
        
            
                
            
        

    



Advance praise for Rich Merritt and
 SECRETS OF A GAY MARINE PORN STAR

“Rich Merritt writes an honest, inspiring, sexy, funny, and courageous story. It is filled with insights into military life and the workings of the media, but what truly resonates is the account of one man’s journey to self-acceptance and the welcoming, joyous embrace of gay culture.”

—William J. Mann, author of All American Boy

“Inspiring, thought-provoking, and brutally honest, Rich Merritt’s story is much more than that of a Marine who found himself at the center of a political firestorm. It is the story of a young man’s coming of age, of the hypocrisy of the gay media and political organizations, and, ultimately, of what it means to come to terms with who you are while being pulled in multiple directions.”

—Michael Thomas Ford, author of Looking For It

“This is a timely and powerful memoir, an eye-opening survey of wildly incompatible worlds including Bob Jones University, the gay Marine underground, the porn industry, and the circuit party ghetto. At a moment when our country has fallen prey to the lure of various fundamentalisms, this book issues a compelling indictment of what its author calls ‘the internal tyranny of fundamentalist dogma.’ Secrets of a Gay Marine Porn Star spellbindingly charts a young man’s perilous journey from the iron-clad, killing certainties of his upbringing to adulthoods hard-won self-acceptance and compassion. Rich Merritt writes incisively and, indeed, often quite sexily about a life of closets, confusion and, finally, the great courage of his convictions.”

—Paul Russell, author of War Against the Animals and The Coming Storm

“Rich Merrit’s had an amazing ride, and his memoir rivetingly takes us along on it, tying together his disparate roles—good Christian, porn star, military gay—with saucy wisdom. You couldn’t make this stuff up!”

—Michael Musto, The Village Voice

“Merritt has written a powerfully honest and compelling story of living two lives. One is of service to his country and one of courageoulsy seeking to come to terms with being a sexual human being.”

—David Mixner, author of Stranger Among Friends
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1

THE MARINE WHO WAS ALSO A PORN STAR



I didn’t expect the article to be a story about me. I honestly didn’t. I thought it was going to be a story about my friends, about this group of guys and how we all stuck together, and how we always tried to be there for each other.

The New York Times Magazine had assigned a young, freelance writer named Jennifer Egan to write about what day-to-day life was like for those of us in the military living under the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. About how we felt trapped in this kind of no man’s land. The article would reveal how we were not necessarily a part of the military community because we were gay—there was always that distinction. Yet we were not completely part of the gay community either, because we were in the military. We were caught in the middle. But at least we had each other. That’s how we all felt and that’s what I hoped the story would convey.

In researching the story Jennifer contacted the Service Members Legal Defense Network (SLDN), an organization out of Washington which provides free legal services for anyone in the military facing an investigation, charges, or any problem with the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. Jennifer asked SLDN for assistance in locating military people who would be willing to talk about their experiences. Since southern California has a heavy concentration of military personnel, Jennifer decided to conduct some interviews in San Diego.

I was an active-duty Marine stationed at Camp Pendleton, just north of San Diego, and had been writing op-ed pieces for the Navy Times. I had recently written this one piece which suggested that “Don’t ask, don’t tell” should be repealed. That caught the attention of SLDN. I had also been previously introduced to Tim Carter, the co-chair of the organization. Tim contacted me and said, “We’re going to put a New York Times reporter, Jennifer Egan, in touch with you; is that okay?”

I said, “Sure.” I thought it would be great to be part of a story that would reach so many readers.

“This journalist is looking for a model of the military,” Carter added. “A poster child.”

I wasn’t exactly sure she’d find that representation in me but I thought there was a good chance she’d see that image in one of the people I planned to introduce her to. I was aware, however, that a “poster boy” was at least a part of who I was. At that time I had attained the rank of captain and I was a commanding officer, the most sought-after position in the Marine Corps. My assignment just before I became a battery commander had been a general’s aide-de-camp, a very high-profile and demanding position that gave me a lot of connections I could use down the road when it came time for promotions and other selections. So the trustworthy, hardworking, reliable Marine was certainly one role I fit into.

The romantic homosexual in a loving relationship was another. I had already gone through my wild period, or so I thought. By now I had been with my partner, Brandon, for almost three years and I was trying very hard to make a committed relationship work.

But we all go to bed with our secrets. Let’s face it, most of us are many personality types dwelling in one body, showing various sides of ourselves to different people as we see fit. I was aware that the Times was not digging for the sordid lives that many of us lead in one way or another. They were looking for the golden boy, the guy you always imagine when you hear about gay men in the military. So I thought, Fine, I’ll present them with that image of myself.

At the time I did not realize just how expert I was at slipping on different masks. My background had trained me well for projecting whatever image was expected of me. My deep dark secret, the thing that would be considered part of my “sordid” hidden life (and the issue that would set in motion the unfathomable ordeal that would soon follow) was the fact that I had appeared in porn films four years earlier. Eight of them. As hard as it is to believe now, at the time I really didn’t think that my brief fling with the porno industry was pertinent to the story because, as I said, I had no idea the story was going to focus on me. All I kept thinking about was, Finally someone is going to tell our story—what being gay in the military is like for us.

There was a precondition that the interviewees for the Times story were to be anonymous. Jennifer explained that the New York Times would not give us fake names, but that we could go by one initial. We could pick whatever letter we wanted. I decided to use my real initial. In the article I would be identified as “R.”

I went down to Jennifer’s hotel in Coronado to pick her up, and she and I bonded instantly. We had rapport. She’s very quiet, somewhat timid, but a genuinely warm, receptive person. Plus, my longtime reserve had me longing to be forthcoming about so many things. I had so much inside of me, all these ideas and emotions bottled up about what living under this policy was like. I started spilling my guts out. Yet, the whole time I was talking to her, in the back of my head was the porn thing. I could almost hear an audible debate going on between my opposing selves. It was as if one part of me was saying, “I’ve been in porno movies.” And the other was saying, “But don’t tell her, because if you do, you won’t be part of the Times story.” That was the part that won out.

Soon after our interview, I set up a dinner for Jennifer to meet about twelve of my military friends at a house in San Diego. The fact that she witnessed firsthand how we were a support system for each other is what planted in my head that the story was going to be about all of us. I had no idea how much of the focus of the story would be on me and how much of her article would talk about my friends. I was completely unaware of what Jennifer would use or how I would be portrayed. Apparently that’s pretty common in journalism—the subject or subjects of the story aren’t briefed on the work-in-progress.

Maybe I should have picked up clues. As I’m writing this, things pop into my head: I recall that Jennifer came back a few weeks after the initial interviews and for the first time she brought up the issue of photographs. SLDN hadn’t said anything about pictures. Later, when they found out, I could tell they were upset. Pictures would be too dangerous, they said. But at the beginning, they just said “cover story.” I don’t know how they could have thought this could be a cover story without photographs. But Jennifer asked, “What are we going to do about the pictures?”

Most of the people who had participated in the interview were not willing to have their picture taken, even with their faces hidden. I, on the other hand, said to Jennifer, “You’re going to cover my face in the photo and call me ‘R’ in the article? Then, fine. Of course I want my picture taken.” But only two other guys, another Marine officer and a Navy officer, agreed to a photo session.

A few weeks later photographer Matt Mahurin came out to take the pictures. We spent several hours with him. He took some off-duty photos of Brandon and me a few days later. But his first shots were of the three of us officers in uniform taken in Balboa Park. For the pictures of us in uniform, at one point he posed the three of us in a line, saluting. I instinctively felt it would make a fantastic photo and envisioned it on the cover.

The other Marine officer Matt photographed was my very good friend, who was nicknamed “Bossy.” Bossy and I were both decked out in the full Marine dress blue uniform. Bossy, however, had forgotten his white gloves. Matt wanted a photograph with our gloves on, so I gave one glove to Bossy, put one on myself, and then Matt posed us close together side-by-side in a shot where only our gloved hands were visible.

Matt then said he had to get some solo shots of me, although he didn’t say why. He came up with the idea that I should salute, and that that the salute should cover my face. He lay on the ground and took a shot directly up. I thought he was catching only my chest, shoulders, and head.

A homeless vet walked by our little group in the park. “Cap’n,” he said, “your salute is all fucked up.” He was right. My arm was deliberately canted so that my face would be completely covered. As salutes go, it was all fucked up.

“We know what we’re doing,” Bossy said dismissively. The vet mumbled something about being a retired master sergeant and never having seen such a fucked-up salute on an officer and walked away. We resumed the photo shoot before the sunlight disappeared.

Matt had read a rough draft of the article and during the session someone asked him what the story was about. “Well,” he replied, “the story’s about Rich and his friends.”

That startled me. Oh my God, I thought, this story is about me? An eight-thousand-word article is a New York Times cover story about me!

On one hand, it was exhilarating. But now more than ever the porn thing was haunting me. I had an impulse to call Jennifer and tell her not to write about me. Obviously I didn’t give in to that urge. Maybe it was ego. I had spent so much of my early life living up to the expectations of others and here, just maybe, now it was my turn. And it was a subject that I was passionate about, something that was pertinent to my life and thousands of others. I knew that it would help a lot of people—I was desperate to be a part of it.

A few weeks before the story appeared, the fact checker called and started asking questions. I was on the phone for almost an hour and I started to feel uneasy. Afterward I made a list of things that she had asked about. By the time I was finished I thought, “I’m toast!” There were key things I had told Jennifer that made me completely identifiable: General’s aide. Commanding Officer. Captain. Southern California. From a Southern religious family. Had done overseas tour. Had been on ship. Initial “R.” It wouldn’t be difficult to connect the dots. Anyone who knew me and read these things, would know I was the “R” in the story.

The magazine was scheduled to come out, so to speak, on Gay Pride Day. I still had six weeks left on active duty after that. They wouldn’t wait for me to be out to publish it because, obviously, the New York Times doesn’t change its publication schedule for a personal issue that arises. I felt that I would be safe because I had submitted my resignation already. I knew the Marine Corps would rather just let it slide. They would rather just let me slip quietly out the door rather than make a big issue out of this. Yeah, the Times cover story was going to be a big deal, but it would be a much bigger deal if they came after me. I was counting on that.

Two weeks before the article appeared, I was in Los Angeles for an SLDN pool party/fund-raiser. At this party I met a freelance writer named Max Harrold. By now, there was a definite buzz in the air about the upcoming New York Times Magazine article. Max approached me, “This sounds really fascinating,” he said. “When do you get out of the Marines?”

I told him that I’d be officially out in the fall. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head. “Can I do a story on you when you get out?” he asked eagerly. “We can reveal your identity and I’m pretty certain I can sell it to The Advocate or one of the other magazines.” I liked the idea as long as I was safely out of the Marines. I agreed that as soon as I was officially out of the service, I would give him an interview.

As time grew closer to the date of publication of the New York Times story, my immediate concern was that the Marines would find out I was the “R” from the story while I was still in the service. I tried to talk myself out of my fears. I kept telling Brandon, “Oh, there’s nothing to worry about. They don’t say who I am.” But, although I hadn’t seen an advance copy and I had no idea what was going to be in there, I had a nagging feeling the Marines would find out who “R” was.

Saturday, June twenty-seventh fell during Gay Pride weekend in Los Angeles and I knew we’d be able to get an early copy of the Sunday New York Times there. As Brandon and I were driving up, I was well aware that it was already on the stands in big cities. I can’t even describe the excitement. The anticipation. The fear. The anxiety. All of that.

We finally got up to LA and, without stopping, went directly to see my friend Tim Carter. The first thing Tim said is, “Rich, you’re finished. You’re history.” He handed me a copy. The first surprise was the cover. There I was saluting—alone! All the while, I had been thinking they were going to use the photo of the three of us standing in a line.

Tim was beside himself. “Look, this is you!” he said immediately. He started talking about General McCorkle, the man I had been the aide to, “You don’t think that he’ll be able to look at this and see that it’s the side of your head?”

I looked at the cover very closely. You couldn’t see my face but you could see everything from my ear back. I thought I was unrecognizable. “No,” I said to Tim. “I don’t think you can tell that this is me. For one thing, I look six feet tall. I’m only five seven.”

The illusion about my height wasn’t the only abnormality in the photograph. At first I didn’t notice the glaring defect. A friend and fellow Marine who was also quoted in the article called me the following day.

“You’re wearing only one glove!” He exclaimed. “What were you thinking?!” He was right. I hadn’t noticed it, but there I was…a one-gloved Marine. I was out of uniform, the worst mistake a Marine can make. Well, almost. Fuck, I thought. I forgot to get the glove back from Bossy. Besides, I thought Matt was only taking the shot from the chest up! My ungloved left hand was visible. What was worse, my left thumb wasn’t along my trouser seam as I had been trained for so many years to stand at the “position of attention.” If it had been, my bare hand wouldn’t have been visible. I had been concentrating so hard on covering my face with my right hand, I hadn’t paid attention to my left.

But tonight I didn’t notice the glove issue—I was too focused on the content of the story. I read it quickly and admitted, “Yeah, they’re going to know it’s me.”

Jennifer started the article off by talking about me, later weaving in the other people. But she kept coming back to me, to my story. Still, I thought the piece was beautiful. I felt Jennifer had captured everything that we revealed to her. She had grasped the situation fully. There are a lot of issues about gays in the military that people don’t think about. For example, she really understood the suffering of my friend, Jim. Jim is the type of person who feels emotions very deeply, even if he doesn’t always show them to everyone. Jennifer, being perceptive, really had empathy for him. In the article, it was clear that she sensed how painful living in secret was for him. Jim told her the story about being out to sea on the USS Constellation. The fighter jets can’t take off and land from the deck of an aircraft carrier when the ship is in the port of a crowded city like downtown San Diego. The ship sails way out to sea and then the jets take off from their air station on land, fly out to the sea and land on the deck of the aircraft carrier off the coast of San Diego. The same is true coming home from a deployment at sea. They always let the fighter pilots with wives and fiancées and girlfriends fly off early, while the ship is way off the coast. Flying back to the air base is a really big deal—there’s always a large crowd and huge celebration waiting to greet the returning pilots.

Jim is one of the most senior guys in the squadron—and he’s got a lover back home. Yet, he has to ride into the port on the ship because he doesn’t have a wife or a fiancée or a girlfriend. That really affected him. Jennifer picked up on that and she really told those stories remarkably well.

She also understood that it’s not enough to be neutral. There’s no such thing as “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” You cannot be sexually neutral. She powerfully conveyed that in the article. She revealed how I would have to take fake dates to military functions. One gay Marine officer friend, the same observant friend who caught the “one-glove faux pas” called them “stunt babes.” She put that quote in there and it was fantastic that the general public was finally reading about these kinds of situations.

After I finished the article, I also recall having a feeling of loneliness. I hadn’t seen myself as alone before, because the gay military community is very closely knit. But Jennifer, in her poignant way, had portrayed an image of me, and ultimately of all of us, as being isolated and lonely. She used me to convey the idea to her readers that “Don’t ask, don’t tell” means that gays in the military can’t trust anyone, not even other gays in the military. All it takes is one person to get caught and questioned or to get angry or jilted and turn the whole group in. I hadn’t seen that because I hadn’t wanted to see it. But I really was lonelier than I had realized.

I couldn’t worry about the loneliness, however, because the reality of the possibility of my “sordid secret” came crashing down on me. Of course Brandon already knew that I had done eight pornographic films—meeting him was the reason I stopped. But I wanted to reveal it to someone else who could help me with the legal problems should the worst-case scenario happen. I began to feel I might really be in danger. Once the Marines found out this was me in the Times story, they might do an investigation. An investigation might lead them to my porn past. If they found out about that I could go to the military prison at Fort Leavenworth for many years. I panicked.

That night, I said to my friend Tim, “I’ve got to tell you something.” That’s when I told him that I had done porn. He nodded saying that his partner mentioned that he had seen me in a video but Tim had refused to believe it was me.

I went to work that Monday. The whole drive up I felt paranoid. Freaked out. I had no idea what the reaction among the Marines would be. But, to my relief and surprise, nothing out of the ordinary happened that day. Not a single word was said about the article, which, in all honesty, brought more of my emotions to the fore. Along with the fear of being discovered was my absolute pride at being part of such a groundbreaking story. The world didn’t know that I was “R” yet, but I kept thinking that in a few months, when the freelance writer Max Harrold wrote his profile on me for The Advocate, everyone was going to know.

Tim Carter, fearing the worst, advised me to clean everything out of my apartment that was remotely gay-related. Monday evening, I boxed up all of my books by gay authors, all of my photographs of my friends and me at gay pride festivals and parties, my address book, my computer and everything personal in nature and drove them up to Tim’s, where he stored them in the basement. If the military searched my apartment, the investigators would think I had no friends or any kind of a personal life at all. I’m so glad I live in a free fucking country, I thought as I hauled my personal life up to LA.

Tim sent an e-mail to everyone in my computer address book. Looking back, it was probably more cryptic than necessary. It said something like, “Our friend is okay, but do not try to communicate with him.” The problem is, most of my friends didn’t recognize Tim’s e-mail address. They were more afraid after getting this e-mail than they were before. Suddenly, I was without e-mail, without any of my personalized possessions, without my computer, and I was too afraid to call anyone, out of fear the military was tapping my phone. This truly was a terrifying time.

Meanwhile, a friend who had connections at the highest levels at Marine Corps headquarters got a message to me saying that there were debates about what they should do with me. There were two generals named Van Riper, brothers I believe, who, it was said, wanted to crucify me. General Krulak, the commandant of the Marine Corps, the number one general, was a Holy Roller, a Bible thumper (which I once was), and he worried me the most. I know how that mind-set works: anything to further God’s will is justifiable. But apparently in the long run he was political enough to realize, “It’s better to just let this go.” It was this opinion, I feel, that eventually won out.

Back at my battalion, a couple of weeks after the article, I was talking to my commanding officer. We were having one of our daily talks about battalion business and at the end of the discussion he abruptly said, “Oh, and there’s something else I need to talk to you about.” I had a feeling of what was coming. I just looked at him.

He pulled out a black-and-white photocopy of the Times article. I could see that there were highlighted portions. “This is an article that was in the New York Times Magazine about a gay Marine who goes by the initial ‘R’,” he said. “There are a lot of people who think this is you.”

Before I could say a word, he held up his hand. “I’m not asking if this is you,” he said firmly. “In fact, I already checked with the base legal section and I can’t ask if this is you. And quite frankly, I don’t give a damn if this is you. If someone gives you a problem about this, you come see me about it.” And then he added, “As long as you’re in the Third Marine Aircraft Wing and General McCorkle is the commanding general, you don’t have anything to worry about.”

The Marine Corps was taking care of me.

SLDN, in their fund-raising literature summing up their accomplishments for 1998, described how they intervened to prevent a witch hunt at Camp Pendleton after the Times story. I’m sure they did, but at the time, I wasn’t aware of any efforts they were taking on my, or anyone else’s behalf. Maybe they were instrumental in keeping me out of trouble at this point. I don’t know. But I can say one thing with authority, while I was living it, I felt like I was on my own.


A few days later, the lieutenant who worked closely with me, the executive officer of my battery, approached me. He also showed me a copy of the article and said all the Marines in my command were discussing it. “Is this you?” he asked.

“I’ve seen this,” I replied simply, “Do you think whoever that is could answer that question honestly without getting in trouble?” He just shook his head as if he understood. I was his boss, but we were good friends, as good as a commanding officer and an executive officer could be in that situation in the military. He was disturbed because in his heart he knew it was me. Yet I had the gut feeling that he was more upset because of the fact I hadn’t confided in him.

Every Marine feels a loyalty to the Corps that people who aren’t Marines can’t understand. I could see how a Marine would read that story and think that I had betrayed the Marine Corps. I had gone outside the ranks and talked to a reporter about all of these very personal and hidden issues. Even though I had done that, I was not an exception to this sense of loyalty. The whole time I was talking to Jennifer—and my friends were talking to her—we made sure that we painted the military with dignity. We loved the military. We loved what we were doing. We just didn’t like this one law because it forced us to live our lives counter to our military values of honor, courage and commitment. That’s totally what we conveyed to her and that’s how she wrote it. I pointed that out to the lieutenant.

But after being approached by both my commanding officer and my executive officer, I realized, Everyone knows that it’s me being quoted in the article. I still had a month to go. And, let me tell you, that month was hell. Every day I came in and every day everyone was looking at me as if they had cracked the code and identified me as the impertinent “R.”

I had been personally invited to General McCorkle’s farewell party and, because I had such deep respect for him, I had no intention of letting my fears keep me away. However, I planned to arrive late, sneak in, say hello to him and his wife, Kathy, and then make a hasty departure. The party was in full swing with many of the officers of the Third Marine Aircraft Wing—the Third MAW—present when I entered the front of the Camp Pendleton officers’ club. Having been his aide for a year, I should have known that General McCorkle would be late, but I was too nervous to think about that.

As I stood in the doorway to the room where the party was being held, trying to find a discreet spot to slink off to, I heard a familiar, deep voice booming in the hallway behind me.

“Captain Merritt! How the hell are ya?” The general shook my hand as every eye in the room turned to watch his entrance. But because of where I was standing—absolutely frozen—they all saw me first. I was blocking their view of the general. I don’t know how many of them knew that I was the gay Marine officer from the Times story—probably all of them, maybe none of them. But I felt like Scarlett O’Hara in the scene from Gone with the Wind, when Rhett makes her go to the party wearing a slutty-looking dress after everyone in Atlanta has found out about her “affair” with Ashley. Scarlett enters the room and a hush falls over the crowd as they all stare at her with contempt and disbelief. No one said a word, however, at least not to my face, and this party ended with General McCorkle wishing me the best of luck with my law career. Just as Melanie was so gracious to Scarlett.

On my last day in the Marines I had a change-of-command ceremony. This ceremony represented me handing the command of my battery over to another captain. Before the ceremony my lieutenant took me aside and said, “Sir, everyone thinks you’re going to ‘come out’ today.” It sounded like he was accusing me.

I immediately went over to my first sergeant. “I don’t know what people are saying,” I told him very quickly, “but I would never do anything to disgrace this battery. This last year and a half hasn’t been about me. It’s been about the men and the Marines and this battery and I’m not going to do anything to diminish that or say anything to diminish that.” He just nodded. I think he was glad that I told him that.

Just before the ceremony, I checked my military e-mail account one last time. A gay acquaintance at Third MAW headquarters had just forwarded me a note that General McCorkle had sent to all the commanding officers in Third MAW the Friday before the Times story came out. The Times had sent an advance copy of the article to the Pentagon, which in turn forwarded it to the West Coast generals. In the e-mail, General McCorkle advised all the squadron commanders that any issues pertaining to this story were to be referred to the legal officers immediately. It confirmed my suspicion that the article really was a big deal at the highest levels. I was also angry because, while the Times had sent the Pentagon an advance copy, they hadn’t even bothered to give one to any of the participants in the story.

A few of my gay military friends came to the ceremony, but most stayed away out of fear of being associated with me. At the ceremony fifteen months earlier, when I had taken command of the battery, many gay servicemen had attended, proud to see one of our own taking command. Now, I felt like a pariah. I also found out afterwards that my men were trying to figure out which one was Brandon, my boyfriend who had a feature role in article. They mistakenly assumed a fellow Marine, Bossy, was my boyfriend, choosing him as the “gayest” over my real boyfriend, Brandon.

After I was officially out of the Marines, I was free to “come out” as the man behind “R” and I did my long-awaited interview with Max Harrold. A photographer came to my condo to take some photographs and, unlike the Times photos, these pictures would show my face.

Max Harrold took me to the offices of The Advocate and I met Judy Wieder, the editor in chief. It was a very friendly meeting. The article hit the stands in the December issue of The Advocate. George Michael was on the cover because he had just come out after getting busted for beating off in the park.

The article identifying me as the Marine from the cover of the Times was a two-page spread with a big photograph of me wearing my USC T-shirt with my sleeve rolled up showing my USMC tattoo. Unlike the New York Times Magazine article, however, I didn’t like this story. Max was incorrect about several things. He also left out several really interesting tidbits. I remember I wrote to Jennifer Egan fuming, “I just can’t believe this.” I pointed out all the things he got wrong.

She replied, “You just have to let this stuff go.” I didn’t realize how relevant that piece of advice would soon become.

Things were starting to happen very quickly. Jennifer told me that the Times wanted to do a feature story on Brandon and me, and she would be the writer. She said this was rare, the paper and the magazine rarely do crossover stories like this. Soon after that she conveyed the happy news that her magazine article had been nominated for a Pulitzer. I was incredibly excited.

Next, the Los Angeles Times called requesting an interview. They did a story on me that also included photographs. It was all really thrilling. People were aware of who I was. “This is the New York Times cover boy!”

And then, just as it was getting bigger and bigger, the bubble burst.

Shortly after Christmas I received a phone call from John Erich at The Advocate. He informed me that one of his readers, a man to whom I had been introduced by a mutual friend years before, recognized me from my pornographic videos. Now the editors wanted to know if it was true. Was I the model from the porn videos?

I was stunned. All I could say was, “I don’t have any comment. Let me get back to you.” Before I could hang up Erich said, “Well, we’re going to do a story.”

I immediately called SLDN and they in essence told me, “We have nothing to do with this—SLDN has nothing to say about this.”

I thought, Oh great. I’m being abandoned by these people. I had done the story partly for them. I had put my neck on the line—not to mention that I had helped raise a lot of money for the organization. Now I felt as if they were washing their hands of me.

Panic-stricken, I called The Advocate back. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this story,” I said indignantly. “It doesn’t help anyone. If it’s a lie, you’re going to get sued for libel. If it’s true, what good does it do? I don’t understand why you would do this.” My argument didn’t do anything to sway them.

After I realized that they were going to go ahead with the story, the worst part was knowing how this would affect Jennifer Egan. I had trusted her completely. She had placed her trust in me as well, and she rewarded me with a beautiful article. Sure I spilled my guts to her, but I hadn’t spilled all my guts. I had chosen what I wanted her to hear.

I called Jennifer and told her. I could hear the hurt in her voice. I sensed that she was feeling as if I betrayed her. But all she said is that she would get back to me. Soon after, she telephoned. Obviously the new feature story was off. And now the Times was going to have to print something about my past, which they did shortly thereafter—on page A-17: GAY MARINE IN TIMES ACTED IN SMUT FILMS.

Brandon and I kept thinking that maybe The Advocate wouldn’t make such a big deal out of it. Indeed, the next issue didn’t have anything about it at all. I breathed a sigh of temporary relief. Jennifer called me feeling the same way. “Maybe they decided to drop the story,” she said. I could only hope.

But two weeks later, on a Sunday, I received an e-mail from a friend of mine in DC. The e-mail simply said, “I just saw The Advocate! Fuck ’em.” So I knew something was coming. Yet no one was talking to me. The silence was deafening.

Monday night I came home and Brandon said, “Tim Carter just called—You’re on the cover.” Oh my God. Now I was identified as THE MARINE WHO WAS ALSO A PORN STAR. I was just mortified. How was I going to deal with this?

Everything I struggled to accomplish in becoming a Marine would now be questioned. All the good things I had hoped would come out of Jennifer Egan’s article would be stained. Everything that had come before would now be put under a microscope. My goals, aspirations, my very character, were all about to come under major scrutiny because of two completely separate parts of my life that would soon be connected forever: the fact that I had been a Marine and the choice I made to appear in porn films. Now even I questioned my choices.

I didn’t know I was gay when I joined the Marines, or rather, I hadn’t consciously admitted I was gay, even to myself. My fundamentalist Christian teachers had taught me that homosexuals were evil people; therefore, I could not be a homosexual. Occasionally, I had sexual thoughts about other men, but because I could not be gay, I assumed most men were just like me and also had these thoughts. I was adept at mental gymnastics.

I joined the Marine Corps for the same reasons most people join the Marine Corps: I loved my country and wanted to do my patriotic duty. I also needed money for college, and I joined in 1985, just after Congress had just passed the new GI Bill giving tuition assistance to men and women who had completed their service commitment.

Subconsciously, I felt deficient in my masculinity and wanted a boost to my manliness. I also wanted to be around a lot of men. Wanting to be around a lot of men is not a homosexual desire; many heterosexual male Marines prefer to work in an all-male environment. For me, however, my desire to be around men was both sexual and nonsexual.

I also wanted a sense of belonging, a sense of being part of something larger than myself. I wanted to be a part of “The Few, the Proud.”
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THE GOOD SON



When people are trying to get to know me, asking me questions, attempting, I guess, to find out why I made the decisions I’ve made and what led me to become the man I am—I look back over my childhood. At the time, nothing seemed all that unusual to me. It was all I knew. I had nothing to compare it with. But reviewing my life as an adult I can understand—so clearly—that my decisions, my inhibitions, my exhibitions, the person I am today, all have their roots in that small Southern town where religion was such an integral part of my existence. A place where I always tried so hard to please and live up to the expectations that everyone had for me—my parents, my family, my teachers, God, but most of all myself.

I was born in the early fall of 1967, just at the end of the fabled “Summer of Love.” The “Summer of Love” was as foreign to my birthplace as the Haight-Ashbury or Greenwich Village. I was born at St. Francis Hospital in Greenville, South Carolina, appropriately beginning my existence at a church-affiliated hospital. I always perceived my upbringing as middle class, now I think it may have been lower middle class.

To get to my house, you went ten miles south of Greenville and took a nondescript exit off the freeway onto a narrow, winding, rural country road. On a hill off the road, there was a big plot of land that my granddad had purchased years before. As any Southerner will tell you, family is of utmost importance. Grandpa Merritt’s house was there, and right next to it was our house, and right next to that was the house of my aunt and uncle. Our house was small; my grandpa built it in 1963 for my parents. We had a big front yard and a driveway, which we shared with my aunt and uncle. There was an extensive wooded area behind our houses that sloped steeply down to a winding river. If you kept on going down the road another mile you would come to a little town called Piedmont built on the banks of the Saluda River.

At the time I was born my father was working for Duke Power as a meter reader. Soon after I was born my mother went to work doing bookkeeping and secretarial stuff for a big chemical conglomerate.

I loved my mom. She was beautiful and tender and we were very close but sometimes, it seemed to me, she had trouble expressing herself. For as long as I could remember, I was always, always, always trying to do little things to make her proud of me, but she never seemed be able to satisfy my hunger for approval. She did feel proud of me for many things—my sensitivity, my thick hair, my thoughtfulness—but she wasn’t always able to express it. Or maybe I just needed to hear more than she was able to give.

In the mornings, before my mom left for work, she would take me to Momma King’s. She was my babysitter and the one person in life to whom I could do no wrong. She spoiled me, buying me the kind of apples I liked, making me pinto beans for lunch, and things like that. To this day—and she’s in her late eighties—when I visit her she says, “Richie, do you remember when you were two years old, I was dusting the light, standing on that footstool, and you came in and said, ‘Momma King, be careful. Don’t fall, you’ll hurt yourself.’ At two years old you were the most thoughtful little boy.”

And that’s the kind of thing my mom would never say to me. She would never point out that I was considerate—because she wanted me to be even better. Yet Momma King made me aware of all those little things I did right. Things like that stand out in my mind because they were so important to me at the time.

One sunny October morning in 1970, I was staying over at Momma King’s and I remember walking across her driveway as Daddy pulled up in his 1960 black Ford Falcon. Momma was in the passenger seat, looking radiant and lovely, as every mother should appear to her three-year-old child. My mother always looked that way to me. She was holding something across her chest.

Momma King had already informed me that my parents would be bringing my new little baby brother home from the hospital that day, but I was unprepared for the sight. I was overwhelmed. I had seen Mom hold babies before, but not one of her own. Seeing her sitting there, beaming with this new child, was like magic. She seemed complete. Daddy looked handsome and content, sitting in the driver’s seat with his wife and two sons within his reach. I could hardly believe it—I had a baby sibling! I was thinking, This could be fun! Jimmy, my baby brother, looked like a toy I could play with, he was so cute. We were a happy little family with a promising future ahead of us.

Sadly, although I did not realize it, Momma King would never again be my babysitter. By the time my mother returned to work several years after my brother was born, I had started school and no longer needed a full-time babysitter.

But throughout my life, I visited Momma King every few years. People frequently remarked that it was so sweet of me to visit this lonely old widow. Well, perhaps it was sweet of me, but I didn’t visit Momma King only for her sake. I also visited her for my benefit. Everyone needs someone who has known them from an early age, who loves them unconditionally and who believes that they can do no wrong. Momma King has always been that person in my life. Her love flowed freely, extravagantly, unencumbered with judgments. She just loved me simply for who I am, her “sweet little Richie.”

Years later, just weeks after I had gotten over my denial and finally admitted to myself I was gay, I went home for a Christmas visit. Just a few weeks before I took a long, hard look at myself in the mirror and said, “Rich Merritt, you’re a homosexual.” I was twenty-five, still in the Marine Corps, and I hadn’t come out to anyone else yet. While I was visiting my family I went to see Momma King and she told me a story about a relative of hers. She said, “You know he’s one of those homer-sexuals.” That’s the way she pronounced it. But then she quickly added, “But what do I know about that? He is my family and I love him—and you know we’re all God’s children, anyway.” God, I still cry when I think of that—to hear this old woman make that statement at that particular time in my life was just absolutely extraordinary. It was the first time I ever heard anyone back home say something so nonjudgmental about being gay.

Yet her gentle statement also made me somewhat uneasy because it forced me to consider whether God approved or disapproved of what I felt and of what I had done. I had pushed that issue aside for months, and now here was this saintly woman adding new dimensions to my confusing thoughts.

