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More advance praise for Body Counts by Sean Strub


“Sean Strub has been a columnist, editor, publisher, theatrical producer, congressional candidate, conservationist, hotelier, and for most of that time an outspoken advocate in the fight against AIDS as well. His Body Counts is a stunning memoir—candid (at times startlingly so), courageous, and humane. Much like the author himself.”


—John Berendt, author of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil


“On June 5, 1981, the day the AIDS epidemic was first recognized by the Centers for Disease Control, Sean Strub was with my close friend, gay activist Vito Russo, in Denver, Colorado. Body Counts is a powerful account of the epidemic’s early years and the subsequent three decades. It encompasses the tragedy of lives lost young, as we lost Vito, as well as the triumph of empowerment, activism, and survival. Body Counts is a pageturner with moving insight and fresh analysis told in a compelling and highly personal style.”


—Lily Tomlin


“Read Body Counts by Sean Strub and share one American’s story of growing up with an instinct for justice, then finding oneself in an epidemic whose tragedy is multiplied by bias. As a man who survived sexual abuse, rape, and an HIV diagnosis, Strub embodies the shared interest of women and men who fight for human rights, and against any government or person intruding on our bodies. By taking us with him on his journey from a conservative family in Iowa to the heart of a global movement for human rights, Sean Strub gives us ideas, strength, and heart in our own journey.”


—Gloria Steinem


“Sean Strub’s Body Counts is an important document for several reasons. His direct and honest prose relates a familiar story of growing self-awareness, coming of age, and coming out in a fresh and compelling manner. The big surprise comes when one recognizes how dramatic the machinations of drug trials, power politics, and the building of a grassroots movement can be.”


—Bill T. Jones


“Sean Strub’s gripping personal history of the AIDS epidemic provides fresh insight into the foundations of the LGBT movement. Eye-opening and at times horrifying, Body Counts vividly depicts the growing trend of HIV criminalization. This is essential reading for anyone who wants to understand today’s HIV epidemic.”


—Rory Kennedy


“While Sean Strub resists seeing himself as a ‘hero,’ this inspiring book proves he is the voice of a community of people who are exactly that . . . . This is an important book, a vital history of ordinary people rising up and demonstrating the potential inherent in this extraordinary country . . . . This is the most personally powerful and authentic portrayal of our collective history that I have read since Paul Monette’s On Borrowed Time.”


—Judith Light


“What a life! From the Senate elevator to Studio 54 to Andy Warhol and Tennessee Williams, Gore Vidal and John Lennon to the famous demonstration inside St. Patrick’s Cathedral . . . this is the compelling life-and-near-death story of Sean Strub, of thousands lost to HIV-AIDS, and thousands more living with it whom his activism helped save. Wow.”


—Andrew Tobias, author of The Best Little Boy in the World


“An absorbing read. It not only vividly recounts the personal odyssey of one man’s struggle with AIDS, but places it—with remarkable objectivity—within the larger story of those years. Strub is a dispassionate, reliable guide whose directness and honesty create considerable impact. Anyone would profit from reading this book.”


—Martin Duberman, author of Stonewall


“Sean Strub has written more than just a memoir. Body Counts pulls back the curtain on a hidden half century of American history, from closeted Washington politicos of the 1970s and 1980s to his interactions with a parade of American icons; Tennessee Williams, Yoko Ono, Andy Warhol, Keith Haring, and Gore Vidal all make cameos. AIDS looms large, but the story never feels like a tragedy. It is the tale of a life lived in high-resolution, high-intensity, saturated technicolor.”


—Ari Shapiro, NPR White House Correspondent


“Searingly honest about himself and others, Strub shows how the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and 1990s brought out the best and the worst in people. His heroes are the ordinary men and women who fought to save lives. His villains—and deservedly so—are the cowardly public officials, from Reagan through Clinton, whose opportunism proved deadly to others. This take-no-prisoners memoir has the quality of a suspenseful page-turner, and will keep you reading until the final sentence.”


—John D’Emilio, author of Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America


“From early struggles against AIDS to later collective acting up, Sean Strub’s lively, gossipy memoir is also deeply moving history.”


—Jonathan Ned Katz, author of Gay American History


“The education and evolution of Sean Strub is a riveting and moving tale that needed to be told, and has life lessons for us all. Body Counts is an important document in the history of our era that challenges conventional wisdoms and speaks truth to power.”


—Doug Ireland, veteran political journalist


“Body Counts—so smart and affecting, idealistic and clear-eyed—chronicles Strub’s own personal experience with HIV, and, at the same time, explores how culture shapes us and how we can shape it in turn. Strub’s memoir, like Strub himself, is an inspiration.”


—Richard McCann, author of Mother of Sorrows
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For Javy and Megan





DECEMBER 1989



NEW YORK CITY


I am nervously sitting in a pew near the front of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York where John Cardinal O’Connor is about to celebrate Mass. It has been years since I attended a Catholic Mass and even longer since I took communion, the holiest of sacraments, but that is why I am here. Looking up at the cathedral’s soaring nave, I remember the awe I felt as an altar boy at St. Mary’s in Iowa City and, later, the anger when the Church betrayed me.


It is bitterly cold, a near record low. Many parishioners wear heavy coats as they hold hymnals in gloved hands. Slush-covered boots have left a wet trail down the long center aisle. There’s a puddle under my pew. The mood in the church is tense—nothing like the droning boredom of the Masses of my youth. As the minutes pass, I think of the Jesuits who taught me as a child that a good Catholic acts upon the church’s social teachings, even if that means confronting the church. My hands are trembling with the cold, my apprehension and other feelings too deep to name.


Outside St. Patrick’s, forty-five hundred angry men and women have assembled, packing Fifth Avenue and chanting and waving placards that read “Curb your Dogma,” “Papal Bull,” and “Condoms Not Coffins.” Fists pump the air, bullhorns blare. ACT UP, the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, is protesting O’Connor’s assault on safe sex and reproductive rights. There is an almost carnival-like spirit to the demonstration with ACT UP affinity groups, such as Church Ladies for Choice, the Hail Marys, and Speaking in Tongues, performing their protests. In ACT UP, high camp and high seriousness are uniquely compatible. An artist named Ray Navarro is dressed as Jesus Christ, swathed in a white shroud, carrying a large wooden cross over his nearskeletal shoulder. His bearded face is gaunt, and he wears a crown of thorns over his long, thinning hair. Despite the cold, Ray looks beatific. He will be dead in less than a year. Keith Haring is there, too, in a knitted cap with a long, hand-knitted scarf wrapped around his slender neck. He has two months left.


Inside the cathedral, O’Connor’s Mass is interrupted again and again by ACT UP protesters. Surreptitiously spread throughout the church, they stand up and yell out their statements. My friend Michael Petrelis climbs on a pew and shouts, “O’Connor, you’re killing us!” Another friend, Jamie Leo, dressed as a priest near the front of the church, offers up a prayer in protest. Two boyfriends in black leather motorcycle jackets handcuff themselves to one pew. Right after O’Connor begins his homily, thirty protesters stage a die-in, blowing whistles, throwing hundreds of condoms in the air, and going limp in the center aisle. The cops, two long lines of blue on either side of the cathedral, have their moment, binding wrists with plastic handcuffs and carrying the protesters away on stretchers, as if they were taking them to a hospital rather than to paddy wagons.


With his homily in tatters, O’Connor retreats from the altar to his thronelike chair. He sits with his head in his hands, melodramatically trying to convey spiritual pain. Photographs of the media-savvy cardinal looking tragically besieged will elicit overwhelming sympathy when they appear on the front page of Monday’s newspapers.


