rewrite my own headlines for an audience of one.”


“I noticed how their lead story was not really the lead story. How the hottest news was buried on the inside pages and the best reporting was riding at the end of the copy when it should have been at the beginning.”


Not only was the pay more than sufficient to meet the young man’s needs, but the job had another, more important perk: owning the delivery route meant he would be first in his neighborhood to know the news. “I was never sure why I cared about being first, but boy did I feel connected when I was,” he would remember.
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Matthew Nathan Drudge was born on October 28, 1966, the only child of two liberal Democrats, Robert and Deborah Drudge.


They had married two years earlier in Chicago, Illinois, before making the move to Maryland to begin their new family. The young couple decided to plant their middle-class roots in what is now the Takoma Park Historic District. Deborah’s mother signed for a mortgage for them to purchase a bungalow-style home on New York Avenue. Robert Drudge paid the mortgage with his $30,000-a-year job as a psychologist for the Department of Human Resources with the state of Maryland. Meanwhile, Deborah was completing her education in hopes of becoming a lawyer. In June 1973 she passed the bar. From all outward appearances, the young family seemed destined to thrive.


As both parents worked their way up the rungs of the socioeconomic ladder, Matt grew up a latchkey kid. He was a contemplative child who was naturally drawn to meditation. Radio was an early passion for young Matt, and at night he narrated his own personal radio shows into a tape recorder before falling asleep to the talk radio voices crackling through the AM stations on his transistor radio.


Despite growing up with two parents both immersed in liberal politics, Matt was largely apolitical. He had a fondness for both Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan and immersed himself in pop culture, spending afternoons sitting in front of the television watching his favorite soap opera, The Young and the Restless. And he always loved newspapers, especially poring over the insider political maneuvering chronicled by the Star’s liberal columnist Mary McGrory.


With a healthy mix of older retirees, families, and young professionals willing to commute the seven miles to Washington, DC, the upper-middle-class neighborhood of Takoma Park proved an ideal place for the young boy brimming with energy.


“I remember climbing trees and rolling down hills and raking leaves and throwing acorns and sliming fireflies on the sidewalk and watching them glow,” Matt would later remember. “I’d stare at the clouds and daydream. I had my own little world.”


“I grew up in a typical American family.”
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But the tall, lanky kid with ears that seemed to outpace the growth of the rest of his body was anything but typical. When Matt was six, his father moved out of the house. He had met another woman, and they moved in together on a soybean farm in Tyaskin, Maryland, where Robert took care of his new girlfriend’s two sons. A few months later, on October 15, 1975, Robert officially divorced Deborah.


The divorce and child-support papers in the Maryland State Archives offer a heart-wrenching picture of a desperate mother struggling to raise a troubled son. Deborah was awarded custody, and Robert was required to pay $200 a month, an amount Deborah claimed wasn’t nearly enough. Robert got a second job as a family counselor with the Catholic Social Services, earning an extra $50 a week. On the weekends he made pocket change as a musician and became heavily involved in his church, where he began preaching. On September 25, 1977, he gave a sermon at the Salisbury Unitarian Fellowship on the topic of “Societal Regression.” “Religion Is Man’s Understanding of the Universe and His Place in It,” the teaser in the local newspaper read.


Deborah got a job as a staff attorney in the office of Senator Edward Kennedy, working as a liaison between the private sector and the government on health-related issues. Deborah described this position as “more of a public relations/government relations lobbyist type job than strictly a lawyer.”


Matt would later describe his mother proudly as a “pioneering lawyer”; however, her career stalled just a few years after passing the bar. Following the divorce, Deborah Drudge fell ill, and in January 1980 she was forced to leave her job owing to “severe illness.”


She became a patient of Dr. Norman E. Rosenthal, who would later become prominent for having been the first to describe seasonal affective disorder and for pioneering the use of light therapy. Dr. Rosenthal prescribed a “radical new treatment” for Deborah that appeared to worsen her condition.