But that was all a long way in the future. Before kindergarten, my life had consisted of listening to my parents’ sweet voices read books to me, playing in the sandbox beneath the oak tree, catching lightning bugs at night, and curling up by the fireplace in the winter to watch cartoons and The Brady Bunch. Long summer days. Hot summer days. My cousins would come down and my mom would babysit for them. My mom’s side of the family was five miles up the road in nearby Powdersville, South Carolina, and we’d all play games under the trees in the backyard.

It wasn’t always play. We’d have to work in the garden on those hot summer days, picking green beans and squash and okra. But even by doing that, we were in touch with nature and loving the outdoors, despite the mosquitoes and other bugs. I slept very well at night after playing and working so hard. I loved it all. Heaven really was a place on earth. I was happy. Life seemed easy.

I’m telling you all of this so you get an idea of what my childhood was like. My life on the outside seemed very simple—it revolved around my immediate family and religion. To say it plainly, our religious faith was the center of the family. For example, my dad had taken an old antique wagon wheel from the 1800s, which—with some paint and glass—he converted into our coffee table. Placed on the center of this table, rather symbolically, were a family photo album and a large white Bible. Every night before we went to bed, we’d gather around that coffee table with my dad reading from the Bible and then we’d all pray. Our family devotions lasted from twenty minutes to an hour each night.

From the time I was born until I was five, we were members of the Pentecostal Holiness Church which, to me, now seems really wacky; for example, people speaking in tongues and, in extreme cases, handling live snakes. (I never saw any snake handlers in person; we weren’t quite that backward.) My family went to church every Sunday morning, Sunday night, and Wednesday night, and I was totally happy with it. I thought everyone did that because almost everyone I knew did do that. Even the members of my family who didn’t go to church paid lip service to God and Jesus and the Bible.

Oh, it wasn’t all that extreme. Generations before, Pentecostals weren’t even allowed to see movies, dance, have parties, anything like that. Grandpa Schrader, who was Pentecostal, didn’t think women should wear makeup, have a perm, or have their hair colored. In my day, they were a little more lax about that kind of thing. My mom would say, “Any ol’ barn can use a coat of paint.”

Along with The Brady Bunch, my brother and I were allowed to watch some other television shows. My favorite show was Bewitched. I imagined how much fun it would be to be Samantha, living a relatively normal and happy life among mere mortals, but having a special secret that made her unique.

“That Uncle Arthur sure is a sissy!” Momma said as she and I laughed at the character played by Paul Lynde. Soon enough, I would come to dread that word, but at this point, I was too young to understand what it meant.

Of course, there were some programs that were totally off limits. Shows like Sonny and Cher, All in the Family, and later Three’s Company, were all taboo. But I do remember trying to sneak a few glimpses of the spectacular Cher when my mom wasn’t looking. I guess that was a hint of things to come.

 

Martha Rogers was my Sunday school teacher at the Pentecostal Holiness Church. She was my first teacher, and I loved her dearly. She also paid special attention to me, setting me up to be a lifelong teacher’s pet. One morning as she read from the Old Testament to the assembled group of five-year-olds, one segment in particular caught my attention, “And the Lord God rained fire and brimstone down on Sodom and Gomorrah because of the sin and wickedness of that city.” I was fascinated as I imagined the horrific scene of fire raining down from the sky, people running, mass hysteria. Martha continued: “He had commanded that no one turn and look back at the city, but Lot’s wife disobeyed the Lord,” Martha said, almost whispering the deadly judgment that was to come. “God turned Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt.”

I was confused. I tried to imagine what purpose was served by a pillow of salt. Could you sleep on it? Did the salt get in your mouth as you slept? Was it comfortable or was it crunchy? Years would pass before someone would correct my misguided notion that the Lord had taken a pillowcase and stuffed it with salt made from Lot’s disobedient wife.

Then Martha added, “The Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah because they were wicked.”

“What was so wicked about them?” a child asked

Martha didn’t have a quick answer. “Well…in Sodom…and, well…I suppose in Gomorrah, too…” she stammered, “they…people, er, men…had, um…men married other men.” She seemed relieved, as if she discovered the word “married” just in the nick of time.

No Sunday school teacher has ever held the attention of a group of five-year-olds more raptly than Martha Rogers held ours that summer morning. We were amazed. Men marrying men? My only thought was: A home with no mother? Who would cook the meals?

After church services every Sunday, my family piled into the car to drive less than a mile to Grandma and Grandpa Schrader’s house for Sunday afternoon dinner.

As soon as the car door was shut, I announced, “Mrs. Rogers told us about a place where men marry men.”

Momma looked at Daddy in horror. “What is she teaching them, Paul?”

My dad hesitated his usual minute or two before responding, “San Francisco?”

That didn’t sound right. How could my parents not know this? “It’s in the Bible,” I said.

“There’s no place in the Bible where men…,” my mom began.

“It had fire and a pillow of salt,” I said, giving them more clues.

“Oh,” my dad said, laughing, “You mean Sodom and Gamawrah.” Daddy’s voice, with his gentle Southern accent, was always warm and easy, especially when he was laughing.

Momma laughed too, but added, “I don’t think they’re old enough to be learning about that.”

Because my mother held the title of chief disciplinarian in our household and my dad was the more congenial of the two, the idea of a home with two men intrigued me. But surely that was something that occurred only in Biblical days. The idea of a man marrying another man in modern times was even more unlikely than balls of fire raining down from the sky, or a person being turned into a pillow of salt.

 

My educational career began at Tabernacle Baptist Church and Christian School on the west side, the poorer side, of Greenville. My cousins Charlie and Glenda were a year ahead of me in school and they went to Tabernacle, so naturally, I wanted to go there. Their younger sister, Amy, who I loved (and love to this day), would also be going there.

When I started school I didn’t have any friends. Frankly, I don’t remember being close to anyone outside of my family. I kept to myself—and I was content that way. At the time, I didn’t feel excluded. It’s just that I was shy and introverted. I was still trying to feel my way about.

My first teacher, Mrs. Hand, was my inevitable introduction to the dark side of life. She was a total contrast to Mrs. Rogers, my kind and gentle Sunday School teacher who adored me. Without a doubt Mrs. Hand was the meanest person I had ever met. One thing, which was totally shocking to me, was that Mrs. Hand loved to paddle her students. Who knew what personal demons had led her down the path towards turning into such a cold, evil witch? All I knew is that she was a witch and her choice to become a teacher dealing with children was a wrong one. Whenever she had an opportunity to spank a kindergartner, which was often, I could see pure joy light up in her eyes, even through the thick lenses on her horn-rimmed bifocals. It was pretty sick. Unfortunately on several occasions, I saw that joy directed at me.

Even as a child I had been abnormally sensitive to pleasing others. I was always trying to do right, to gain the grown-ups’ approval. It was all the more troubling to me that nothing I seemed to do would please Mrs. Hand. To her, justification for punishment was never a serious concern. If Mrs. Hand wanted to slap your wrist or beat your behind, she’d find her own reasons.

My first incident with the dreaded woman is etched in my memory. Chapel service was a daily ritual at Tabernacle Kindergarten. Students met at the end of each morning to listen to Bible stories and sing children’s songs about Jesus. The teachers would take turns leading the kindergarten in chapel. It was during one of Mrs. Hand’s turns to be in charge that I “earned” her uncompromising wrath.

Our small chapel contained several rows of church pews. By the age of five, I was already fascinated with church pews, primarily the way that, no matter how crowded they became, as if by some Biblical miracle, another human body could always be added onto the end of the row. That belief was in full force one day during one of Mrs. Hand’s chapel services. One five-year-old body after another was pressing its way into the end of my pew, forcing the rest of us to slide down to accommodate someone else.

We all stood as Mrs. Hand was about to lead the group in prayer (I learned early on that God doesn’t like to spoken to by mere humans who are seated). I tried to slide to my right to make room for even more students entering the row. The boy to my right, Lewis, who was significantly larger than myself, refused to move.

“Slide over!” I whispered to Lewis.

“No,” Lewis responded, adamantly. And he didn’t budge.

Even from that short exchange, the entire room suddenly became deathly quiet. I looked to the front and saw Mrs. Hand laser-beaming an evil stare through her glasses directly at me.

“Richie Merritt,” she hissed through clenched teeth, “Go to the classroom!”

Never before had I felt such terror. I walked out of the chapel to the classroom. Alone in the room, I sat in my chair in the darkened room, too ashamed to turn the lights on, waiting, waiting.

Finally, the other students slowly trickled into the classroom, each of them taking their turn to give me the look that in the olden days was reserved for the pagans.


At last she appeared. She glared at me for a while, blinking through her bifocals, then she said, “Richie, do you want to tell me what happened?”

I actually deluded myself into thinking that Mrs. Hand wanted to hear the truth. “We needed more room in the pew,” I reasoned, “so I was just asking Lewis to slide over.” I relaxed a little, convinced that my sincere explanation would win me an acquittal.

Instead of immediately pronouncing me “not guilty,” Mrs. Hand turned to Lewis and asked, “Lewis? Is that true?”

I was offended. Never before had anyone questioned my integrity!

“No,” Lewis lied.

I froze in my seat.

Mrs. Hand removed her paddle from its usual, prominently displayed position on the wall and slowly moved her portly body in my direction.

“I’m going to paddle you,” she said slowly, enjoying the taste of the words, “not because you talked in chapel, which I saw you do, but because you lied to me. Hold out your hand.”

My first public execution and no blindfold. I gave her my hand and she whacked it hard over and over. I opened my eyes just long enough to catch the faces of the other students. Much to my astonishment, they were enjoying this as much as Mrs. Hand. Didn’t they feel any empathy for me? Couldn’t they see what a grave injustice was taking place? Why hadn’t anyone stood up for me?

I did not tell my parents about the paddling. I could not let them know that their little boy was now a failure. All I could do is hope the school officials would not tell them anything and I could keep this dirty little secret. But there were other incidents with Mrs. Hand, and each time was the unbearable fear that my parents might find out.

 

It was all the more upsetting to me, because I was being treated this way by a woman. She was so different from my mother, Momma King, Martha Rogers, and all my aunts. Before Mrs. Hand came along, I had all these close, wonderful relationships with the women in my life. Then along came this woman who I couldn’t seem to please. I remember being disturbed my whole kindergarten year. It made an impact because it was the first clue that maybe this wasn’t heaven on earth after all. Being good, doing what’s right, trying to please, didn’t automatically mean you’d be rewarded. There were bad things. Bad people. Injustices. Things I couldn’t control. I thought it was me, of course, but in retrospect, I see that she was no worse with me than she was with the others. As her student, however, I didn’t recognize that. I just noticed school simply wasn’t working for me. I kept wondering, What am I doing wrong, that I can’t make Mrs. Hand happy? Up to that point, and for many years to come, every move I made was an attempt to make other people happy.

 

There were other things in those primary years that were becoming unsettling to me. You must understand that I was a very gentle boy. I was always closer to the women in my family than to the men. Other than my kind and gentle father, the men were sort of gruff. They weren’t warm and friendly and polite and courteous—all the things that I was. In truth, they scared me. A couple of my uncles, particularly my Uncle Herbert, really frightened me. I also had an Uncle Howard who was very mean.

And when I was about five, my Uncle Robert would always call me a sissy. Maybe it was a joke. I don’t think he called me a “sissy” because he saw me as effeminate. He called my brother that too: “Look at the little sissy.” He’d say the same thing to my cousin, Greg. Uncle Robert would laugh and I don’t know if he intentionally meant to hurt my feelings. But it would bother me. A sissy was the worst thing you could call a boy in the South, and being called that probably hit me harder, because somewhere buried deep inside myself, I feared that I might actually be one.

We’d have a big family dinner and after the meal the women would migrate to the kitchen and dining room, cleaning up. The men went somewhere else—either outside or to the living room. I would always stay with the women. I felt more comfortable with them, listening to their soft, calm voices, except for Aunt Lydia, who was kind of loud. As I got older, the other people in the family began to notice my preference. I recall my mom once or twice saying, “Why don’t you go in there with the men?” These were subtle things. I didn’t let them bother me, really. But, still, they were there and there were other things that were beginning to add to my uneasiness.

 

Tabernacle is also where I learned to dread recess and the playground. My cousin Amy, who was a four-year-old preschooler, and I were very close. She was a tender soul and I always felt very comfortable with her. We looked alike and felt the same way about a lot of things. Amy and I got together whenever we could at kindergarten. When I was with Amy, I enjoyed the time on the playground. Our meetings were usually limited to recess, however, because we were separated by a grade most of the time. When she wasn’t around, I preferred to play by myself, left to explore the fantasy world in my head. I even had an imaginary friend, Susie, who I often used to replace Amy when she was absent.

One day while I was seated alone on the bleachers, daydreaming, I was jolted into reality by the comment of a girl walking by.

“Look at that kid,” she said to her friend, unmindful that I could hear her. “He’s always by himself.”

I was puzzled. I not only thought the girl was unkind—pointing me out to her friend—but I also thought she was a liar. I wasn’t always alone, I was usually with Amy, and even on this day, I was with my pretend friend, Susie. But of course I could not tell them that.

I watched the two girls as they walked by. Had she intended to criticize me? It had never occurred to me before that being alone was something undesirable. While I enjoyed my time with Amy, I didn’t mind being by myself. Was there something wrong with it? With me? The time I spent with my family was what really mattered to me because, at this point, home was a very supportive environment. As long as I was going to be leaving school and going back home, I was fine knowing that “aloneness” was sometimes an option for me.

I looked around the playground and it was as if I had been let in on a secret—most of the other kids were playing with someone, or in a group. There were only a few other isolated souls on the outskirts of the playground area.

I tried to think of a solution but the alternative to being alone, I realized, was unthinkable. I would have to talk to someone, or worse, play ball. That I could not do. The boys scared me. And so, I stayed where I was. Alone.

The next day, Amy was at school and she and I met on the playground after class, our usual allotted recess time. We were next to the driveway under a tree when a couple of Amy’s friends approached us. I thought that this was nice, we were less alone now and people wouldn’t pick me out of the crowd for being abnormal. I welcomed meeting these girls, and Amy and I enjoyed their company.

Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice behind me. Amy’s face brightened with recognition and when I turned around I saw my dad standing there. He had arrived early to pick me up. I said goodbye to Amy and my new friends and hopped in the truck with my father without giving it a second thought.

At dinner that evening, Daddy said to Momma, “Guess who I saw Richie with today on the playground when I picked him up?”

Oh good, I thought, Dad is going to tell Mom that I have some new friends.

“He was hanging around with a group of girls,” my dad said. Then he turned to me, “You aren’t a sissy, are you, son?” I’m sure he was joking and didn’t mean any harm. But there was that word again! I felt a lump form in my throat.

“No,” I replied, looking down at the table. And then I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

My father’s statement was another painful awakening. It was the moment—shaded with time, but clear with emotion—when I first had the impression that maybe there’s something wrong with the way I was. I mean, before my father said that, I was okay. I would rather sit with Amy and her friends—the girls. I wasn’t comfortable trying to play ball with the boys. But once my dad pointed out to me that there was something wrong with it, I was caught in this: I’m not at ease playing with the boys, yet I’m not supposed to be playing with the girls. What the hell am I supposed to do? That was the beginning of discomfort about who I was.

The following day I was determined to solve the problem. My dad would not have to ask me again if I was a sissy. I tried to play ball with the other boys, but I soon realized it wasn’t working. My dad had been a football player and my mom played basketball. Even to this day, my mom tells a story about how, when I was a little boy, they would take me outside and throw me the ball and I just wouldn’t play. I would stand there and cry. My dad would joke around and look at my mom and say, “Who was it, Ruth? The mailman? The milkman?” I took that to mean that my dad was not “owning” me.

When, a bit older, I did try to play with the boys, I could only do it for a few excruciating minutes at a time. Then I would get their ridicule and criticism. I kept trying to play with them but I would inevitably mess up. By trying to remedy my dilemma I made it worse. Before that usually no one noticed me at all. And as long as no one noticed me I was fine. It was when they saw that I was not able to be like the other boys when it became horrible. I learned the real and terrible truth: the other boys did not want to play with me.

But it wasn’t something I worried about all the time, really. I think I had a typical child’s short attention span, along with a resourceful nature of trying to make things work. If I was rejected by the boys, it bothered me for awhile, and then I would distract myself with something else—like chasing a lightning bug—until it would be out of my mind. At least the conscious mind.

 

Long before my photo appeared on the cover of The Advocate—uncovering my history in porn—my little Southern community was familiar with sexual scandal. Like the time it was discovered that a woman in the church, Hattie May, was having a torrid affair with Preacher Jim, the minister. Preacher Jim’s wife was my Momma’s best friend whom I also loved dearly. She used to read “Winnie the Pooh” stories to me and I’d cry whenever Pooh got stuck in the honey tree. That made the scandal up close and personal although years would pass before I learned what had happened.

In my Daddy’s eyes, Hattie May and Preacher Jim were safe from being damned to hell for all time because he believed in eternal security, meaning, once you were “born again,” you were always “born again,” forever safe in accepting Jesus Christ. I liked the sound of that…“eternal security.” Sort of like a “get out of jail free” card. Grandpa Schrader didn’t agree with that concept. He believed that, even if you were born again, if you sinned, you “lost” your salvation. Over the years, they’d argue about this theological point for hours and hours. Momma and her younger sister would cry because Daddy and Grandpa were arguing. Jimmy and I would fall asleep waiting for the end of an argument that would never be resolved, at least not in this lifetime.

Grandpa Schrader, the godliest man I’d ever known, lay on his deathbed, terrified that he had sinned somehow and God wouldn’t let him into heaven. He didn’t believe in eternal security but he sure as hell believed in and feared eternal damnation.

Religion and relatives, like most of Southern society, are two of the three pillars of my family. Race is the third. The three “R’s” of being a Southerner. Your life revolves around them.

Your race determines where you live, where you go to school, where you go to church, where you shop and where you work. It determines whom you hang with and whom you can marry.

“Richie, what’s a cryin’ shame?” asked Uncle Herbert.

“I…I don’t know.” Uncle Herbert always made me nervous.

“It’s an Atlanta school bus goin’ over a cliff with an empty seat in the front!”

The meaning of the joke was obvious to any Southerner. The city of Atlanta was 64% African-American. Its public school system was even more overwhelmingly African-American because many white students attended private schools. The punch line was that an empty seat on an Atlanta school bus going over a cliff was a wasted opportunity to remove two or three African-American children from the human population and gene pool.

My uncles and cousins and sometimes the preachers used to sit around telling “nigger” jokes. I’d laugh because that’s what I was supposed to do, but the older I got the more it bothered me. I wish I could say it annoyed me enough to speak up, but the most I ever did was storm out of a family dinner in protest when I was a teenager, already letting out some of the budding drama queen that was lurking inside of me.

“Well, you really showed yourself today!” Momma said. I told her I didn’t like what her brothers and the others were talking about. She was somewhat sympathetic, but felt that making a grand and sweeping exit from the table wasn’t the way to make a point.


Division, strife and conflict were everywhere. After Preacher Jim’s affair with Hattie May became public knowledge, he was forced to resign from the pulpit. The new preacher brought Christian rock music—including electric guitars—into church. Daddy immediately disapproved. In a major family schism, we left the Pentecostal Holiness Church and became Baptists. Not just Southern Baptists—they were too liberal. We joined an Independent Baptist church in the city. It had over three thousand members.

Right after we joined, our new church admitted its first interracial couple. My folks didn’t approve of interracial marriages, but at the same time, they didn’t think an interracial couple who were already married should be denied membership in the church. Bob Jones University, however, had major problems with it and there was another big schism in the Christian community in Greenville, South Carolina.

Daddy and Momma said that by 1972, when I started school, the state was going to start forcing integration. The schools would have to lower their standards so that the blacks could pass. They wanted high standards for us so the way to get that was to send us to an all-white school, even if we didn’t have the money for tuition.

Even though I kept the paddlings from Mrs. Hand I had received at Tabernacle Kindergarten a secret, my parents had grown dissatisfied with the quality of my education at Tabernacle. They told me that the following year I would be transferring to a new school on the east side of town. My new school’s name was Bob Jones Elementary School and it was on the campus of Bob Jones University.
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BORN AGAIN AT BOB JONES



I began first grade at Bob Jones Elementary School in late August 1973. Tabernacle had very much been a country church, with a country school. Hell, we were country people. Everything was country on our side of town. Bob Jones, on the other hand, was fifteen miles away, on the other side of town—the more affluent side. There was no bus that went that route. Instead, my mom got a job near the school so she could drive me there, go work, and then pick me up in the afternoon so we could go home together. She centered her whole life around me being at this school. I was very much aware that both my parents really sacrificed a lot to send me—and later my brother—to Bob Jones.

To my young eyes the school that calls itself the “Fortress of Fundamentalism” was quite imposing. It indeed felt like an exclusive place for the chosen few. First there was the tall, vine-covered fence that hid the school from the prying eyes of outsiders on the boulevard. That has since been replaced with an even more imposing wrought-iron fence, sort of like the new “Iron Curtain.” Then there was an enormous gatehouse where genuine guards stood at attention, monitoring every person and vehicle that passed through the entrance. A large lawn separated the fence from the nearest set of buildings on the campus, giving the guards plenty of time to aim at and shoot an intruder or a potential escapee, or at least that’s how I saw it through the eyes of a five-year-old. But it wasn’t all bad; in contrast to Tabernacle’s asphalt playground, Bob Jones had an expansive grassy playground and a huge swing set.

 

Bob Jones, Sr., was a famous evangelist in the early 1900s. He traveled the country from city to city preaching to men and women that they were worthless sinners in the hands of an angry God. Thousands of people crowded underneath huge outdoor tents each evening to hear Reverend Jones’s sermons when he came to town. Jones’s fiery message followed the same formula as most evangelists. Jones began by convincing the listener he or she was a sinner in need of a cure. Jones finished by convincing that listener that Jones had the only cure. No hustler ever peddled an elixir with more zeal than Robert Reynolds Jones. Over the years, tens of thousands of souls accepted Jones’s version of Almighty God.

Each generation has specific demons and the three generations of Reverend Bob Joneses reveal much about American culture and history in the twentieth century by the demon each man chose to exorcise from society. Dr. Bob Jones, Sr., was a leading spokesman for the temperance movement and prohibition. Dr. Bob Jones, Jr., achieved notoriety for his tirades against the pope, the Catholic Church, and quite often specific Catholic individuals. Although Dr. Jones III followed in the footsteps of his father and grandfather by sermonizing against both Catholics and alcohol, he would eventually stress a third evil in this axis.

“You know,” said University of Southern California Law School professor Charlie Whitebread, “what the temperance movement and prohibition were really all about was Protestant subjugation of the Catholic minority in this country.”

“Really?” I asked. “I’ve never thought of it that way.”

“Oh yes, yes indeed! Think about it. Protestants were established and had their grand churches and positions in society. Most Protestants also didn’t drink alcohol, as you know very well from your time at Bob Jones. The immigrant Catholics, on the other hand…where were they supposed to meet? Nowhere, except the bars and taverns. Shut those down and you’ve quelled a likely source of disruption of the current and accepted social order!”

“Wow, that makes a lot of sense,” I exclaimed.


Bob Jones, Sr., focused his travels on the heavily populated cities, rural areas, and farms of the Midwest because that was the center of the nation’s population in his day. In the wake of his revivals, where converts hit the “sawdust trail,” indicating they had walked down the sawdust-covered dirt aisles to buy his brand of religion, Protestant churches sprang up to perpetuate Jones’s version of salvation. Jones, however, was from the South, and that’s where he started his school.

As a child, I sat through many programs dedicated to the memory of “the Founder” after his death in the late 1960s. The programs stressed that when Bob Jones, Sr., founded his school in Florida in 1927, he absolutely refused to name the school after himself. Those close to him, however, insisted that the only way a new academic institution would succeed was if it were named after the world-famous evangelist. Bob Jones, in an act of extreme humility, chose not to do what he wanted, which would have been to name the school something else. Instead, he gave in to his advisors who insisted that the school be named “Bob Jones College.”

Bob Jones College quickly outgrew remote Florida and, in 1933, it moved to Cleveland, Tennessee. In the spring of 1947, the Reverend Fred Phelps, armed with his Bob Jones education, began his illustrious career as an evangelist persecuting homosexuals. Using his pulpit in Topeka as a base, Phelps has picketed gay and lesbian events all across the country. His fiery “God hates fags” brand of religious homophobia has even propelled him to protest at funerals of AIDS patients and victims of gay-bashing such as Matthew Shepard.

Personally, I don’t think Reverend Phelps is either homophobic or a minister but is simply the world’s most convincingly misunderstood performance artist. Regardless, Reverend Phelps and I got our start at the same place—Bob Jones.

Eventually Bob Jones College became Bob Jones University and in 1947 moved to its current location in Greenville, South Carolina, fifteen miles from the area where my ancestors had lived for five or more generations. Lots more generations, if you count my Cherokee Indian ancestors. Despite its southern location, the school has a heavily midwestern flavor. A majority of the students trace their roots to places like Michigan, Illinois, Ohio, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Missouri, the same places where Rev. Bob Jones, Sr., evangelized.

Dr. Bob Jones III started the elementary school just before his daughter, Roxanne—who was a couple of years older than I was, and his son, Robert Reynolds Jones IV, who was in my class—started school. So the elementary school was relatively new. Many kids would complain a lot about South Carolina because their parents had brought them from somewhere else to attend Bob Jones. I took it personally. I thought, Well, if you don’t like it, go back to where you came from or shut up and quit complaining about it. The worst insult Momma could give someone was to call them a “Michigan Yankee.” She pronounced it as she had been taught to speak—phonetically, like “Mitch-i-gan.” There were lots of “Mitch-i-gan Yankees” at Bob Jones.

There was only one person I recognized at Bob Jones Elementary School—a girl named Melanie who had been to Tabernacle Kindergarten with me. Melanie was very pretty with large golden-blond curls and her eyes sparkled with energy and enthusiasm as she talked a mile a minute. I was happy to know her and we would become lifelong friends, but I also clung to her presence because we were two of the few in the school who were actually from South Carolina. Not only was Melanie from South Carolina, she was from my hometown in the country, Piedmont. Other than Melanie, I made no friends at first. Everybody else on the campus had their whole life intertwined with Bob Jones. Their families all ate in the same dining hall. They all went to church on the campus. My feelings of being separate and alone intensified. I went to school Monday through Friday, 8:00 a.m. to 2:30, and then fled to the safety of my house.

Although I recognized Melanie from Tabernacle Kindergarten, she and I weren’t formally introduced until the summer when we had to take an entrance exam to get into first grade at Bob Jones Elementary School. The exam was stupid, I thought, because we had just taken it at the end of kindergarten. How could these grownups be so inefficient? I was furious that they were wasting my precious time, so I hurried through the answers so that I could occupy my time with more worthwhile endeavors like looking at the pretty pictures all over the wall of the classroom.


To my horror, the lady giving us the exam approached me. After a year of Mrs. Hand, I expected the worst.

“Young man, we are only on question five; you’re very far ahead of us.”

The old lady looked sweet enough, but I didn’t trust her. I was too frightened to answer. I glanced over at Melanie. She had already turned six and was older than I was; hopefully she would say something.

In a pattern that would continue for the rest of our lives, Melanie called it like it was.

“We already took this test, so we already know all the answers!” she said, slamming her blue plastic pencil onto the small desk.

 

Today, the Web site for Bob Jones says, “Our school stresses high-quality academics with sound moral and spiritual values based on the Word of God. Our teachers are dedicated to the student’s welfare, and they are skillful in the handling of God’s Word to shape the life and character of each child.”

In Al Franken’s recent bestseller, Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them, he devotes an entire chapter to a clandestine visit he made to Bob Jones University. I almost fell out of my chair reading it. After the 2000 presidential election and George W. Bush’s ill-fated visit to BJU, most people developed a misguided perception about Bob Jones. Franken gets it right when he writes, “We’d come to Bob Jones expecting to encounter racist, intolerant homophobes. Instead, we found people who were welcoming, friendly, and extremely nice. A little weird, yes. And no doubt homophobic. But well-meaning. Kind of.”

Years later it would be very easy for me to reject the overt, hostile, ugly redneck racism, homophobia, and intolerance demonstrated toward other people by my relatives. However, BJU’s kinder gentler form of bigotry would take years and years of therapy, medication, and moving to the other coast to get it out of my head. Even now I’m afraid it still lurks in the deepest, darkest recesses of my mind.

What stands out most in my mind about Bob Jones is that we were told what we should believe about why we were born, what happened when we died, and everything in between. We were told what we should believe about God. Sure, that’s true of any religious school, but at Bob Jones we were as strict on ourselves and on each other as our teachers and parents. Most of us were really as devoted religiously as the adults. Of course there were a few who were rebellious, but they were the ones you noticed, who stood out. At Bob Jones if you so much uttered a sentence that was not acceptable by the school, you knew that someone was going to report you.

A common defense for the school is, “Well, no one is forced to go there.”

I was five years old, okay, so don’t give me that fucking bullshit. I went where I was told.

 

My first grade teacher was named Miss Kline and we were the first class of her teaching career. She was perhaps twenty-two years old but she looked even younger. She was quiet and calm and friendly. She didn’t get angry or yell. We all loved her; I know I did. After the terrible year I had in kindergarten, I would do anything for Miss Kline. The last thing I wanted to do was to disappoint her.

First graders did not have desks that opened from the top; rather, they were open in front enabling us to slide books, pens, and papers in and out of them. These desks were welded onto two metal legs on both sides of the desk. From inside the desk, you could feel an opening into the hollow interior of the desk’s legs.

We had to write with large blue plastic pencils that used replaceable lead, which we obtained in small, round containers. During a class lesson, my left hand was inside my desk, sliding my canister of lead along the bottom of the desk’s interior. To my dismay, the canister of lead fit perfectly inside the leg of the desk, and the canister slid all the way down the leg. There was no way I could get it out; the leg of the desk must have been a foot and a half long!

To a first-grader’s mind this was a life-threatening dilemma. My thoughts were only on that canister and what I was going to do to supply my pencil with lead. Worse, I was afraid that losing my lead might be bad enough to cause Miss Kline to give me a paddling. Mrs. Hand would have paddled for a lesser offense.


At the next break, I nervously approached Miss Kline’s desk, explaining that I couldn’t find my lead.

“Does anyone know where Richie’s lead is?” Miss Kline asked the class. I didn’t expect that! I simply wanted her to give me another canister. Of course no one knew where my lead was. It was trapped on the inside of the leg of my desk!

Miss Kline pressed the issue. “Did anyone take Richie’s lead?” Upping the charge to thievery made me feel even worse. Miss Kline ordered everyone to empty the contents of their desk. She walked around and inspected the students, looking for the culprit with two canisters of lead. This search, of course, turned up nothing.

She returned to the front of the classroom and told us to put our heads down on our desk. “Before I come around and begin searching your pockets,” she said in her calm, sweet voice, “I’m going to give you one last chance to confess what you have done. One of you took Richie’s lead. Jesus knows who did it. If you don’t confess that you are the one who took the lead, Jesus will be disappointed in you.”

This hadn’t started out as a lie. I simply wanted my canister of lead back. I kept silent about what happened to it, thinking that the truth would fade away and Miss Kline would simply give me a new piece of lead. Now my silence had turned me into a liar. The entire situation had turned into a complete dilemma. I could tell her the truth, or let her search every student in the class. I raised my head and walked up to her large desk at the front of the room.

Between sobs I managed to say, “I did it.” I still thought she might paddle me, but I could not lie to her any longer and I added, “It’s in my desk.”

“Why did you tell me that you didn’t have it?” She was disappointed in me, I could tell.

“Because…” I cried harder, “because, I got it stuck in my desk.”

She walked over to my desk and knelt down on her hands and knees beside it. I showed her the hole in the bottom of the desk where the leg attached. “It’s in there,” I said. Now, everyone’s eyes were on me.


Miss Kline emptied my desk and turned it upside down. She retrieved the lead and handed it to me. “Don’t lose it again, okay?”

“No, ma’am.”

I was too ashamed to look at my fellow students—I had been a goody-goody. Now they saw me as flawed. A liar. Almost willing to get them in trouble to save myself. A few minutes later, Miss Kline said, “Richie, come with me.”

This was it! Well, at least Miss Kline paddled her students in private. I followed her into the lobby. She seated me on the bench underneath our coat hooks and knelt down in front of me.

“Richie, you lied to me. I’m very disappointed.” She let this sink in before continuing. “Jesus doesn’t like it when we lie to Him.”

I started crying and shook my head.

“Have you ever accepted Jesus Christ into your heart as your Lord and Savior, Richie?” She asked.

So that’s what she wanted to see me in private about! Even though I had done something wrong, Miss Kline was being kind. No, I hadn’t been born again.

Through my tears I smiled. “No, ma’am.”

She asked me if I’d like to be born again and I eagerly agreed. I bowed my head and repeated a little prayer after Miss Kline. I told the Lord I wanted Him to forgive me of all my sins and to come into my heart. I felt so much better, my tears stopped flowing. I smiled.

“Why didn’t you tell me about losing your lead in the first place, Richie, why did you lie to me?”

“Because…I didn’t want you to paddle me,” I said.

Miss Kline looked shocked. “Why would I paddle you?”

“Because Mrs. Hand paddled me last year,” I said.

“I see,” Miss Kline said, not smiling.

I followed her back to the classroom. All eyes were on me, wondering what had been my fate. I didn’t say a word to anyone.

Years later, I learned that Miss Kline had informed my mother about the paddlings I had received at Tabernacle. My mother would tell people that, according to Miss Kline, I was the sweetest child she had ever met and that there was no reason anyone should have paddled me in kindergarten.