Communion begins amid the general confusion. ACT UP protesters line up, interspersed among the regular parishioners, but when it is their turn, they make loud political pronouncements: “Safe sex is moral sex!” “I support a woman’s right to choose!” “Condoms save lives!” Soon it is my turn to receive the body and blood of Christ. A small, darkskinned priest is serving my queue; his white, green, and gold vestments are oversized and bright. He hesitates briefly, his eyes fixed on the pink triangle and Silence=Death logo visible on the T-shirt underneath my coat. Then he holds the host in the air and intones, with a strong Spanish accent, “the body of Christ.”


This is the moment—my moment to confront the Church—when instead of repeating “the body of Christ” as expected, I am to make my political statement. But I have not prepared one. When I rehearsed this moment in my mind, I imagined I might break into tears or erupt in rage because no slogan—in fact, no words at all—seemed adequate.


“May the Lord bless the man I love, who died a year ago this week,” I hear myself say. My voice begins as a tremble but finishes strong. Police standing a few feet away are ready to intervene, watching to see how the priest reacts. His hand jerks slightly, but he looks me in the eye and gives me the wafer.


With my heart pounding, I walk back to my pew. My mind is fixed on bodies, but not the body of Christ. I think of Michael’s body and the agonizing brain infection that turned his last days into a kind of crucifixion. I think of the bodies of the protesters carried out on stretchers and those chanting outside, many struggling to survive. I think of my own body, wondering how much longer it will last.


Parishioners are staring at me, their faces disgusted or sympathetic or just plain stunned. Some have their heads bowed, hands pressed tightly in prayer like the devout at St. Mary’s, their faith unshakable and unwilling to brook any criticism of the Church. They might be praying for us.


After Mass, I pass through the cathedral’s heavy doors into the bright sunlight and, it seems to me, into the arms of my true community. I am exultant, in a state that feels like grace, certain that if I am to die of AIDS, I will die as a fighter, not a victim.
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In front of the Iowa State Capitol, wearing the red jacket required of all State Senate pages, May 1975.








CHAPTER 1



Out of Iowa


Elevator number one was “Senators Only,” and my job was to move senators up to the Senate floor in the U.S. Capitol and back to their offices as quickly as possible. From 1976 to 1978, for twenty hours a week, I manually opened and closed a shiny brass accordion-style gate at each floor, always with a friendly greeting. Whenever the gate squeaked or scraped, I would squirt a little oil on its metal joints. The interior of the antique elevator cab was polished walnut and rosewood, with a hand-operated cast-iron gearshift worn smooth by many decades of constant movement forward (“Going up!”) and back (“Going down!”). A small wooden folding seat was hinged against the wall, but I never used it. I preferred to stand and greet passengers eye to eye.


I had arrived in Washington from Iowa in March 1976, with a copy of Michael Harrington’s The Other America in my suitcase, as a seventeen-year-old idealist determined to make my mark in the world. I wasn’t sure what that might be, but I harbored political ambition and secretly thought I might go very far. My parents believed I went to Washington to attend Georgetown University that fall. “A fine Jesuit school,” my dad called it. But for me, the main attraction was the job ferrying members of the U.S. Senate up and down. It was a plum post for an eager young politico, and the pay was good. I also liked that my elevator was on the Senate side of the Capitol, the so-called “upper chamber” of Congress.


I was on a political fast track. When I had hit adolescence, and the attention of my male peers turned to girls, mine turned to politics. That’s how I lucked in to the elevator operator post. As a page in the Iowa State Senate in 1975, I often got rides from the capital in Des Moines to my parents’ house in Iowa City from a journalist, Frank Nye, who lived nearby in Cedar Rapids. Shortly before Christmas in 1975, he and his wife invited me to a dinner party at their house, where I met Iowa’s senator Dick Clark, one of the U.S. Senate’s most liberal members. I didn’t realize Clark was an elected official until the dinner conversation turned to national politics. He seemed particularly well informed, so I asked him, “Do you work in Washington?,” prompting a humiliating burst of laughter from others at the table.


Despite my faux pas, Clark thought I showed promise and handed me his card with his executive assistant’s name scrawled on the back. “Tell Bob I told you to call and see if we might be able to get you an appointment as a page, and maybe you could help out a bit in my office as an intern,” he said. I left Clark’s aide a message the next morning, saying I had already served as a page in the State Senate in Des Moines and was excited about the chance to work in Washington. When he called back, he said I was too old to be a page—the cutoff was sixteen—but he would look into another patronage position for me, which turned out to be the elevator post.


I should already have been in college at the time, but I had taken a gap year to work on the Democratic presidential campaigns leading up to the January 1976 Iowa precinct caucuses. Even though I wasn’t old enough to vote, I was elected as a delegate to the state convention for U.S. Representative Morris Udall. When his campaign fizzled (he commented at the time, “the people have spoken—the bastards!”), I switched my allegiance to California’s governor, Jerry Brown, a former Jesuit seminarian who was a late entry into the race. A few weeks after my move to Washington, I took a day off from the elevator job to join Brown’s campaign entourage in Maryland on May 16, 1976—my eighteenth birthday—just two days before that state’s primary.


The Capitol Hill complex—which then included three House and two Senate office buildings, as well as the Capitol—had fifty-eight elevators. Most still required manual operation, which was supplied by politically well-connected teenagers. Members of Congress and staff treated us like mascots, though we were hardly pampered. If the Senate worked late into the night, we did as well. One perk was that we could wander through parts of the Capitol that the public never sees. Another elevator operator, Jay, and I made good use of his knowledge of the meandering labyrinth of passageways, tunnels, and hidden staircases and his cache of master keys. Once, we climbed the steep steps to the dome and smoked a quick joint while enjoying a spectacular 360-degree view of the city. During the day, we slipped past velvet-roped brass stanchions forbidding public passage as though we owned the place, and at night, we wandered through the several levels of underground tunnels, noiseless except for the sounds of our footsteps echoing off overhanging steam pipes. One night when the Senate was working very late, we sneaked into the engineer’s office and cranked up the heat in the Senate chamber until the senators were so miserable that they adjourned, releasing us from our posts.


I couldn’t imagine anything more exciting for an ambitious political junkie than employment literally a few steps away from the Senate chamber. I got a daily contact high as I angled to meet as many powerful political figures as I possibly could, and I let myself imagine that I was nearly as much a part of the political process as they were. I knew several members of Congress had served as pages, worked in the mailroom, or run an elevator in the Capitol when they were young. If being in the right place at the right time mattered, I would make sure I was in the right places at all the right times.


Washington was definitely that place in the spring of 1976, full of promise and drama for a teenager with a political consciousness shaped by Watergate, the Vietnam War, feminism, and social-justice movements. The voting age had dropped from twenty-one to eighteen, the Equal Rights Amendment had passed Congress, and the 1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision had energized the women’s rights movement. It had been only two years since Gerald Ford had assumed the presidency in the wake of Richard Nixon’s resignation, declaring, “Our long national nightmare is over.” Jimmy Carter, the little-known former Georgia governor, campaigned for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1976 with a promise—“I will never lie to you”—that was emblematic of a hopeful new era.


When I saw the White House, the Washington Monument, and the Capitol building for the first time, I felt as if I had reached the center of the universe. The red, white, and blue logos for the upcoming bicentennial celebration were plastered all over town. The freshman class in Congress at the time was full of young reform-minded liberals known as the “Watergate babies,” elected in the Democratic landslide of 1974 and driving a progressive national agenda. Across the country, Americans felt corruption skulking out the window and a fresh breeze of clean politics coming through the door.