Her sickness soon became debilitating. She told the court in her plea for more child support, “I’m still going through a convalescence and they hope that I’ll be back to work soon, but it’s sort of open-ended at this point.”


Deborah changed her last name from Drudge to Star and her first name from Deborah to her middle name, Claire. Unable to support herself, Claire had to lean on her mother to help with the mortgage. She sold her Datsun 280Z.


Meanwhile, the family turmoil had predictably trickled down to Matt. In September 1980 he began his freshman year at Montgomery Blair High School, where he struggled.


“I was bored with it all,” Matt wrote of his time in school. “It was rigid, it was stupid, it was a lot like the news coverage now. There’s very little originality going on. Everything I’ve learned I’ve learned on my own. I’m self-taught. I’ve kept some original thinking or what I think is original.”


Matt was also forgetful. He lost his eyeglasses. He lost his books. He was suspended a few times for cheating on tests and liked to brag that his only extracurricular activities were passing notes and cutting classes. His mother attributed his poor grades to “special education” needs. The school recognized him as a “student on the fringe.”


Matt remembered this time differently. “I stopped learning at age twelve,” he later recalled. “They were not able to stuff me like a sausage. Even then I didn’t play by society’s rules. I was a rebel all the way.”


For enjoyment, Matt listened to the police scanner. In the summer, his mother sent him to camp. Claire recalled her son enjoyed movies and video arcades. Music became another passion for Matt. His mom bought him records, a stereo, a Walkman, and cassette tapes.
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Court papers reveal that the young man’s issues extended far beyond a rebellious attitude. Matt had been dealing with “emotional problems” since the divorce.


“Physically he’s in good shape, but emotionally he has problems and he’s getting treatment for that,” Claire told the court. On June 18, 1981, Matt was arrested for making “annoying phone calls.” He was taken to Montgomery County Juvenile Court, where his issues were blamed on his father, who resented him for being “disturbed.” Coupled with his mother’s health troubles, it was suggested Claire send Matt to a foster home.


The agonizing situation was described to the court by a relative testifying in support of Claire:


After he went to his diagnosis well he got is a problem of making annoying phone calls to a girl, so that’s what precipitated the testing, and as a result of the testing the diagnosis was that the boy was disturbed. Not that he has a mental illness but because of his life situation of his mother’s sickness and his father resents him that he is disturbed and needs treatment, and their recommendation was a boarding school if we could afford it or possibly a foster home if one could be found, that is one of the reasons we are here is for more money to hopefully send him through boarding school and if not the last choice will be a foster home.
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THE BIG THREE


In the early ’80s, the American media landscape was dominated by the network newscasts and a burgeoning print newspaper market. Newspaper circulation was on an upward trajectory that would continue for the next eight years, with many big-city publications putting out multiple editions per day. The influence of print spread to the network newscasts, with headlines from that morning’s New York Times, Chicago Tribune, and other prominent dailies often used as crib sheets for the producers at ABC, NBC, and CBS, and would later feature as the lead stories for the nightly newscasts. And the Big Three were enjoying a wave of success of their own, riding a formula of viewer trust and familiarity. But a cloud of uncertainty was also hovering forebodingly over this balance of power.


At ABC News, station president Roone Arledge was busy rebooting ABC World News Tonight and was determined to jump-start the newscast out of its perennial third-place finish, having chosen Frank Reynolds to occupy the anchor chair after Harry Reasoner and Barbara Walters left in 1978.


NBC’s Nightly News, which had a strong grip on second place in the evening news ratings war for most of the ’70s, was now betting on the success of John Chancellor to help catapult the network to number one. Audiences were already familiar with Chancellor, who, along with David Brinkley and Frank McGee, had worked as one of three anchors who rotated in a coanchor format in the early ’70s.