Unfortunately, this information was never shared with me, and I was left to think that I had somehow deserved the paddlings in kindergarten. Ever since then I’ve often had vivid thoughts of Mrs. Hand juxtaposed with Miss Kline. Certainly Mrs. Hand instilled emotional damage to her students. But the lessons taught by the gentle-faced Miss Kline were harmful in their own way although she, of course, didn’t mean them to be. It was overwhelming for a five-year-old to think that there is some God or Jesus up there looking down on him and that this Person actually cares whether he lies about the location of his canister of lead.

 

One of the major differences between Bob Jones University and other schools was the intensity of the religious beliefs and training. Even when you were just starting, religion was ingrained in every class. There was no separation at all.

Most of our textbooks were written by the Bob Jones University Printing Press. Every chapter, even in math, was somehow related to God. Especially science. Evolution, for example. Of course the idea of evolution being a legitimate science was never taught. Instead we were taught everything that was possibly wrong with the theory of evolution. We were made to believe that creation was the only way.

History was all relative to what’s in the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. But even our American history had a very slanted version to it. Psychology also had a very religion-based teaching. I took some psychology classes at Bob Jones and I didn’t learn a damn thing about psychology. Years later, when I started therapy I felt, Oh, this is what psychology is! The unconscious. I never heard of the unconscious. I took three psychology classes at Bob Jones and I never heard of the unconscious.

In the early classes I remember that the Old Testament was our history book for that particular period of history. Since then I’ve done a lot of reading on my own and I’ve found out that every Old Testament King of Israel would have the Old Testament completely rewritten to suit his political need. Yet we use this King James Version as “this is what happened in history” type of thing.

 

In the second grade I met a classmate who had the same name as the school. His great-grandfather had founded Bob Jones University, his grandfather was the former president and current chancellor, and his father was president. Like everyone else, I was extremely impressed with my classmate, Bob Jones IV—coming from the family of the school’s founder gave him a built-in popularity and an automatic aura of esteem. We were both bright, over-achievers, and I viewed him as something of a rival. Yet, he always seemed to be able to one-up me. My first conversation with him had something to do with the presidents of the United States. Our teacher had posted pictures of all of them on the wall. I pointed to the one I recognized and expressed admiration for this authority figure.

“He’s a liar!” Bobby declared.

How could the president be a liar? To me, the Watergate hearings had been an annoyance preempting Bewitched reruns that summer. I hadn’t understood their significance.

Over twenty years later Bob Jones IV, by then a reporter for a Christian news magazine in Washington, DC, would send me an e-mail about a different president. “Apparently there’s proof that he’s been having sex with a woman staffer in the White House. He’s going down!”

“No way,” I wrote back in defense of my Democratic president. “He’s not that stupid.”

 

But back in the second grade we didn’t worry so much about things like corruption in politics and sexual affairs. We learned about the U.S. mail system and played post office—the literal kind—with the other second grade class. I did my best, was always studious and polite, managed to be the teacher’s pet, but there was something—that unspoken something—that prevented me from being popular. When Valentine’s Day rolled around, Bobby’s little cardboard box was filled with Valentines from girls in both classes. The teachers rigged it so that every student got at least one Valentine’s Day card. Their system failed me. I didn’t receive a single one.

In third grade I had a shot at getting the “Student of the Month” award. I won it twice. I felt wonderful inside. Now they call that “validation.” Back then I just felt very proud of myself. As an adult, I often looked back at why I overachieved, why this “validation” of my worth was so important to me from such an early age. Maybe it was because there were no Valentines in my box. Maybe it was because my uncle and father referred to me as a sissy. Maybe it was because I couldn’t play ball with the other boys. Probably a combination of all of those things, mixed in with the extremely sensitive nature I was born with. And then there was Momma.

Momma still dominated my life, just as my brother Jimmy and I dominated hers. Because of the logistics of our academic situation, we spent a lot of time in the car with her. She was sacrificing a lot for us; I was always very aware of that.

She was caring and self-sacrificing and I wanted so much to please her. I also liked the way Mom looked. I thought she was beautiful. Yet, I never got the feeling that she believed I was proud of her. It made me sad that she was self-conscious and had somewhat of an inferiority complex. Early on I sensed this vulnerability in her and I tried to help her.

She was uncomfortable, for example, about her weight. When she was a young girl, Grandpa Schrader told her she looked like one of the cows on their dairy farm. That of course left a lasting wound in her. Now, she turned to me to help her control her hunger. After a trip to the grocery store, she’d give me the jar of peanuts she’d bought and tell me to hide them from her. She didn’t want to spoil her diet, but it was comforting for her to know they were in the house. I would hide them. Days later she’d beg me to tell her where I’d hidden them. I’d laugh and tell her no. She’d grow very serious about those peanuts and begin to cry—eventually I’d cave in. I couldn’t stand to see her cry. I’d cry, too.

She expressed her lack of self-worth in other ways. If she perceived one of my classmates’ parents as being smarter than she, or being a better speaker, she would just clam up. She would just stand there without saying a word. I tried harder to show her that I was proud of her, that she meant the world to me.

I also sensed that, if my mother didn’t feel pride in her own accomplishments, she wanted to experience it through me. So she always wanted me to be at my best. My mother wasn’t the type of person who pushed me overtly. But she knew how to get her way by being very passive-aggressive. In that sense she pushed very hard. I knew what she wanted and I knew if she didn’t get what she wanted she was going to pout. To keep her from pouting I would try to keep her content because if she was happy I was happy.

Maybe because she didn’t think much of herself, I tried all the more to allow her to take pride in my good qualities. I liked to hear my mom tell other people what a fine student I was. Her approval made me feel wonderful. As long as I got high grades she could brag about me, and that made me content.

I started doing things specifically to please her.

For example, I had never given much thought to how I wanted to wear my hair. At the time, I never really considered how I wanted to look at all. When I was a kid I had big puffy hair, really thick. It was the seventies and big hair was in, even on little boys. My mom liked my thick, wavy hair. As a result, I began parting it, brushing it, styling it in a way I knew pleased her. She was always complimenting me on my hair and pointing it out to other people: “Look, isn’t his hair just beautiful.” And she wonders why I turned gay.

But when a mother and son are as close as we were, complications are bound to come up. With us, they started relatively early.

Because we were so close, she felt comfortable asking me to help her in the kitchen. I wouldn’t do it because even I realized that, in the South at least, that was considered woman’s work. She wanted me to cook or clean up and I refused because it was starting to cross the line into overtly doing what a woman does. For once I stood my ground and would just let her pout. At some point, she succeeded in making me do the dishes. Okay. I would do the dishes but I would never help her cook. Eventually she quit pouting about it because she came to realize it was something I just wasn’t going to do. Now, of course, I wish I knew how to cook.

There was an unspoken, maybe even an unacknowledged, burden of having to fill too many needs in my mother’s life. Needs that no one else in the family seemed to be able to meet.

Her relationship was strikingly different with me than it was with my father or brother. She would confide things in me. She would tell me things, especially about her sister Lydia, how she drove her crazy. She would tell me about her mother, about how her mother overlooked her and favored her brother. I was her confidante about a lot of things.


She was easily upset and needy. My dad didn’t show emotion and my mom wanted to know how people felt. She wanted people to express themselves, so she could express herself, and I was the only one who did that. I also did almost everything I could to ensure she was happy. My dad wanted her to be happy, too, but he didn’t go to the lengths I went to to make sure it happened.

She probably trusted me more to be sensitive and to understand her fears. She herself was very sensitive. She knew I was very sympathetic. Jimmy didn’t seem to be sensitive to anything. Looking back I think he was, but I think he dealt with it in a very different way. He dealt with it by acting out; instead of crying he would fight. He would rebel. Jimmy deliberately antagonized her.

My brother was more typically a “boy.” That’s how our parents differentiated between us. “Jimmy’s definitely ‘boy.’” Well, what does that mean about me? I was left to wonder. “Richie is studious and smart and plays the piano. But Jimmy’s definitely boyish.”

Everyone started telling me how much I reminded them of my mother. I took after her side of the family and looked like her. The similarities weren’t just in how we looked, though. I was starting to develop a very strong, controlling side of my own. And because I couldn’t exhibit that control in my relationship with my mother, I took it out on poor Jimmy. The little guy essentially had two mothers, two very controlling, domineering mothers! No wonder he was so desperate to stake out his own turf.

Jimmy and I slept together in an old queen-sized bed made of wood that was painted white. It had a fancy design carved into the headboard. Before I’d go to sleep I would pick my nose and put the boogers on the back of this headboard. When I was eight, our parents bought us a nice new set of bedroom furniture with bunk beds. We thought that was really cool.

We fought a lot, mainly because Jimmy wouldn’t do what I would tell him to. This was probably normal brother stuff at this age, although sometimes it might have gotten out of hand. On one summer evening, we were sitting outside at our grandparents’ house next door with our aunt and uncles and cousins, eating watermelon and waiting on someone to make some homemade ice cream.

I was rolling in the grass about halfway down the hill. Jimmy was seated on the back steps of the house with Grandpa Merritt, holding medium-sized set of hedge trimmers. All I can plead now is temporary insanity, but I decided to dare my younger brother.

“Hey, Jimmy! I dare you to throw those at me. I bet you won’t do it.” He was only four years old. How far could he throw them?

In a nanosecond, all I saw was a pair of hedge trimmers flying through the air in my direction. I froze as they hit the ground, but bounced up, continuing their assault. I felt an intense pain course through my body as the metal blade hit my upper lip. I screamed and started running. I ran around to the front of our grandparents’ house, across the front of our house and back to the rear of our own house. I was moaning and wailing and blood was spurting out of my face. I thought I was going to die.

Momma came running out of the house to tend to me and Daddy gave Jimmy a pretty fierce spanking. Luckily, the cut wasn’t that bad, although I have a scar above my upper lip today. At the time we were angry with Jimmy, but now the only remark anyone makes is, “Boy, you sure were stupid to dare Jimmy to do something like that!”

Another time I hit him in the face with a horseshoe and he hit me in the back with a brick. Jimmy shot one of our cousins with a BB gun. Twice before he was even four years old he managed to put our dad’s Falcon into neutral, release the emergency brake, and roll the car down the hill toward the river. Both times the car stopped in the garden before going further down the hill into the water.

In our mother’s eyes, we were about as opposite as we could be. We both loved her we just demonstrated it different ways. I showed mine by wanting to please her most of the time. Sometimes, though, the resentment I felt for our mutual reliance on each other would come to the surface. The smarter I got, the dumber she seemed. Her grammar wasn’t very good and her accent was thick. At some point, our roles reversed and I started correcting her grammar. This hurt her. And yet, I’d do it anyway.

 

I’m sure Momma had a lot of pent-up rage. Animals were never allowed inside the house. She had grown up on a dairy farm and Momma had milked cows at 4:30 a.m. and gathered eggs from underneath the chickens, sticking her little hands in chicken shit every morning of her childhood. For a woman who spent her childhood on a farm, the thought of letting a filthy animal—and to her all animals were filthy—into the house was absurd. Only crazy city folks and white trash allowed such things.

We had outdoor cats as pets. We spent hard-earned money on cat food. My job every night was to fill the cat food bowl and set it outside for the cat. Momma noticed the cat getting skinny but saw that I was doing my duty every night. After careful surveillance, she learned the cause.

A stray dog was sneaking onto our property and eating the cat’s food. In her mind she also thought the beast also might be disease-ridden and bite one of her children. She did what she felt necessary. She grabbed a shotgun and shot the dog. The image of my hypersensitive Momma firing a gun at a defenseless animal startled me and stayed with me. Today, when I tell this story, my friends stare at me in disbelief. I know it seems shocking and cruel. I’ve come to look at it this way: my mother didn’t have control of the people in her life. She didn’t have control over the still-limited role women were allowed to play in the South. She didn’t have control of her appetite. This was a way of her exercising some power.

I like to think she only shot at the dog. I don’t know if she actually hit the dog or not. I never saw the dog again, but maybe it had learned its lesson and stayed away from the Merritt’s from then on. It did show a side of my mother that she couldn’t often express. When she absolutely felt the need to get her way, when something was intruding on the way she felt her life should be going, when she was up against the wall, she’d find a way of dealing with it. I learned my lesson.

Don’t fuck with Momma.

 

I was nine when I found out I would be getting a baby brother or sister. Momma and Daddy had always wanted a daughter. I had the feeling that they had wanted Jimmy to be a girl. Momma’s fascination with my hair undoubtedly stemmed from her desire for a daughter whom she could teach how to style her hair. So when Momma became pregnant again—they didn’t have sonograms then—they didn’t know for sure it would be a girl. However, we all had reasons why we thought it was going to be a girl. My mom was the same age that her mother was when she gave birth to her so it was just natural that it would be a girl. So said the logic of a nine-year-old.

Momma carried the baby full term but it died just before or during delivery. They named the dead infant Elizabeth. We had a funeral for Elizabeth and buried her in a little casket at the cemetery. Momma and Daddy had their own names and dates of birth affixed to the same grave plot. There was a blank spot for the other dates.

We all felt an incredible sense of loss. This was something the whole family had been looking forward to. After the baby was stillborn, especially when it was a girl, it was all that much more of God twisting the dagger and thrusting it into their hearts. It was devastating. She had been God’s little gift to us and He took her away and we didn’t understand why. She was going to make our family complete. I know in my mind I was planning all the things I was going to do with her over the years. I was going to be her big brother. I was going to take her to her piano recitals. Just encourage her. All the things I hadn’t done with Jimmy.

I had hoped that a new member in the family would help relieve some of the feelings of loneliness I had. These feelings had grown more intense as I had moved up in grade school, because I still hadn’t been able to make friends. Jimmy and I had such different interests and completely incongruent personalities that I’m not sure either of us had begun to feel the mythic “brotherly connection” that people talk about. I read books; Jimmy tinkered with motors for the go-cart and minibikes. I wasn’t a complete sissy—I still enjoyed riding these things, I was just clueless about how they worked.

Many nights before I would drift off to sleep, I would ask God to give me one really close friend. A boy who liked to do the same things I did—watch movies like The Sound of Music and West Side Story and read the same books—not play ball or fight. I’d also pray for magic powers like Samantha on Bewitched. That way, if God forgot to give me anything I wanted, I could just get it on my own.

A baby sister would have relieved those lonely feelings. By the time she started school, I would have my driver’s license and could take her to school and walk her inside and introduce her to the same teachers I had had nine years earlier. I would let her in on all the secrets that no one told you about at first but that you had to waste so much time figuring out. Things like why a candy bar that a sign said costs thirty cents would really cost thirty-two cents. Stuff like that. Jimmy never listened to me and I began to think he really didn’t like me all that much; Elizabeth would have clung to every word I said and she would have adored me.

It’s a traumatic event in any woman’s life to carry a baby to full term and then lose it. Momma cried a lot and, for once, there was nothing I could do to take the pain away. That crushed me. The death crushed me and then her anguish crushed me again. Our relationship had been about me making her happy before Elizabeth’s death; after that I wanted more than anything to make up for the loss.

One of the things that came out early in the therapy I would undergo years later was, “Where was your dad at this time? Why isn’t your mom getting this support and encouragement from your dad?” I don’t know. I never thought that she wasn’t getting emotional assistance from him, but looking back she wasn’t. At least not that I could see. By emotional assistance I mean, ordinarily a man and wife fill each other’s needs and my dad never met my mother’s emotional needs. Or maybe she just had too many for any one person to meet. I should know; my dad always said I was like my mother’s twin brother.

In defense of my father, I think lot of times a “true man” in the South doesn’t show his emotions so much. That might be one of the reasons why my mother was closer to me. I was more sensitive and I showed my feelings for her more. That’s why she confided in me; she told me things that my father wouldn’t have related to, or cared about, or have been sensitive to.

Daddy blamed God for Elizabeth’s death and became sullen and even quieter than ever. No one talked to anyone very much anymore. The loss had overwhelmed our little family. We were never the same after that.

 


The older I got, the more I learned about Momma’s attitudes about masculinity. I went with her to get her hair done. My aunt had recommended one of the men in her hair stylist class as the best hairdresser she’d ever met. Momma’s hair looked great but she was visibly disturbed about something. “I just couldn’t stand for that sissified Paul to touch my hair!” she exclaimed.

Twenty years later when I was at sea off the coast of Somalia and I still wasn’t out to her or my dad, in one of her letters to me she wrote, “I watched Philadelphia last night by myself. It was a very moving movie and I did some crying. I still say AIDS is a behavior problem thus there is a way of avoiding that disease. Denzel Washington and Tom Hanks did some great acting. The whole movie was done good. But, those people make me sick to my stomach. I have to do a lots of talking to me & the Lord about my attitude toward them. But they are very nauseating.”

Reading her letter then made me feel very icy and remote at first, like I was reading a book about someone else. Then I grew angry and cried alone for a few hours. It was my own fault. I hadn’t come out to her. I couldn’t blame her for hating me; she didn’t know that I was one of the people that she found so nauseating.

No, I was mad at her. I had planned to be with her for her fiftieth birthday after my return from being at sea. Those plans would entail a lot of complicated maneuverings, but I was willing to do that for her. Fuck that, I thought. If I made her nauseous, she could turn fifty without me.

 

After Elizabeth’s death, I turned to elementary school as a means of escape. My fourth grade teacher had taken a liking to me. I wasn’t imagining it. She moved my desk next to hers and even when she’d switch everyone else’s desks around, she’d leave mine right beside her own. I didn’t think there was anything wrong with this arrangement, especially after Momma’s miscarriage. My teacher comforted me and made my lunches for me for several days. The other kids called me “teacher’s pet.” Looking back, they were right. My relationship with her was a little weird, beyond student and teacher. She wanted a good son of her own and that was a role I felt most comfortable in.

My identity was being formed by now. In the third grade I had been exceptionally proud of my status as “Student of the Month.” The following year I liked being the “teacher’s pet.” In the fifth grade, I was in the top of my class. The top three in my class included: My friend from kindergarten, Melanie Runyan; the son of the president of the university, Bobby Jones IV, who was becoming my archrival; and me. My specialty was spelling. I won most of the spelling bees. When I didn’t, I’d automatically cry. I was ashamed of crying and I was ashamed of losing. So I learned the best way to avoid those shameful feelings was to win. At the end of the fifth grade I won the schoolwide spelling bee.

My winning word—“I-g-n-o-r-a-n-t.”

At the end of the sixth grade I was the odds-on favorite to win the schoolwide spelling bee again. I got cocky. I won the preliminary rounds from my class, but in front of the entire school, I made a complete idiot of myself.

My losing word—“N-e-c-e-c-a-r-i-l-l-y.” Even today I have to look it up.

One reason that I was such a good speller was that, in my spare time, when I wasn’t practicing the piano, I was reading books. My teacher turned everything into a contest, including spelling and reading. Mrs. Langston was my favorite teacher of all time and I was fortunate to have her in both the fifth and sixth grades. Before those years, the only things that seemed to matter to kids competitively were sports and popularity and I royally sucked at both. Now, however, I learned that I could be a winner in the things that were important to me. I won the fifth grade reading contest hands down and narrowly lost in the sixth grade to the new student, Leah Woods. Although Leah was a friend, I cursed her and her offspring for four generations.

Unfortunately, excelling in academics did not exempt me from Mrs. Langston’s desire that I be a well-rounded student. She was in her late twenties, attractive and in good shape herself, and she believed that her students should also be mentally, physically, and spiritually fit. In addition to our regular recess and gym time, occasionally she took us outside on nice days for games that she directed.

I dreaded these days. Once again I was the lonely kid on the playground. One time she spotted me lurking along the edge of the field, counting the minutes until we could go back inside and begin learning useful stuff again.

“Richie!” she shouted sternly in my direction. “All the boys are supposed to be playing soccer. Get over here now!” She pointed to a spot where she actually expected me to play a position on a team.

Almost frozen with fright, I slowly carried myself to my assigned location next to her. I could hear an audible groan from my “teammates.” I was angry with her. How could she, who I adored so much, be doing this me? This was worse than anything Mrs. Hand had ever done!

“Now, you can’t leave the field until you’ve kicked the ball at least three times!”

THREE TIMES?! Had the woman lost her mind? I looked around and saw that my nearest opponents were none other than Chuck Suthers and Gerald Porter, two of the best soccer players in the class. I could see their bared fangs through their wicked smiles and I could have sworn they were salivating. I was toast. The only reason I didn’t cry on the spot was because the intense terror had dried out my tear ducts.

The game resumed and as luck would have it the ball slowly rolled my way. To my complete shock, instinctively I moved my leg and foot and kicked the ball between a stunned Chuck and Gerald to an open teammate about fifteen feet away. He was able to run with it and put it in the goal.

Everyone cheered and gave me high-fives and patted me on the back. This felt awesome! If this is what it felt like to be the hero, I could get used to this.

“Very good, Richie!” exclaimed Mrs. Langston. “See, you can do it! Now just two more times and you can go back inside…unless you decide you want to stay.” Her smile was warm and genuine.

Of course I wanted to stay! Guys were grinning at me and nodding their heads and I was starting to feel…well, accepted. Not all the guys were happy, though. Chuck and Gerald were glaring and pacing back and forth like lions ready to pounce.

Mrs. Langston blew the whistle to restart the game and I was determined that the same thing would happen. My teammate to the left shouted, “Mine! Mine!” but I was oblivious to his communication. I saw the ball and raced toward it. I wanted that feeling again, and I was going to…

I kicked the ball…but to my horror, it went the wrong way! I had intercepted the ball from my own teammate and had kicked it directly into the feet of Gerald. He dribbled in place a bit and with a swift kick, passed it cleanly to Chuck, who scored a goal.

Petrified, I stared at Mrs. Langston. She had done this to me. Now I was going to get killed. My teammates, who had been cheering my name moments before now exuded more hatred than I had ever felt directed my way. The other team laughed but I knew no one would dare verbally abuse me with Mrs. Langston standing so close by. As angry as I was at her, she was the only thing protecting me from getting my skinny ass kicked at this moment. I looked at her, my eyes pleading for mercy.

“Okay,” she said, resigning herself to the hopelessness of my situation, “you can go back inside now if you want.”

With lightning speed, I darted inside the building. I went to the boys’ bathroom and cried my eyes out. I tried to remember that good feeling and wondered what I could do to get it back. I wanted the boys to admire me again. If only there were something I could do, something that I could be good at, that would make them like me. But right now, I couldn’t think of anything.
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SHOW MY PEOPLE



“The American Society of Interior Designers 2004 Strategic Environmental Report observed, ‘Gay activists view the Supreme Court ruling of 2003 overturning state sodomy laws that prohibited a number of sexual acts…as the first step toward the implementation of new, more friendly gay rights laws.’”

Over the years, Melanie tortured me by reading sections from the BJU Review, the alumni newsletter of Bob Jones University, aloud to me over the phone. She had just received the Summer 2004 version and couldn’t wait to share Dr. Bob Jones III’s personal letter, “The President’s Corner.”

“Why the fuck is Bob the Third reading ‘The American Society of Interior Designers’? He’d probably say it’s just for the articles.”

“Good point,” Melanie responded. “I swear Rich, ninety percent of his rants in these articles are against homosexuality! And it gets better. Listen to this. He writes ‘Housing complexes dedicated to gays are springing up all across America. Advertisers of mainstream American products and services are rushing to buy space in the gay press. They are suddenly aware of the cold hard cash represented by the homosexual community. America is headed for an early grave.’ Ooh, he just makes me so mad…”

“Where are these housing complexes and how come I wasn’t aware of them?” I asked. “Dammit, I’m going to fire my realtor!”

“You’ll love this part! ‘God will not allow America to survive the legitimizing and legalizing of sodomy and same-sex marriages. The homosexual community in seeking it, the courts in pandering to it, and the legislators in legalizing it constitute an infantry assault against the God of Heaven…’”

“What the hell does that wuss know about an infantry assault?! And no court has ever pandered to me, that’s for sure.”

“The best part is at the end…‘We appeal to the people for your prayers, financial support, and for the sake of your young people…’”

“Why are you still getting that rag?” I asked. “They haven’t blacklisted you yet? I mean come on, all I do is suck dick, but you—not only are you divorced, you remarried, which you know to them makes you an adulteress because ‘what therefore God hath joined together let not man put asunder!’ Remember that? Anyone who gets remarried is committing adultery in God’s eyes! I hope they at least stamp a big scarlet ‘A’ on the address label. Then you go and get another divorce. That would be like me dating a black man. Two strikes all in one!”

“Nope. They let blacks and whites date now.”

“So Bob Jones has finally made it into the sixties. I’ll be damned.”

“Yes, according them, you will be,” Melanie said.

“I’ll save you a spot when I get there.”

“I can’t believe this!” she exclaimed. “They didn’t send it to ‘Melanie Runyan’ they sent it to ‘Mrs. Melanie Runyan Burtner!’”

“‘Mrs.?’ And I didn’t know you had ever taken your second married name.”

“Neither did I. But apparently someone at Bob Jones thinks I should. Just like they insisted on putting my first married name on my university diploma when I specifically told them I wanted it to say ‘Runyan.’”

“I can laugh at all of his fucked up dogma in that letter, Melanie, except for that last part. Those poor kids who don’t know any better. I mean, most of them…fine, they want to be there, let them. But there’s ten percent that are lonely, scared and thinking there’s no one there like them, but their parents or somebody’s forcing them to be there…he’s just poisoning them.”

“Well,” she said, “look at us. We survived.”

“Barely,” I added. “And only by the grace of God. The real God. Not this asshole’s version.”


 

Ironically, or perhaps not so ironically, given the prolificacy of his homophobia, the first time I recall hearing the word “homosexual” was from Dr. Bob Jones III on the university’s Sunday morning television show. We didn’t go to church as much after Elizabeth died so if we stayed home on Sunday morning I watched it. It was called “Show My People” after the verse in the Bible where God commands one of the prophets to “Show my people their transgressions!” That’s what Bob Jones III intended to do. Show the world where it sinned.

One show “Dr. Bob” talked about Anita Bryant—who I knew as “the orange juice lady”—and how he thought she was a courageous woman for taking a stand in Florida against the sodomites. He sneered that you couldn’t call them “sodomites” anymore but had to say the more proper “homosexuals” instead. He talked about how homosexuality was against the Bible and anyone who said otherwise did not understand Scripture. I didn’t know what a sodomite or a homosexual was and there certainly wasn’t anyone in my life I could ask.

Bob Jones the Third’s contempt wasn’t limited to the act of sodomy. For whatever reason, he also detested effeminacy or anything remotely relating to it.

Dr. Jones showed this contempt after the conductor of a nationally acclaimed orchestra displayed wildly flamboyant feminine mannerisms. The conductor and his orchestra had given a special concert one evening on the Bob Jones campus as part of the school’s annual “Artist Series.”

During chapel service the following day, Dr. Bob Jones III said, “Wathn’t he jutht such a thweet fellow?” Dr. Jones exaggerated a lisp and made a limp-wrist motion. The students laughed and laughed. I laughed, too. At least Dr. Bob wasn’t making fun of me. The joke was on Dr. Bob, however, because the guest conductor was in the audience. At least that was the rumor that went around the campus.

Dr. Bob Jones III’s opinions on homosexuality made nationwide news. His grandfather had chosen alcohol as the scourge of the nation and his father had chosen to beat up on Catholicism. For Dr. Bob Jones III, America’s curse was homosexuality. In March 1980, he and other fundamentalist ministers went to the White House to deliver petitions to President Carter opposing extending provisions of the Civil Rights Act to homosexuals.

“I’m sure this will be greatly misquoted,” Dr. Bob said to an Associated Press reporter, “but it would not be a bad idea to bring the swift justice today that was brought in Israel’s day against murder and rape and homosexuality. I guarantee it would solve the problem posthaste if homosexuals were stoned, if murderers were immediately killed as the Bible commands.”

 

I loved to read anything I could get my hands on. I read so many books the ophthalmologist said that’s why I had to get glasses. The glasses, of course, made me look nerdy and unattractive, which didn’t add to my already low self-esteem. But now I could see further and I began to realize that there was a world that existed beyond a three-foot perimeter surrounding me. Eventually I would have to learn to occupy that world; for now, though, I put on my glasses and buried my face, my mind, and my imagination in my beloved books.

If there were no new books in the house I would read the World Book Encyclopedias my parents had purchased soon after I was born. I especially enjoyed reading the sections on other countries and tried to imagine myself in those places, amidst the people I saw in the photographs doing the things that were described in the narrative about that country. The people looked so happy doing whatever it was they were doing, whether it was fishing in the South China Sea, bathing in the Ganges, or chasing kangaroo in the outback. It never occurred to me that I had grown to detest the things that my own people did, like picking green beans, corn, and okra in the blazing summer heat with bugs attacking our flesh, mowing the huge lawn or cleaning the house. No wonder no one took pictures of us for the World Book Encyclopedia. We were mundane.

I was drawn to the sections on the military, especially the Navy and Marine Corps. I also enjoyed looking at maps and wanted to go to other countries so it became a synergistic fantasy to think of myself standing on the deck of a Navy ship wearing the same crisp white officer’s uniform I saw in the pictures, charting the vessel’s course over the world’s oceans. I would tell the captain how far he needed to turn the wheel to get to whatever port we wanted to visit. The fact that Navy ships no longer had steering wheels was an inconvenient point I overlooked in my fantasy.

But there was something mystical about the Marines. My attraction to the Marine Corps at this age was not easy for me to understand. My vague imagination had me in a group of men just like me. That was so different from where I felt myself now, so emotionally separated from the rest of my extended family and ridiculed by the boys in my class. In my reality, I was lonely, but in my Marine Corps vision, I was happy being one of a group of peers. These Marines wouldn’t scorn me like the boys on the soccer field because I would pass whatever test was necessary to become one of them. They would have to like me then.

My favorite novels were the “Hardy Boys Mystery Series.” I read every one of them and begged my mom to take me to the Kmart whenever a new one was published. The mysteries these teenage boys uncovered were intriguing and their lives seemed infinitely more fascinating than my own. I wondered when Frank and Joe Hardy had time to do their homework.

However, it wasn’t just the boys’ sleuthing that caught my attention. Frank and Joe’s adventures frequently took them to remote destinations in the woods where they had to cross a body of water. Sometimes they swam across a river, other times they might fall into a lake while boating or they might simply find themselves caught in a rainstorm in the middle of a forest. Inevitably, the brothers would strip naked and wait for their clothes to dry. They would use this time to ponder the clues they had uncovered or talk about the next step of their investigation. But I couldn’t get the visual out of my head.

They were naked!

I didn’t recognize this image as something sexual and the fact that they were brothers made it seem okay that they were standing around outside without a stitch of clothing on talking to each other. Their clothes were wet and they had to wait for them to dry and they were detectives discussing a case. It was okay.

But they were naked!

I read and reread those parts. Yum! The idea of dark-haired, eighteen-year-old steady and thoughtful Frank and blond, seventeen-year-old short-tempered and impetuous Joe posing nude in the woods by the river gave me goose bumps. I liked this feeling. I wished that I had a brother I got along with enough to do things like this. Jimmy was just too wild and different. Besides, Joe always did what Frank told him to and Jimmy never did what I told him to. I sighed. This would just have to be my dream.

There was a similar line of Christian adventure books for boys. These books weren’t as interesting as the Hardy Boys books and quite often the “preachiness” of the story overwhelmed any intrigue. These were called the Danny Orlis books.

The Danny Orlis books weren’t as well written as the Hardy Boys books. Frank and Joe seemed so…alive! Danny Orlis wasn’t real. Besides, Frank and Joe had each other. I really liked that part. Danny Orlis was…well, he was alone. Plus, he could be really bitchy sometimes.

Most of all, I started reading the Bible. Not just stories adapted for children from the Holy Scriptures, but the actual text of the King James Version itself. I wanted to know first-hand what God said about things.

My favorite character in the Bible, after Jesus, was David. Not the old David, who, after he became King turned into a sleazy, murderous adulterer. My hero was the young David. Out of all the men in the Promised Land, David was the one handpicked by God to be the next King of Israel. I pictured the young David as tanned and handsome, playing his harp while he watched over his sheep. I imagined that he was shorter than the average man, but muscular, and that he had curly light brown hair with a golden tint caused by constant exposure to the sun. My David had a robust and manly scent, made fresh by a constant outdoor breeze.

I could relate to David. He wrote poetry; I wanted to write stories too. He was musical; I played the piano and the clarinet. He seemed gentle and kind, like me. But he was also a fierce warrior and I got revved up every time I heard the story about how he killed the giant, Goliath, armed only with a slingshot. David was a tender soul, but he was no sissy.

The best part of the David story, though, was his relationship with Jonathan. Jonathan was the son of the reigning monarch, King Saul. King Saul learned that God had anointed David to be his successor instead of his rightful heir so Saul tried to kill David. Jonathan was aware of these facts, but he loved David so much, he didn’t care that David was going to be king instead of him. In several places, God tells us that Jonathan loved David as he loved his own soul.

Because of King Saul’s murderous plot against David, Jonathan and David were forced to meet secretly in hidden places. It was so romantic! Each time they met, they kissed, removed their clothes, wept, or made promises to each other. When David learned that Jonathan had been killed in battle, he tore his clothes, mourned, wept and fasted until evening. David publicly paid special tribute to Jonathan by wailing, “I am distressed for thee, my brother Jonathan; very pleasant hast thou been unto me. Thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women.”

I wouldn’t understand the true nature of the relationship between these two young men for several more years. Right now all I knew was that I wanted my very own Jonathan.

As my mind was developing at a fast rate, so was my body. I remember watching a made-for-television movie about the Bible. At the very beginning of the film, as in the book it was based on, God created Adam and Eve. Suddenly Adam was there and was completely naked. Of course, this was network TV; all they were allowed to show was the appearance of nudity, so all you saw was the side of him. Yet you could see his bare ass—not the back of it, and definitely not a full-frontal shot, just his naked side. I noticed he had the most muscular thigh and leg. And he was stooping down as if God was just about to create Eve out of his rib. I remember being so taken with that image. Wow. The first man and he’s so beautiful! He was like a statue.