My interest in politics was partly a geographic coincidence. In 1967, when I was nine, my family moved from an isolated rural area north of Iowa City, where we kept horses and sheep, to an affluent neighborhood in Iowa City adjacent to the sprawling University of Iowa campus and its huge medical center. The parents of most of the kids in the neighborhood were college professors or doctors at the UI hospital. While my fourth-grade classmates at Lincoln Elementary watched cartoons and read Spider-Man comics, I followed politics and current events in the Des Moines Register, the Iowa City Press-Citizen, and the Daily Iowan. Our proximity to a politically progressive campus meant that anti-war protests and the social-justice movement became part of my daily life.


My dad’s family had been in Iowa City since the 1840s, when they opened a small grocery that became a well-known department store—Strub’s Store for Everybody—in subsequent generations. After World War II, my grandfather sold the store but kept the appliance and bottled gas divisions, starting a propane gas company to service the postwar growth in suburban residential developments, which was the business my dad ran.


My mother’s father was a shanty Irish entrepreneur, operating a pool hall and cigar store in Fort Dodge, Iowa, and promoting boxing matches in northwest Iowa and the Dakota territories early in the twentieth century. He died of lung cancer in 1931, right before she was born. Her mother, from a prominent lace-curtain Irish family in Cedar Rapids, died of breast cancer when my mother was two years old, so her childhood was nomadic; she bounced from one boarding school or convent to another, raised mostly by nuns. As a teenager, she came to Iowa City to live with an aunt and uncle and attend high school, where she met my father.


My parents weren’t especially political; their Catholicism was vastly more defining than any political ideology. They never knew quite what to make of my obsession with politics, let alone the increasingly radical views I embraced in later years. I was the third of six children. My older brother was named Carl, after my father and grandfather; when I was born, I was named for my mother’s Irish heritage and given her maiden name, O’Brien, as my middle name. My three sisters all were given Mary as a first name, after my father’s devotion to the Virgin Mother. My younger brother, Thomas Jerome, was named after my father's close friend, who was best man at my parent's wedding.
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The thrill of being away from home and near the nexus of power and politics in Washington was dampened by a humiliating secret. While many teenage boys at the time had a poster of television star Farrah Fawcett, with her long legs and blond hair, I was obsessed with Mark Spitz, the muscular and handsome 1972 Olympic swimmer. Even though I hadn’t acted on my desire for men, I lived in constant fear that exposure would demolish my life as I knew it.


Homosexuals had no chance of finding love or affection, according to the Catholic Church, my family, and Dr. David Reuben’s 1972 best seller, Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex (But Were Afraid to Ask), which my parents hid under their mattress. We were condemned to a life of misery and empty sexual encounters. I thought my same-sex attraction was inherently evil; all I could do was hope it was a phase that might pass, like my youthful infatuation with magic. To the world, I looked like a young person with bright prospects, but I was damaged on the inside, shame smothering any vision of my future. That sense of alienation gave me empathy for others similarly marginalized or maligned and I think helped spark my interest in politics.


At thirteen, I briefly thought I had a calling for the priesthood, a period I now recognize as a desperate attempt to escape others’ oppressive expectation that I become interested in girls. When I didn’t pursue a religious vocation, I thought marriage might extinguish my attraction to men. However, my concept of marriage had nothing to do with love or creating a family. It was something to acquire or achieve.


I had it all wrong, of course. Not just about myself and the suppression of hormonal desire but also about the country’s direction at the time. What I thought was a national renewal was, in fact, a curtain closing on liberalism. The building blocks of the New Right, the right-wing conservative movement exemplified by Reverend Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority, were firmly in place. The stage was set for the rise of the Reagan revolution, radicalization of the Republican Party, and destruction of the expanding social contract that had defined American politics since World War II.


I arrived in Washington as a virgin. I had never admitted my attraction to men to anyone, except in a confessional at fifteen, to a creepy priest who then interrogated me, wanting highly specific details of my sinful thoughts. Though I knew there was a gay rights movement on the political fringe, I had met only a handful of openly gay men or lesbians in Iowa City. San Francisco’s Castro neighborhood and New York’s Christopher Street were then already known around the world as coming-out meccas, but Washington was fiercely closeted, more like Iowa City, with a gay scene that was mostly underground. Washington was full of gay men who had devised an elaborate system of secrecy—with its own language, codes, and customs—and attended hidden bars and parties.


During those first few months, I tried to dress like preppy congressional staffers on the Hill and even bought my first pair of denim jeans to blend in after-hours with my peers. It was an opportunity to reinvent myself for new acquaintances who didn’t know I couldn’t throw a ball, wasn’t interested in girls, and had been taunted for years as a faggot. Since the onset of puberty, I had been repressing sexual thoughts, so by the time I got to Washington, I was pretty good at it.


I was also pretty good at a key requirement for the elevator job: the ability to recognize senators. Every elevator operator was given a face book (long before that term’s contemporary meaning); I had already pored over the encyclopedic Almanac of American Politics, studying the pictures and collecting arcane minutiae about candidates and campaigns the way sports fanatics study athletes and game statistics. I knew that the voting records of Iowa’s two senators at the time—Dick Clark, who sponsored me for the elevator position, and John Culver—gave them the highest average rating from Americans for Democratic Action, a liberal advocacy group, of any state in the country. I knew which senators won in landslides and which narrowly slid through their last election; I read brief biographies on all the senators, which revealed where they went to school, their careers prior to election to the Senate, and information about their wives and children.


I started out as an operator on a bank of eight Senate-side public elevators. As soon as I saw a senator getting off the underground tram that ran between the Capitol and the Dirksen and Russell Senate office buildings, I made sure an empty elevator was held, ready for his private use. This adolescent precocity soon got me promoted to elevator number one, hidden around the corner from the main bank of public elevators. The Capitol had many such private senatorial sanctums—washrooms, barbershops, dining rooms, and hideaway offices—behind unmarked doors. The promotion meant I no longer had tourists or staff on my elevator, only members of Congress, cabinet officials, and the occasional Supreme Court justice, with any staff or guests who might accompany them.


The other elevator operators were the first people I met in Washington, and we often hung out in our break room, which was like a secret clubhouse in the bowels of the Capitol. It was behind an inconspicuous door at the end of a long, poorly lit basement hallway painted battleship gray, with exposed pipes overhead. The hallway led to offices serving the more mundane needs of the Senate, including one we called Jack the Wrapper, because they wrapped bulky packages for shipping, and a room marked SERVICE CLOSET, which housed a small snack shop for staffers.


In the break room, we entertained ourselves by playing cards and games or snapping rubber bands at rats scurrying along the baseboard. The Capitol was full of rats—a shocking revelation, I know—but they were a concern only on the rare occasions when they ventured into brightly lit public areas, startling tourists.


The oldest elevator operator, a middle-aged man, spent many hours in the break room reading. When I met him on my first day on the job, he was introduced to me as “the Senator.” He never spoke to me, so I asked Jon, another elevator operator, if he knew what was wrong. “It’s just that he used to be a member of the Senate,” Jon said. “When he was defeated, he didn’t want to leave, so he took a job running the elevator. But he’s really proud and usually won’t talk to someone new until they ask about his service in the Senate. Do that and it’ll be fine.”


I was intimidated, but a little while later, I was in the break room with several other operators and tried to strike up a conversation. “Senator, how long did you serve upstairs?” I asked tentatively. He let out a long, weary sigh and said, “Three terms, until that bastard Domenici beat me.” Pete Domenici was a senator from New Mexico, so I said, “Oh, you’re from New Mexico?” During our conversation, Gisele Gravel, an elevator operator and niece of Alaska senator Mike Gravel, came into the break room. Overhearing our exchange, she said to me, “They’re pulling your leg. He’s not a senator, he’s an asshole.”


Every elevator operator heard and retold a story about Texas Republican senator John Tower, known to be sensitive about his short stature. He dressed meticulously—shiny cowboy boots with an extra-high heel, carefully tailored suits, and sometimes a cowboy hat. He was arrogant and rude, especially to service staff, and known for his explosive temper.