But it was the retirement of Walter Cronkite at CBS Evening News that sent shock waves through the country. For nineteen years, audiences had made a habit of turning the dial to hear directly from “the most trusted man in America.” It was Cronkite’s criticism of America’s role in the Vietnam War that was instrumental in President Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to seek reelection. Reportedly, Johnson, who was watching Cronkite’s broadcast live in the White House, turned to aides and said, “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.” CBS News correspondent Dan Rather, who had risen to prominence by sassing President Richard Nixon, had been named as Cronkite’s successor.


For ABC and NBC, Cronkite’s exit was an opportunity to finally knock the ratings goliath off its pedestal. But there was another uncertainty looming on the horizon. For decades, the Big Three had a tight-fisted monopoly on the television news medium, but all that was about to change.


Newcomer Ted Turner’s twenty-four-hour news station CNN had launched on June 1, 1980.


Meanwhile, across the ocean, Australian newspaper tycoon Rupert Murdoch was spreading his media empire, having just put in bids to purchase the Times and the Sunday Times newspapers in the UK, all the while closely watching the experiment unfolding at CNN.


[image: ]


In 1980 talk radio was still mired in a holding pattern, hindered by the Federal Communications Commission’s postwar fairness doctrine of 1949, which allowed the government control over how controversial issues were to be discussed, forcing the holders of broadcast licenses to spend airtime appeasing the commissioners.


The rule made debating controversial ideas unprofitable, but the recent election of a conservative administration promised a reevaluation of the rule.


In Sacramento, California, few took note when a little-known disc jockey named Rush Limbaugh made the decision to leave radio entirely to accept a position as director of promotions for the Kansas City Royals.
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The new decade also delivered exciting new advances in technology.


In San Francisco, a 1981 KRON newscast told the story of a radical experiment happening at the San Francisco Examiner that had the potential to revolutionize how the public gathered news.


“Imagine, if you will, sitting down to your morning coffee and turning on your home computer to read the day’s newspaper,” the newscast began. The story continues with a print newspaper subscriber named Richard Halloran, identified by the segment as a “home computer owner.” By placing a simple phone call, Halloran was able to access most of the newspaper without stepping foot outside his front door. “When the telephone connection between these two terminals is made, the newest form of electronic journalism lights up Mr. Halloran’s television with just about everything the Examiner prints in its regular edition—that is, with the exception of pictures, ads, and the comics.”


Eight newspapers, including the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the Washington Post, had already joined the computer network, with more joining every week.


“This is an experiment,” said Examiner editor David Cole. “We are trying to figure out what this will mean to us as editors and reporters and what it means to the home user . . . And we are not in it to make money. We are probably not going to lose a lot but we are probably not going to make much either.”


The segment concluded with KRON newscaster Steve Newman presciently saying, “Engineers now predict the day will come when we get all our newspapers and magazines by home computer, but that’s a few years off.”
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NORTHWOOD


After struggling through his freshman year at Montgomery Blair High School, the decision was made to have Matt transferred to Northwood High School for his sophomore year. It would mean a longer commute—forty-five minutes one way—but Claire hoped it would provide her son with a fresh start.


On his first day at his new school, Matt wore a fedora with an index card tucked inside its band. On the card Matt had scrawled the word “Press.”


The strange hat was more than a fashion statement or an ode to his love of journalism. Northwood High classmate Joël Glenn Brenner remembers, “He always had that hat on. And it never came off. He played with it when he was bored or lowered it down to use it as a shield when he wanted you to leave him alone.”


Classmates weren’t sure what to make of him. He dressed different. He acted different. Even his voice was different.


“The thing about Matt that most people will find very hard to believe is that the person people know with the hat and with the whole shtick, that was never an act. That was always him. It was the way he acted when nobody paid any attention,” says Brenner. “He didn’t create some persona. That’s just Drudge being Drudge,” she adds.


His aloof personality was on display in the classroom. Matt never felt the need to pretend to be engaged in his education. He came to school holding a copy of the New York Times tucked under his arm.