Soon after, I took a shower. I was hitting puberty. I recall catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror, of my bare butt and my bare side. My leg had started to develop. I no longer had just a little boy’s limb; I was starting to get some muscle definition. I remember stooping down like that image of Adam and looking in the mirror and thinking, Wow, this feels good. I like looking like a man. I like looking at this. I wondered how much I had looked like that image on the TV show.


Looking in the mirror, I was attracted to what I saw. So I guess my first sexual attraction was to myself. That’s the type of thing that’s hard for me to admit. It sounds so narcissistic. I’ve heard that homosexuality is the ultimate form of narcissism because by wanting to have sex with someone of the same gender, we are really wanting to have sex with ourselves. Whatever. I just thought I looked hot.

Sometimes my penis would get hard and I didn’t know why. I came up with the theory that grown men’s penises were this big and hard all the time and, that since I was growing up, soon mine would be big and hard like this all the time. That didn’t seem very comfortable but if every man in the world dealt with it, so could I.

I also remember my second sexual attraction. All the boys in my sixth grade class took swimming lessons. I felt a strange sense of excitement inside me about changing clothes in the locker room with them, but I didn’t have a clue what that excitement meant, where it came from, or what it was about.

After a swimming lesson I was in the locker room on the bench getting dressed. I looked up and found my face inches away from the butt of a nineteen-year-old, blond-haired, blue-eyed, buff college swimming coach. He was buck-naked and a hot feeling ran up and down along my backbone and to my chest and down my legs and back to my head. I couldn’t take my eyes away from this man’s butt. I had an urge to reach out and touch it, but of course I didn’t dare. My penis got hard and I covered it with a towel. Maybe there was some connection between the naked man, the tingly feeling inside, and my penis getting hard, but I wasn’t sure. I knew, though, that through no intention of my own, I was attracted to this man’s body.

Slowly, I was learning about the sexual world. One evening while watching the evening news, the anchor talked about something called rape. I had assumed rape was the same as murder, but one night they talked about rape and murder. At the dinner table I asked what the difference was.

Momma gave Daddy a very serious stare and said “Paul, you need to talk to him.”

Daddy called me into his bedroom a few hours later, something he never did. He had an open encyclopedia in his lap. At once, I was frightened and excited. I had long suspected that the world was full of secrets adults hadn’t told me. Now I was about to find out what one of those secrets was.

He pointed to a diagram of a nude male figure and said something about semen and sperm coming out of the penis. Then, he turned to a diagram of a nude female figure and said something about the semen and sperm going into the woman’s opening between her legs. That’s how a baby was made. It was okay for a man and woman to do this if they were married but, if not, they weren’t allowed.

He said that when a man sent the semen and sperm to the woman when she didn’t want it, that was called rape. Daddy explained that when the penis was hard, it couldn’t pee, that that was when the semen and sperm came out. He said that maybe I’d noticed my penis getting hard already when I was around a pretty girl. I nodded even though I hadn’t observed quite that correlation.

I was more puzzled, though, by how the sperm and semen made it from the man’s penis into the opening between the woman’s legs. Daddy had left out a pretty important piece of the puzzle and I was left to my eleven-year-old imagination to fill in the gaps, so to speak. I reached the conclusion that sperm went through the air like hair spray from an aerosol can and found its own way into the woman. What that meant to me was that when my penis got hard, I needed to stay away from the girls.

As I entered puberty, staying away from girls would be the least of my worries.

 

Considering how many books I read, it’s only natural I would learn the nature of my dad’s omission—“the missing link” of sex—by reading about it. My junior high school history teacher encouraged us to read historical novels to learn history so I found a copy of a book called The Bastard by John Jakes. Probably not the book she had in mind. I became addicted to reading about this strange family of American Revolutionaries. They did wild things. The men took off the women’s clothes and played with their body parts. The women did the same to the men. Finally, one scene used words like “semen” and “thrust his penis into her opening” and later she had a baby. Finally, it all made sense. It sounded gross, but it fit with what Daddy had tried to explain to me.

The second or third book in the series talked about two men on a ship during the War of 1812. One man attacked the other and tried to “thrust” into the man’s butt-hole. The man who was to be the “thrustee” spotted the bulge in the “thruster’s” pants and fended him off before he could execute his sex act. The word “sodomy” was used. I read and reread that part several times. A light dawned and I became further enlightened to these adult secrets.

I campaigned for Ronald Reagan in 1980. When he came to the campus of Bob Jones University, I got to hear him speak and, after his speech, I got to shake his hand as well as Nancy’s. I was the happiest twelve-year-old in the world that day.

The late Dr. Bob Jones, Jr., was the former president and, in 1980, the current chancellor of Bob Jones University. We referred to him affectionately as “Junior.” He was world-renowned for being a loose cannon. He was old and didn’t care what came out of his mouth. Quite frequently his comments in our daily chapel service earned him ridicule or condemnation on the national news at night. He called Betty Ford a “slut” and prayed that God strike Al Haig dead. I and the other five thousand students, faculty, and administrators in the building joined him in that prayer.

“Dr. Bob [Junior] will fool you,” reported the Washington Post in the eighties. “He’s not at all what the media has put him up to be. You’d think he was some backward hick who barely knew his English. He’s not like that at all. He’s multifaceted…he’s a fine Shakespearean actor.”

The paper contained a 2,500-word story on the seventy-two-year old Dr. Bob Junior and his passion for the arts. “A painted portrait of the chancellor hangs just outside his office. It shows Bob Jones dressed as Shylock. There is a Bible in the painting—and a statue of the Bard.”

The story was that Dr. Bob Junior had wanted to be a professional Shakespearean actor, but that his father, the fire-and-brimstone turn-of-the-century evangelist, had persuaded his only son to sacrifice his passion for the stage and serve the Lord. While Junior may have not become a professional actor, every year he performed in at least one Shakespeare play and all of the students, staff, and faculty were required to attend. His sermons were also much more of a theatrical monologue than a theological discourse.

At the formal plays and concerts, which were also part of the “Artists Series,” all of the members of the audience showed their respect for the Jones family by standing when the Joneses arrived and took their seats in the special box reserved for the university’s “first family.”

Junior’s talents were not restricted to the stage. He was an avid art collector and today visitors come from all over the world to admire the University’s art collection. The Washington Post story focused primarily on Junior’s taste in paintings.

“Art feeds hunger in the hearts of men,” Dr. Jones Junior is reported to have said.

The Post noted the seeming contradictions presented by Dr. Bob Junior and his artistic preferences. “Protestant fundamentalists, whose wood churches are as spare as white china doorknobs, whose unpretentious hymns are shoveled out four-square, traditionally oppose pubic [sic] ostentation. Yet these Baroque pictures—with their ecstasies of passion, their flesh and writhing limbs—are some of the most sumptuous in the history of art.”

Al Franken had this to say about Dr. Bob Jones Jr.’s art collection in Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them: “You see, Dr. Bob II had spent some summers in the late 1930s as a tour guide in Rome, Paris and Vienna, and had acquired a taste for fine art. Luckily, when he returned to Europe in the late forties, he was able to acquire quite a bit of it at very reasonable prices.”

The Washington Post story concluded with a revealing tidbit about Jones. Dr. Bob Junior had a personal requirement that all of his paintings feature a Biblically-based subject. However, one painting that was thought to have been about Pharisees was about a “heathen subject” instead.

“I thought [Jones] would be dismayed, but not at all,” said the collector who discovered the mistake. “When I told him they weren’t Pharisees he said, ‘That’s all right. We’ll just call them scribes.’”

Dr. Bob Junior told us about a new disease that only sodomites could get and it was deadly. This was proof that God strikes dead those who mock His name. I thought Junior had finally gone crazy. How could a disease know if someone liked sex with men or women? It turned out Junior was right, sort of. This was how I learned about AIDS.

 

I had problems of my own. I got pubic hair way before any other guys in my junior high gym class. It embarrassed me. But suddenly I was the third tallest guy in the eighth grade. That was different. My voice also changed, but not in a good way. Instead of becoming deeper and more masculine, at first it had a higher pitch, like a woman with a deep voice, but still a woman’s voice. When I answered the phone at home, no one asked for my mother anymore, they just started in with “Hello, Ruth…” or even worse, “Missus Merritt…” I felt like shit. My voice was changing, but into a woman’s voice!

In the South, any hint of effeminacy in a male was not about to go unnoticed. Randy was a fat, typical bully type and he had his little sidekick Brent. Randy and Brent. One day I was walking and Randy and Brent were standing on the side—which wasn’t allowed—loitering was forbidden, but Randy and Brent were doing it anyway. I was walking toward the area where my Mom was picking me up. My head was lowered and I was thinking my own thoughts, when all of a sudden I realized Randy was focused on me. He was making the limp-wristed motion with his hand calling, “Hey, Richie.” I knew he was making fun of me and I locked eyes with him and then looked quickly away, not breaking my stride. Yet, I felt this intense heat inside of me and I knew my face was red. Because he knew he had gotten to me at that point, he pumped up his name-calling.

At first I was so shocked I couldn’t even process it. As I got farther away I wanted to cry. When I got in the car to go home I was very upset, very disturbed. I couldn’t even speak. I couldn’t tell my mom what had just happened. I couldn’t tell her that the other boys thought I was a sissy.

After that happened then I thought back wondering, Wow, if this is what I’m seeing now what did people say up until this point?”

After that, the two eighth graders made fun of me every day. They mimicked the way I walked and they made limp-wrist motions whenever they saw me. I cried at night about this but during the day I paid strict attention to how I walked and tried to butch it up, a phrase I wouldn’t learn about for years.

By high school my voice sounded manlier and no one called me “Missus Merritt,” on the phone, so that was one less thing to worry about in a growing list of concerns. And I liked the freedom in high school as opposed to junior high and got into the swing of things with band, debate, student government, theater and drama, and of course, chorus. I discovered that within certain circles I could be popular.

 

Things were generally okay, but not always. At night alone in my room I’d cry for no reason I could think of. Gradually, it got worse and worse. There was nothing I could tie it to. I just wasn’t happy sometimes. I didn’t have a girlfriend, but that didn’t bother me. I was friends with some of the best-looking and most athletic guys in the class. But…something was wrong. I just knew it, but I didn’t know what that “something” was.

Today it would be diagnosed as clinical depression. But this was before Prozac and Paxil and in South Carolina, no one had sympathy for anyone who “suffered” from depression. You just quit whining and got over it.

The depression worsened but I didn’t know it had a name. I was just very, very sad, and pretty soon I was sad all the time.

One night I decided to end it all. I was sixteen.

Like most Southern families, our house had several guns. We had rifles and shotguns and one pistol. Daddy kept the bullets for the pistol in a drawer and I got one out. I went to look for the gun but it wasn’t in its usual place. I looked everywhere, but couldn’t find it. I would have to settle for stabbing myself with a knife. The thought of using the rifle seemed awkward. Using the shotgun was out of the question.

I wrote a note telling my folks I couldn’t take the overwhelming sadness anymore. Suddenly, Momma and Daddy came home early from wherever they’d been. I stuffed the note in my desk where I had also placed the hunting knife as Momma opened my bedroom door. I was crying. She begged me to tell her why, but I couldn’t.


Later, Momma told her sister that she had hidden the pistol in our house when I was fourteen because she was afraid I might kill myself. But I never saw a counselor or therapist of any kind. People who believed in God were supposed to be happy; to be sad was a sign that maybe you weren’t all that close to God. That’s how we interpreted it, anyway. So no way would I, or my mother, admit that I wasn’t happy.

 

Life went on, of course, and things got better. I learned to deal with the chemical changes in my adolescent body and mind.

My friends were good looking, but Bobby the Fourth befriended one of the handsomest boys in school, Julian. He was from San Diego, California, automatically making him the most intriguing kid in Greenville, South Carolina. We were taught that people from California were strange and rebellious. The land of the fruits and nuts. It was as if he was an alien we all feared and secretly admired. Bobby was the only one confident enough to reach out to him.

Julian was a bad influence on Bobby. Bobby displayed a rebellious attitude. At any other high school it would have been considered normal teen behavior, but not at Bob Jones. Any deviation from what was accepted could brand a person a “reprobate.” While Bobby wasn’t a full-fledged “reprobate,” he wasn’t being the gung-ho champion of his namesake school.

In the tenth grade, Julian was expelled from Bob Jones Academy. A lot of our classmates were expelled, or “shipped” that year. I thought of getting shipped the same way I thought of executions. It was terrifying and it would never happen to me because I kept to all the rules.

Shockingly, in the eleventh grade, it happened to Bobby. Julian had returned to Greenville to spend Christmas with his mother. Dr. Bob Jones III had forbidden Bobby from socializing with Julian, but Dr. Bob was out of town and Bobby disobeyed. Julian bought Bobby some beer and Bobby got caught drinking alcohol!

There was a rumor that some men in the university administration didn’t like Bobby and were going to make sure that he never followed his father to the presidency. This was their opportunity and they took it. It was so medieval. While the king was away, the henchmen removed his first-born son. The palace coup was successful, and such was the scandal of a teenager caught drinking beer that the prince was exiled to live with relatives. In Indiana.

Bobby’s expulsion had both an emotional and a practical impact on me. Although our relationship was rooted in rivalry, over the years we had developed a fond admiration for the other’s many appreciable talents. In recent years, I was neither cool nor popular enough to exist in Bobby’s orb but we still considered ourselves friends. I would miss him. Besides, if they could expel Bob Jones IV, they could expel anyone, especially a poor kid from Piedmont with no connections.

I would also miss Bobby for a practical reason. The junior class advisor had asked Bobby and me to co-author a play. This wasn’t just any play—it was the play that would he performed at the end-of-the-year junior-senior banquet.

Bob Jones Academy did not have a prom. A prom would have meant dancing and, because dancing was evil, we had a junior-senior play and banquet instead.

“Mr. Rasmussen,” I said, drawing the attention of a new student teacher in our eleventh-grade Bible class. Those of us who had attended Bob Jones for eleven years knew all the traps for these unwitting hapless novices. “Why aren’t we allowed to dance?”

“Because that would be against God’s teaching in the Bible,” he said. “We are not to give in to the desires of the flesh. Dancing is just that…it’s inappropriate for a Christian to engage in such activities.”

“Hmmm. I see.” This guy was such a dweeb. He had ugly thick brown glasses and we could see dandruff all over the shoulders of his cheap polyester suit. Lots of it. “What about Ecclesiastes 3:4 then? Don’t we have to obey that?”

Mr. Rasmussen looked perplexed. He almost tripped, stepping back to the lectern where he had left his Bible. “I’m sorry, what…what was the reference again?” He began flipping the pages.

I said, “Ecclesiastes…Chapter 3…Verse 4…. Do you want me to read it to you?” Without waiting, I quoted, “‘a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance…’ Aren’t we supposed to dance? I mean, the Bible says there’s a time to dance. Why can’t we have a prom, then?”


I stopped listening. I knew Mr. Rasumussen would give the standard party-line answer…something about Old Testament dispensation, whatever that meant. God never changed, or so we were taught. Yet the same God that allowed Solomon and David to have as many wives as they pleased had somehow changed that traditional notion of marriage to mean that in the new era a man could only have one wife, not many as he had been able to have before.

Yet we were supposed to follow Old Testament laws about a lot of other things. No one had ever explained which laws were to be obeyed or why those laws and not others, but I didn’t ask many questions. Asking too many questions branded a person a reprobate. I might ask these pitiful student-teachers smart-ass questions when the real teacher wasn’t within earshot, but in front of my real teachers, I put on a cooperative face. I was such an ass-kisser.

The truth was that I was glad we didn’t have a prom. I would have been forced out on a dance floor with the girls. Instead, I got to write a play! It would be fabulous and everyone would know I had written it. Bob Jones Academy might seem weird to the rest of the world, but for me, it was ideal.

Unfortunately, writing a play was a big undertaking and, without Bobby, the entire responsibility was mine. I suppose I could have asked someone for help, but only Bobby was a match for the level of talent at which I perceived myself to be.

I locked myself in my room with my manual Royal typewriter and got to work. We were too poor to afford a sleek electric IBM Selectric but that didn’t stop me. I pounded away until the script was complete. The play began as a spoof of Macbeth. What it ended up as was a very campy modern upper-class version of West Side Story.

The adviser ran it by the higher-ups and brought me the news.

“They like your play…so do I,” she said. I sensed doubt, however, and didn’t say anything.

“But…I’m a little confused. I know this was going to be Macbeth…but this is okay. But is it Romeo and Juliet, or is it West Side Story or the War of the Roses…it’s just not entirely clear…” she was shaking her head.

“Well…yes, yes and yes,” I said smartly. “Except I see them as wearing carnations, not roses, the Rockefellers will wear red and the Vanderbilts will wear white…”

“The staging has to be inexpensive,” she said.

“I don’t see how it can be inexpensive,’ I said. I envisioned elaborate gold decorations and velvet curtains and antique furniture…

“It has to be inexpensive. And Richie…you have to change one thing.”

I didn’t like the sound of this.

“There can’t be any murders.”

I was stunned. My play required three murders. The higher-ups had all gone completely mad. “They wanted me to do Macbeth. How was I supposed to do a spoof of Macbeth without any murders? So what were they expecting? I can’t have a play without the three…”

“There can’t be any murders.”

“Okay, okay, then, here’s what we’ll do. Ben and Greg will just receive serious injuries but they’ll live. But Ronnie Rockefeller must be killed…”

“How many times to do I have to say it, Richie? No murders!”

Bob Jones was not known for compromise. My play would be no exception. I thought about going on strike…but I wasn’t getting paid anything anyway.

“Okay, no murders.” I had no idea how this was going to work.

 

Behind the fortress fences, realities began setting in. Our twelfth grade year they expelled a girl who had gotten pregnant. Her dad kicked her out of her house and she had an abortion. The boy who had impregnated the girl, Lee, was the son of poor, low-level Bob Jones cafeteria workers who depended on Bob Jones for their housing and meals. Bob Jones told them that their sixteen-year-old son could not live on campus. The men in the administration knew the boy’s parents could not afford to live anywhere else and support their other three children, one of whom was disabled and had special—and expensive—needs. The parents were forced to kick their wayward son into the streets. “Tough love.” So much for forgiveness.

But we believed, we believed, we believed. We were good! We were righteous! Some of us went to New York City to preach on the streets to all the sinners there. As godly as I considered myself, it made me uncomfortable to be seen on street corners in this strange, new and exciting place while my Bible class teacher shouted to the sinners through a megaphone.

I was curious about life beyond the walls that had sealed me away for so long. I sneaked away from the group and peered into the windows or talked to strangers in the parks. I met some fascinating people. One man in Brooklyn had never visited Manhattan in all of his fifty years. I just couldn’t imagine staring across the water at the magnificent skyline and never buying a subway token to go over there. A woman sitting on a park bench wrapped in an old deep-red wool coat with cigarette burns on it told me she was from a former planet that was now the asteroid belt and had escaped to earth a million years ago just before her planet was pulverized.

We went to the top of the World Trade Center and saw the whole city. What a place! The world was enormous and my little slice of it seemed smaller and smaller.

 

I lost an election for student body vice president. I had been favored to win but was defeated by a little-known tenth grader. It hit me hard and embittered me against the system. Sources had told me that the student body adviser, Mr. Panache, didn’t care for me and had forbidden me from running for student body president. Some people might think I was just paranoid, but in reality, when it came to my teachers, I was the opposite of paranoid. I assumed all teachers liked me. So I was distraught when my friend Dana Jordan told me Mr. Panache had labeled me “power hungry.”

Mr. Panache was an extremely overweight, red-faced science teacher with a high-pitched voice and effeminate mannerisms. I sat at the front table in the class next to the outcast Julian’s handsome older brother, Evan. Because Mr. Panache was so overweight, he had the annoying habit of constantly pulling up his double-knit polyester slacks. When he would do this, it presented the class with the disturbing image of the outline of his strangely small genitalia. Second period for me was a perpetual contrast between the sexual allure of Evan’s post–gym class sweaty manliness and Mr. Panache’s distressing androgynous asexuality.

My friends on the student body committee protested and he compromised by allowing me to run for VP. Knowing that my defeat delighted him burned me up inside. What could I do to get back at him? The system? The world? Myself?

I bought a pack of cigarettes at the gas station. Fuck them. I wanted to see what it was like to sin. Smoking seemed an easy way to find out. I gagged but it felt great to know I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to do. I had done everything right and still lost the election. Smoking was a thrill.

In a pattern that would repeat itself throughout my life, days later I felt extremely guilty for doing something that I had been taught was wrong. I turned myself in to my Bible teacher and told him I had been smoking. It was a minor scandal and the drama appealed to me. I might have lost the election, but I was getting attention. Plus it felt good to get forgiveness.

 

People find it hard to believe that I didn’t masturbate. Didn’t really have overt crushes. Never entertained a conscious sexual thought and did all I could to kill the homosexual thoughts that seeped into my unwilling consciousness.

There was a lot of talk about masturbation at Bob Jones Academy. The nighttime study hall monitor talked to the boys about the evils of playing with oneself. I wasn’t quite sure what masturbation was, but I knew it involved hands and penises. I didn’t do it myself; I just had a lot of wild dreams instead. All about guys. I’d wake up with stains on the sheets. We weren’t responsible for our dreams, though, at least that’s what Mr. Panache had told us in science, so I never felt compelled to ask forgiveness for having wicked dreams.

The art teacher, Mr. Delaney, only let boys take his mechanical drawing class. Frequently he opened classes with a little talk about the sin of masturbation. Mr. Delaney was a bachelor and was a resident dormitory supervisor. I heard that he left the school years later under what may have been questionable circumstances. His best friends seemed to be the two spinster upper-level high school English teachers.


I adored our twelfth grade English teacher, Miss Denham. She openly praised my writing ability and was pleased that I always met the deadlines for getting articles in to the school newspaper. She and I kept in touch for many years and I sent her trinkets from the exotic places I visited while in the service.

When I transferred to Southern California, Miss Denham wrote: “I’m glad you like your new home. A young man was visiting Mr. Delaney from northern California this weekend. He was telling him how pretty the coast is in that area.”

Mr. Delaney was also the adviser for the school yearbook, the Academian. Now that I was not going to be a student body officer, perhaps I could be the yearbook editor. My ego and I were starving for some outward position to validate ourselves. I approached a friend who was a senior and on the current year’s Academian staff.

“Kathy,” I said, cornering her after a class we had together. “I was just wondering…have you heard who the editor is going to be for next year’s Academian?”

Kathy avoided my eyes at first. “Well, yes. That was decided a long time ago, actually. The editor has to take certain classes…”

I was crushed. But…“What about the staff positions? Surely those all haven’t been decided. I mean, Mr. Delaney had to wait to see who was going to get student body positions.”

Kathy sighed and raised her eyes to mine. She was sweet, but direct. “Richie, I was hoping you wouldn’t ask me about this…several of us recommended you…but Mr. Delaney said absolutely not.”

I was shocked. “I…I didn’t even think Mr. Delaney knew me that well! What…what…”

“Apparently he thinks you’re too full of yourself. He talks to Mr. Panache, you know. They’re friends.”

It was a conspiracy! I stormed out of the room, too angry and fearful I was about to shed tears over this to continue talking to Kathy. Was I really this big of a…a…jerk?

At least Mr. Monroe liked me. I was still going to be the president of my literary society the following year and reported to him for approving the activities I had planned. He was my German teacher and we got along well. But even he had some news for me…


“Richie,” he began, after calling me in to his office for a serious discussion. “You were the most qualified person on that ballot for any office. Do you know why you didn’t get it?”

I was upset. Where was this headed? “Um, because Mark Parker got more votes than I did?”

“This! This…sarcasm…this know-it-all attitude you have sometimes…is exactly what I’m talking about, Richie! No one likes that, and do you know why?” He paused, but it was clear I was not to say anything. I’m not sure what I would have said at this point to anyone. I was stunned.

“Because you’ve gotten to be too arrogant. You’re a smart aleck. You come across like you think you’re better than everyone else.”

My emotions were like a typhoon. I wanted to throw something, to storm out of the room, to shout and to cry, all at the same time. And this was a teacher who actually liked me!

“I don’t know what to say,” was all I could manage. “I’m…I’m…I’d say it’s the opposite…I really don’t think I’m good enough…as good as everyone else. If that’s what they think, they’re…about as wrong as they could be.”

Without hesitating, I stood up and left the office. Now I did have to go home and cry.

I got talked to a lot by teachers and once even the principal. It wasn’t over the usual high school stuff, like causing trouble, bad grades, or skipping classes. The principal was concerned that I didn’t seem happy, although he didn’t call it depression. The American history teacher was angry with me because she said I demonstrated a lack of respect for other students. My Spanish teacher said I should be getting better grades (I was getting a B+) because she knew my IQ.

Mr. Monroe was also upset because there seemed to be a budget deficit for my literary society. The problem was that I had a let a friend, Lucas, talk me into overspending for soccer uniforms. Our uniforms looked the best, but now we were in the red. And we’d had to forge a signature to get the invoice approval.

How was all this happening? I wondered. High school students weren’t supposed to be worrying about budget deficits and accusations of being “power hungry.” Yet this was my life. I continued battling the sadness, too, but was determined not to let my mind go back to suicide. That just seemed too…too final. And what if…what if…I wasn’t ready to go to heaven? That would suck. Kill myself and then go to hell for eternity. No thanks.

In the face of all of these problems, I turned to God. He would take care of me.

Each year religion became more and more central to my life. I never missed my daily devotional period—a personal time of quiet prayer, Bible reading, and meditation. People began to notice the improvement in my attitude. I was a very good kid and people were starting to have very high expectations of me that I wanted to live up to. That meant being very religious: going to church, going to Sunday school, keeping all the rules. I read the Bible cover-to-cover, Genesis to Revelation five times. I never used bad language. If I had a negative thought I would immediately ask God to forgive me.

I was trying to cleanse myself, to use God’s power to cleanse me, and it was a constant process. Once they get you started on this you pick it up yourself—they teach you that. They tell you everything to believe, but then they add, “We can’t tell you what to believe. You’ve got to do that yourself.” Once that seed gets planted it just grows like wildfire.

Not all my male teachers were against me. Even though I really sucked at almost all sports, Coach Lawrence saw that I had physical potential. Each year I did the most pull-ups in my class and track was the only sport at which I excelled.

“I tell ya, Merritt, I’m going to teach you to have hand-eye coordination yet!” Coach would send the other boys to do basketball drills leaving my jock classmate, Chuck Suthers, in charge. He’d take me aside and try to teach me basketball skills. I knew it was hopeless, but I appreciated his effort.

Coach also had unique insights into gay men.

“Don’t be calling these faggots names, now. They’re not the limp-wristed milquetoasts like they used to be,” said Coach to our gym class of eleventh-grade boys. “No, these queers have been working out! They’re strong and fit and they’ll kill ya if ya call ’em names. No, leave the fags alone.”









5

LIFE IS A STAGE



At last it was time for the junior-senior banquet. Every minute of my free time—and many minutes when I should have been studying or in class—went into planning this play. The closer we got to the evening of the performance, the more and more classes I skipped to work on all aspects of the show. The adviser gave me a permission note, of course. I had never skipped classes in my life as that was strictly forbidden. Working on this production had been the most exciting thing I’d ever done, so I didn’t mind.

I rewarded my friends with the lead roles. I also insisted that all of the Rockefellers be blond and all the Vanderbilts have dark hair. My tall, blond, handsome buddy Frank played the romantic lead part of Ronnie Rockefeller. His mother was played by my good friend Melanie Runyan.

I fully intended to “get away with murder” as I liked to think of it, but my plan was a secret. The plan had come to me while watching the movie Deathtrap with Christopher Reeve and Michael Caine on the Movie Channel. I’m not certain my parents realized that the Movie Channel had been part of the package they purchased when they signed us up for cable, but once it was in the house, Jimmy and I protested when my mom threatened to cancel it.

Deathtrap involves a has-been playwright (Caine) who drinks too much and is on the verge of ruin. He goes to his country house to be with his wife. He also teaches writing at a small college near the country house. A student (Reeve), who has written a brilliant play, better than anything Caine’s character ever wrote, shows up late one evening. As it turns out, the two men are lovers and Reeve is there to try to scare Caine’s wife to death. The first time I ever saw two men kiss was Michael Caine and Christopher Reeve in that 1982 movie.

I watched the movie over and over. The movie was fascinating in a train wreck sort of way. It was a negative portrayal of gay men, but at least it was a portrayal. I craved the image of two men in any relationship, especially watching them kiss—even if the image involved a coupling as awkward and odd as Reeve and Caine, and even though I was unable to admit the nature of my craving.

The first time I watched Deathtrap I was confused by the ending and drew a mistaken conclusion about it: Ah-ha! That will be my ending and I can still have my murder. I rewrote my script based on my error and got it approved by the powers that be.

On the evening of the show, the BJU Concert Center was filled with eleventh and twelfth graders, their dates, and the academy’s faculty. Dr. Bob Jones III, our guest for the evening, was also present. I felt sorry for him—his son should have been sharing the glory with me for writing this play. But I didn’t feel too bad for him—I wasn’t the one who had poured the beer down Bobby’s throat.

The cast performed the play flawlessly. Frank and Amber were convincing as Ronnie and Julie, two lovestruck teenagers from feuding billionaire families in Manhattan. They went to the same high school and were cast as the leading characters in their school play. The play? Romeo and Juliet, of course. Their cousins and brothers and sisters fought throughout the show and the hostile action between the two wealthy families culminated at the dress rehearsal.

One of the Vanderbilts murdered Ronnie. As he lay on the floor dying, Julie delivered a moving final soliloquy. The play ended with her plea, “When will it all end?”

At least, that’s when everyone thought the play ended. After Julie’s line, the entire cast froze in their positions around the corpse of Ronnie for five seconds. Just as the audience began to grow restless, wondering what was going on, I leapt up onto the stage from my seat on the front row of the concert center.

“Cut! Cut!” I shouted, as if this were a Hollywood filming and not a stage presentation. I grabbed the resurrected Ronnie by the hand and helped him as he jumped to his feet. “Very good dress rehearsal, everyone! Very good performance, Frank, Amber!” I shouted other things making it obvious to everyone in the concert center that what they had just witnessed was a play, in a play, in a play.

For the real ending, I turned to the juniors, seniors, guests, faculty, and Dr. Bob and said, “Shakespeare said it best when he wrote, ‘All the world’s a stage and all the men and women merely players. They have their exits and their entrances and one man in his time plays many parts.’ This has been our stage of life.” The End.

I thought my play, the presentation, and everything about the evening was brilliant. The audience cheered and in my memory they gave me a standing ovation, although that memory may be a creation to enhance a night of what was for me pure ecstasy.

On the walk from the concert center to the dining commons, where we would have our formal banquet, I received accolades from many, including Miss Denham.

“Wonderful! Wonderful! Bravo!” she said, clapping as she walked. “And I just love how you were able to make yourself the star…and have the last word at the same time!”

“Yes, Richie, fantastic,” said her friend, our junior English teacher. She had always frightened me, but I was glad to receive her compliments. “It sets up the theme of this year’s junior-senior so nicely!”

I had also come up with the theme for the evening. To fit the play, I suggested “Life is a Stage” as a workable theme that the class officers could use to design the banquet. I chose “Life is a Stage” rather than “All the World’s a Stage” because I thought it was more concise and “theme-worthy” and besides, it looked better on the programs. They loved it. So did I.

As part of the program, the adviser announced the class officers for our senior year. Although being senior class president was viewed as a figurehead post and a consolation prize for the guy who hadn’t been elected student body president or selected as the yearbook editor, it made my evening complete when they announced I had been elected president. At least I would be president of something. This was my night. I felt redeemed after my transgressions earlier in the semester.


No event at Bob Jones would be complete without a sermon and to end the evening, Dr. Bob Jones III got up to say a few words. In what to me was icing on the cake, he began, “I thoroughly enjoyed the play, and Richie, let me commend you for a job well done in writing it!”

If only he had stopped there, the night would have been perfect. But he added, “But young people, life is not a stage! Life is real! And you must make real choices…”

How dare he?! I was livid. Dr. Bob Jones III had directly contradicted me and undermined my entire theme. Why did he have to say that life wasn’t a stage? The words “Life is a Stage” were plastered all over the room, and for one night, the man couldn’t keep his opinions to himself.

“That’s such a crock of shit!” said Melanie, twenty years later as she and I discussed that evening. “Everything about life at that school was a stage…an act! Those of us who played our parts well, like me, survived and those of us who didn’t, like Bobby, and um, well, we-know-who, didn’t survive there.”

“I don’t know, Melanie, I wasn’t playing a part…I was really trying as hard as I could to be a fundamentalist…”

“And look what happened!” We both laughed. “Your problem was that you were trying hard to actually be something you were never capable of being…that no one is really capable of being. I, on the other hand, was merely acting the part. And very well, too,” said the woman who would go on to graduate as salutatorian of Bob Jones Academy and number one in her class at Bob Jones University.

But Melanie hadn’t been acting all that well in front of me that year. She had a birthday party the summer before our senior year and I found it disturbing that, in a major about-face, she had become friends with Amber, a girl that our group had previously regarded as the enemy.

Amber had allowed herself to get an unpredictable reputation and one time styled her hair just like Madonna had in one of the Material Girl’s darker looks of 1984. Melanie explained to me many years later that Amber was what is known as a “tease.” She enjoyed making guys think she could be had just to get them to chase her, but never went through with anything. She certainly couldn’t have survived at Bob Jones Academy if she had gone through with anything.