One day a new operator was in his cab on the first floor of the Russell Senate Office Building when a short man wearing a cowboy hat and shiny boots walked onto the elevator and commanded, “Third floor!” The elevator operator closed the door and put the elevator in gear. As he passed the second floor, the call buzzer sounded three times, the code that it was a senator making the request. A call from a senator always took priority, so the new operator stopped the car with a hard lurch and reversed it. His passenger, furious, berated the operator. The elevator operator, initially nonplussed, looked at his passenger sternly and said, “Hold on, cowboy, we got us a U.S. senator coming aboard!” Tower exploded in rage and later got the elevator operator reassigned.


On my elevator, I saw senators on days they were happy and days they were upset. I saw them in the middle of temper tantrums with colleagues. I got to know most of them well enough to understand how best to greet them and when to stay entirely silent. Several senators, including James Eastland, Russell Long, Herman Talmadge, John Culver, and Lowell Weicker, frequented a hideaway office on the third floor that was mostly a private drinking club. Some were undoubtedly heavy drinkers, but just as many used the hideaway to drink strategically, loosening up colleagues whose votes they sought. Alcohol has always been an effective lubricant of democracy. After the first time a senator asked if I had a breath mint, I made sure to keep a supply on hand.


I took my job seriously, believing I played a small but important role in the legislative process. Crossing the crucial threshold from witness to participant made me feel less like an outsider, less like the bullied kid at the playground. Like with my earlier stint as an altar boy at St. Mary’s parish in Iowa City, or later as a frequenter of Studio 54 in New York, the elevator operator position bestowed insider status. The costumes—whether the suits and ties of politics, the Catholic liturgical garments, or the glittering disco garb of New York nightlife—and the corresponding rituals were all part of the fun. Each milieu required a respect for the sanctity of its inner workings, and in exchange, participants gained membership, even if only a junior one, in the insiders’ club.


Power is the drug to which all of Washington is addicted, and simply being in the presence of the powerful was intoxicating. It was only an elevator, but proximity to senators was the first step to access and influence. In Washington, fresh anecdotes and gossip about members of the Senate formed a currency that guaranteed an attentive audience; stories from my elevator provided a never-ending supply.


That first summer in Washington, I rented a spare bedroom in my friend Bill Flannery’s compact ivy-covered basement apartment on Capitol Hill. While in high school, I had taken a journalism course at the University of Iowa and helped out as a gofer at the student paper, The Daily Iowan, when Flannery was its editor. He subsequently moved to Washington to work for the Center for Defense Information, a left-leaning think tank that studied U.S. military and foreign policy. Flannery was almost a caricature of a flaming radical. He was all of twenty-five and had adopted the tweedy academic look of an Oxford don. He had a small bust of Lenin on his desk, and he sometimes called me “comrade” as he lectured me on the blood-soaked history of the leftist movement. He gave me a political education, explaining what was “really” happening according to his own radical analysis.


Living as his tenant and semi-ward, I was a captive and sympathetic audience. A year earlier, I published the first and only issue of Radical Rites Press, a project in the journalism course, but I had only a peripheral sense of leftist politics. It was a mimeographed zine containing three manifestos (all written by me) in support of abortion rights, the legalization of both marijuana and gay marriage—all positions I know would have shocked my parents, if I had told them—and an endorsement of Mo Udall’s presidential candidacy. It felt daring to put those opinions in print, even though its circulation extended only as far as my teacher’s desk and to a few friends in the Daily Iowan newsroom. I was proud when Flannery read it and said, “You’ve got talent, kid!”


Flannery and I had long talks, and I came close to telling him about my attraction to men. But when I managed to steer our conversation toward gay rights or homosexuality, he was either dismissive or pejorative. He wasn’t a bigot, just uninformed. He grew to respect LGBT activism and, in time, treasured his openly LGBT friends. But in 1976, his insensitivity felt to me like a hammer sealing tight the already closed door to my suffocating closet.


I had to be home by ten P.M. every night or face a grilling from Flannery, who acted like a surrogate parent. He admonished me to walk only to the right, toward East Capitol Street, as I left our Fifth Street NE apartment. To the left, toward Maryland Avenue and Stanton Park, was too dangerous, he said. I felt on edge on the streets, especially at night, but the streets were where I eventually went in search of other gay men. I was self-conscious about my virginity, and it was becoming more difficult to believe my same-sex attraction was just a phase. I needed to experience actual sex with another man to know for sure. Gay men recognized me as one of them—and as an object of desire—and I started to understand that there were homosexuals in the world beyond the flamboyant stereotypes I could identify easily. Working in the Senate, both running the elevator and as an intern in Senator Clark’s office, brought me into contact with many closeted gay men. I grew attuned to the subtle clues they used to signal each other—the lingering glance, a style of dress, or conversational innuendo. I developed gaydar and took notice of those men who were groomed more carefully than others, whose ties were tied perfectly symmetrically with a dimple in the knot, and who exuded awareness or heightened sensitivity that I associated with being gay. I learned to distinguish among cordiality, friendliness, and flirtation.


Flannery’s curfew and babysitting style kept my desires in check temporarily, but they didn’t stop me from spending countless hours privately speculating about whether this or that man was gay. My awareness of bigoted comments also became more acute. Jokes or slurs that wouldn’t have caused me a second thought a year or two earlier now felt unkind, ignorant, or hateful. When I thought all gay men were flamboyant and obvious, those comments didn’t apply to me because I wasn’t like that. But the more I privately identified as a gay person, the uglier those comments sounded, and the closer they hit to home.


During those first few months in Washington, I started to accept my sexual desire as a permanent part of who I was. I began to see the injustices that gay men endured and to recognize the consequences. Surprisingly, I didn’t view lesbians the same way; I saw their struggle as part of the broader feminist movement. I didn’t understand what gay men and lesbians had in common, but I already had a feminist consciousness and was quickly developing a gay one as well. To the extent that I recognized a binary movement, I thought of it in terms of gay men and feminists.


My earliest political mentors were Iowa state senator Minnette Doderer, one of Iowa’s most important feminists in the 1970s, and Jean Lloyd-Jones, president of the Iowa chapter of the League of Women Voters and later a state legislator. Minnette often gave me rides back and forth to Des Moines from Iowa City, and I worked on Jean’s first campaign. I spent hundreds of hours with them talking about the Equal Rights Amendment, abortion rights, and other feminist priorities, but I don’t think homosexuality ever came up.


My sexuality throughout my teen years existed in a conflict zone boundaried by my church, my body, and my conscience. Coming out wasn’t an option I even considered. Keeping my desire private—and fighting to suppress it—was a survival strategy. Once I began to accept my desire, I realized the closet was only a temporary refuge, one I could not inhabit forever.


One night Bill Flannery took me to meet colleagues of his at the Tune Inn, a popular burger and beer joint on Pennsylvania Avenue, a few blocks southeast of the Capitol. One of the guys who worked with Flannery started telling fag jokes. Everyone at the table was laughing boisterously, and I did, too. While I drank my beer and ate my cheeseburger, I felt disgusted with myself. I wanted to say something to get him to stop, but I was a coward, afraid that if I objected, it would cast suspicion on my own sexuality. Was this the way it was always going to be? Sitting in silent misery while others made jokes at my expense? I knew I couldn’t live my life that way and privately started to question how others could.


Part of my self-acceptance came from recognizing others—especially well-known and well-respected people in public life or from history—who were gay or lesbian. I also heard rumors about politicians and others in positions of great power and privilege who were gay but denied it, even some who spoke disparagingly of gay people or exploited anti-gay prejudice to further their own political ambitions. I was shocked by their hypocrisy. Years later it was confirmed that several of the leading architects of the late-1970s evangelical and conservative movement—men who publicly promoted intolerance of gay people—were at the same time cruising gay bars and having sex with men in private.