Brenner remembers, “It was strange because no one in that school even read the New York Times. If the teacher was talking and he wasn’t interested, Matt just leaned back in his chair, pulled his paper out, and began reading. He was a real maverick. A lot of people thought he was a nut.”


Matt was always reading. If it wasn’t a newspaper, he read books by libertarian authors Robert A. Heinlein or Ayn Rand. Matt would walk down the hallway toting a large hardcover copy of Rand’s magnum opus Atlas Shrugged, which gave a blueprint of her philosophy of individualism and rational self-interest that she called objectivism.


But more than the strange hat or the newspapers and books, it was Matt’s attitude that stuck out to his peers. For instance, when Matt and his classmates were instructed to make videos introducing themselves for speech class, Matt chose instead to share his philosophy on life. In the video, he sat behind a desk, slouched over while presenting his libertarian view of the universe. As one student recalled, “[This] was before anyone in the school really knew what libertarianism was. It was brilliant, but so different that I don’t think the teacher knew what to do with it. [Matt] failed the assignment. The teacher said to Matt, ‘That was great but it wasn’t the assignment, and what’s with the accent?’ But Matt just shrugged. He didn’t care. That was who he was.”


To most of the guys, Matt seemed like a total wacko, but to the theater geeks and English types, he was cool because he was his own person. Brenner recalls, “I remember being a little bit awestruck that someone could be so out there on their own island and be okay with it because Northwood was very much about fitting in.”


Matt didn’t participate in extracurricular activities. He didn’t do his homework or go to football games or homecoming dances. He also didn’t join the school newspaper, but a few fellow students recall him reading the morning announcements broadcast over the school loudspeaker, including leading the Pledge of Allegiance. He said stuff to raise eyebrows and be provocative so that he could watch how teachers and other students reacted.


Brenner reflects,


Matt was the kind of guy who always liked to be in the know and he let you know he was in the know. He spoke up and participated and always had his own point of view, which was usually way out there from whatever everyone else was thinking. Matt always acted like he knew more than anybody. He listened to his own drummer. Always. I admired him for it because it was not cool how he acted, but you could tell that Matt legitimately did not give a shit.


“People just didn’t know what to make of him and he liked it that way. He liked to keep people guessing,” she adds.
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If Matt did embrace an identity during his Northwood years, it was counterculture, remembers classmate Beth Eriksson. Eriksson had become friends with Matt during his sophomore year when both were exploring the early ’80s DC club scene.


“Most of us at Northwood were a very, very tight-knit group of people. Matt was extremely reclusive. Almost withdrawn from his peers,” remembers Eriksson. “Matt and I were both on the fringe of high school society. We didn’t really do anything mainstream. He was definitely punk, but more on the new-wave punk side.”


Beth and Matt would go to the Wisconsin Avenue punk shop Commander Salamander, and then at night they hit the clubs in Georgetown or the legendary F Street concert venue Nightclub 9:30 in Washington, DC, to hear punk music. “He was very confident, really cocky, snooty kind of guy. He definitely came across like he was better than the rest of us. He was goofy and odd and sometimes annoying,” she adds.


Matt’s nasally voice and odd behavior made him a target of the football players.


In one instance, Matt was hanging out at a local park when someone shouted a gay slur. Matt picked up a rock and hurled it toward the boy, missing badly. The young man returned fire. The rock smashed Matt in the face, resulting in stitches.


A former classmate remembers, “Most of the kids were pretty mean to him, if they noticed him at all. He took it all in, but it was his decision to not fit in. He stayed away from most people. Never partied. He made a serious decision to not fit in and so teachers looked at him as a problem child.”


Rosalind Flynn, who taught drama and public speaking at North-wood, remembers Matt as a talented, bright student who had a natural proclivity toward theater. Matt took Flynn’s advanced acting class as a senior, and she remembers that he was a good actor. “He had great comic timing. A dry delivery of lines. We cast him in a sketch as Superman, and Matt was great.”