But I was clueless about all that dating and sex stuff and was fascinated with Amber because of her reputation. For Melanie’s sake, I had cast her in the play, but I didn’t consider myself cool enough to be in Amber’s inner circle. That made it easier for me to dismiss her as a potential rule-breaker who toed the line of acceptable behavior. I didn’t think Melanie should he hanging with her; obviously, Melanie didn’t care what I thought about that.

The party was a fun and harmless afternoon event at Melanie’s house, which by my family’s standards was thoroughly modern and expansive. We had cake and cookies and ice cream, and she opened presents. I had brought a handsome friend from out of town who I was working with at a Christian summer camp called the Wilds. After the party he made an interesting observation to me in private.

“No one talked about the Lord, about how good God has been in their life. I just can’t believe that your friends are the cream of the crop at the number one fundamentalist Christian high school in America, and you really don’t act like you care much about God at all.”

That really stung. I blamed it partly on Melanie’s new friendship with Amber. I wrote a nasty letter to Melanie telling her all the things my friend had said to me. Before I mailed it, I showed it to him, hoping to convince him of my piety. Melanie claims she still has that letter but that she can’t locate it, else she’d give it back to me. For someone who still has every note every boyfriend passed to her in class, I find that doubtful.

 

The Wilds was located high in the Great Smoky Mountains of western North Carolina. The location was beautiful and remote. Creative real estate guides might call the facilities at the camp “rustic.” They were primitive but I loved it there. The camp had several large ball fields, a creek that encircled the property leading to four giant waterfalls, and a lodge on a hilltop. There was also a metal building housing an activity center, where weary young people received marathon lectures and sermons about God in the hot summer months. The Wilds became my summer home.


I had been a camper there every year since the sixth grade. There were many things I liked about the Wilds, but what I liked most was that I was able to befriend older men in a safe and relaxed environment, without the constant pressure to be good at a sport, although athletics were certainly a big part. But these athletics were more creative and they didn’t require so much skill and I was pretty good at them. Also, the shower room was a small open area where dozens of boys crowded each evening to get clean. I didn’t know why, but I got a secret thrill from those showers.

When I was a counselor-in-training, I requested to be assigned to a senior counselor named Bill Christopher. I was in love with Bill. He was twenty-one years old and I was fifteen. He became the big brother I never had. He was very manly but also a gentleman, with a soft-spoken voice and defined features. I couldn’t stop looking at him. He looked at me like I wanted a man his age to look at me—like he had so much he wanted to teach me and share with me.

Bill became my band director the following year and our relationship grew. It was a difficult one because of the potential that existed we might be accused of fraternization, but we did a good job of staying within proper boundaries, even though I wouldn’t have minded straying beyond those bounds.

I went to Bill’s mother’s house with him on the weekends and washed her car and did other errands for her. I became insanely jealous when Bill turned down things to do with me to go out with his girlfriend. I thought she was whiny and annoying and that there was so much more I would do for him than she could. If only he could see that. But he never did. As I grew older and more rebellious, it put a strain on our friendship and we lost touch.

“Yeah, that was kind of weird,” said Melanie about my friendship with Bill. “Now that I know all about you, it makes sense, but we all thought it was…well, an unusual friendship.”

 

All my best attempts at total purity couldn’t stop the unstoppable. Sexual desire, gay or straight, is the strongest urge in a person and I was really no exception. I might not have been having sex, but I was doing homoerotic things. I developed a routine of inviting my handsome friends to our house out in “the country.” On hot summer days I almost always succeeded in getting them to go skinny-dipping with me in the river. Daddy had put up a rope swing so we could swing from the shore halfway across. Usually I had to stay under the muddy water so my friends couldn’t see my erection while I watched them sail over my head into the water.

 

I remember the idea of being best friends with a guy gave me this feeling that I know now was a sexual attraction. I didn’t call it that then. But I remember that in my high school years it was getting to the point where I was almost ready to name it.

My first summer working at the Wilds, one of the junior counselors there, who I knew from high school, invited me to go inner-tubing with him. His name was Mitch Harmon.

A few weeks earlier, while all the guys at the camp were swimming at the bottom of the huge waterfall deep in the woods on the far edge of the camp property, Mitch had climbed up on some rocks and mooned the crowd of guys below. The camp director, Dr. Bartley, had scolded Mitch for this and had stated that mooning other guys was a sign of latent homosexual tendencies. Everyone laughed when Mitch repeated this. Secretly I wish I had seen the mooning incident; Mitch’s bubble butt was obvious through his jeans.

Mitch and I hopped into the creek at the main part of the camp and began our float toward the more dangerous area where the waterfalls were. It was a blast! After heavy rains, the creek was flowing swiftly like white water rapids. At a treacherous spot, we lost our inner tubes and managed to pull ourselves to the shore.

After rolling around on the wet leaves, laughing at our misfortune, Mitch looked at the sky. “It’s going to get dark if we don’t hurry back to the campsite.”

I agreed. He was older and in charge.

Mitch stood up. “You know what we should do that would help us move faster?”

I didn’t have a clue. All I knew was that we had quite a hike to get back to camp.

“We should take these wet clothes off and carry them. That way we can move more quickly.” Mitch leaned against a tree and began untying the laces to his sneakers.

“That’s a good idea!” I said, quickly following my leader’s example. Within minutes we were both naked, except for our tennis shoes, walking through the woods to find our way back to camp.

Mitch walked in front. “Now, aren’t you glad we did this? This is a lot more comfortable, isn’t it?” He turned his head and looked at me.

We had been walking for about five minutes and the whole time I had been mere yards behind Mitch’s hot bubble butt. I had a noticeable semi-erection at this point. Mitch looked at me and smiled. I was petrified until I saw that he was in the same…situation.

Had either of us known what to do, I’m sure we would have acted on it. Instead, we continued our walk for another twenty minutes. We put our clothes on when we hit the main trail and made it safely back to camp.

Just like the Hardy Boys! I thought. Finally, I was having my adventures.

 

Not everything about my first summer at the Wilds was a real-life homoerotic fantasy come true. I was sixteen years old and had signed up to wash dishes for seven hundred people three times a day for eleven weeks. The first two weeks were torture. I told Dr. Bartley I wanted to quit.

He wasn’t loud, but he made up for it with intensity. Dr. Bartley had a bald head and a gut that protruded from his six-foot-five frame. He intimidated me beyond belief. I thought I might urinate on myself.

“Richie,” he said quickly and directly, “if you quit now, you will never be able to persevere with anything the Lord calls you to do again, do you understand me?”

I looked at the floor. Why had I agreed to do this? This job was miserable, but I said I would do it.

“Well,” he said, “I’m going to call your parents to come get you…”

“Um, you don’t have to do that, my dad gave me an old car to drive…”


“Well, I’m going to call them and tell them that you’ve decided to quit…”

As Dr. Bartley reached for the phone, it rang. He excused me for a few minutes while he took the call.

I can’t quit! I can’t be known as a quitter! Dr. Bartley was right.

“I’m staying,” I said resolutely as he finished his call. And for twenty-five dollars a week, I persevered through nine more hot summer weeks washing dishes in the Appalachian Mountains.

 

My proudest moment that summer came unexpectedly one rainy day. The other guys on the staff and I were sitting around our room when the door opened and a counselor came in. The guy was my brother Jimmy’s counselor.

“Richie,” he said, “There’s someone here who has something to say to you.”

Jimmy popped out from behind him, crying. His counselor said, “What was it you wanted to say to Richie?”

Jimmy looked at the floor. Oh boy, I wondered, what has happened now?

“I…I…I got saved this morning,” he said quietly.

I was stunned. This was the last thing I had expected. I jumped up off the floor and grabbed Jimmy around the neck. I started crying. “I’m so happy! You gotta go call Momma and Daddy.” He smiled at me and nodded and his counselor took him up the hill to the telephones.

Jimmy made a plaque for our mom in the craft shop that had the Twenty-third Psalm, the one that goes “The Lord Is My Shepherd” on it. Momma still has this plaque, but Jimmy and I never again discussed this moment.

The Wilds was that kind of place—there was no television, no telephone without approval, no radio, no stereo—nothing that wasn’t approved by the camp administration. Teens were freed from every possible distraction, giving the staff a chance to get through to them. Emotions ran high and tears flowed freely. For one week, even the hardest hearts melted upon hearing the message of the Lord.

 


But I couldn’t stop thinking about Mitch Harmon. Every time I went on the trail to the falls, I recalled our naked venture through the woods. I started fantasizing about him. Naked fantasies. They were only fantasies because nothing like the inner-tubing incident ever happened again. But fantasies were enough for now. I’d think about us being nude again, this time our bodies touching. I couldn’t help but think how awesome that would be. These thoughts were more tender than overtly sexual. I fantasized about us curling up naked in a blanket under the stars—the more we’d touch each other the further we’d go, first with our hands, then with our mouths. Guilt always snapped me out of it before it went any further and I would catch myself and pull away. I’d suddenly realize what I was doing. I would stop the fantasy and ask God to forgive me.

Then I remember this one friend who I had worked with at the summer camp, named Nick. He was blond-haired, blue-eyed, just an adorable guy. We worked together very closely the entire summer, we became good buds, and it was a great feeling.

The following summer I wouldn’t be working the Wilds, I was going to summer school instead. Nick, however, was on his way up to the mountains to work at camp again. “Hey,” I said to Nick, “stop by and spend the night with me at my parents’ house.” He agreed to come over for a visit. We were in the den where we had this pullout sleeper sofa. We watched a movie and when it ended we went to sleep. He was asleep and I remember getting as close as I could to him. I couldn’t stop myself. I could feel the heat from his body. I could smell his clean, soapy scent.

The next morning he woke up and just left. I guess he realized what I was doing. He never spoke to me after that. A year or so later, I went to the camp. Nick was there and he was still very distant. A mutual friend of ours asked, “Did you guys have a falling out?” It was that noticeable. I replied, “Not that I’m aware of.” Yet, I knew what he was feeling toward me and I was ashamed for causing it. I had made the plan, put it into action, and even made an attempt at the seduction. But I was still not calling it “gay.” I still was not labeling it “homosexual.” It was just something that happened that was unpleasant.

Yet there was no denying it. More and more frequently, my thoughts drifted to unspeakable, erotic images of me and my friends. I imagined us rubbing our naked bodies against each other and kissing. I began to fear that I might be a sodomite. But I hadn’t done anything yet, so I was still okay.

Adults involved in religious ministries to young people preach a lot about the “thought-life.” Thoughts inevitably led to actions. That was a frequent sermon and, after hearing it again, I decided to seek help. I was halfway across campus to talk to Mr. O’Leary, a dean I trusted, about my homosexual thought-life. I was halfway across the “Bridge of Nations” on the front of the BJU campus when I stopped. I was standing right next to a sacred place. In the middle of the fountains, in a tiny island, lies the burial site of Dr. Bob Jones, Sr.

“Do right!”

I looked at the sky. Where was his voice coming from? I heard the raspy voice of the founder—I had heard that tape a hundred times at least.

“Do right till the stars fall!” There it was again.

But isn’t the right thing for me to seek help with my wicked thoughts?

“The two biggest little words in the English language are the two little words ‘Do Right.’”

But what is “right?”

Dr. Bob Jones, Sr.’s pithy sayings were ubiquitous around the university. Preachers repeated them in sermons, they were published in the school’s textbooks and every classroom had at least one saying attributed to the founder plastered over the chalk-board. Standing here beside his grave, it was as if he were speaking directly to me. I was at a crossroads. I didn’t know what to do. But I could hear Dr. Bob Jones, Sr.’s sayings.

“GOD WILL NOT DO FOR YOU WHAT HE HAS GIVEN YOU STRENGTH TO DO FOR YOURSELF.”

Thank you, Dr. Jones.

I turned around and returned to my locker, got my books, and went home. God had given me all the strength I needed. I could take care of this myself. Nowadays I refer to my decision to turn around and not tell the dean as my “higher power” looking out for me. Had I proceeded across that bridge, my life would have been unpredictably different. No doubt I would have been sent off to some reeducation camp run by an Exodus program designed to turn gays into happy heterosexuals.

Thank you, God!

 

“Back to what?” Rambo asked. “My friends died here…part of me died here.”

“John, the war, everything that happened here may have been wrong,” said Trautman, “but dammit, John, you can’t hate your country for it.”

“Hate? I’d die for it.”

“Ha-ha! Woo-hoo!” shouted Chuck and Frank. The audience erupted in applause at their hero Stallone’s brilliant comeback. Nothing could undo Sly’s patriotism!

The movie continued. “Then what do you want?” Trautman asked John Rambo.

“What do I want?” asked Rambo rhetorically. “I want what they want.” Stallone’s character pointed to some POWs. “And what every other guy who came over here and spilled his guts and gave everything he had wants…for our country to love us as much as we love it…That’s what I want.”

I couldn’t believe I was sitting in an actual movie theater! And with Chuck, of all people! Chuck, the same kid who used to torment me on the soccer field. Now we were practically best buddies.

Being at the movie was scary. Never mind that we were five hundred miles from Greenville. You never knew who might find out. But the movie had been a good one. And besides, Frank had convinced me that the rules of Bob Jones no longer applied to us. We had graduated from Bob Jones Academy a week ago and we wouldn’t be enrolling in Bob Jones University until August. Technically, we weren’t breaking any rules. Jurisdiction is a threshold issue, as I would learn much later in law school, and from the way Chuck, Frank, and I saw it, no fundamentalist school had jurisdiction over us. We were now exempt from getting into trouble.

 

“What you saw, young man, was an R-rated movie,” said Mr. O’Leary. The Bob Jones disciplinarian hadn’t bought my jurisdictional argument. Apparently fundamentalist universities aren’t bound by the strict technicalities of the federal judiciary.

I knew better than to say anything right now. This was Mr. O’Leary’s turn to speak. “Do you know what ‘R-rated’ means, Richie?”

Am I supposed to answer this? He’s pausing an awfully long time. “Re…re…” My throat was dry. I cleared it. “Restricted.”

“I don’t mean, what does the ‘R’ stand for,” he said, disgusted that I had missed his point. He sat down and looked at me directly. “Richie, a movie that has a rating like this…what that means is that sinners are telling sinners ‘Beware of this movie!’ Do you think any Christian has any business seeing a movie that sinners think might be problematic?”

His point was clear to me now. We were supposed to be better than the best, our standards higher than the highest. Chuck, Frank, and I had messed things up, big time. Frank had decided to sit the year out and make some money, rather than face the music. Chuck had to live in the dorms if he wanted to enroll in the university. That way they could keep an eye on him.

Frank had warned me a day earlier. We had been ambushed!

“Richie,” Frank said, apologetically. “There’s something I’ve got to tell you. It’s going to take some explaining.” I had been toiling away at the Wilds all summer, being a super-good Christian. I had no idea that our little escapade at the beginning of the summer would get us in so much trouble.

Frank continued. “Remember last year, I told you that the study hall monitor, Tim McMaster, used to always give us lectures about masturbation, and we called him Tim McMasterbater?”

“Vaguely, yes.” Where could this be headed?

“Well, when we were visiting your aunt and uncle and lying out by the pool and your Uncle made you go take the SAT a second time, remember that?”

“Yes, yes I definitely remember that.”

“Well…Chuck and I used to always joke about masturbating, on account of Tim McMasterbater.”

“Okay, just tell me this has nothing to do with my aunt and uncle.”


“No! No, this has nothing to do with your aunt and uncle.”

“Okay,” I said. Then what is this about? I was getting more and more nervous.

“Okay, well, Chuck wrote a letter to Dan…” Dan was our friend in Pennsylvania who wasn’t able to take the mid-Atlantic road trip with us after graduation. “And, well, Chuck made up a bunch of things…you know how Chuck and Dan always kid around…”

“Yes,” I said, nodding my head impatiently.

“Chuck wrote Dan that while you were away taking the SAT, that what he and I did was lie around your aunt and uncle’s swimming pool and, and, well…masturbate the whole time.”

“I see,” I said. I kind of did. Actually, I still didn’t have a clue what masturbating was, but I knew it was an expulsion offense. “Did you?”

“No, no, Richie, that’s just it! It was all a joke!”

“So…why aren’t you coming back to school? Why does Chuck have to move into the dorms? Why do I have a note to come see Mr. O’Leary as soon as I get back to campus?”

Frank looked at the ground and scratched the back of his head. He let out a nervous laugh. “Heh-heh, that’s the funny part. Well, well, crazy old Dan! He left the letter that Chuck wrote him lying around the house. And you know what a…what a…bitch Dan’s mom is!”

“No! No! He didn’t!” I couldn’t believe it! Dan was usually the smart one in the group. How could he have been so stupid as to let his mother read a letter from Chuck, a letter that joked about…about masturbating, whatever that meant.

“Do you think it’s a joke?” Mr. O’Leary’s question jolted me back from the memory of my conversation with Frank a day or two earlier.

“No! No, it’s not,” I said. I hadn’t been paying attention to Mr. O’Leary.

A shocked expression crossed his face. “You mean…do you think they were actually…”

“Oh! No NO NO!” I exclaimed. “It’s definitely a joke! I thought you meant…I thought you were asking if I thought it was a joking matter!”


Mr. O’Leary almost cracked a smile. He was actually one of my favorite people in the administration. We students suspected there was a real human underneath the cloak of righteousness these guys had to wear, something we doubted about the others.

I didn’t get into any trouble. What spared me was that in his letter, Chuck had told Dan that I was a stick-in-the-mud, a party pooper, and a goody-two-shoes who didn’t want to do anything to get in trouble.

“To your credit,” Mr. O’Leary said, “you were a ‘wet blanket’ on their party.”

The only thing I had done with them was see Rambo II. I felt worse than if I had gotten in trouble. Chuck didn’t think I was cool at all. He thought I was a prude. No matter what I did, I was never going to be a part of the group.

The week after my automobile trip to Maryland with Chuck and Frank, I returned to work at the Wilds. This summer I had been selected to run the concession stand on the ball field, a much more desirable position than washing dishes.

In my spare time, I played a piano solo before a chapel sermon. Dr. Bob Jones III was the guest speaker. When I finished and walked away from the stage, I heard him say my name and that I had been president of my senior class at Bob Jones Academy. He called me a “model Christian school student.” I got goose bumps and almost cried from the pride I felt in myself. Dr. Bob remembered my name! Not only that, now he thought I was a model Christian school student! He had told over five hundred people! This was the pinnacle of my days as a fundamentalist.

 

All my life people would ask me, “What do you want to do when you grow up?” But by this point they were serious about it. I would say, “Oh, Christian school teacher, or Christian band director.” Secretly I thought it might be fun to be a televangelist. Hell, I already had the hair for it! Yet, I really wouldn’t mean it. I would think about it and say to myself, I don’t want to do that. And then my uncle gave me this idea—apply to the United States Naval Academy. He even paid the exorbitant last-minute late fee for me to the SAT so I could score higher than I had before. Really there was nothing else for me at that point. For years, I harbored a secret desire to join the military. I wasn’t sure exactly why, but the thought of it excited me.

In retrospect, I feel certain that my budding gay feelings played a lot into my decision to go into the military. A friend of mine had recently joined the army. He went to take the physical and when he came back he gave me a full report on what had happened. About how they all had to strip naked and they all stood there buck naked—all fifty of them—and the doctor came around and felt their balls and stuck something up their butts and I’m saying to myself, Wow, that’s hot.

It started me thinking: When you’re in the military, you’re around a bunch of guys and you’re always doing things together. At this point what I wanted is what I never had. When I was younger I didn’t mind not being part of the soccer team or playing with the other boys. But as I got on up into my high school years, I longed for that. I wanted to be closer to other guys. I wanted the camaraderie. That’s when my Uncle suggested I go to the Naval Academy. Some people at Bob Jones understood that. Some people, like my parents, didn’t. They were dead set against it. But it was an honorable thing to do, it was a gentlemanly thing to do. I wanted to go to the Naval Academy because I loved my country, the country that allowed me and my family to worship God so freely. This would be my chance to pay America back. I also liked the prestige. But most of all, I was thinking, Wow, for once I’ll be a part of a group of men.

During my trip with Chuck and Frank, we had visited the Naval Academy so I could get an idea of what a military base looks like. It was awesome! More than ever, I wanted to be a part of it. Despite the fact that Chuck had almost gotten us all into a fight by calling a high-ranking officer an “asshole,” the visit convinced me I wanted to belong to the military.

I didn’t get into the Naval Academy, but that didn’t stop me. I could become a Marine officer by going to Officer Candidate School in the summer while I attended Bob Jones University.

In the meantime, to see if I really wanted to be a military officer, I came up with a brilliant plan. I enlisted in the United States Marine Corps Reserves.
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LIFE’S BASIC TRAINING



“Are you a homosexual?”

“No.”

“Do you have any intention of ever engaging in any homosexual activities?”

I wasn’t completely sure what she meant by “homosexual activities,” but I was fairly certain it wasn’t sunbathing or figure skating. “No.”

This was how the military screened out gays and lesbians. It was December 30, 1985. The army doctor asked me many more questions about my psychological health and history and my physical history, and checked the appropriate responses on the form. Then I took the written test. These were routine procedures to get into the military.

I didn’t lie. At eighteen, I wasn’t a homosexual, at least not to my conscious knowledge. I was still a virgin, I still hadn’t whacked off. I honestly had no intention of ever kissing another man—I might fantasize about it, but I’d never act on it. And I’d certainly never suck a dick or take it up the ass.

Actually, after I got in, my entrance physical was a reality check. Not too many of the guys were in shape. I joined the Marines after my first semester of college, so it was the winter. Ordinarily the really gung ho recruits go in right after high school, starting in June. The young men I joined with really couldn’t find anything else to do, so they joined the Marines. That’s what the drill instructors told my winter platoon to make us feel like even bigger pieces of shit. I didn’t know that when I joined. But once I got in it, it wasn’t how I had romanticized it.

I was looking around, there were all these winter-white East Coast bodies that weren’t in shape, and I had this horrible doctor squeezing my balls and putting his finger up my ass.

I was thinking, What the hell am I doing?

 

I gave the right answers. I passed the entrance tests and the physical and took the bus across my state to the swampy coastland of South Carolina. Last stop was Marine Corps boot camp at Parris Island. Once I started, there was this feeling of, “I’m going to be a part of this. I’m going to succeed. And we’re all in this together.”

“Ready…strip!” barked the drill instructor.

We stripped until we were all naked. All sixty of us Marine recruits in this platoon. I was so stressed out. There was nothing sexual about it. Even when we were in the shower and we were pressed up against each other and some guys were getting hard-ons it was, God, we’re getting fucked with here! And when is this going to be over. How many days to graduation. That’s all you’re thinking about all the time

We did this periodically. It was one of the ways the drill instructors played “fuck-fuck” games with us. We didn’t strip fast enough so we had to get dressed again. Putting on boots and lacing them up takes forever especially when they don’t even let you sit down.

“Not fast enough! Ready…strip!” We got naked again. And again.

“Get in the showers, now, do it!”

We’d cram our eighteen-year-old nude bodies (which were improving daily) tightly into the small space that we ordinarily used to clean ourselves. On these days it would become a torture chamber. He ordered us to turn on the cold water. We gasped as the ice-cold spray hit our defenseless bodies. The cold water pretty much took care of my hard-on that had been forming. It didn’t stop the one on the guy behind me, though. I could feel his erect penis on my ass. This was the closest I’d ever come to gay sex.

“Turn on the hot water, now, do it!”


The recruits closest to the showers dutifully obeyed so that now we were scalding ourselves. This has to be illegal, I thought. Recruits around me were getting angrier and angrier. It was humiliating, as it was designed to be. They were taking away our manhood. Once we were emasculated, they would replace it with a sense of Marine-manliness, a masculinity that is like no other. First, though, we’d have to earn it.

“Drop your soap!” the drill instructor screamed. Fuck. There was only one place this could lead. We obeyed. Then we were ordered to pick it up.

“Fuck these faggoty-ass games!” a recruit whispered, angrily.

 

I was never good with strangers. I get that from my mom too. And suddenly I’m in the middle of all these strangers. It was uncomfortable. I kept thinking, What have I done? This isn’t what I thought it was going to be.

Then once I broke through my reservations I started feeling, I’m here. I’m going to make the most of it. Eventually by the end of it I remember feeling great. Really feeling a part of it. That’s the way it is. If you’re going to finish boot camp—you’re going to feel a part of the group. It felt great by the time I was done but, I have to admit, sometimes the process was hell.

One of my three drill instructors was African American and I had to call him “sir” just like the others. Compared to all the other adjustments I had to make to get by at boot camp, it wasn’t that big a deal, but it did remind me that I was in a place of greater equality I’d ever been in before.

They talked about that. They told us they shaved our heads, stripped us of our clothes, and made us dress alike because we were all equal. That meant we were all at the bottom of the Marine Corps totem pole, but among us recruits, no one was superior, no one was inferior. That’s the way it was supposed to be. At least in theory.

As luck would have it, the senior drill instructor made me the platoon scribe, the pencil-pushing geek who did the paperwork, because he said my GCT score was the highest in the platoon. I didn’t know what that meant except that, from now on, boot camp would be that much harder for me. In addition to all the crap a recruit has to deal with, I now had forms, rosters, schedules, you name it, added to my pile of shit.

Midway through boot camp while we were outdoors on the rifle range, the senior drill instructor called me over where he was standing with his buddies, three other senior drill instructors from different platoons. I was terrified.

“Scribe,” he said, affectionately calling me by my new name. “Could it be true that you go to Bob Jones University?”

“Yes, sir!” I shouted. I kept my eyes straight ahead, fixated on the imaginary horizon like I was supposed to do. How the hell did he know this?

“Do you drink, scribe?” he asked, laughing.

I didn’t mind if he was having fun, even if it was at my expense. I thought I’d play along with him. I replied, “Only virgin drinks, sir!” I thought I was being cute. Months earlier, a friend from Bob Jones had purchased a virgin daiquiri at a Mexican restaurant and I felt scandalized. I made him put it in a regular glass. Then I ordered one for myself, also in a regular glass, but I thought I was really being bad by getting a nonalcoholic alcoholic drink.

“Ha-ha, I bet you are a virgin, aren’t you, Merritt?” He got in my face.

Fuck! Why had I used the word “virgin?”

I didn’t answer. My hesitation was all he needed.

“Oh my God! Merritt, you’re a friggin’ virgin!”

I turned beet red and he sent me back to my position on the firing line. I shot my worst score that day with my rifle. Why did I have to be a virgin?

 

I learned a lot about sex at boot camp. We got a class from a woman Marine, “WMs” as we called them. She was attractive but had some noticeable facial hair.

“Damn,” whispered the recruit seated next to me. “Look at the mustache on that! I bet she’s got some bush! How’d you like to eat that pussy?”

This was how I learned what oral sex was. Before that, I thought it meant kissing.


Marines used the expression “suck my dick” a lot. It was always joking or in anger, of course, usually the way someone would say, “You can kiss my ass!” Marines will say, “You can suck my dick, asshole!” or something to that effect. I had never been around people who talked in such a vulgar, sexual way. For me, it wasn’t meaningless banter and I couldn’t help but conjure up a visual image each time the explicit words were brought up.

As we were getting ready to go for a platoon run and were putting on our skimpy red running shorts, the drill instructor caught a recruit staring at his noticeable package, through the tight nylon.

“What you lookin’ at?” he barked, his booming voice reverberating off the concrete walls. “You queer for my gear?”

Years later, at officers’ basic school, a friend who had been a drill instructor said, “When I was a senior drill instructor I could have ordered any one of my recruits to drop his trousers and let me fuck him up the ass. He would have done it, too.” This was from a heterosexual Marine just crowing about his superiority.

Another Marine officer pushed the limit, though, when he said, “If you’d fuck a woman up the ass, you’d fuck a guy up the ass, ’cause an asshole is an asshole.” The other guys in the room denied this and called him a fag.

At this point another lieutenant added, “You know what they say…‘You can build a thousand bridges, but if you suck one dick, you’re always known as a cocksucker.’”

Back at boot camp we would line up every morning in two lines, each facing the other. We wore briefs and T-shirts to bed, and stood on line that way. Occasionally recruits would have wet dreams leaving spots visible for the recruit across the room to see. Sometimes they’d talk about who had the biggest stain on his skivvies.

I was mostly a bystander to all of this. I felt naive, sheltered, like I had missed a whole world growing up. Now I refer to this as my “Charlotte” phase, named after the somewhat innocent and bubbly character on Sex and the City who isn’t quite in the same league as her sexually aware and worldly-wise friends. I almost fell over in shock when one recruit wrote home to his girlfriend, “Mail me your pussy. You stay there, I just need your pussy!” At first I had been offended by the sexual innuendo, but as time went by, I found them funny. I was still shocked, but in a humorous sort of way.

Without realizing it, I was adapting to my environment. One night during our brief period of so-called free time that we had to use to shine our boots and press our cammies, I ran out of boot polish.

“Fuck!” I said aloud.

My rack mate dropped his boots. “Damn, Merritt. Did you just say ‘fuck’?”

I had. It was my first cuss word.

My rack mate was the first Catholic I’d ever known. To my surprise, he was a cool guy. Bob Jones had taught us that many Catholics were good people, they were just severely misguided by the teachings of their church, which, unbeknownst to them, was run by Satan.

Sometimes issues from my past—things I thought I would escape from in the Marines—came back to haunt me. I walked hurriedly through another platoon’s squadbay. Two of the recruits pointed at me and laughed. “He walks like a girl!”

That brought me right back to junior high school. I was crushed. I had let my guard down and wasn’t paying enough attention to my mannerisms. That wouldn’t happen again. Even with my guard up, though, I couldn’t completely disguise who I was.

After we completed the challenging confidence course, my rack mate said, “You know, Merritt, sometimes I wonder about you, the way you jump up and squeal in that high-pitched voice of yours to respond to the drill instructors. But when I see you on the confidence course today, man, you’re one tough stud!”

“Thanks. I think.”

They told us about the fourteen leadership traits and frequently reminded us that integrity was the most important.

In preparation for our academic tests, the drill instructors asked us question after question as review. At the beginning of one of our impromptu review sessions, the drill instructor ordered me to go into the office and get the academics review sheet.

“Sir, does the drill instructor mean the copy of the old test, sir?”

He glared at me. “No, Merritt,” he said, spitting my name out with utter contempt. “I mean the ‘academic review sheet.’” He continued to look fiercely at me. “I don’t know why the senior drill instructor likes you so much. Sometimes I think you’re the stupidest motherfuckin’ recruit in the whole goddamned platoon!”

I ran to get the “academic review sheet.” It clearly said TEST at the top. Ah-ha! We weren’t supposed to have this, I realized. Our drill instructor had managed to get a copy of our test from a buddy over at the academic department. I had stupidly blurted this out. What an idiot I could be sometimes!

They taught us that the only thing we could ever use to clean our rifles was hot water and CLP, which stood for cleaner, lubricant, and protectant. On the rare occasions we went to the small exchange, however, the drill instructor told each of us to buy a can of lighter fluid. Why the hell recruits needed lighter fluid was beyond me. Like they were going to let us celebrate Fourth of July with a cookout. When we returned, we gave the lighter fluid to the drill instructor, which he hid in a locked footlocker. As the time drew closer to our final rifle inspection, we started using a concoction that most definitely was not hot water or CLP to clean our rifles.

But I thought we weren’t supposed to do this. These things puzzled me. Isn’t this a lack of integrity? I wondered.

Not long before graduation, my senior drill instructor took me aside and said, “Merritt, you need to go to officer candidate school. You’re officer material.” That was one of the proudest moments of my life, just like when Dr. Bob Jones III had called me a model Christian school student. I was officer material!

 

Immediately after boot camp I went to a seven-week school in Huntsville, Alabama, where I was supposed to learn my “military occupational specialty,” or MOS. Our barracks was more like a college dorm than boot camp. I had two roommates. One of them listened to Madonna all the time. I had never listened to rock, or as I would later learn Madonna’s category, pop, music. Our teachers and preachers at Bob Jones were constantly warning us of the evils of rock music.

“Listening to rock music is the first stop on the highway to hell!” they’d exclaim. I wondered what the other stops were and whether I could stop at one of those before I actually slid into the lake of fire.

I liked the Madonna songs. She had a new one that was only on the radio, called “Live to Tell.” It was sweet and sad and wasn’t difficult for someone who wasn’t used to pop music to listen to. It didn’t seem so bad. It had a pretty tune. What could be wrong with this?

Most people at Bob Jones believed that a Christian in my position should insist that his roommate either turn off the music or put on headphones. To me, though, that seemed kind of rude. As long as he wanted to listen to it, who was I to tell him to turn it off? The more I grew accustomed to it, the more I looked forward to our time in the room when he would play Madonna’s first two tapes. I recognized one of the songs. One of the rock music lecturers had read us the lyrics to “Material Girl” as an example of what was wrong with worldly music. It promoted materialism. For me, it had a good beat and was easy to dance to.

I was alone in my car driving around Huntsville on the weekend. My radio was tuned to the local Christian station. I looked at the dial. I was three hundred miles away from Greenville. No one would know. I changed the station and recognized the song. It was “Live to Tell!” I kept it on. When the song ended, I changed it back and asked God to forgive me. The Christian station was really bad, though—penance enough, I thought.

Fuck! I thought. Damn it, I had just thought a cuss word. What the hell was happening to me? Was I being corrupted by the Marine Corps? Seduced by the devil through Madonna? I changed the station back to the pop station. This time it was a song called “Dreams” by the group Heart. My roommate liked this group, too. I kept the radio on that station and drove to the mall. I decided not to think about it.

My first night at this school, I had gone to the enlisted men’s club across the street from our barracks. My roommate asked if I wanted a beer and explained that you didn’t have to be twenty-one to buy alcohol on base.