As my identity as a gay man took root, I also had the chance to observe, close up, some of the most politically powerful men in the world. My brief conversations with senators, forgotten by them the moment they got off my elevator, have remained with me. I once heard MSNBC host Chris Matthews, who worked for House Speaker Tip O’Neill earlier in his career, refer to feeling a “thrill up the leg” when in the presence of inspirational elected officials. I know exactly what he means.


When not ferrying passengers, I rested my elevator on the Capitol’s second floor, outside the majority leader’s office and just a few steps from the Senate chamber’s main entrance. The majority leader—red-vested, fiddle-playing Democratic senator Robert C. Byrd—was a West Virginian who, when he died in 2010, had served fifty-seven years in Congress, longer than anyone in U.S. history.


Byrd was often in his office late into the evening, and one night he and several other senators could be heard from the hallway. As they argued loudly over a procedural matter, I saw a reporter—one known to be hostile to the Democratic leadership—lingering nearby to eavesdrop outside the office door. I daringly left my elevator, which was forbidden while on duty, brushed by the reporter, and knocked on the door. When no one answered, I timidly opened it to the small reception area where his private secretary usually sat. She had left for the day, so I walked over to the open interior door into Byrd’s private office. When I poked my head in, the senators, surprised by my interruption, stopped talking; Byrd gave me an irritated questioning look.


I knew this was risking my job and could result in dismissal. My voice cracked as I informed them of the reporter outside the office. Senator Byrd’s face softened, and he graciously thanked me. Within minutes, a Capitol police officer shooed away the unwanted reporter.


After that incident, I was a favorite of the courtly Senator Byrd. Once he gave me a message—“Tell him ‘It’s all worked out’ ”—to deliver to my patron, Senator Clark. I never found out what it meant, but I conveyed that single sentence as if it were a national security secret.


I loved meeting every member of the Senate, especially three of the Democratic liberal “lions”—George McGovern, Hubert Humphrey, and Ted Kennedy—whose careers I had followed closely. When I told Senator McGovern that I was his campus coordinator at my boarding school in Wisconsin during his 1972 presidential campaign, he asked, “How’d I do?” and I was proud to tell him, “You won, sir!”


When Senator Kennedy saw a copy of Leon Uris’s novel Trinity wedged between the collapsible elevator seat and the wall, he told me that his mother had given him a copy when he was hospitalized. Over the next several weeks, he would ask me where I was in the story, about specific characters and turns in the plot. When Senator Humphrey, a failed presidential candidate but enduring statesman, found out I was a native Iowan, he said, “We midwesterners need to stick together!” He had brought me a signed copy of his newly published book, The Education of a Public Man, which Senator Walter Mondale, Humphrey’s Minnesota colleague, saw in my elevator; I told him that Senator Humphrey had given it to me. The next day Mondale brought me a signed copy of his book, The Accountability of Power.


Senators weren’t my only prominent passengers. Celebrities visited frequently, and the 1976 bicentennial summer attracted more stars than usual. Elizabeth Taylor, Billy Graham, sex expert Dr. Ruth Westheimer, and others were passengers. When Senator Jacob Javits squired Taylor around the Capitol, he looked like the nerdy high school kid who had lucked into a date with the prom queen. Another famous Elizabeth, the Queen of England, visited the Capitol in July for a lunch in her honor in the National Statuary Hall. There wasn’t much room in my elevator, but I loved how large the world became for me within its walls.
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In the 1970s, seniority meant everything in the Senate. It dictated chairmanships of the most powerful committees and the assignment of office space and parking spots; it earned the prize of the last available space on an elevator. It wasn’t ideology but perks (especially office assignments and parking spaces) that caused the greatest friction among members.


Though the seniority system had serious flaws, it enabled more nuanced and complicated cross-party alliances than the lockstep party discipline typical today. A spirit of collegiality could transcend party politics, and senators were more independent in their political views. For example, Washington’s senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson was so hawkish that he was called the “Senator from Boeing,” after the major military contractor then headquartered in his state, but he was also a leading environmentalist. Mississippian John Stennis, an ultraconservative Dixiecrat who staunchly opposed every piece of civil rights legislation, was one of the first members to publicly criticize Senator Joseph McCarthy’s demagogic red baiting in the 1950s. In the 1980s, he opposed Reagan’s nomination of ultra-conservative Robert Bork to the Supreme Court. Arizona’s Barry Goldwater, an icon of the far right, was prominently pro-choice.


Stennis was not the only famous segregationist in the Senate in the late 1970s; others included South Carolina’s Strom Thurmond, who ran for president as a Dixiecrat in 1948, and North Carolina’s Jesse Helms, labeled the “master obstructionist” for his ability to delay legislation that he opposed. Helms was famously racist; in 1983 he filibustered for sixteen days, trying to prevent the Senate from approving a federal holiday to honor Martin Luther King, Jr. In the AIDS-defined years to come, he relished every opportunity to show his homophobia, railing against “the homosexual agenda” and ranting to all who would listen about the immorality of the “homosexual lifestyle.” When President Bill Clinton nominated Roberta Achtenberg, the accomplished former head of the National Center for Lesbian Rights, to a post requiring Senate confirmation, Helms condemned her from the Senate floor as “that damn lesbian.”


In my elevator, Helms was always distracted and slightly formal, courtly but not warm. At the time, I could not have fathomed that my future would intersect with Helms and that our encounter would one day involve the use of an extra-large condom.


I was spending my days in constant motion—going up and down—yet always arriving back where I started. My future was in a holding pattern as well, with an illusion of movement masking the fact that I was on standby, waiting to see if I might shake the secret that stood in the way. On some days, I had a growing sense that would never happen.


I desperately wanted someone—or something—to ring a bell three times and whisk me to where I wanted or needed to be. My real desire was to run for office, but I was certain that was impossible as long as I was attracted to men. That fear caused me to withdraw from my parents and family back in Iowa. As I took Washington’s elite from one floor to the next, I feared being permanently grounded by my sexual orientation.






[image: Images]


First meeting at the White House addressing gay and lesbian issues, hosted by Midge Costanza (foreground, left), an assistant to President Jimmy Carter, in March 1977. Costanza ultimately was fired, in part because of her role in organizing this meeting. Jean O’Leary is the third person from the left.








CHAPTER 2



The Way Out


A few days after the country’s bicentennial celebration, the 1976 Democratic National Convention was held at Madison Square Garden in New York. The week before it was to start, I was sorting mail in a large open room in Senator Clark’s office, surrounded by desks where other several staff members worked, when the senator walked through and casually asked if anyone wanted floor passes for the convention. I don’t think his offer was intended for the new intern, but I piped up anyway: “I’d love to, Senator!”


“Have you ever even been to New York?” he asked, smiling.


“Sure I have,” I said, afraid he might think I was too young to go to New York on my own. It wasn’t a lie, as I had driven through Manhattan once with a high school friend. Clark looked doubtful and asked, “Where would you stay?” I acted nonchalant and said, “Oh, I’m sure I can find a youth hostel.” Clark ended up giving me his VIP floor pass (marked “U.S. Senator”), as well as the hotel room at the Statler Hilton provided to him by the Democratic National Committee.


Eighteen months before, when I applied to be a page in the Iowa legislature, I declined to declare whether I was a Democrat or a Republican, not wanting to limit my options. But I did know that my political beliefs were different than those of my conservative Republican parents.