Flynn’s class would put together small productions and invite other classes to come. Once onstage Matt shined and appeared to enjoy the attention it brought. But Matt was still a difficult student. He refused to apply himself or bend to the rules of the school, no matter the consequences.


“I recognized Matt as a great public speaker, but if he didn’t like the criteria that was set up for the speech he just wouldn’t do it. He would say, ‘Nope, not doing it that way,’” says Flynn. In other instances, Matt would have weeks to prepare, but would instead deliver an impromptu speech he had made up in his head minutes before his presentation was due. Flynn tried to talk to him. He was always very nice and respectful, but he refused to engage himself in her classroom.


And it wasn’t just the lack of effort that vexed Flynn. Matt had figured out a way to manipulate Northwood High School’s grading system. Montgomery County had a grading policy where each semester grade was calculated on a trend. “Matt had figured out that if he got an A in the first quarter, he could do zero work in the second quarter, and I couldn’t fail him. As soon as the second quarter began, he came to class and did nothing,” says Flynn.


Flynn tried her best to convince the administration to change the policy, but since it seemed to be working for all the other students, they left the policy in place, and Flynn couldn’t fail Matt. “He was very shrewd. At the time, I was very annoyed, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but admire him,” adds Flynn.
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In the beginning of his junior year, Matt met a quiet sophomore named Michelle Brooks. The connection was instantaneous.


“Matt had spent a lot of time alone, and so did I. And we were both kids coming from broken families, and we just clicked,” Michelle remembers.


Michelle would tease Matt about his tendency to overapply his Chaps cologne. Matt came back at her with a tongue-in-cheek nickname—Mrs. Thing.


The two also bonded over their shared love of music and dreams of escaping Maryland. They talked a lot about their futures. How one day they were going to move away from Silver Spring to a more glamorous location like Paris, New York City, or California.


Matt found another advantage in becoming friends with Michelle: she had access to one of his favorite papers, the Unicorn Times. Michelle volunteered as a proofreader at the free alternative paper, which billed itself as “Washington’s most complete entertainment calendar since 1973” and a one-stop coverage for music reviews, performer profiles, and most important, as far as Matt was concerned, the emerging new-wave and punk scenes.


While easily found in the metro areas, in the rural areas where Matt and Michelle lived copies of the Unicorn Times had become a much-sought-after commodity. Michelle earned Matt’s favor by hooking him up with copies as soon as they came off the press. It wasn’t long after meeting that the two began spending nearly every day together.


Michelle forged notes to get Matt out of school, and they would take the Metro into the city, where they spent hours exploring. On Friday afternoons they would go to Little Tavern to buy a bag of burgers and then hit the Value Village thrift store to sift through the discount racks.


“Matt would always buy his old-man hats and dress shirts that were two sizes too large for his frame. Big jackets. New wave-ish. And these large, old-man shoes that were always too big for him,” says Michelle.


Meanwhile, at school, Matt seemed unfazed by the attention his wardrobe drew. “He was really loud and would say ridiculous things. He would try to draw attention to himself. People laughed at him a lot. When I was with Matt, they made more fun of me than normal. At first, I was kind of embarrassed, but soon I got used to it. It was like Matt and I were in our own worlds,” says Michelle.
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After school the two usually ended up at Matt’s. His house was striking for its lack of personality and warmth. “There were no pictures on the wall. There were a few pieces of furniture, but no throw pillows on the couch or anything extra. Just the bare essentials,” Michelle recalls. Matt explained that his mom just hadn’t felt compelled to brighten the house up, telling Michelle that his mother was sad.


Matt’s mom was rarely home, but when she was, Michelle could tell that something was off. Michelle remembers Claire as a smallish, attractive woman with long brown hair parted down the middle, who looked like a hippie but without “that warm, easygoing hippie vibe.” There was something different about the cadence of her voice and the look in her eye. “She didn’t seem all there. She seemed to be struggling with something very serious.” When Michelle asked what was wrong, Matt just shrugged his shoulders, explaining that she was “still upset about the divorce.”