“No, thanks,” I said sheepishly. “I’ll just have a Coke.”

“What a lightweight!”


A few weeks later we returned. I didn’t want to be a lightweight. I wanted to fit in and belong. I ordered a beer. To my virgin taste buds, the beer tasted bitter and awful. I couldn’t believe people drank this! Thank God it tastes so bad. I’d never become an alcoholic, not if I had to drink this shit.

One of the Marines in my class, Becker, was an African-American woman. She had been in the Corps awhile and the rest of us newbies looked up to her for her knowledge of the Corps. She was a lance corporal. We were all privates and privates first class.

The topic of gays in the military came up. This was the first time I had ever heard this discussed. There aren’t any gays in the military, I thought. They asked us those questions and if anyone answered “yes,” they weren’t allowed in.

It turns out a top soldier in the Army the previous year was gay.

“Goddamned faggot, can you believe it? They oughta give him a blanket party.”

A blanket party involved getting a bunch of guys together at night, surprising the offender while he slept, and beating him with weapons made out of bars of soap tucked into the toes of socks. It was painful and could cause permanent injury.

“Whaddaya expect?” asked another Marine. “A butt pirate in the army? Aren’t they all fuckin’ queers?”

Becker waited until the men had quieted down. “So he likes to screw men. How does that make him a bad soldier?”

No one had an answer. For the first time in my life, I had heard someone defend gays.

 

Things were different when I went back to Bob Jones University. Certainly, I was different. I had missed a semester of college when I was at boot camp. My peers had raced ahead of me in school, but I felt I had sprinted in front of them in life. None of them had experienced what I had. They had remained behind in this sterile, artificial world—the “Fortress of Fundamentalism.” After encountering some of the living, robust, vulgar, spirited people in the outside world, the students here seemed spineless and bland. They were self-righteous and judgmental even while being naive and ignorant about so many things.


I started getting into lots of squabbles. For instance, even though I hadn’t started drinking yet, I argued that nowhere in the Bible did it say that alcohol was forbidden. My peers would react angrily, making all the no longer convincing points we’d been brainwashed with for the previous thirteen years. Your drinking might cause your “brother to stumble.” You don’t know whether you might become an alcoholic, so why tempt fate? Jesus never actually drank wine, he just turned water into wine. And in the Bible they had to have wine because there was no method of refrigeration, therefore fermentation was the only way to preserve a beverage other than water. Now, we have refrigerators and can keep nonalcoholic beverages fresh so we have no need of wine.

I wasn’t buying any of it anymore. I had been taught that the Bible was the literal Word of God. So, I reasoned, God had not specifically forbidden the use of alcohol. I could drink if I wanted to!

I had the same kind of attitude change about race relations. Nowhere in the Bible did it say that blacks and whites couldn’t marry. That was a Bob Jones rule. By 1986, a few of the Bible faculty were quietly disagreeing with the school’s official ban. I openly disagreed and was talked down by my classmates.

At Bob Jones, women were forbidden from instructing a man in the ways of religion. Women were not permitted to lead in prayer in church and certainly not to be ministers. My thoughts about this were starting to change as well, although the Bible was pretty literal about this and maybe Bob Jones wasn’t so far off the mark. Still, if women could serve in the Marines, they were more equal to men than I had been taught.

I didn’t get the GI Bill. Bob Jones wasn’t accredited. I knew this going in and had specifically talked to my recruiter about it. “Oh, sure you’ll get it,” he said. He had lied. But now I was done with boot camp and the hard part was over. But I wouldn’t get my monthly check as long as I was at Bob Jones.

Without an income, I decided to take a part time job waiting tables at Swensen’s Ice Cream Parlor and Restaurant. It was fun. A few of my co-employees were Bob Jones college students. They weren’t exactly what we called a “BoJo,” meaning a Bob Jones student who kept all the rules. They drank beer, cussed, listened to whatever kind of music they wanted to, and made out with their boyfriends or girlfriends. Marines talked about doing things like this, but I had never known Bob Jones students who did. Most of them had graduated from other Christian high schools in town.

One night, a guy I worked with who was a classmate at BJU offered me a beer. Even though I knew I wouldn’t like the taste, I accepted. I drank it quickly and threw up. Actually, it didn’t taste as bad as the first one at the base had. A few weeks later I was hanging out with the same guy and had another. This time I sipped it slowly and didn’t throw up. I felt a rush of excitement doing something so forbidden with a friend. I watched him laugh and drink his beer and felt a bond with my fellow sinner. He winked at me and I nodded in return. We understood there had to be a code of silence between us.

A gay man worked at Swensen’s. He was the first openly gay person I can remember meeting. I never talked to him but stared at him in wonder and, yes, contempt.

“How can you stand to let a guy shove his dick up your ass, man? Doesn’t that hurt like hell?” I was standing next to a cook who dared to ask the questions I had been wondering myself, but would never work up the nerve to ask the gay guy.

“Don’t knock it till you try it!” was his response.

Don’t knock it till you try it?! My eyes were as big as saucers. How could I even try something like that? I couldn’t even imagine such a thing. But the gay guy had given me a visual image to go with my theoretical questions.

The gay guy wasn’t very cute. What if he had been? What would I do? He was married to a woman, too, a fat lesbian. More and more, I was learning the world was a very different place than I had been taught.

 

Bobby Jones IV was back in town. His exile was over and he had been permitted to enroll in Bob Jones University. He was a year behind our old class; I was a semester behind. He also worked at Swensen’s with me. Julian had also returned from San Diego and soon he was working at Swensen’s, too.

Dr. Bob Jones III made a big deal about Julian coming back, as if he were the prodigal son returning to the fold. Dr. Bob told the entire student body that Julian had been living in wretched sin and depravity in California, with “sin and depravity” usually being synonymous with California in the mind of a fundamentalist. The story went that Julian’s roommate in San Diego told him that none of the sins they were indulging in excited him anymore, so he wanted to “try” homosexuality. That was too much, even for the immoral Julian, and he hopped on his motorcycle and returned cross-country to Greenville to beg forgiveness.

I thought about this as I watched Julian light up a cigarette in the back hallway at Swensen’s. He sure was cocksure and exuded a definite sex-vibe that I was receptive to. I couldn’t help but feel sparks. No wonder his roommate had turned gay.

Still looking for anything handy to camouflage my ever-mounting feelings, I met a girl. She was a couple of years older than I was but she liked me and that’s what mattered most to me. We went out on my nineteenth birthday hiking in the mountains at the Wilds, the camp where I used to work. She gave me my first kiss on a swing by a lake. It was about as romantic as anything I’d ever seen in the movies. I liked kissing and we did it more and more frequently.

One night, we drove to the top of Paris Mountain in Greenville to a spot that was popular for young lovers. We kissed but our hands roamed more than before. She undid her shirt and I grabbed her tit. It was the first time I’d ever fondled a woman’s breast. It felt wonderful. She reached down at my groin and I undid my pants. She stroked my dick and I felt a sense of pleasure unlike any I’d ever known. Wow. This was physical pleasure. Maybe not the kind that I was secretly longing for, but certainly better than none at all. I wanted to do this every night.

Almost as quickly as it started, we stopped. I’m not sure why we didn’t go all the way. We sat in awkward silence as I drove us down the mountain. A few weeks later she broke up with me. I was crushed and confused. But I think she suspected something I wasn’t prepared to admit to myself. She had joked that I only dated her to be near her handsome brother. She may have been right.

 


It was time to follow through with my plans to become a Marine Corps officer. At a Marine Corps physical fitness test that summer I met a couple of other officer candidates.

The captain who headed our commissioning program introduced us. “Rich Merritt, this is Gary Fullerton and Colin Steiner. The three of you will be going to Officer Candidate School together next summer.”

“What do you want to do in the Marines?” asked the one named Colin.

“Intel,” I said, meaning I wanted to be an intelligence officer. Truth is, I hadn’t given it much thought. Just becoming a Marine officer was a big enough hurdle. I’d tackle that first and deal with the specifics later. But Intel sounded cool, so that’s what I said.

“I’m going to fly F/A-18s,” said Gary Fullerton. He had black hair cut in a short buzz cut. He also had the leanest, most ripped physique I had ever seen.

Immediately I was envious of this guy’s ambition and determination. “We’re only nineteen years old,” I said, laughing. “How can you be so sure that’s what you want to do?”

“That’s all he talks about,” laughed Colin.

Gary Fullerton and Colin Steiner were students at Clemson, a well-known university thirty miles west of Greenville. They knew I went to Bob Jones and looked at me strangely, at least that was my paranoid perception. I was beginning to get used to that. The reputation of the university stretched far and wide, and they probably saw me as some sort of religious zealot.

Yet they seemed to like me. The fact that I was already a Marine and had survived boot camp at Paris Island impressed them considerably. That felt good. Maybe they sensed I just needed a little guidance in the right direction—or the wrong direction, depending on how you looked at it. They talked about how much they liked Clemson and how much freedom they had there. Freedom sounded very appealing. It never crossed my mind to go to college at Clemson, or to go anywhere other than Bob Jones or the Naval Academy, but maybe a new place with new people and fresh energy would be a good thing for me. If nothing else, I’d be able to get the GI Bill.


We ran the three miles that was part of every male Marine’s physical fitness test. I ran it in twenty-five minutes, barely under the slowest time to qualify. Gary Fullerton completed it well under the perfect time of eighteen minutes. I had only known this guy a couple of hours, but already I felt an odd combination of emotions toward him. Part admiration, part jealousy, and part something else I couldn’t quite name.

Meanwhile I continued to discover more of the outside world. With a small group of Marines I went to California for the first time. We were off to summer reserve training in the Mojave Desert at Twentynine Palms. We flew to Palm Springs but my view was limited to staring out the windows of an airport and the windows of a bus. What a strange place! The mountains were so tall and there were no trees or water or anything green that was there naturally.

The Marines I was training with nicknamed me “Bob Jones.” The captain didn’t even know my real name. “How come everyone calls you by your first name, Lance Corporal Jones?”

When my Grandpa Schrader died, I had to fly back from Twentynine Palms early. On the phone Momma kept saying that I didn’t have to fly back for the funeral if I didn’t want to, that she’d understand if I had to complete my Marine training.

She’d always hated the fact that I’d joined the Marines. “You don’t even like guns,” she reminded me. I had told my folks I was going to boot camp just three weeks prior to my departure. The suddenness of my decision had upset them, but the fact that it involved joining the Marines drove them absolutely bonkers.

Of course I’d go to Grandpa’s funeral. Some sergeant, who was also a Bob Jones student, tried to keep me from going, something about a rule that said you could only miss training to go to a grandparent’s funeral if they had actually raised you. “In loco parentis,” he kept saying, like any of us knew Latin. An officer overrode him and I caught a red-eye from LAX back to the South by myself.

Burying Grandpa Schrader that summer was symbolic for me. He had epitomized religion to me and now I found myself standing at his grave. I made a definite decision. I would transfer to Clemson. It was too late for the fall semester, but maybe for the spring semester. I was tired of the sanctimonious and pompous religious attitudes at Bob Jones. The dogmatic idea that things were only as fundamentalists said they were didn’t work for me anymore. I couldn’t believe it. I had seen too much of the world and there were too many ideas and too many different people for the exclusivity that Bob Jones demanded.

Unfortunately, once I decided to transfer to Clemson, in my mind, I already had even though I still had a semester left at BJU. I spent the rest of the summer working at Swensen’s and partying with friends who had been expelled from Bob Jones. That was a flagrant violation of the rules. Obviously I was walking a tightrope with the ultimate objective of falling off—Clemson being my safety net. I wanted out and started doing everything in my power to ensure my freedom.

But it wasn’t an easy transition. I got shit-faced drunk for the first time and the next morning, wracked with guilt, swore that would never happen again. I woke up on someone’s sofa and my parents were furious because I hadn’t called. I was nineteen, for Christ’s sake. I didn’t have to call anymore. Then I remembered, yes sir, as long as I lived my parents’ house I needed to explain myself.

The more I experienced the life of a “real” teenager, the more curious I became to explore further. Things started happening fast. I went to a nightclub! It was a little honky-tonk called Kixx. There I met a girl who was a “prayer captain” in the women’s dormitory at Bob Jones, a position of spiritual responsibility. Well, at least I wasn’t the only Bob Jones student who was led astray. We laughed at the fact that we were both at this club and we had a good time until I got caught drinking a beer. I was underage, and they threw me out. Fuck, I thought, Richie Merritt getting thrown out of a bar! What was happening to me? Maybe things were happening too fast.

But it was like I had taken a bite out of the forbidden fruit, saw that I was naked, and now there was no turning back. I could only try reining myself in a little. I went back to the same club with some friends after the fall semester started to celebrate my birthday, only this time I decided not to drink. But a girl I worked with recognized me. We danced. What I remember most about her is big, frizzy red hair (big even for the eighties) and her crooked teeth, stained yellow with nicotine. Not the most attractive partner, but she was having a ball and so was I.

Soberly dancing with a homely girl at a small club on my birthday isn’t exactly lewd and lascivious behavior, but in the Bob Jones orb, this was an A1 topic of scandal and gossip. At work the following week, a female friend I had graduated from Bob Jones Academy with had a warning for me. The redheaded girl had sent out a red alert to everyone at Swensen’s about what a good time she had dancing with me. She was surprised, she told anyone who would listen, that virtuous little Richie Merritt went to dance clubs. Two of the people she blabbed to were Stephen Jones, younger son of Dr. Bob Jones III, and his friend Greg, a notorious tattletale. A few days later, my friend reported that someone from the administration had called her asking questions about me.

“Fuck! My days are numbered,” I said aloud. But was “fuck” really the right word? Hadn’t I been courting this throughout the summer? Maybe I should have shouted, “Hooray!”

Sure enough, I got called in to see an assistant dean of men. He didn’t have any specific allegations against me, but asked me questions about my “spirituality.”

He paused, leaned across the desk and said, “What kind of example have you been for your younger brother? We know your parents haven’t gone to church in a long time. Are you bitter because your parents aren’t right with God?”

My brother? My parents? What the hell did they have to do with anything? Who the fuck was he? Fuck this place! I’m outta here.

My mounting disgust with the university must have been pretty apparent. The assistant dean of men didn’t expel me right away, but a week later I had to see the dreaded dean of students, Mr. Berg. Face to face with him I discovered that his rude and arrogant behavior wasn’t reserved just for speaking to large crowds. He directed a megadose of it in my direction.

He smirked. “You know you’re making a really big deal out of this.”

I wasn’t sure what Mr. Berg meant by this comment then, and I’m even more confused about it today. Maybe my future didn’t seem like a big deal to him, but it did to me.

He informed me in no uncertain terms that they knew I had been cussing, listening to rock music, and had gone to Kixx. That equaled 150 demerits, the magic number for expulsion. He then told me I could leave the school if I signed a form admitting to the guilt of my sins and waiving my right to appear before the discipline committee.

There were too many emotions overloading my circuits. Almost in a zombielike state, I signed the form and handed him my Bob Jones University identification card. This meant I couldn’t set foot on the campus again unless, after a year, I chose to meet with the dean again. If the dean decided I was truly repentant, I could return to the good graces of Bob Jones University.

I walked down the steps from his office in the lobby of the administration building. The large paintings of the three Dr. Bob Joneses and their wives loomed large over the two-story room, just as they had loomed over my life. Then it hit me. I had been shipped. Shipped was BJU slang for getting expelled. Richie Merritt. Teachers’ pet. Spelling-bee winner. Model student. Officer material. Expelled. It seemed like everything that had once been so important to me had just been washed down the drain in one fell swoop.

Yet, I drove off the campus with a growing feeling of liberation and exhilaration. I rolled down my windows and blasted the radio to the local pop rock station. Belinda Carlisle was blissfully singing, “Ooh baby…heaven is a place on earth!”
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OUTSIDE THE FORTRESS



The feeling was an odd mixture of freedom and a sense of “what the fuck do I do now?” I could now say “fuck” as loud as I wanted to without consequence, but what else was I going to do? I mean, what was the reason to get out of bed in the morning? It was October 12, 1987. For the first time in my life, I at last had some free will, but I needed to figure out what to do with it.

Not just yet, though. I had to tell my parents what had happened. Surprisingly, they weren’t as upset as I had expected them to be. They had grown increasingly angry at the way BJU dictated the lives of its people and they knew I had become very unhappy there. Also, I reassured them that I’d graduate from Clemson as soon as possible.

Although I was free of BJU, I was still living under my parents’ scrutiny. They had never laid the ground rules with me as they had with Jimmy. For example, my parents never checked my homework yet, with Jimmy, my mom would practically stand over him every night with a whip to make him finish it and then she would check it to make sure it was right. She never had to make me practice the piano, but she set her baking timer for Jimmy and wouldn’t let him slide off the piano bench until he’d been practicing a set amount of time. And if the piano were silent for too long, she wouldn’t count those minutes. Jimmy always had a strict curfew; for the most part, I never really did. My mom used to say to people, jokingly, “If Jimmy had come along first, Rich would never have been born.” Oddly, she would say that right in front of Jimmy.

When I had graduated from high school, Jimmy started ninth grade at Bob Jones Academy, a place where I had been an over-achiever to the tenth power: class president, part of the debate team, participating in the school plays, officer in the band, baritone in the vocal ensemble, volunteer at the Salvation Army Boys Club, etc. My brother had to follow that. It was the “Jan Brady syndrome,” with me in the role of Marcia. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for my little brother. I remember this guy came up to me and said, “Rich, I was working registration—and this kid comes to me and I see his name is Jimmy Merritt, so I asked, ‘Oh, are you Richie Merritt’s brother?’ And he looked at me and said, ‘Oh come on, man. Give me a break!’”

Jimmy hated coming after me because he wasn’t going to get good grades. He wasn’t going to be class president. That just wasn’t who he was. But they had all these expectations of him because he was my brother. They wanted him to be just like me, I suppose; at least back then that’s what they wanted. He did not like Bob Jones Academy at all and at the end of ninth grade my mom and dad took him out and enrolled him in Southside Christian School. That year, he and some friends trashed the principal’s office. He was expelled from Southside and had to go to Wren high school, which was the public high school out in the country—the redneck school I’d always been afraid of. My fear had been, if something happened to me at Bob Jones, I would have to go to Wren and I knew I’d get my preppy ass kicked there on a daily basis. Jimmy, on the other hand, did well there and ended up graduating from Wren.

Several years later, Jimmy enlisted and joined the same Marine Corps reserve unit I had joined. So in that sense, he voluntarily chose to do something where’d he continue to follow in my footsteps. I still don’t know what that was about. I thought he hated following in my footsteps, but here he did something in adulthood that meant he would be doing exactly what I had done. But even in the Marines we were different. After the reserves, I became an officer, went on active duty, and made the rank of captain. He didn’t care for the reserves and couldn’t wait to get out after his first enlistment was up.

If there’s such a thing as “family roles,” being the bad kid was the only part for Jimmy. I completely filled the good-kid role. I did everything my mom said to try to make her happy, and then Jimmy came along. His position was to upset that. He would do things to antagonize my mother, like locking her out of the house while she was working in the garden. One time he opened the dryer and took this squirt can of oil and just squirted it all over my mom’s linens. He unplugged the freezer and all the meat my mom had frozen thawed and spoiled. He used a hammer to smash the guts out of a frog in our driveway. I heard a rumor he smeared Vaseline all over a cat one time, but I never saw this in person. I was, however, a little bit frightened of my kid brother.

Jimmy was totally rebellious. And yet, if I was my mom’s favorite, I know my dad liked Jimmy better than he did me. He liked the fact that Jimmy was mischievous, that Jimmy was a typical boy. My dad never said so but I sensed it. Jimmy did, too. He knew he was making my dad happy, even if he was driving my mom nuts.

By the time I was seventeen and Jimmy was fourteen, we were about as different as two brothers had ever been. Neither of us understood the other very much. We didn’t dislike each other…well, he may have disliked me, and I wouldn’t have blamed him. It was during one of my sanctimonious spasms that I told Jimmy if he continued to listen to rock music, I was going to turn him in to the school. I never did it, and I honestly never intended to do it, but I felt that by making the threat, I was doing what was right for his soul.

This sounds totally contradictory, but to us, being brothers meant that even though we didn’t “get” the other, we also knew that no one else in this world would ever quite understand us the way the other did. I mean, I didn’t understand Jimmy, but because I had grown up in the same house and place and in the same crazy family as he had, I knew why he was like he was. That probably makes no sense, but I know Jimmy understands what I mean. We loved each other and still do, we were and are proud of each other’s many accomplishments, and I think we developed the confidence to know that if one of us ever really needed the other, we’d be there. But we knew we’d never hang out with or call each other a whole lot, and we shared almost none of the same interests. Early on, we had a silent understanding that this was okay.

I had always been the good son, the one who kept all the rules without having to be told what they were. But I no longer wanted to keep those “understood” rules.

I had started taking my first steps toward independence and, like many teenagers, I was expressing myself by being rebellious. Technically, I had just turned twenty, but I was a late bloomer. Along with occasionally drinking alcohol, I started smoking, too, even though I knew that if I came home and had beer on my breath or smelled of cigarette smoke, there would be hell to pay.

Music was also a major issue. We weren’t allowed to listen to pop or rock music of any kind. My brother was into heavy metal and listened to it a lot. One summer while I was away at camp working, my mother had found a bunch of his cassettes, like “Quiet Riot,” “Dokken,” and “Metallica,” and she had made him break those tapes. That wasn’t uncommon. I heard about mothers doing that to guys all the time. But by now I had started listening to pop music regularly. Even though Madonna wasn’t Def Leppard, I still couldn’t play it in the house. I knew it would be better to not even push that button.

I longed for my own life, to be accountable to no one. “Where have you been? Who are you seeing? What are you doing?” were questions that I didn’t want to answer. I wanted to do as I pleased, and that would mean having to move out.

 

I also felt ashamed. As angry as I was at Bob Jones University, I still had a nagging feeling that I might be wrong about things. What if the school was right? What if I had violated God’s will? I would have to think about that later; at the moment I had practical considerations to attend to, like, where was I going to live, how was I going to support myself, what was I going to do about the Marine Corps and Officer Candidate School and, most important, what was I going to do about finishing college?

I was still working part time at Swensen’s restaurant, the one less than a mile from BJU. The owner’s son had been an assistant manager, but I knew he was about to get fired. I called the general manager and she confirmed that later that day, the owner was going to fire her son for being lackadaisical. I got his job. Problem number one was solved.

Next, I called the officer selection officer, the “OSO,” for the Marines. He was familiar with BJU’s draconian rules and told me that getting expelled from a school like BJU was not necessarily a problem, but that I would need to enroll somewhere else immediately in order to stay in the officer candidate program. Marine officers are required to have a bachelor’s degree; because of that requirement, officer candidates are required to be actively pursuing one. Problem number two was solved as long as I found a college.

Because it was October and every four-year college in the area was in mid-semester, the only place left where I could take college classes was Greenville Technical College, the local junior college. I would have to become a “tech neck.” My friends and I had always looked down on “tech necks” as the bottom students of each high school class who were neither bright enough to get into a real college nor diligent enough to get a decent post-high school job. I was now one of them.

I told the OSO that my plan was to transfer to nearby Clemson University, one of the few colleges in the nation that accepted transfer credits from the unaccredited Bob Jones University. He put me in touch with the two Clemson students I had met that summer, Gary Fullerton and Colin Steiner. Gary, Colin, and I would be going to officer candidate school together the following summer. I got in touch with them so that we would have a friend when we went to Quantico for OCS and to get the scoop from them about what life was like at Clemson. But I would have to wait until the following August before going to Clemson. For now, Greenville Tech would have to do.

I took a class in speech. This speech teacher was a refreshing introduction to the world of secular education. This was my first non-BJU educational experience since kindergarten. She was nonjudgmental and allowed us to express ourselves, something I had never felt free to do before. We could say anything and it was okay. We didn’t begin class with a word of prayer. At Bob Jones, the bell would ring signaling it was time to begin and either the teacher would say a prayer or they would ask a student to do that. Suddenly I was in a class with no opening bell. We just went right into the lesson. It felt so funny to me. Something was missing. Something was not right. But I liked it.

As far as religion went, I hadn’t thrown out the baby with the bath water but I was thinking about it. I had definitely thrown out the bath water. Bob Jones University had instilled my whole concept of religion. Now it was as if God turned against me. To whom was I going to pray? I had a difficult time praying. I stopped reading my Bible. I stopped going to church. I so closely associated that rigidity, that dogmatic teaching, with the horrible God of BJU. I was beginning to form the idea that maybe God wasn’t good. And if that’s the case what do we do? Do we just exist and hope for the best? I had no answers. I concentrated on my classes.

My speech instructor gave us an assignment to prepare a persuasive speech. I don’t recall my topic, but when I was through, she asked, “Have you ever considered becoming a lawyer?”

Yes, I had secretly thought about it, but I had never mentioned it to anyone. I knew of no one at BJU who had been encouraged to go into the legal profession. The legal profession was incompatible with fundamentalism: too many compromises, too much pragmatism. I had also never considered myself smart enough to become an attorney. I was afraid to mention it because someone might tell me that I wasn’t intelligent enough. Becoming a lawyer had been my secret fantasy, and now this woman had brought it out into the open. I was flattered. Maybe it was a possibility. Why not?

I had heard that the Marines had their own lawyers. I checked into it and not only were there lawyers who were active-duty Marine officers, there was a program where the Corps paid for officers with good records to go to law school. My plan was set. I would become a judge advocate in the Marines. All I had to do was transfer to Clemson and graduate, build a stellar record as an officer for a few years, and get into a good law school. After that, I could return to South Carolina and become a Republican politician, marry Strom Thurmond’s daughter—his daughter, Nancy, who was my age (this was before the existence of his illegitimate African-American daughter was common knowledge), and maybe even take old Strom’s place in the Senate if he could just hold on that long. And maybe, just maybe…naw, that was too much to even think about.

I now once again had a steady course to follow.

 

I found an apartment near Swensen’s. Late one night, without telling my folks, I moved all my stuff out of the house. Everything I owned could fit into the back of my 1980 Chevy Citation. Not the usual way the typical teenager leaves home for the first time, but it felt right to me. Everyone had gone to bed and I managed to sneak everything out the back, put the stuff in my car, and leave. When my parents awoke the following morning, my childhood room was empty.

I knew my mom would be really upset. I knew she would cry. I didn’t want to see that. I didn’t want to hear her objections. I didn’t want to deal with her emotions anymore. I had enough of my own. If I had talked to her about moving out, I was afraid I would give in and stay. I wouldn’t be able to stand seeing her so upset. It would be easier, once I was out of there, to put up the resistance to all her arguments.

The power my mother exercised over me still wasn’t overt. It was strongly with me precisely because it was so subtle. Maybe it wasn’t intentional. Maybe it was me, wanting so badly to please her. But her talent for manipulating me had sharpened through the years. So my defenses to her had to be stronger as well.

For instance, if I had an idea about something—a painting on the wall—I would say, “I really like that painting.”

My mom would say, “No, you don’t. That’s an ugly painting. How could you like it?”

I would say, “I like cubism.”

“No, you don’t. You’re just saying that to upset me.”

This sort of control hadn’t waned over the years; rather, it had intensified to the point of smothering me. She would do that non-stop. All the time. It really got to me. And everything was like that. I just couldn’t take it anymore. Some mothers abandon their kids. Some mothers beat their kids. Some mothers are crack addicts. But what my mom did to me seemed like the worst thing in the world—she would tell me what I was supposed to think, to feel, to believe. And if I thought differently, she made me feel like dirt.

For example, I would not have a coat on. She would tell me, “You’re cold.”

“No, I’m not cold. I know what I feel and I feel fine.”

“No, you don’t, you’re cold.” Maybe that’s typical mother stuff, I don’t know, she was the only mother I had. I didn’t have anything to compare it to. But that’s what had become impossible to live with.

Years later, long after coming out, long after I had completely altered my beliefs, my mother still knew how to stick a dagger right into my heart. “You know the Truth,” she would say. Maybe I did. Maybe she was right. Maybe I was wrong. We wouldn’t know in this life.

That morning after I sneaked out of the house with all my possessions, she called, panic-stricken. I met her at her office and told her I had moved out. She was hysterical. How could I do this to her? I explained that it was a practical decision. I was a manager at Swensen’s and I needed to be near the restaurant. I also wanted to be closer to Greenville Tech. That made no sense, she said, I had always lived fifteen miles from school, wasn’t I used to the drive? She would hear none of my sensible reasons, so finally I told her the truth. I was moving out because she was impossible to live with. That didn’t exactly calm her down.

When I left her office she was still crying.

The truth is, many people move out of their house long before they are twenty. Part of the problem was the way I did it. Without consulting her, like a thief in the night, I had slipped away. The other part was, she just didn’t want me to leave. No one else understood her like I did.

I had some stock in a steakhouse chain, which my parents had given me as a high school graduation present. It had skyrocketed along with many other stocks in the go-go years of the mid-eighties. As long as nothing happened to that, I would be okay financially.

The following Monday, October 19, 1987, the stock market crashed.

I didn’t regret the move, but now I had no money. I had all the freedom I had ever wanted, and a completely empty apartment, except for my childhood bunk beds that I had brought with me.

 

The only rule at Bob Jones University that still affected me was that students, faculty, staff, and administrators are not permitted to associate or communicate with students who have been expelled. Considering that I had been enrolled at a Bob Jones school from the first grade through my second year of college, almost everyone I knew was subject to this rule. Overnight, I lost almost every friend I’d ever had.

Lucas was one exception. He defied the rule and continued to hang out with me. We were in the Marine reserves together and spent our drill weekends together, and Lucas frequently hung out at my apartment. He started bringing friends, male and female, BJU and non-BJU, over to spend time with us. My barely furnished apartment quickly became a party stop for a lot of people.

One Sunday afternoon, Lucas showed up with two handsome young men who were freshmen at BJU. Jason was one of the men; he was from Chicago and had a swaggering, big-city attitude that I found dangerous and appealing. He used profanity freely and chain-smoked as soon as he was off the campus. His audacity amazed me; couldn’t his prayer captain and dormitory supervisor smell the cigarette smoke?

“I don’t give a fuck!” Jason exclaimed. “Those pricks can fuckin’ blow me!”

Without naming it, I felt weirdly excited by Jason.

At my apartment, the four of us drank beer that my manager at Swensen’s had purchased for us. Jason took off his tie and his shirt, leaving on just his tight T-shirt. The sight of his muscular body was a visual bang. Just like Marlon Brando in A Streetcar Named Desire. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. His friend was cute, too, but seemed shy and quiet and faded in comparison to Jason’s overwhelming braggadocio. Oh sure, I still wasn’t admitting any homosexual feelings to myself. But there was a powerful attraction in the air on my part that I attributed to my new, decadent life. Sitting around with a bunch of guys, smoking and drinking and swearing, had given me the feeling of being adventuresome, even a little devilish.


We continued to smoke and drink and listen to music—as if we were deliberately swinging an invisible club in order to smash the BJU rules. A security person came by to tell us to turn the music down. This was the third or fourth time that had happened. My neighbors hated me, but I didn’t care. What were they going to do? Report me to the BJU administration?

A little later, there was another knock at the door.

“Jesus fuckin’ Christ!” I exclaimed. “Who is it now?”

“So that’s his middle name!” laughed Lucas.

I opened the door and saw an attractive young woman with short blond hair. She had that BJU look to her—the long dress, the styled hair, and trace of makeup.

“Is Jason here?” she asked.

Jason had stepped up behind me. He smiled and held out his hand for her to enter my apartment. He introduced her to the group and then added, “You don’t mind if we borrow your bedroom, do you?”

What was I supposed to say? “Of course not, help yourselves,” I managed.

What I was feeling was jealousy, but I wasn’t about to identify it. That would require admitting that I really wanted to take this girl’s place in the bedroom. I denied what I was really feeling but the anxiety simmered within me. I was also beginning to feel used by Lucas and his friends, and that added to my uneasiness.

Less than an hour later, Jason and the girl emerged from my bedroom and the girl promptly left the apartment. Jason beamed a triumphant smile at the rest of us and when she left, he exclaimed that he had scored. Lucas and the other guy high-fived Jason.

“Make sure you clean the sheets,” I said. That was my contribution to their high spirits.

 

Several weeks later, during the first week of December, Lucas visited me at Swensen’s with some bad news.

“Jason and that girl got shipped,” he reported. “Some fucking asshole that lives in your apartment building works at the school. He’s a manager at the goddamned drycleaners on campus. He recognized Jason and turned them in. Jason’s already on his way home to Chicago.”


I was outraged and felt violated.

“They didn’t know that he fucked that girl,” Lucas said. “He got shipped just for being at your apartment. He had to lie on his off-campus permission slip when I picked him up that day. That’s what they got him for.”

Wow. I was a pariah and anyone who came in contact with me was in danger of catching my condition. The school didn’t really care that Jason had had carnal relations with a girl; it was bad enough that he had spent time with me!

I wanted to lash out, but didn’t know how. The next day, I picked up the Yellow Pages and called several law firms in town about suing BJU and my neighbor for invasion of privacy. No luck. I wrote a letter to Oprah Winfrey and included a copy of the BJU handbook, highlighting the portions that excluded interracial dating. My letter told my story and referenced the 1984 Supreme Court case that BJU lost by an 8-1 decision. Oprah responded, thanking me for submitting an idea, but declining to pursue it because it was not newsworthy for her audience.

Lucas retaliated in his typical style. He slashed my rat fink neighbor’s tires.

 

Jason’s expulsion came at the last possible moment, just before his first final exam for the semester. This way, BJU could collect his tuition payments for the entire semester, but deny him any credit for his work. Based on my fourteen years at BJU, the way they handled Jason’s expulsion was consistent with their past behavior.