Now here I was a short time later, a committed Democrat, with premium credentials and floor passes to the national convention. I had personally shaken hands with or spoken to eleven of the thirteen main candidates for the Democratic nomination. Not having met the two exceptions—Governor George Wallace, the Alabama segregationist, and Governor Milton Shapp of Pennsylvania—was, to me, like missing a couple of key players in a baseball-card collection. But of those I’d met, some I really felt I knew. I saw Senator Birch Bayh’s humility when I got lost driving him to an event at the Izaak Walton League in Iowa City, and I was teased by Morris Udall, who wanted to see my driver’s license before he got in my car because he thought I looked so young. I was awed by the fiery populist rhetoric of Fred Harris and thrilled to meet the genteel Kennedy-related Sargent Shriver. Former North Carolina governor Terry Sanford was president of Duke University; when he learned that I hadn’t decided on a college, he encouraged me to apply to Duke. And months before Jimmy Carter became the presumptive Democratic nominee, I spent an afternoon making small talk while driving him and an aide around southeast Iowa. At the time, I found Carter sincere but his campaign quixotic; as a Southerner, he seemed foreign to me. I hoped to get close enough to him during the convention to remind him we had met.


With great anticipation, I hopped on the Amtrak train from Washington’s Union Station to New York’s Penn Station, underneath Madison Square Garden and across the street from my hotel.


For several years, New York City had been in a downward fiscal spiral, with exceptionally high crime, service cutbacks, and obvious neglect. With the city teetering on the edge of a financial abyss, President Ford’s refusal to support a federal bailout prompted the famous headline in The New York Daily News: FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD. But even as the Republican White House seemed to have written off the city, a miraculous turnaround was quietly under way. The Democratic National Convention gave the city a chance to put forth its best face, focus national attention on its problems, and begin a dramatic turnaround.


That convention week would have been the perfect time for me to start to inch my way out of the closet and explore the city’s gay scene. I was alone in the biggest and gayest city in the country. But I was determined to suppress my sexual desire and far too timid to consider entering a gay bar. Besides, nothing could compete with the excitement of my first national political convention.


I lived and breathed Democratic politics that week, practically sleeping with the credentials lanyard around my skinny neck. I never ventured more than a block from Madison Square Garden. I saved money by eating at free receptions hosted by state delegations, labor unions, and advocacy groups. I spent every possible waking moment on the convention floor, listening to Ohio senator John Glenn and Texas representative Barbara Jordan give the keynote speeches. Glenn was the first American to orbit the earth and a genuine hero, but it was Jordan’s radiant oratory that brought tears to my eyes.


Jordan was the first Southern African-American woman elected to Congress, as well as the first woman and the first African-American to deliver the keynote speech at a national political convention. Her mesmerizing, stentorian voice became known nationally during her service on the Watergate Committee, where she once began her remarks by thanking the committee’s chairman for “the glorious opportunity of sharing the pain of this inquiry” and then said her “faith in the Constitution is whole, it is complete, it is total.”


At the end of her convention speech, she moved me when she quoted Abraham Lincoln: “As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy. Whatever differs from this, to the extent of the difference, is no democracy.” I didn’t know then that Barbara Jordan was a lesbian and she never came out of the closet publicly. But when she died twenty years later, the press recognized Nancy Earl as her surviving partner of nearly three decades.


What I did know was that my secret sexual desire precluded any hope that I might speak at a convention. I had stopped attending Mass regularly when I was fifteen, but I prayed fervently that my sexual attraction to men would disappear. Still, I studied the faces, bodies, mannerisms, and style of dress of men I found attractive on the convention floor. Those I thought might be gay, I surreptitiously followed.


As I sleuthed my way around the convention and my own inner conflicts, I found a mention in The New York Times that Senator George McGovern, whom I admired, had advocated in favor of a gay-rights plank in the party platform. McGovern’s support of gay rights justified my support as well.
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Between the bicentennial and the convention, it was an exciting summer. But I was relieved when classes at Georgetown started that fall, because I could move out of Bill Flannery’s apartment into a single dorm room. I grew up sharing a bedroom with my older brother, had roommates at boarding school, and moved in with Flannery when I arrived in Washington. At Georgetown, for the first time in my life, I had that prized possession of adolescence: total privacy behind a locked door.


Even though I had started school, my Washington life revolved around Capitol Hill, not the Georgetown campus, because I was still running the elevator and interning in Senator Clark’s office. I was poorly prepared for college. I had left high school partway through the first semester of my junior year to become a page in the Iowa legislature. I attended Campion Jesuit High School, an elite Catholic boarding school in rural Wisconsin and the time I did spend there was atypical. The priests who ran it were divided between the old guard intending to “turn out fine Catholic gentlemen,” as they had for decades, and a new generation of younger 1960s-era priests who espoused liberation theology and sought to produce “radical Christians” to oppose the war in Vietnam, fight for civil rights, and end poverty.


On the first day of class, the Jesuit scholastic (he wasn’t yet ordained a priest) teaching my social studies course began the class by introducing himself. “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said. “My name is Hal Dessel and I am a member of the Society of Jesus and I am your teacher. You may call me Mr. Dessel. I am also a Marxist and, if I am a good teacher, at the end of this course, some of you will be good Marxists.” I figured out quickly that Campion wasn’t going to provide me the education my politically conservative parents, who supported President Nixon and wouldn’t let me grow my hair long, had in mind.


The rigorous discipline for which the Society of Jesus was famous had by the mid-’70s become a faint memory, and their internal battle resulted in a chaotic academic and living environment for students, with little structure, supervision, or guidance. Sexual abuse was rampant, scholastic oversight was virtually nonexistent, and both students and faculty members were openly dealing drugs.


Though high school gave me freedom from my parents’ home, I wasn’t stimulated academically. I wasn’t any more focused at Georgetown, where my classroom education paled in comparison with my expanding political, professional, and, soon, sexual education on Capitol Hill. The only friends I made at Georgetown were residents of my dorm; I participated in no extracurricular activities and frequently skipped classes. Learning political science in a classroom couldn’t compete with interacting with members of Congress, even in a service capacity.


The area around my Georgetown dorm was safer than where I had lived on Capitol Hill, but muggings and street crime were not uncommon. Despite the risks, I was drawn to the streets at night. I took long walks down Wisconsin Avenue, the main thoroughfare, passing slowly by the Georgetown Grill. Other boys in my dorm claimed it was a gay bar, so I sauntered by, trying to catch a glimpse inside without lingering enough to prompt suspicion. Other times I walked down the long and forbidding outdoor brick stairway featured in The Exorcist, leading to the Potomac River, silently searching for something I could not name.


Eventually I discovered “The Block,” a popular cruising spot in a beautiful and expensive residential part of Georgetown. I don’t remember how I came to know about it. Perhaps from a derogatory reference I overheard or even by instinct. The Block came alive late at night, after the elegant Georgetown dinner-party guests had gone home, with men appearing out of the darkness to claim several blocks, loitering along leafy streets lined with redbrick Georgian town houses. Some stopped to smoke a cigarette; others walked slowly or simply stood near the curb as if expecting a ride.


I joined their parade, scrutinizing them for clues, trying to figure out if they were like me. With each step, I felt guilt and vulnerability, as though my presence itself were a criminal act. Old-fashioned pedestrian streetlights lined the street, but long stretches were dark, shrouded by a thick canopy of stately oak and maple trees. Sometimes men strode past me purposefully, as if going somewhere, but after a block, they would do an about-face and walk toward me. Our eyes would meet briefly until I diverted mine, fearful of what they exposed.


Cars circled the block, the drivers inspecting the faces and bodies of those on the sidewalk. I first thought they were residents or undercover police trying to discourage men from cruising, but I soon realized they were cruising me, like the men on the sidewalk who asked, “Do you have a light?” or requested directions to a nearby and obvious destination.