The other thing Michelle noticed was Matt’s strained relationship with Claire. “Matt didn’t like his mom,” says Michelle. “He talked down to her. He would sometimes just look at her and say dismissively, ‘That’s my mother.’”


Unlike the rest of the house, Matt’s bedroom was brimming with personality. There were black sheets on Matt’s bed and a purple disco ball blaring colors across the white walls. When the door closed behind them, the duo blasted Frankie Goes to Hollywood or the English electronic jazz-funk band Freeez and danced on his bed.


[image: ]


On top of not feeling connected to his mom, Matt rarely saw his dad. “Except for me, Matt was a loner,” says Michelle.


Every night Matt wrote his thoughts down on paper, and then shared them with Michelle the next day on the bus to school. Sometimes the notes were four to five pages long. He wrote about the world and how superficial people were as well as how much he hated high school and how one day he was going to take Michelle to Paris. Other times the notes included handwritten lyrics from his favorite songs. In one instance, Matt wrote out the words to “IOU” by Freeez.


Do you realize some things you say


I know you do, it makes me so confused


I’m sure this ain’t the way that love should be


Let’s get it right, it’s much too good to lose.


As the relationship evolved, Matt began to use the notes to open up about his sexuality and his relationships with men. It hardly came as a revelation to Michelle.


“Most of the school thought of Matt as gay, so I wasn’t surprised at all. It was really no big deal to me,” says Michelle. “He was just so out there and never dated any girls, and the way he behaved and the things he would talk about . . . People just weren’t like that back then, especially in a football-oriented school like Northwood.”


While unfazed by Matt’s sexuality, Michelle was taken aback by how explicit the notes were in describing the details of his intimate relationships. On the bus rides home from school at the end of the day, Matt demanded that Michelle give him his notes back so he could destroy them.
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Matt never dated classmates, but by the age of eighteen had already made himself a staple at the Washington, DC, gay club scene. Matt knew all the doormen, and even though Michelle wasn’t yet of age, he could get her in without a problem.


By the mid-1980s DC had a flourishing gay community. Beginning in the 1970s, clubs catering to alternative lifestyles started taking over the strip along 9th and 14th Streets NW, taking advantage of cheaper rents. Club Washington, a gay bathhouse, opened in the early 1970s, followed by the strip club Heat and the drag bar and strip club complex Ziegfeld’s/Secrets.


Matt’s favorite clubs were located in Dupont Circle. Michelle preferred to go to Nightclub 9:30, a straight club. On some nights, the two would make a deal. If Matt went with her to 9:30, she would then agree to go to the gay clubs with Matt.


At the clubs, Matt met men from all across the country. “Matt always dated older men,” Michelle remembers. “I remember him going down to North Carolina to meet with some man in his fifties. Even though he was still in high school, Matt would fly or take Amtrak to various destinations around the country and even Canada one time. Every year he would travel somewhere. He never told me how he paid to get there, but I always assumed the other person he was meeting was paying.”


Matt never drank or did recreational drugs at the clubs, but his dancing was epic. “Matt would dance the whole time nonstop. It was really remarkable. He would dominate the whole floor. He was that guy on the dance floor that you couldn’t turn your eyes from,” remembers Michelle. “Matt danced in a way I had never seen anyone dance before. He would go from side to side in these huge sweeping motions. He demanded space on the dance floor. You couldn’t stand next to him because he would knock you over. He was incredible. He would dance for hours and hours and come off the floor sopping wet from head to toe.”


One night Matt left a club late at night to meet up with Michelle, showing up at her door with his left shoe missing.


“Matt, where is your shoe?” she asked.


Matt looked down at his bare sock, then looked back up at her, smiling. “I lost it dancing.”
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