One Sunday morning at Swensen’s, an employee told me that an angry man was at the front wanting to speak to a manager.

“Already? We just fucking opened.”

Standing at the front was the Provost of BJU, the same man who had given me such a hard time about wanting to go the Naval Academy. I had only been sixteen and he scared the shit out of me. He had said that it was “God’s will for every Christian young person to go to Bob Jones University.”

When he saw me behind the counter in my Swensen’s manager’s shirt and tie, he smirked.

“So this is what you’re doing now?” he asked, his voice dripping with schadenfreude.


“How can I help you?” I asked, my face frozen into a perfect manager’s smile.

The Provost told me that the night before he had bought some ice cream for his family and the cashier had shortchanged him, giving him change back for a ten dollar bill when he had given the cashier a twenty dollar bill. I gave him a ten dollar bill from the register. He took it without thanking me or changing the smirk stuck on his face.

I hope I’m never like him, I silently said. See? I hadn’t completely given up prayer!

Jason’s expulsion deepened my banishment. Lucas still came by to visit, but now he usually came alone. He and one other friend were all I had left. I was lonely, isolated, and rejected by my whole world. I began to understand why so many students who’d been expelled returned to BJU after a year or two away. The world was a desolate place for someone who had never learned how to identify with it.

On occasion, I toyed with the idea of calling the dean of students begging for forgiveness, and returning as a repentant student to complete my degree. That idea usually lasted a nanosecond before the rage and bitterness ran it out. No, I resolved, I would never go back there. They would not defeat me; BJU could not and would not get away with treating me the way they had and for causing these desperate feelings of loneliness within me. I would emerge someday, more successful and victorious than anyone from that school had ever been!

Practical realities would pull me back from my triumphant proclamations. Somehow, I had to come up with next month’s rent.

Money problems were starting to overwhelm me. Had I bothered to estimate the amount of money it would take to live on my own, I definitely would not have miscalculated. The owner of Swensen’s had given us neither a Christmas bonus nor a raise. If I kept working there as a manager, I would have to move back in with my parents.

A friend was a bellman at the Hyatt Regency in downtown Greenville. He said that he sometimes made as much as twenty dollars an hour in tips. That sounded like a dream job and I applied and was hired.


My job at the Hyatt did turn out to be a lot of fun and working at a large hotel was an eye-opening experience. The night manager and a front-desk clerk were openly gay. A male housekeeper attended the annual employee dinner wearing an emerald green evening gown and two of the male waiters at the four-star restaurant in the hotel went as each other’s dates. For the first time, I was surrounded by people who identified themselves as homosexual and displayed neither remorse, guilt nor shame.

I noticed an interesting dichotomy—workers still told gay jokes and made snide remarks about queers, but everyone sincerely liked the openly gay employees at the hotel. I felt the same way. While I continued to believe that homosexuality was a sin against God and that gay sex was abnormal and unnatural, I befriended the gay people at work. On my twenty-first birthday, Lucas and some of the bellmen took me to a bar near the Hyatt. Later they told me that when we walked through the hotel, I kissed the gay night manager, although I must have blacked it out. I have absolutely no memory of doing that.

In the two years since I had tasted my first beer, I had progressed from vomiting at the taste of alcohol to enjoying the flavor of it. On my reserve drill weekends, I was learning to pound brews with the Marines, keeping up with the senior sergeants beer for beer. People started enjoying my company more, so it seemed to me, and I didn’t feel so lonely. It seemed incredible that BJU and the Baptist churches prohibited people from enjoying drinks with friends. Who the fuck was BJU to tell people not to drink?

 

In the summer of 1988, the two guys I had met from Clemson, Gary Fullerton, Colin Steiner, and I attended the first of two summer courses at Officer Candidate School. We flew up to Washington National Airport together, too afraid to talk about much of anything because of the ordeal we knew we were about to undergo. Think Richard Gere in An Officer and a Gentleman, only this was much worse because it was the Marine Corps and not the Navy. Because I had already been to boot camp, I had this déjà vu feeling of dread. Marines met us at the airport and herded us like cattle from the busy DC area an hour south on I-95 to the sprawling, wooded and hilly Marine Corps base at Quantico, Virginia.


We joined several hundred other nineteen- and twenty-year-olds from all over the country. We were there to see who had what it would take to become an officer of Marines. About ten percent of the candidates had prior Marine Corps boot camp and reserve experience, like I had. We had an advantage over the others because were familiar with the routines and traditions of Marine Corps training.

Gary, Colin, and I were sticking to each other and the other guys from South Carolina like peas in a pod. But as fate would have it, the sergeant making the platoon assignments ended India Company, Third Platoon with Gary and barked at me to get in a different line from my friends. I would be the first officer candidate in Kilo Company, Fourth Platoon. Most of my platoon mates were from the Midwest; I was cut off from the Southern men and once again was all alone and frightened. But it didn’t feel so bad this time; I had been by myself before and had learned I could survive. Still, this would be hell. It would have been nice to be with Gary and Colin. Afterward, Gary and I promised each other we’d never be separated like that again.

Officer Candidate School is a program separate from the rest of the Marines in that you don’t “enlist” or just “sign up” but you have to apply, be evaluated, and compete. You have to give them your grades, you have to give them references. They interview you, and if you meet their standards, they say “okay” and you can give Officer Candidate School your best shot. It’s just like boot camp, except everyone there is an officer candidate. At boot camp, they make you finish and, when your training is complete, you’re going to be a Marine. At Officer Candidate School, half of you are not going to make it, it’s so tough and competitive.

Those guys were hot. The cream of the crop. I remember those shower scenes. It was very homoerotic because the young men were all muscular, in-shape, good-looking college boys—smart, tough. No one was shy; we were all proud of our tough-looking physiques. I swear some of those guys posed in the showers like they were on the cover of Muscle and Fitness magazine. We reveled in our masculinity. We were going to become leaders of Marines.

You go to Officer Candidate School for two summers. If you make it through the first summer, you go back and finish the second summer. Then you graduate college, and then you become an officer. After that, you go back to Quantico for six months

Unlike most of the guys at the camp, I wasn’t in the best shape of my life. My newfound freedom away from BJU and my family had resulted in poor dietary habits and excessive drinking and smoking. Although I survived the six-week platoon leaders class junior program, I had been a poor performer and wondered whether I should return the following summer for the senior program. We were free to “drop on request”—DOR—anytime between summers with no obligation. I postponed the decision until the last possible moment.

In the meantime, I was admitted to Clemson University in the fall. My parents were pleased that I would be continuing with my education, although they still did not contribute to my tuition. Because I was a transfer student, I was ineligible for scholarships and my parents made too much money for me to qualify for assistance. Because I would be in school full time, I would have to reduce my hours at the Hyatt. Money was becoming a big problem for me. At Clemson, I received my first “pre-approved” credit card application.

My only choice was to move back into my parents’ house—to reduce expenses. It meant I would have to drive thirty miles each way through the country of upstate South Carolina to attend classes, but the ease in the financial burden was worth it.

Gary and Colin were from Spartanburg, South Carolina, too far to commute to campus. They and other friends from their high school lived on the same floor in one of the old dormitories known as Johnstone Hall. Johnstone was badly in need of demolition and has since been torn down and rebuilt. In the late eighties, though, because everyone knew it was headed for the dust pile, no one really cared how badly we trashed the old buildings. It was a wild party place, quite the opposite from the cloisterlike student housing at Bob Jones. I loved it.

What was shocking to me was that women were allowed into the men’s dorms, and vice versa! I had never heard of that—in fundamentalist circles, a man would never go behind closed doors with a woman who wasn’t his wife. It’s not that fundamentalists are always about to jump each others’ bones (although given the sexual history of prominent evangelical ministers, maybe that was the problem); rather, we had always been taught to take extreme measures to avoid the appearance of impropriety. But here, men and women students could be accused of doing all sorts of things, whether they were true or not!

On days when I had long breaks between classes, I hung out in Gary’s or Colin’s dorm room, where things were more laid back than the library. One afternoon I was studying quietly with Colin when suddenly, the door to his room burst open.

“Colin Steiner, you’re a fucking son of a bitch!” shouted a beautiful young blond woman as she burst into the room. Colin pulled back against the wall of his room. We all thought she was going to hit Colin.

Who could this be? The only women I had ever heard use language like this were in the Marines. She had a knockout body and, had I been straight, I’m sure I would have lusted after her. All I felt right now, though, was fear.

A few seconds later, I saw Gary quietly enter Colin’s room and gently step behind the physically fit woman.

“Tami, you wanna calm down?” Gary looked in my direction and gave me a glance that might have been a warning. “Rich, this is my girlfriend, Tami. Tami, this is our friend from OCS, Rich.”

Tami, who had been unaware of my presence earlier, looked at me and instantly transformed herself from an Amazonian Warrior into a giggly college freshman. Her persona was captivating, even for a gay man like me. No wonder Gary adored her and put up with her wild nature. She and I exchanged pleasantries for a second, and then she returned her attention to her scathing assault on Colin. Apparently Colin had told a male friend a secret Tami had told him about one of her friends. To me, it sounded totally high schoolish. But then I remembered that while I was now a twenty-year-old Marine, almost twenty-one, only three months earlier Tami had been a twelfth grader.

To my delight, this odd assortment of people soon became my first group of friends after a year of painful post-expulsion isolation. It felt great to belong somewhere again.


I continued with the same major, accounting, that I’d had at BJU, because to change would mean I would lose even more credits than I was losing and further delay my graduation. That was unacceptable for the officer-commissioning program. I was stuck in a major I didn’t care for and wasn’t good at. As the accounting courses became more difficult, my grades plummeted. For someone who had been an A student in high school, my college grades were a shock. But all I needed to become a Marine officer was passing grades. I set my goals very low and barely achieved them.

 

I was still working at the Hyatt at night and attending classes during the day at Clemson. During slow shifts I would stop by the Hyatt gift shop and chat with the vendor who leased the space from the hotel. Occasionally, he would ask me to cover for him while he went to the restroom. I looked forward to these visits because it gave me the opportunity to cruise the magazine rack.

At the back of the magazines on the top right shelf was usually a copy of Playgirl. I was extremely nervous because the magazine rack was in full view of the hotel lobby through large glass panes. I devoted precious minutes to ensuring that no one was in sight and then I would grab a copy of the Playgirl from the top shelf. I sneaked behind the cash register and eagerly opened the magazine, always feeling a peculiar tingle as I flipped through the pages and stared at the handsome, nude men. Each and every time I got an erection, but I blamed this on my status as a virgin. Looking at anyone’s naked body would cause an erection, I reasoned. That I chose naked males over naked females is something I conveniently ignored. I made other rationalizations for looking at hunky men: I wanted to see what I could look like if I put my mind to it. Looking at these magazines, I told myself, would encourage me to hit the gym more often.

My sneak peeks at the Playgirl would take longer and longer until one time I was still drooling over a buff, blond, bodybuilder when the gift shop owner returned. My heart was racing as I ran around the corner hoping that I could return the magazine before he got a look at my choice. As I was leaving, however, I realized he could see every move I made in the reflection in the glass walls between the gift shop and the hotel lobby. He just smiled at me, shaking his head.

It was weeks before I gathered the courage to return to the gift shop. Eventually, my horniness surpassed my anxiety and, on a slow night, I climbed the steps to the second floor of the lobby. The owner saw me coming and retrieved something from a bag under the counter.

I entered, he gave me a glimpse of a small vial in his hand and asked if I wanted some. I had no idea what it was, but my instincts told me to say no. That was fine with him. He turned around and took a sniff from the vial. I wondered for a moment if it had been cocaine, but quickly decided that cocaine was only in big cities—not Greenville, South Carolina. Still, if it had been cocaine, why had he been so bold as to offer me some? And if I had thought about it a moment longer, would I have been so quick to say no?

I had no idea if he was coming on to me or not. He was single and also owned an adult bookstore in the next county. He would tell me about all these porno films that he had collected. At the time, I wasn’t about to admit that I might be interested in watching gay porn and straight porn wasn’t appealing to me, so I didn’t follow up on the conversations.

But I did have guys coming on to me—overtly—at the hotel. One guy asked me up to his room suggesting, with a dangerous smile, that I have sex with him for money. He didn’t say it that explicitly but I knew he wanted to hire me for the night. My facial expression froze and I walked away. On different occasions there were businessmen from out of town, New York, Chicago or California, who made their interest very obvious. I also had a lot of guys ask me where the gay bars were. And I told them because I knew.

In chatting with my gay friends at the Hyatt, I learned that there were two gay bars in Greenville. My curiosity was building and I began to wonder if maybe I was bisexual. After all, I was enjoying looking at Playgirl more and more. Maybe I could be interested in exploring another man’s body? Sometimes I would think this, but at other times, the idea repulsed me and I wondered what was the matter with me. Perhaps, I thought, if I went to one of these bars, I could find out for sure what was going on inside my head.

One Friday evening, I drove to the more discreetly located of the two bars. This bar didn’t even have its own name; it was known only by its street number. It was situated on a side street behind the municipal airport, not the type of destination that could be accidental.

I found the building and drove past it a couple of times. It was the mystery, more than anything else that was pulling me towards my first gay bar. I pulled into a gravel parking lot a few hundred feet away. My paranoia doubled because a large Buick had followed me into the gravelly lot. I remained seated, taking deep breaths, as I watched the driver of the Buick get out of his car. He was about my age, twenty-one or twenty-two, and had squeezed his large body into very tight jeans. His shirt was cut off at the middle of his stomach. He twirled with a flair and sashayed across the street into the door of the gay bar.

Well, that wasn’t very attractive, I thought. I checked my watch. It was about nine thirty. Not being familiar with gay clubs and their ways, I figured it was about peak time. I walked from my car to the bar, trying to untangle my feelings each step of the way: No, I wasn’t gay, just very intrigued by all aspects of human life. I had been repressed all those years at BJU and wanted to experience lots of things. Maybe I really was gay; maybe I would meet someone interesting in this bar and they could answer some of my questions. No, I wasn’t going to be gay, I just wanted to see what it was all about.

The bar was practically empty. I sat down and ordered a beer. An effeminate younger man sat nearby. His friend came out of the restroom and stood beside him. I was extremely uncomfortable, slightly contemptuous, fearful of something I couldn’t name. “And then, she just threw her heels in the air and squealed for more!” said the young guy in a very high-pitched voice. Those were the first words I ever heard in an openly gay establishment. I had no idea what the guy was talking about but as the guys chatted and I sipped my beer my dread continued to grow.

Just then, I felt a tap on my wrist.

“Buy you another drink?”


I spun around to see an old guy with leathery skin and beard, his stringy, unwashed hair hung down over his eyes.

“No, thank you,” I stammered. “I’ve, um, got to go.” Repulsed and frightened, I gulped down my beer and raced out of the bar.

On the way back to my car, I prayed a prayer of thanks. “Thank you, God, for showing me that I’m not gay.”
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SEX AND ASSAULT



“Oh yeah? Well…Fuck your mother, too!”

God damn! I thought. I could hear Gary’s roommate through the thin walls. He was so fucking loud and he was the most tasteless person I had ever met!

At the beginning of my second year at Clemson I moved into Johnstone Hall to avoid the sixty-mile commute each day. It would be expensive, but I had only three semesters left until graduation and then I would be making lots of money as a second lieutenant in the Marines. Relative to the minimum part-time wages I was making in college, the starting salary of about twenty-two thousand seemed like a lot. I moved into the dorm room next door to my friend and fellow Marine officer candidate, Gary Fullerton. Colin had opted to DOR—“drop on request”—in order to pursue a career in his major.

It had been just Gary and me at Quantico the previous summer, and we had made sure this time that we were in the same platoon. At the beginning I had problems physically, but Gary stayed up with me after lights out, coaching me to do extra sit-ups and push-ups so I didn’t get booted out.

Gary and I returned to South Carolina, super proud of the fact that all that stood between us and the gold bars signifying that we were second lieutenants was our undergraduate degree.

“Hey, Rich, what was the name of that cousin your aunt wanted to set me up with?” Gary asked on the telephone one night after we returned. He and Tami had broken up for the seventeenth time before we went to Quantico. On a weekend liberty from the base, he and I had visited my aunt and uncle across the Potomac in Maryland. My aunt was really taken with Gary. She thought he would be a perfect match for her niece. She wanted me to arrange it.

“You mean my cousin Amy? Why?” When my aunt had mentioned it, I hadn’t given it a second thought. Although I was fond of both Gary and Amy, I knew that with both of their extreme type A personalities, it would have been a match made in hell. I wasn’t about to put myself through that.

“I think she was an intern at the same company as Colin this summer up near Charlotte, and they’ve been going out. What’s her last name?”

“Schrader.”

“Holy shit! That’s her! Colin keeps going on about this hot babe he met this summer and how he’d like to…”

“Shut the fuck up, asshole! You’re talking about my cousin. Amy’s like a sister to me.”

 

Gary was the “resident assistant,” the RA, on our floor, and his high school friend Donnie was his roommate.

Gary was a straight guy, but to the outside world so was I at that time, or at least that’s how I liked to present myself. I still didn’t think of myself as gay and sure as hell didn’t like anyone else to think of me as gay either. But people are savvier than that. Even though I didn’t admit the true nature of my feelings for Gary, the guys on our hall sure noticed it.

Outside Gary and Donnie’s room, there was a bulletin board that the RA used to communicate messages from the housing department to the residents. Gary, being a resourceful leader, was always trying to think of effective ways to get the guys to actually read the RA board. One way he did this was to include games and contests with his weekly postings. For one contest, he made a list of interesting quotes and statements residents had recently said or were likely to say. We had to guess who on our floor had made, or was most likely to make that statement.

One of the quotes was, “Gary Strydom, Prophet of Mass!”


Gary Strydom was Gary Fullerton’s hero and favorite bodybuilder of the late 1980s. Gary Fullerton was also into bodybuilding, as evidenced by his own lean and muscular physique. The resident most likely to utter “Gary Strydom, Prophet of Mass!” was none other than Gary Fullerton himself. Most of us knew that.

Someone, however—probably Donnie or another guy on our hall, Ian—crossed off the name “Strydom” and penciled the name “Fullerton” in its place. Now the question called for everyone to guess who had or was likely to exclaim, “Gary Fullerton, Prophet of Mass!”

Almost all of the contest sheets came back with my name as that person. Like I would be the one to refer to my friend as “The Prophet of Mass!” Like I was some queer sitting back just admiring Gary’s physique. Maybe I was, but no one was supposed to know that. I was devastated. These jerks just didn’t understand. They were jealous of the close friendship I had with Gary. They could all go to hell for all I cared. How dare they mock something that was so special to me?

Donnie was the worst. Ian was a close second, but Donnie’s special place as Gary’s roommate really irked me. Donnie and I were opposites, for sure. I was still a virgin; he had fucked, and had fucked over, many girls on campus. He brought out the worst in Gary and I detested him for it. Honestly, I was envious of Donnie’s and Gary’s friendship. Donnie knew it, too, and he constantly taunted me. He also made inappropriate sexual references about my mother. It really pissed me off, so bad sometimes that I would storm out of the room. The fact that he made sexual references about everyone’s mother didn’t make a difference. He was vulgar and disgusting.

Late each evening, a group of guys would congregate in Gary and Donnie’s room for casual chat.

Ian was one of the few guys in the group who liked to read. It was about the only thing we had in common so I tried to engage him in conversation about the books we read. One evening he had a book with him.

“That was a good movie,” I said. “I haven’t read the book, though. How is it?”

Donnie was sitting nearby. “It figures you’d like Less Than Zero. All that’s about is a bunch of faggots using drugs in Palm Springs!”


“Why does it figure that I’d like it?” I asked. “I’m not a faggot, I don’t use drugs, and I’ve only been to Palm Springs once and that was on Marine reserve duty. I had to catch a red-eye back to South Carolina when my grandpa died.”

Ian smelled blood and joined in the fray against me. “But what’d you do while you waited on the plane? Bet you found some faggot to blow!”

“Fuck you, Ian!”

“Fuck your mother!” shouted Donnie.

One evening the subject of circumcision came up.

Ian asked, “Yeah, Gary, what’s it like to have foreskin and fuck a girl? Does it get in the way?”

It made sense that Gary would be uncircumcised; he had been born in England and his family had moved to the States when he was a child. Still, I had never thought about it in quite this context.

In a fit of stupidity, I looked at Gary and asked, “You’re not circumcised?”

Ian let out a howl. “Bullshit, Rich! We all know that you, of all people, would know that Gary’s not circumcised!”

The truth is, I didn’t know. We all showered together almost daily in an open shower room and, had I been able to, I probably would have sneaked a peek or two or more at my handsome and well-built friends, especially Gary. But I never wore my glasses or contact lenses in the showers. Glasses especially would have been rather obvious, and water and steam fucked up my contacts. My unaided 20/400 eyesight didn’t allow me the luxury of visual gratification in the showers.

But Ian’s comment and the underlying assumption that I lusted after Gary infuriated me. I had a major drama-queen-like hissy fit, and stormed out of Gary’s room and retreated to the solitude of my own. Gary followed me.

“Rich,” he said quietly sitting on the small sofa next to my desk chair, “the only reason the guys give you shit like that is because you let them. They enjoy getting a rise out of you.”

“But that’s fucked up,” I said angrily. “Why treat someone who’s supposed to be your friend like that?”

“Because that’s what guys do. That’s how guys treat each other. It doesn’t mean they don’t like you, that you’re not their friend. But if you keep getting mad and storming out of the room like that…well, that’s kinda weird and they will stop liking you.”

I turned and looked at my friend. “But…Gary…I can take it from them. It’s when you laugh too that it gets to me. Like, Donnie, when the two of you get going…”

Gary was still being patient, but I could tell that was waning. “Donnie and I have been friends since high school and yes, we’re gross and disgusting and I laugh at his crude stories and Ian’s jokes and Colin’s dumb-shit remarks and all the rest. That’s just the way it is. You and I…we’re both going to be Marine officers and that’s something that we share. That only you and I share, ever since Colin turned into a pussy.” We both laughed at the expense of our defenseless friend.

“You know what you should have done?”

“What’s that?”

“Thrown it back in his face!” Gary said. “Ian’s the only one who seemed to know I wasn’t circumcised…you gotta be quick and point that out to him. That’s the way to shut him up.”

No shit! Why hadn’t I thought of that?

As if reading my mind, Gary said, “Well, hang around us long enough and you’ll get good at it. And Rich, you’ve got to learn to let people be who they are. And most of all, be confident in our friendship, okay?”

Be confident in our friendship. That was beautiful harmonic music to my lonely ears. Gary was right, no matter what, he was a solid guy and I knew I could count on him to be my friend. When I was expelled from Bob Jones, I had lost every friend I had. The only time I saw Lucas anymore was at reserve meetings, and ever since Melanie had married the asshole soccer coach, she and I had lost touch. My ability to be confident in friendships had been destroyed. Gary’s gift to me in that moment was a restoration of that ability, the ability to have friendships and to have confidence in the strength of my relationships.

 

At Bob Jones and within my fundamentalist family, all I had ever known was moral extremism. Don’t do it. Don’t think about it. As a result, I had never learned moderation. Moderation is something you have to learn. A kid grows up very repressed and when he finally lets loose he explodes. And I guess there’s a truth in that. In the late 1980s, I started doing everything in the opposite of moderation. I was doing all I could to get promoted within my reserve unit, spending my summers at the notorious and tough Marine officer candidate school, and studying my ass off at Clemson while living in the dorm.

Practically across the street there was a row of bars. I could simply walk across the street and have a beer. No one looking over my shoulder, no questions asked. Needless to say, I started drinking a lot. Tuesday afternoons when I didn’t have a class, why not go to a bar and drink?

Also, in 1989, when I was twenty-one, I took my first baby steps toward total exhibitionism by becoming a stripper. I had already quit the Hyatt and was looking for some other ways to make money. Of course, there were any number of things I could have done, but the idea of displaying myself seemed very enticing.

That fall Gary really started pushing me into getting in shape, picking up where we’d left off at OCS that summer. We were both going to be Marine officers soon, after all, and we needed to look the part. We worked out over a period of months at the Nautilus center at Clemson. This was the fittest I’d ever been, even more fit than when I’d graduated from boot camp. I thought it would be fun to show off a bit. It was my old habit of testing myself, proving to myself. First, I’d done it morally, then academically, and now it had turned to the physical.

It was one of those things that gets planted in your mind. I had recently watched some stupid TV movie where one of the main characters was a male stripper and it started me thinking, I wonder if I could be a stripper—if people would look at me like that? Once I got an idea in my head I usually went all the way with it, so I looked in the Yellow Pages and sure enough there was an ad for a place that did “Strip-O-Grams.” Of course, it also gave me an excuse to watch the movie, over and over and over.

I called the number and, as luck would have it, the guy who had been stripping for them had just quit. I set up an interview with the woman at her apartment in Greenville. A short but well-built woman opened the door. She smiled and looked me over.


“You don’t mind taking your clothes off for me, do ya?”

“Um, no,” I said. That seemed kind of stupid question to ask a guy who was auditioning for a role as a stripper, but I was glad she asked. It made it seem more personable.

I undressed down to my underwear.

“That’s as far as you need to go,” said the woman. She was cute, although not exceptionally beautiful. She seemed spunky, though, and I bet she had a lot of the guys who stripped for her. “You never get buck nekkid. This is South Carolina, after all,” she said.

She looked me over and nodded her head. “You look good,” she said. She said the last guy had had longer hair, but I explained that I was in the Marine reserves and that this was as long as my hair could get.

“That’s okay. So that’s why you stay in shape, huh, the Marines? The women will like that.”

As I started leave, she added, “And you don’t need to worry, we won’t send you to do any ‘all guy’ parties, if you know what I mean.”

I hadn’t thought of that and I’m not sure what I would have said if the woman had sent me to an ‘all guy’ party. But that wasn’t going to be a problem and I felt a thrill at hearing those magic words “you look good.” I still wasn’t sure if I was going to go through with this, I just wanted to know that I looked good enough to do it.

 

A week later she called since she had an engagement for me. The first gig I did was for a girl’s sweet-sixteen party. Her mom had hired me. I was terrified but it turned out to be easy because it was a large room filled with both teenage guys and girls. Her mother didn’t want me going down to a G-string so I wore a blue Speedo. The whole thing was all very decorous. Gary even came along to videotape it. It was easy enough. I went there, got paid, and came back. It was exciting, but the whole time I was doing it there was that voice in my head asking, “Why am I doing this?”

Looking back, I can see that it had something to do with the little kid who always had to win the spelling bee. I wanted everyone to look at me and think, Wow, there’s a stud! There’s someone impressive. Maybe everybody wants that—but I think I did things that indicated I needed it more than most.


Each gig paid fifty bucks. I’d dance a little, strip down to a G-string, and leave. I did it about six times, total. There was one incident when the woman asked me to stay and hang out at her apartment with her friends. That kind of freaked me out. I made some excuse and left. I was afraid that if they got to know me I wouldn’t live up to the fantasy. I loved being a part of someone’s fantasy and I didn’t want to do anything to spoil that.

Another time I stripped for this eighty-five-year-old woman and that was hilarious. I danced for her without any shame. It was pure fun.

But beware of the ego. When you’re constantly putting yourself on the line to reaffirm your value on a strictly physical level, you’re destined to get knocked down a few pegs. I was booked at a dance club where a group of women were out at a bachelorette party. They pushed the woman getting married to the middle of dance floor while I stripped around her. Now, I will be the first to admit that I don’t dance very well, and being on a dance floor—just the two of us like that—was seriously awkward. The girls at her office thought it would be hilarious but it soon became apparent that she didn’t want this—I could feel the disapproving vibes emanating out of her, which only made me feel more uncomfortable, and the whole performance didn’t go over well.

What made it even worse is that one of her office workers was a woman who had been in my graduating class at Bob Jones Academy. Her name was Wanda Harmon—ironically, it was her older brother with whom I had experienced the homoerotic inner-tube ride and naked nature hike at the Wilds. Now everyone at Bob Jones was going to find out; Wanda was a notorious blabbermouth.

The next day I got a call from the woman running the Strip-O-Gram agency. She informed me that one of the women from the party had called, demanding her money back. “I didn’t give them a refund because we don’t do that,” she said, “But I just wanted to let you know that we need to work on your dancing.”

That was really devastating. This was not why I was doing this. I had one more commitment that I had already agreed to, so I kept that appointment. It was at an office and coincidentally another girl who I’d worked with at Swensen’s was there. Luckily she was cool about it. But I thought, “Oh my God, this really is a small town, everywhere I go people know me—and on top of that some of them want their money back!” So I quit doing it.

 

A small group of my friends took me out for my birthday to the college bars on a Tuesday night. Of course, the bars were packed. After several hours of partying, I remembered that I had an accounting test the next day so I ran back to my dorm room, grabbed my books, and went to the library. The next thing I recall was a guard tapping me on the shoulder telling me the library was closing. It was 1:30 a.m. I had passed out.

I repeated the story the next day to my friends, including Tami. She and Gary had gotten back together. Again. She was also the only one who didn’t laugh.

“Rich,” she said, “have you ever considered the possibility that you might have a drinking problem?” Maybe Tami was right. I was drinking a lot. I contacted some people who’d been in recovery for many years. They told me their stories, which were pretty horrific. No, compared to them, I definitely did not have a drinking problem. Relieved that I was not an alcoholic, I returned to my newfound freedom of drinking whenever I wanted to.

My only real traditional stay-as-drunk-as-you-can spring break came in 1990. Gary, Donnie, Colin, and I, along with others, went to Panama City, Florida. Just before the trip, Gary had broken up with Tami for the eighteenth time. I was furious with him because to me it seemed like he had done it just so he could screw around in Florida.

Sure enough, that’s exactly what he did. Our gang merged with a group of redneck girls from a small college in Georgia. Well, most of us “merged.” I didn’t merge with anyone and visibly seethed with anger. One night I even heard Gary and his girl making sex noises in the other room. We were all being pretty trashy. Except me; I stayed drunk and I stayed a virgin. Real pious of me.

I was furious with Gary because of the way he had treated Tami. That seemed like a noble reason to be mad at him. Tami was my friend and I felt that, by getting mad, I was standing up for her.

It’s clear to me now, however, that my fury had nothing to do with Tami. The source of my anger was pure envy. The old-fashioned unrequited-love kind of envy. What made it worse was that I couldn’t acknowledge that that’s what it was. Admitting the real cause of the emotional firestorm I felt brewing inside my heart would have meant admitting I was gay. No way was that going to happen.

Tami’s friends had also been partying in Panama City and no doubt they had told her what had happened. I felt I was taking the high road by lecturing Gary.

“What the fuck is the matter with you?” I shouted at him. “Tami loves you. And you treated her like a dog, having sex with that other girl when you knew it would get back to Tami!”

“Why don’t you mind your own goddamned business!” he replied.

I was filled with righteous indignation so not even Gary Fullerton could intimidate me. “You and Tami are my business.”

Gary had just returned from a run around the campus. He sat on my floor, leaning against the wall, with sweat dripping from his nose and chin. He sipped water from a large plastic bottle. He looked toward my window and didn’t respond to my comment.

I softened my tone. “Gary, you can’t treat people like that. You just dumped her so that you could have a clean conscience while you fucked other girls on spring break.”

Gary was still peeved. “That’s not the reason we broke up. You know that. But so what? So what if I did? That’s my business. Not yours!”

He was right. I knew all the other reasons and I should have minded my own business. But I was jealous and angry and had to deal with it somehow. No one is more sanctimonious than a closeted gay person who redirects his or her confused emotional turmoil onto someone else. At least, no one has ever been more sanctimonious than I was at that moment. I was incapable of dealing with what I really felt, so poor Gary bore the brunt of my rage.

It seems ridiculous now but at the time I, someone who had never had a real romantic relationship, felt perfectly justified in educating my friend about love. Only the strongest friendships survive conversations like these.


“If you keep treating people like this no one will ever love you again,” I said. I wanted it to sound like a threat. If you keep treating people like this, I won’t love you anymore.

“Fine.” I’m not sure if Gary was angry because I was meddling or because I had sided with Tami. Maybe both. Or perhaps he also sensed that I wasn’t being honest with either him or with myself. Whatever the reason, his irritation was still apparent. “I’m going to be myself and if that means no one else ever wants me then that’s just tough shit!”

I was incredulous. “Are you serious? You need other people in your life. You need…”

Gary clenched his jaw and spoke through his teeth with a slow, steady and deliberate tone. “Listen to me. I need food. I need water. I need air. I need shelter sometimes and I need a little bit of clothing. That’s about all I need.” He stared at me, powerfully and directly driving his point home.

It felt like he hit me across the forehead with a two-by-four. The unconscious feelings I had successfully kept in denial erupted like a volcano that I was incapable of containing. Gary was saying that he didn’t need me. This was apparent and I feared I had gone too far. If he didn’t need me, maybe this was the end of it. Maybe our friendship was finished. I had begun a conversation about my friend’s treatment of his ex-girlfriend and somehow it had become about him and me.

I was speechless for a second, but then the lyrics to a Barbara Streisand song popped into my head. If people who needed people were the luckiest people in the world, it logically followed then that…“Then you’re about the unluckiest person in the world,” I said.

“Maybe so. I’ll have to live with that.” Our conversation was over. Gary stood up and went to his dorm room. I couldn’t concentrate and had trouble sleeping.

What the fuck was going on inside my head? I didn’t have an answer.

 

Within days it was like the conversation hadn’t happened and our friendship resumed as normal. Gary, Donnie, and Colin graduated six weeks later. Because of the credits I lost in my transfer from Bob Jones, I had another semester to go. Immediately after their graduation ceremony, our gang proceeded across campus to the Greek-style outdoor amphitheater where Gary had arranged for his commissioning ceremony to be held.