An anxious hush hung over the Block; the brief conversations were low and soft. After several visits, I felt both familiar enough with the terrain and desperate enough to make a move. It wasn’t so much that I wanted to have sex; I just wanted to stop being a virgin.


“Do you want to go for a drink?” a driver asked tentatively as he peered at me through the passenger-side window. He was older, maybe mid-thirties, seemed friendly and not too unattractive. The car was expensive.


I thought for a moment, my heart racing. “No. I have to get back to my dorm.”


“Where do you go to school?” he asked.


“Georgetown,” I answered.


“Good school,” he said.


I didn’t respond, but I didn’t leave. After another moment he added: “Do you want a ride? It’s lonely to be walking all that way at this hour.” It was, at most, a fifteen-minute walk.


“No thanks, I’ll walk,” I said.


But he persisted. “It’s getting nippy out, why don’t you just sit in the car for a few minutes to warm up?” he said.


He did not seem like a serial killer. I was prepared to have sex with him or, more accurately, ready to let him have sex with me. I thought he might give me a blow job, which I had read about but never experienced. I had promised myself I would lie back and let him do it. I had no clue how we would get to that point. When I got in the car, the man was figuratively and literally in the driver’s seat.


We small-talked. I asked what he did for a living, and he inquired about my classes at Georgetown. I didn’t dare tell him I worked on the Hill. I can’t recall any of my freshman-year classes or instructors, but I do remember his job: He was a lobbyist for the American Petroleum Institute.


“You’re a good-looking guy,” he said suddenly. “How old are you?”


I said I was eighteen.


“Eighteen.” He let out a long, low whistle. “Wow, it’s been a long time since I’ve had eighteen-year-old dick!”


The crudeness of his comment immediately turned me off. I made an excuse and got out of the car. When he offered me his business card with his home number scribbled on the back, I politely took it but then threw it away before I got back to my dorm, destroying the one scrap of evidence showing how close I had come to having sex.
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A few days later, I ventured into an adult bookstore, intent on solving the mystery of how gay men had sex. The store was on the second floor of a building on a seedy block of Fourteenth Street and offered individual booths for watching pornographic films. It was foreign territory, and I was without a map. Nervously, I exchanged my dollar bills for quarters, trying to look casual, as if I did this all the time. I took the booth farthest from the clerk’s desk and began watching the film in twenty-five cent increments.


The near-total absence of gay life in the world where I was raised left me, like a lot of young gay men, with many gaps in understanding. What I knew about gay sex was influenced by homophobic descriptions of gay life in sex manuals I found at the library as well as pejorative comments, jokes, and stories I had heard. I thought that men “fucking” referred to two men having sex of any kind. I knew some gay men fantasized about having sex “like a woman,” though I wasn’t sure it was possible for two men to have intercourse with each other. I once saw grainy pictures in a porn magazine of what seemed to be one man penetrating another, but I thought it was trick photography, an artful simulation of what heterosexuals do.


This misconception was confirmed when I was fourteen. After a night of drinking, a male faculty member at Campion, the Wisconsin boarding school I attended, tried to penetrate me. I blacked out, but horrible details—including blood in my undershorts the next day—have surfaced in bits and pieces of recovered memories over the years. Until I saw that porn film, I thought intercourse was something that some gay men fantasized about, but it wasn’t really possible; indeed, when attempted on me, it resulted in injury.


Yet as I learned more about gay life, I heard of men who claimed to enjoy having sex this way. I wanted to know if that was possible. Standing in the small booth that night with a molded plastic seat affixed to the floor, watching the flickering writhing images up close, was confirmation and revelation. Not only was it possible; the men in the film looked like they were enjoying themselves painlessly. I watched their eyes and faces closely and became convinced that the pleasure depicted was genuine.


Not long after exploring the Block and making the research expedition to the adult bookstore, I had sex for the first time. I was relieved to have finally “done it,” even if the other guy had been drunk and afterward pretended nothing had happened. That was followed by several fast and fumbling interactions with other guys that were little more than exercises in mutual masturbation.


For a while, I also tried to have sex with women; my plan was to alternate one for one, to be bisexual rather than gay. But the sex I had with women, even if meaningful and enjoyable to me, was less satisfying than that with men.


One day I was buying a sweater at Britches, a fashionable men’s clothing store on Wisconsin Avenue. An attractive and friendly clerk asked where I was from and how long I had been in Washington. He was just getting off work, and when he suggested that we hang out, I said, “Sure!” Right after leaving the store, he looked at me and said, “So, are you gay or what?” I froze, as no one had ever asked me that question directly. I assumed he was, and I wanted to spend time with him, so I said, “Yeah,” as though it were no big deal.


After that, I started to use the word “gay” as a descriptor, sometimes of myself and sometimes of others, even if they vehemently rejected the label. Having sex with a guy was one thing; being gay was something else. My first gay friends were closeted. I don’t think any expected they would ever come out—we didn’t use that phrase. Like me, most were ashamed of their attraction to men, including the first man I thought of, briefly, as my boyfriend.


Andy was a journalist, a decade older than I. He was intellectual, fun, and led an exciting life, traveling frequently and forever at the center of breaking news and political action. I was impressed with his Britishracing-green MG and emulated his style of dress, refined mannerisms, and lifestyle. He was straight-acting, though that wasn’t a phrase I was familiar with either. If I could have become him, I would have.


We met through my elevator post; he would say hello as he passed by on his way to the Senate’s third-floor press gallery. If the Senate wasn’t in session, I let him ride in my elevator, and sometimes he gave me a ride back to my dorm at Georgetown when my shift was over. He teased me about my clothes, saying, “You look like you stepped out of a Sears Roebuck catalog.” One day he offered to take me shopping at Tysons Corner, one of the first regional mega-malls, just outside D.C., in Virginia. I wrote down his address on a receipt from the Senate takeout restaurant and agreed to meet him at his apartment that Saturday afternoon.


His apartment, near the Capitol, was a small bachelor’s pad, with contemporary furniture, bicycle and sports equipment strewn about, a large TV, and stacks of books on the floor. Driving to the mall in his sports car with the top down was like entering an exciting new realm where I was finally one of the cool kids. After our shopping expedition, we returned to his apartment. There still was no explicit indication that he was gay or interested in me sexually, but I didn’t care; I was just glad to be with him. I was so conscious of my attraction to him that when I sat next to him on the couch, I worried I might sprout an erection.


As we ate pizza, he told me how great his girlfriend was and how much I would like her. It wasn’t until later that evening, until the very moment he leaned over and gently kissed me, with a basketball game playing on the television, that I knew for certain. His kiss was electric, sending a tingling sensation to the end of every finger and toe, a sensation unlike anything I had felt before.


The sex we had then and later was limited to mutual masturbation. It happened silently and without any advance planning or discussion, almost as if it weren’t happening at all. We would be sitting next to each other, talking, when Andy would lean over and kiss me.


Sometimes, after we finished and cleaned up, he would erase the meaning of what we had shared. “This stuff is just a phase guys go through,” he told me once. “You’ll get this part of your life out of your system and move on to girls. Just like me.” I nodded, because I wasn’t aware enough to recognize this as an attempt to compensate for his own shame by “setting me straight.”


After a few weeks, we stopped hanging out together, but I didn’t go straight. Instead, I started to explore Washington’s gay nightlife.
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Describing the Lost and Found as a gay discotheque made it sound more glamorous and potentially less stigmatizing than the gay bars I knew existed but hadn’t yet visited. Going to the Lost and Found marked my first appearance in a public gay venue, and that felt irreversible, crossing a threshold from which I could not return.


The club was in a nameless warehouse district amid a small strip of sex-oriented businesses—including a gay strip club and an adult bookstore—several blocks southwest of the Capitol. The streets were poorly lit, and when clouds obscured the moon, they were dead dark. Prostitutes trolled the loading docks and parking lots, sometimes clustering under corner streetlights.


Going there was risky. Addicts in need of cash for a fix and young thugs preyed on men visiting the area, knowing that few would report the crime. For those who were extremely closeted, the biggest risk was being seen in or near a gay venue. One might just happen upon the Georgetown Grill or cruising areas in respectable neighborhoods; any number of reasons could excuse being there. But the Lost and Found was a singular destination; to be seen anywhere within a few blocks indicated guilt by proximity.


At the club’s entrance, there were muscled doormen standing guard like sentries at a sanctuary. Once I passed them and entered, I was struck by the club’s ultra-modern decor. The industrial design with clean lines and contemporary lighting contrasted sharply with the grittiness of the neighborhood, just as the safety and excitement inside contrasted with the danger and fear of exposure outside.


Meeting people at a gay bar or club meant they were as “guilty” as I was. On one of my first visits, I saw a Senate staffer whom I recognized. We had never spoken in the Capitol, but in the Lost and Found, he talked to me like we were old friends. A few days later, he was on my elevator with his boss, a senator. When our eyes met, he covertly held his finger to his mouth.


I learned that meeting gay men in a gay context—whether at a bar, private party, or other circumstance—invoked an unspoken omertàlike agreement not to share the secret life with others, even if it meant pretending we didn’t know each other.


It was like graduating from a private closet to a semi-private one. By day, most of the men at the Lost and Found pretended to be heterosexual. At night, they lived a hidden culture. It reminded me of Marrano Jews during the Spanish Inquisition, who had been forced to publicly convert to Christianity but kept their traditions alive by practicing them in secret. By day I “converted” to heterosexuality, but my friends and I gathered as our true selves at night.


The friends I made at the Lost and Found were all white, like most of the club’s clientele, and typically college students or young Hill staffers. It would be years before I knew many lesbians or gay men of color. I had no inkling of the breadth of gay culture beyond the men I saw in the Lost and Found and, soon, other gay bars. I had read about historic figures, such as Alexander the Great, Leonardo da Vinci, and Michelangelo, who were supposedly gay. But I thought they were stories, probably folklore made up by gay activists.


I was quickly adopted by a handful of gay men, an affectionate clique of barflies who campily called each other Mary. They hosted Sunday brunches and were regulars at the Wednesday gay night at a skating rink in Alexandria, Virginia. “Oh, just call me Mother,” one of the older members said when I was introduced to him. They were shop clerks, bureaucrats, and a hairdresser, bound by love and caring rather than the politics or career ambition that united the guys I met on the Hill and at Georgetown.


They promised to corrupt me and pretended it was only a matter of time before I gave in to their seductions; in truth, they were fiercely protective and gave me a useful and cautionary education in gay life. They had opinions about every guy I found attractive. “Be careful of that one,” Mother once said, “I heard he’s got the clap.” (Yes, I had to ask what that was.)


I was inching my way out of the closet, into a wider circle of friends and acquaintances met at the Lost and Found or at the parties and brunches I was starting to attend. I had never imagined the existence of such a vast underground. Every conversation with a gay man filled in details of a world that had, until then, been invisible to me.


It was not until I discovered the freedom of admiring men in a gay bar that I realized how much my appreciation of male beauty was tempered by fear. In junior high and high school, the tanned golden boys I wanted to look at ignored or taunted me. Now they were all around me. And some of them were looking at me.


In the months after my first visit to the Lost and Found, I had a lot of sex, but that wasn’t primarily what I sought. I reveled in the attention and friendship, feeling for the first time that I belonged and was part of a group. I loved going out on a Saturday night, confident that I would meet someone with whom I could possibly have brunch and enjoy a movie with the following afternoon.


I was poorly prepared for sex, especially the casual kind. I knew little about my body and even less about my genitals or sexuality. I was ashamed of what my body looked like (skinny, no chest, and big ears) and its limitations. I wasn’t any good at sports, couldn’t dance, and was poorly coordinated.


I was neurotic and insecure, and my eagerness to be wanted left me vulnerable. I had little control over sexual contact. I thought of sex as managing someone else’s desires—advances and aggression—rather than satisfying myself. I knew nothing about protecting my sexual health and believed condoms were exclusively for preventing pregnancy. In the eighth grade, several years before I hit puberty, my school separated boys and girls for an hour and imparted vague instructions about “family life.” That was it. No one ever had the birds-and-bees conversation with me, let alone a birds-and-birds or bees-and-bees conversation.


Some of my early sexual experiences in Washington were painful. Today I see them as reminiscent of the sexual abuse I suffered as a child but didn’t understand until years later. In both circumstances, I could not tell anyone without eliciting suspicion and shame, so I blamed myself. Eventually I recognized my self-hatred or understood its genesis in the sexual violence perpetrated against me.


[image: Images]


In the spring of 1977, near the end of my freshman year at Georgetown and a few months after I started having sex, I was at Mr. P’s, a gay bar on P Street near Dupont Circle. I was flattered when the muscular man on the stool next to me began talking to me. He was about ten years older and attractive—built like a football player, nicely dressed, a wide Slavic face, and narrow eyes.


His manner was abrupt, but when he introduced himself as Barry and told me about his job in marketing, he sounded important and interesting. When he found out I was looking for a place to live that summer—I had to move out of the dorm in a few days—he said he had an extra bedroom and needed a roommate.


At first it felt like kismet. When he showed me the apartment, he made a few sexually suggestive comments, though I thought he was joking. He was an older jock, confident and assertive; I couldn’t imagine that he would be interested in me. I moved out of my dorm and into his extra room, agreeing to pay $256 per month, half the rent.


A few days after I moved in, I was lying on my mattress on the floor of my room, reading a book. Barry came in, wearing only gym shorts and white socks. When he lay down on the mattress and tried to make out with me, I could smell alcohol on his breath. I squirmed out of his arms and off the mattress, assuming he would take the hint. Instead, he grabbed me and, under the guise of playfulness, threw me back down on the mattress and began massaging my body.


“I’m reading, leave me alone,” I said.


As I tried to get away, he threw me back on the mattress carelessly, as if I were a pillow. I froze, instinctively fearing that he would turn violent if I tried to get away again; he outweighed me by at least fifty pounds. I acted like it was a big joke and tried to wrestle my way off the mattress. When he stopped me, I said angrily, “Leave me alone!”


He laughed, saying, “Why do you think I rented you the room so cheap?” He pinned me facedown on the mattress with his body, one arm braced against my neck. With his other hand, he pulled down my pants, then wet his finger with spit and started to wiggle it in my anus, cooing about how tight it felt. I cried out in pain, unable to escape his grasp.


“Don’t be a crybaby!” he said as he pulled down his gym shorts and penetrated me. I was on my stomach, defenseless. When I started to yell, he pushed my head face-first into the mattress. As I began to cry, he put one hand over my mouth and used the other to pull my head back up by the hair, saying, “Just relax, or you’ll only make it worse.” A few minutes later, he said, “Oh fuck, you’re bleeding,” as if that were my fault. Then he left the room.


I locked the door and stayed in my room until I heard him leave the apartment. In the bathroom, I inspected the damage with a small mirror while trying to avoid dripping blood on the floor mat. Over the next several days, while I looked for another place to live, I avoided him as much as possible. When I told him I was leaving, he said, “I was going to throw you out anyway; you’re too much of a pussy.”


It was a devastating blow to the sexual ownership of my body that I had just begun to acquire, reinforcing shame, self-hatred, and a sense of worthlessness. Intellectually, I knew what transpired was nonconsensual; he was violent, and I was injured. But emotionally, it damaged my already fragile sense of masculinity. I felt like I should have seen it coming or somehow avoided being in such a vulnerable circumstance. I blamed myself.
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