It was a simple event. A Marine Captain administered the oath of office to Gary while Norah and Graham, Gary’s parents, pinned the gold bars on his uniform. The gold bars are the rank insignia for second lieutenants. I was a Sergeant in the reserves and at the conclusion of the ceremony I gave Gary his first salute. In keeping with Marine Corps tradition, he gave me a silver dollar.

I had met Gary’s parents a couple of years earlier at their home in Spartanburg, South Carolina.

“Hey Mom, this is my friend, Rich, the one who went to OCS with me and Colin.”

“Nice to meet you, Rich,” she said. She had a beautiful accent that I couldn’t quite place. I learned she was from Scotland. Gary’s own childhood British accent had faded into something more Southern long before we met. His parents, however, had retained all of their English charm.

“Wait a minute,” she said, the sudden change in her tone startling me. “You’re not the one who went to that…that Bob Jones University now, are you?”

I glanced at Gary who was smiling broadly. “Well…yes, but…”

“Let me tell you something about that place. I was wearing pants, nothing indecent, mind you, just a nice pair of pants and they wouldn’t let me on the campus! I had to put on a dress, but Graham really wanted to go to that concert so I did. But I didn’t like it one bit!”

I laughed. “That sounds like them. Well, Mrs. Fullerton, you’ll be glad to know I was expelled from there.”

“You were?” she said, her stern look becoming more welcoming. “Well, good for you. I can tell we’re going to get along just fine. You must stay for dinner then. And call me Norah.”

After Gary’s commissioning ceremony, Norah and Graham threw a huge party for the graduates at their home. I met Gary’s grandmother, Sally, a feisty and vibrant Jewish woman with a zest for life exceeding that of most people, especially the people I’d met who were her age. I felt more comfortable around his family than I felt around my own.


 

My last semester at Clemson, I was alone again. That old familiar feeling of stifling loneliness overcame me. Fortunately, late in the summer, I met a new friend at the gym.

Clemson had fired its world-famous coach, Danny Ford, and had hired a new coaching staff. One day at the Nautilus gym, I saw one of the handsomest guys I had ever seen. His dad was one of the new assistant coaches and he had just moved into town. Jarrod was fascinated by the fact that I was a sergeant in the Marine reserves and would soon become a second lieutenant. He also wanted to be a Marine officer, but wasn’t sure how to go about it.

I knew what I wanted to do—spend as much time as I could with Jarrod. He was twenty and I was about to turn twenty-three, so I could buy us beer. For several months, we’d work out together, grab a bite of dinner, get some beer, and sit on the dock on Lake Hartwell behind his parents’ house. After several hours of drinking, Jarrod and I would strip naked and swim under the moonlight and stars. I was in heaven. Jarrod was just my type—short, muscular, with a boyish-but-manly handsome face and twinkling eyes. One night I got bold and started a naked wrestling match with him in the shallow water. After that, I’d do it often, making sure to gently grab his private areas during our romps. He’d do the same to me.

I was really beginning to doubt my heterosexuality.

Jarrod told me he had discovered a bathroom in the secluded “Twelve Mile” state park by the lake where men cruised each other. I didn’t know what the word “cruise” meant at the time, but Jarrod was intent on showing me. While jogging one hot afternoon, we approached the bathroom.

“See!” he whispered, “if you go in and just hang out in the stall, a guy will come along.”

“Why? What for?” I was genuinely clueless.

“For sex, what do you think?”

The part about the bathroom stall seemed disgusting to me. Jarrod was insistent, though, that I go wait in the stall and see what he meant.

I waited in the stall for about five minutes and began feeling ridiculous. I returned to our hidden spot in the bushes.


“Watch,” Jarrod said, “here comes a guy now.” Sure enough, we watched as one guy, then another, then another entered the bathroom.

Years later I heard that law enforcement conducted a sting operation at the Clemson “Twelve Mile” state park bathroom and arrested dozens of men, including professors, athletes, and even a judge.

After several months, I could no longer admit that my feelings for Jarrod were purely heterosexual. I was visibly disturbed one evening when we were hanging out in his bedroom.

“What’s wrong with you?” he demanded to know.

“I can’t tell you,” I said, looking at his studly, shirtless body stretched out across his bed. I was sitting on his desk chair.

“Tell me what you’re thinking!” He practically demanded it.

I wanted more than anything to tell him that I had fallen in love with him. But I couldn’t do it. He would be mad at me, or hate me…or worse…beat the shit out of me. I remained silent.

“Goddamn it!” Jarrod said. “This is just like you! Why won’t you open up to me, tell me what you’re thinking? I thought we were friends.”

I left Jarrod’s house without telling him a thing. We remained friends for a short while longer, but it was never the same after that.

 

I graduated from college in December 1990 and was commissioned as an officer in the Marines on the same day. I was twenty-three and would be leaving home in a few weeks to report to active duty at Quantico, Virginia. To celebrate, I threw myself a little party the next day at a Jacuzzi suite at the Hilton. I invited a lot of people; about thirty showed up. I got shit-faced drunk.

Gary wasn’t able to make it, because he was in flight school in Pensacola and couldn’t get away, but most of our other friends from Clemson were able to make it. Donnie brought a small group including a guy we had nicknamed “Cliffy” after the character on the TV show Cheers. Tami came with her friend, Shanna, and I was glad to hear that Tami and Gary were on friendly terms again. Colin and my cousin Amy were getting serious and they showed up together. Later in the evening Ian showed up. He arrived drunk and proceeded to drink even more.


I wasn’t sure who had invited Ian, probably Donnie or one of the other guys from Clemson. While I had made a sort of “peace” with Donnie, I wasn’t sure about Ian. One reason for my dislike was that in college Ian was a well-known womanizer and he was always making antigay remarks. Although I remained in denial and occasionally told “fag” jokes, Ian’s homophobia was meanspirited and obsessive and it bothered me. One thing he always did was scornfully mimic the act of sucking cock. He was so crude and obnoxious. The opposite of how I saw myself. I could not stand the guy. Yet, running through my disgust, was a definite streak of desire, which I couldn’t deny.

In the dorms we had all showered together and while my eyesight was not good enough for me to discern whether Gary was circumcised, I was able to make out the very nice contour of Ian’s bubble-butt and legs thinking, God, he’s so hot. He had huge, muscular legs. Frankly, I was more than a little surprised when he showed up at my party. I definitely had mixed emotions.

The hotel suite had a large sitting area and, like most parties, we sat around and drank a lot of booze and chatted. There were about twenty guys and a dozen girls that showed up throughout the night, a motley assortment of people I had known since leaving Bob Jones University.

The party was ending and people were starting to leave. One of the few guests left was Shanna, the girl who had come with Tami. Tami had told me a month or two before that Shanna, a classmate at Clemson, had the hots for me. Shanna was rubbing my back, on the couch. I was very drunk by this point. I got up to walk Donnie and Cliffy out the main door to the suite and said, “Shanna, when I get back, be in the Jacuzzi—naked.”

Sure enough, when I got back, there she was bare-assed in the Jacuzzi. So I got naked and climbed in with her. Believe me, this girl was not attractive in the least, yet the erotic atmosphere, mixed in with all the alcohol, felt sort of nice to my sexually starved body. I mean, I wasn’t completely turned on, but I wasn’t totally turned off either. I had only touched or kissed one other woman before, and had never touched or kissed a man. Here I was in the hot tub making out. My head was spinning from the alcohol but I felt ready. I was kissing her, we were nude, and I was thinking, I’m going to have sex with her.

I was too drunk to know it, but everyone else had gone home except my nemesis, Ian. While I was making out with Shanna, Ian walked into the bathroom and just stood there staring at me. Then I watched him take a piss. He turned around and stared some more. I stared back. Then he started rubbing his cock. Shanna couldn’t see a damn thing because she had her back to him. I, on the other hand, had a perfect view. He kept rubbing his crotch and I kept staring.

Ian left the bathroom and now I was getting ready to have sex with Shanna. “Stop,” she said suddenly, alarmed. Then she asked, “What does this mean?”

The question at this point was really, you know, too much. “I’m about to fuck you.” I said, testily. “What do you think it means?”

Now she started changing her tune, getting all coy and murmuring, “No, I don’t want to do this.”

Well, it wasn’t like she was causing my intense passion in the first place, so I was like, “Okay, whatever.” We got out of the Jacuzzi. I put my jeans on because by now I was sobering up a little bit and I didn’t really want to have sex with her anymore. Yet I had come this far, so we went into the bedroom to lie down. I was more curious than anything else, determined to see how the scene played out. While we were lying on the bed she went really out of it, and her breathing settled into a deep, steady rhythm, as if she were sleeping.

Through the bedroom doorway I could see Ian get naked and climb into the Jacuzzi. Now that was really exciting to me. I got out of bed, stripped off my jeans, closed the bathroom door, and went into the Jacuzzi with Ian. We started talking—just shooting the shit. And then, out of the blue, Ian makes the comment, “I tried to get a hooker for tonight but they wouldn’t take a credit card—and I’m so horny I would fuck anything.” Then he was quiet. Now what’s going to happen? I wondered. Do I constitute “anything”?

I didn’t think Ian was gay. I didn’t think he’d ever had sex with a guy. He was always making disparaging remarks about queers and calling guys “fags” in a negative way. He had fucked many women; at least he had talked about fucking many women. That was his reputation. So that’s what made the possibility of his coming on to me even more unlikely.

But to my surprise, he started rubbing my leg. I reached over and grabbed his arm and I pulled him over to me. He sat down beside me and I started rubbing his cock right away. It was rock hard. He had a big dick. It just felt so incredibly good having another guy’s cock in my hand. He came immediately. I was staring at him thinking, Whoa, what is this? This was the first time I’d seen a guy come. Because it was underwater his semen kind of balled up immediately.

Believe it or not, at this time in my life, I had still never masturbated. But at night, after the lights were out, my subconscious would take over and I’d have wet dreams. I remember them vividly. These dreams were wonderful because I was always having sex with a guy. I would wake up and the sheets would have stains that I would invariably try to hide from my mom. But I didn’t know about jerking off. It wasn’t until a year or two later that I finally figured out, Oh my God, this is what masturbation is. Up to that point I had thought masturbation meant just playing with yourself until you got hard—just enjoying that. I hadn’t realized it was bringing yourself to orgasm.

Coming so soon didn’t stop Ian. He stood up in the Jacuzzi and immediately became hard again. As he stood there in front of me, pointed to his dick. Without hesitating, I put his cock in my mouth. An involuntary shudder ran through his body. It was so natural, taking his cock into my mouth, giving him a blow job. He grabbed me by the head and rhythmically started banging my head hard into his crotch. And, man, I loved it. I was gagging but I didn’t care. I was thinking, This is all I want to do for the rest of my life.

Then I stood up and I leaned over and he fucked me in the ass. I felt a trembling burn through my own body and I gasped. It hurt. It hurt like hell. We didn’t have any lube and so he used soap. I had never been fucked before. As I said, I still had never even jerked off.

As soon as Ian and I got going, I loved it. God, it felt great. Then he wanted me to fuck him but I couldn’t penetrate. I guess his ass was tighter than mine. Or, as I prefer to think, my dick was bigger than his. Next Ian said, “I’m going to go see if I can get Shanna to join us.”

I thought, Wow, this is kinky. I never had sex in my life and now I’m going to be doing a three-way with a guy and a girl. And, oh man, I don’t know how I’m going to deal with this tomorrow—but right now I’m just loving it.

Ian went to the bedroom, and I heard a scream and then a slap. I jumped up, alarmed, and wrapped a towel around myself. I went into the bedroom. Shanna had a look of horror on her face. “I know what you guys were doing in there!” she said. “You’re a couple of fags!”

Ian reacted immediately,. “I’ll kill you, bitch. I’ll fucking kill you!”

“Ian,” I said quietly, “just go in the other room.”

Ian looked at me and then at Shanna and walked out. I had no idea where he went. Now Shanna muttered, “I thought you were different.” That’s what she kept saying to me. “I thought you were different. Tami thinks you’re the nicest guy. You’re just like all the others. You’re a user! You just want sex—even if it’s with a guy!”

“Shanna, you don’t understand what it’s like to be me. I try to live up to what everyone else expects of me, but I have my own desires.”

Hearing myself say that was a personal revelation, even to me, but she didn’t want to hear any of it. She kept interrupting me, cutting me off. “You’re a bunch of fags.” I have no idea who she meant by a “bunch” of fags, but that’s what she kept saying, referring to Ian and me. The woman was hysterical.

I couldn’t listen to her anymore. “Shanna, why don’t you just leave?” I asked politely.

She said, “Okay, I think I will.” I just stood there in the bedroom. She walked right past me and went through the sitting area towards the main door to the suite. Suddenly I heard a scream. It was 3 a.m., we were in this hotel and she was shrieking. I ran in there to see what was happening. Apparently Ian had gone to his car and gotten a K-Bar knife—a big Marine Corps knife. Ian was an avid hunter and he had asked Gary to buy him the K-Bar knife at the base exchange. Ian was holding this knife up to Shanna’s throat.

I was scared, to say the least, I said as calmly as possible, “Ian, give me the K-Bar.”

“I’ll fucking kill her,” he snarled. “I’m gonna cut this bitch.”

I approached him inch by inch, as you would a growling dog. I said, “Ian, give me the K-Bar.”

Finally he handed me the K-Bar and I said, “Shanna—leave!” She ran down the hall, screaming. I closed the door and Ian went and lay on the bed.

“Ian, what just happened here?” I asked.

He started mumbling stuff, a bunch of gibberish about stresses in his life and how he felt he needed to make a lot of money. He said, “People have no respect for you unless you have money. Unless you can make it.” Mumbling. I had no idea what he was talking about it.

Finally, I said, “Ian, shut up. Let’s go do it again.” And we did. We rolled around for a while and fucked like rabbits. I actually fucked him this time, too. Here was this guy I couldn’t stand—that’s what made it so hot, which is a lesson I learned big time.

Then we were finished.

I didn’t even come but I didn’t care. We were lying on the bed side by side. At this point he started to get hostile. By now I was sober. I tried holding him, but he didn’t want any of that. He rolled over. I went and packed up a bunch of stuff.

I went home and got in my own bed. By now it was 4 a.m. I don’t remember if my parents woke up or not.

The morning was very different. My ass was hurting so badly. The guilt just crushed me. “What have I done?” It was overwhelming. Of course, I was hung over. My mom suspected something. “Where have you been? What have you done?” It was as if she knew. She could probably still smell the booze on my breath. She didn’t say anything but she was very angry.

Many thoughts raced through my mind that day, but surprisingly, one thing I didn’t dwell on was the unsafe sex. In 1990 everyone still thought of AIDS as a gay man’s disease, and even though Ian and I had had a lot of very gay sex just hours before, I didn’t think of either of us as gay men. Maybe Ian had butt-fucked a time or two before—after all, he had seemed a little too experienced for that to have been his first time with a guy—but he wasn’t gay. He couldn’t have AIDS, I thought. He didn’t look at all like the guys on the news who were dying of AIDS. So I didn’t worry about that.

My knowledge of other sexually transmitted diseases was limited to what I had learned from my time in the Marines. Military doctors never talked about gay sex, of course, because there were no gays in the military. So I naïvely assumed that a person could only get herpes, syphilis and gonorrhea through vaginal sex. Considering everything, it’s probably a good thing I was so misinformed about the STD issues. There’s nothing I would have done about it out of fear of being found out and I’d have gone insane worrying about it. Besides, I’d soon have other things to worry about.

The phone started ringing that afternoon. First it was Tami. “Rich,” she asked, “what happened last night?”

My head was still throbbing. I said, “Well, Shanna and I got a little fresh in the Jacuzzi—but we didn’t do anything.”

There was a silence on the other end of the line. “‘Fresh?’” Then she said slowly, “Rich, Shanna is telling everyone that you and Ian are fags.”

It was what I had been waiting for. I closed my eyes. “Well, you know, Tami, Shanna is a little bit crazy.” It was a good defense because, actually, everyone did think Shanna was slightly nutty.

“Yeah, I know that, and that’s what I’ve been telling my mom,” Tami replied. Apparently, Shanna had run out of the hotel, across the street to a restaurant that was open all night. She had called Tami and her mom who lived in Spartanburg, thirty miles away. Tami had gotten home from the party just a little while earlier. She drove back to Greenville with her mom and met Shanna at three o’clock in the morning and Shanna had told them everything.

“Tami,” I said evenly, after she recounted the story she had heard, “everyone knows that Shanna is crazy. Everyone knows that Shanna has the hots for me. When I told her I wouldn’t have sex with her, she had a hissy fit, and now she’s making up this story.”


Tami sighed and said, “A hissy fit? Okay, that’s what we’ll tell everyone.”

Soon after that Gary called. He was in Pensacola, Florida, at flight school. He delved right into it: “Rich, I hear Shanna’s saying all this stuff.” I simply repeated to him what I had just told Tami.

“You just started your career as an officer yesterday,” Gary reminded me. “You sure as hell don’t want this following you to Quantico.”

I assured him Shanna was crazy and he knew his two friends would never do anything like that.

But the guilt just kept on building.

A few days later I told Gary the truth. I couldn’t keep it inside anymore. I had to confide in someone or I was going to explode, or worse.

He hesitated for a minute, staring at me very seriously. I couldn’t tell whether he was mad or what he was feeling. I wondered if maybe I had done the wrong thing by telling him. But then his face softened a bit.

“It sounds to me like you guys just had too much to drink. You were superhorny, Shanna got you both all worked up…then she passed out. Guys in prison do it if there’s no women around…” Gary’s voice trailed off. He furrowed his brow and then stared at me again.

“I mean…you would know…you would know by now…if you were gay. Wouldn’t you?”

Gary was awesome! He had discovered a way for me to get out of this horrible thing I had gotten myself into.

“Yeah! You’re right,” I practically exclaimed, “She made me horny and then passed out. Besides, I would know by now.” I assured him that I was not gay and that his theory must be correct.

The more I thought about it, though, the more Gary’s question troubled me. It was the first time I had ever heard a friend or anyone close to me refer to “gay” as something a person “was” rather than something a person “did.” Could a virgin be gay? Could a guy who had been fucked in the ass and who had sucked dick be straight? These were questions my Bob Jones education had definitely not prepared me to answer.

Confessing my secret to Gary, though, lifted the weight of the world from my shoulders. But it had created another problem. Ian.

I met Ian for lunch before I moved to Virginia. We were friendly. He made it clear that the subject of what had happened between us was never to come up. In my mind, I was freaking out. I had to tell him I had told. I just had to.

I drove him back to his building. In the restroom outside his office, I told him that I had told Gary that we had fucked each other. That Shanna hadn’t been lying.

He gave me a long, threatening, penetrating stare that was much more painful than anything we had done at the hotel. “Have a nice life.” He stormed out of the restroom and into his office.

Months later, after I’d reported to Quantico, I received a letter from him.

“If you get a bullet in the back of your head during training,” he wrote, “don’t expect me to come to your funeral.”
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I carried some residual guilt, I suppose. You don’t endure fourteen years at the “Fortress of Fundamentalism,” then commit sodomy and get off, so to speak, without your so-called conscience creeping up on you. But mostly it was like a Pandora’s box had been opened. What had happened with Ian felt so good, I imagined that guys must secretly be doing this everywhere, I just had to learn how to find it. No wonder the Bible was so dead set against sodomy. If men were allowed to fuck each other, they’d never go back to fucking women and the human race would die out. There would be no one left to worship God. What would the “Big He” do without us to worship Him? He’d go insane, for sure.

Sometimes my blasphemous thoughts terrified me. What if Bob Jones is right? I would most certainly spend an eternity in hell. But with what I’d done, it just seemed like there was no going back now. Like my literary hero Mark Twain said, “I prefer heaven for the climate—but hell for the company.”

There were 250 Marines in my officer class at the basic school. Of those 250, three of us had gone to Bob Jones University. What a funny coincidence, I thought. Even though I had entered the big world beyond the “fortress,” I couldn’t escape. I couldn’t have imagined how the little fundamentalist school nestled in the foothills of northern South Carolina would constantly pop up in my life in the years ahead.

 


Although I now suspected that gay sex might be available everywhere, I was a novice and had no idea what clues to look for. Two other second lieutenants in my platoon at Quantico came on to me separately, but the subtleties were lost on me at the time. I had better luck with “hooking up” at the air defense officers’ course at Fort Bliss, in the shit-hole city of El Paso, Texas. I was there for a four-month course learning all about the Stinger and HAWK missile systems. Unlike Quantico, which was world renowned for its intensity and rigorous training, the school at Fort Bliss was four weeks of material spread over four months. Our days were short and work was easy.

In the movie section of the El Paso newspaper were ads for adult films, something I had never seen in South Carolina. And mixed in with the ads for the adult movies were advertised “gay porn” theaters. It was the first time I had ever heard of gay porn. I decided to drive out to where one theater was located.

It was way out on the eastern outskirts of the desert city. I had to drive for miles to get there. The place was pretty seedy. I had never been in an adult bookstore before, but you had to go through the bookstore to get to the theaters. Finally, after searching around row after row of porn magazines with creepy-looking guys leering at me over the racks, I figured out which theater had the gay videos. Maybe there’d be some hot guys in there, I thought.

The room was empty. I took a seat and decided to enjoy the show. Oh my God, I thought after a minute or two. I had never watched two guys have sex before. Here it was, up on the big screen for all to see. Well, for me to see, since I was the only one in the theater.

It was a locker room scene, something I would soon learn is pretty standard fare for gay videos. One young-looking guy had his “buddy” bent over the sink, fucking him in the ass. The guy getting fucked was wearing a baseball cap turned backward. The scene was so hot.

While I was enjoying this view, I heard someone enter the theater. Suddenly I was terrified. Who was this? The guy sat down in the seat right beside mine. I didn’t look at him. His hand started moving closer to my leg. I didn’t stop him. He started massaging my dick. I was already erect from watching the video. In an instant, I came. I didn’t know what had happened. This was the first time I had ever come while awake.

Immediately, I was over it. I darted out of the theater, covering the crotch of my pants with my hand.

 

I worked out at the gym on base. There was a hot tub in the locker room and frequently I noticed quite a few guys sitting in there naked. One Saturday, I decided to join them.

I had been in the hot tub about five minutes when the guy sitting next to me started rubbing my leg, just as Ian had done. This wasn’t subtle in the least and I knew exactly what his intentions were. He was a soldier at the base’s dental clinic. He invited me back to his house and I went.

The soldier’s name was Tim and he rented a one-room house behind a larger house not far from the base. Before going in his place I emptied my pockets of all my money, my wallet, my military ID and anything else that would have given away my identity and locked them safely in my glove compartment. I was not about to take any chances. At least, not any more chances than I had already taken to get what I wanted.

Tim wasn’t particularly handsome and he was a little bit overweight, but I didn’t care. It had been eight months since my experience with Ian and I wanted to fuck a guy, or have a guy fuck me, or just do something with a naked guy involving dicks, hands, mouths, and asses. I was horny.

Somehow he knew I wasn’t in the army. “What branch are you in?”

“Air Force,” I lied. “Name’s Steve.” I felt like shit, saying I was in the Air Force. No self-respecting Marine would ever say he was in the Air Force! Of course, no self-respecting Marine would ever do what I was about to do, either. At least that’s what I thought back then.

We were standing inside his studio apartment but were still fully clothed. I was as nervous as I had ever been in my life. I didn’t know what to do with my hands at this point so I kept putting them behind my back, then in my pockets or folded across my chest. I didn’t want to give the wrong body language signals so I put them back down at my sides.


Tim noticed my nervousness and tried to put me at ease.

“Well…‘Steve,’” he said. He said it just like that, or so I thought, like he knew I was lying to him about my name. “Do you mind if I take your shirt off?”

“Yes…no, I mean…I don’t mind.” He slowly approached me and took off my shirt.

He took a step back. “You don’t look like you’re in the Air Force, not with that body.”

I didn’t think I looked that good, actually, but maybe I did. It felt good that he thought I did. But he knew I wasn’t in the Air Force.

“What do you like to do?” he asked.

I didn’t know all the available options, but I knew what I had liked before. “Um…I like blow jobs…and fucking…”

“Good,” said Tim. “I like to fuck, too.” He took his clothes off and I took the rest of mine off. I didn’t know yet that “top” and “bottom” were identities; I still thought of them only as sexual roles that could be played and switched, as Ian and I had done. But I had let Ian fuck me first, so I thought I’d let Tim go first, too. When I was naked, I leaned over the bed.

His laughter caught me off guard. “Not so fast! I want to play with you a little first. But I am glad to see that you’re a bottom.”

I didn’t know what he meant, but he and I lay down side-by-side and had tender foreplay. Within three minutes of his playing with my dick I came all over the bed. His eyes grew large and he smiled at me. “Well, that’s flattering,” he said. “All I do is touch you and you come? Or you just haven’t had any in a long time?”

Tim gave me his number and I called him for sex two more times. The last time I tried to let him fuck me. I had been drunk with Ian; with Tim, I was sober and it hurt like hell so I made him stop. We just sat on the floor and jerked each other off.

I hadn’t asked him to use a condom and he hadn’t offered to. This time, I knew he was a gay guy, so the reasoning I had used for the unsafe sex with Ian didn’t apply to Tim. However, I knew that because he was in the Army, he had to get tested for HIV. If he had tested positive, they would have kicked him out. I let the fact that he was in the military give me a false sense of security.

He told me that there were a lot of gays and lesbians in the military. I was shocked. I wanted to know more, but I was too afraid to ask. I might say something to give away my real identity. But Gary was coming to visit me that weekend and my mind began working on a plan.

“How can you tell?” I asked. “I mean, how do you know if another soldier is gay?”

“When one of these trashy Army queens sticks her hand down your pants, that’s usually a good sign,” he said.

“No, I’m talking about guys,” I said.

“God damn, Steve, you really are new at this…” Tim lowered his head and looked at me. “When I say ‘queens’ I mean effeminate men. There’s lots of ’em in the Army. When I say ‘her’ I’m talking about a fag. A guy. Got it?”

I started to get it, but it made me very uncomfortable. I didn’t like referring to men as women, saying “her” when I really meant “him.” But this wasn’t why I had asked.

“Well, I’ve got this friend from coll…back home,” I said. I had almost said “college” and I didn’t want to give away that I was an officer. “Anyway, he’s coming to visit me next weekend and I’m hoping that maybe he’s…well, that maybe he does this.”

Tim looked concerned. “Steve,” he said. “Be careful. You might be starting to think that all guys fuck each other. A lot do, but most don’t, and even the ones that do are real weird about it. You make the wrong move and you could ruin a friendship. Gay guys waste a lot of time with wishful thinking.”

“I’m not…” I started to deny that I was gay. Considering where Tim’s dick has just been, I decided my protest might sound pretty hollow. I also took Tim’s advice to heart. I decided to just keep my eyes open so that if Gary gave me any indication he was into guys, I’d be ready to react to it. But no way was I going to do anything to ruin our friendship. But that didn’t stop me from “wishful thinking.”

 

For my twenty-fourth birthday, my fellow officers took me to a “gentlemen’s club” in El Paso. They hired a dancer to give me a personal lap dance with her bare titties in my face. The conflict was too much for me. It was “in my face” that the life I was leading in private was very different from the life I was leading professionally and I freaked out. I insisted my friends take me home, which they did. They assumed that the problems I was having with the strip club was due to my fundamentalist upbringing. They were partly right, although not for the reasons they assumed.

 

Gary was in flight school on the other side of Texas, in Corpus Christi. His visit with me in El Paso was fun but uneventful. I kept all my secret sexual activities to myself and, of course, there were no sexual overtures on his part. I still wasn’t calling myself “gay” or acknowledging the true nature of the feelings I had for my friend.

I had feared that after we graduated from Clemson, my friendship with Gary might disappear, not because of any overt hostilities, but simply because of the erosion that commonly occurs in friendships due to distance in geography, busy schedules, and the passage of time. Gary and I talked about this and resolved not to let that happen.

Fortunately, we were able to see each other on a number of occasions. After his trip to El Paso, he and I met up with our old gang from Clemson. We—along with my entire family—converged at an old familiar place to me—McNeely Memorial Pentecostal Holiness Church in Powdersville, South Carolina. This was the church my family had attended when I was a baby until the preacher’s “indiscretions” had forced him to resign the pulpit.

The occasion—my cousin Amy’s wedding to our friend Colin.

I had been freaked out that Ian might show, but I didn’t see him there. That was a relief.

A few weekends after the wedding, I flew to the gulf coast of Texas to spend a weekend with Gary. We went to officers’ club at the Corpus Christi Naval Air Station, where all the student pilots strutted around the bar in their green flight suits trying to impress each other and to pick up women. I wore jeans and a casual shirt, and an attractive blond woman approached me.

“You look different from these guys,” she said.

I choked on my beer. What did she mean? Could she tell I had had sex with a guy—two guys now? Was it that obvious?

“You’re not a pilot,” she said, stating the obvious, considering my thick eyeglasses and civilian attire. “What do you do?”

Thank God. That was all she meant.


“Actually, I shoot pilots down,” I said, referring to my new job in the Marines.

She tossed her hair and sipped her drink through a straw. “What a coincidence,” she said. “So do I!”

“Hey, Rich,” Gary said calling me across the room. “I want you to meet Tina. Remember, we’ve talked about her.”

We had. Gary had been itching to get me into a verbal duel with Tina, the wife of another Marine student pilot. Tina was a feminist and a liberal. I wasn’t sure I had ever met a real liberal before and certainly not a feminist. Even though I was no longer associated with Bob Jones or fundamentalism, I was still politically very conservative. I was also opinionated and vocal about my opinions. So was Tina.

Tina and I conversed a bit while Gary and his buds egged us on. There were no fireworks until the subject of AIDS came up.

“AIDS is God’s judgment on homosexuals,” I said, parroting what I had heard the Jones’s say many times. I wasn’t sure I believed that, but it seemed like a good thing to say. After all, what a coincidence, right? I mean, how else do you explain a disease that only…

“Well, then,” Tina said, practically spitting the words at me, “Lesbians must be God’s chosen people!”

“Ohh! Ooh! Score one for Tina! Damn, Rich, she got you!” Gary said laughing.

Wisely I kept my mouth shut. I pondered what Tina had said for a long time. Not only was I a homophobe, I was a sexist. I had forgotten about the women. My own logic and theological reasoning had been used against me!

So there were holes in Bob Jones’s doctrinal theories. And I was beginning to see them.

 

I reported to Okinawa in late November ’91. Okinawa is a long thin island seventy miles north and south, ten miles wide, which is used as a primary training area for the Marines. The American military controls half of the island. A million Okinawans live there, but large parts of the island are American training bases. Something like fifty thousand Americans are stationed there and, because it’s small, the natives kind of resent us.


My job was to be a platoon commander for a Stinger missile platoon. I was immediately sent to the Philippine Islands (“the PI”) with a group of ten Marines for six weeks of training. The PI is often referred to as an adult Disneyland. The Navy bases are Subic Bay Naval Station and CUBI Point Naval Air Station, both next to the city of Olongapo. In Olongapo are dozens of bars where service men can “meet” woman for sex. Nearby Subic City is even tawdrier.

There was not much going on in the military in late 1991. The Gulf War had ended and everyone was back into a peacetime mode. The volcano, Mount Pinatubo, had erupted in the PI and had destroyed the nearby U.S. Air Force base completely. A lot of volcanic ash was lying around the Navy bases and it had caused a few buildings to collapse. Because of the damage, we knew America’s days in the PI were numbered. So we made the most of it.

It was the holidays. As a hard-charging young lieutenant on my first assignment, I eagerly tried to get training opportunities for my men. Everywhere, I met resistance. I would beg for flights and vehicles and permission to enter training areas. No luck. Senior officers would tell me, “Lieutenant, it’s Christmas. Take it easy. Go out in town and live it up. This might very well be your last chance to be a ‘warrior god in a foreign land.’”

“Taking it easy” meant taking advantage of the local delights—a bevy of pretty, young prostitutes to help a lonely serviceman pass some time. Of course they held little interest for me, but I went along with the flow. I guess I equated getting away from home with getting away from my true self because I had sex with a lot of women there, and one of them even called herself my girlfriend. I felt that this was a chance to prove to myself that I was straight—even though by now I’d had my first and second sexual experiences with men.

I was still trying to convince myself I was straight. Yet I had crushes on guys and I was always trying to hang out and get close to them. One night, four of the enlisted guys and I got together for an all-night orgy with five prostitutes. There was absolutely no man-on-man sex, just a bunch of Marine buddies in the same room getting their cocks sucked. For the most part, I walked around the room videotaping the action—I guess even back then I had an eye for porn.


This was totally inappropriate, for me as a Marine and especially as an officer, to do this with my men. I knew it, but by now I didn’t care. The Marines have a saying: “What happens in the PI stays in the PI.” I took that to heart. I had no moral boundaries and I was still convincing myself I was straight, even though, when it was my turn to get sucked by one of the beautiful prostitutes, I fantasized about the time I had sex with Ian at the hotel.

“What happens in the PI stays in the PI.” There was a permissive attitude in the lazy, tropical atmosphere. Married guys who would ordinarily never cheat on their wives allowed themselves to do it there. One hooker delightedly showed me a money order she had just received from a colonel who kept her well funded. You would see dozens of married guys you knew hooking up each night, leaving the bars with prostitutes. No one ever said anything. That was the code.

The Philippines wasn’t all about sex and drunkenness. I saw unbelievable poverty, as I’d never seen. A river separated the bases from the town of Olongapo. We called it “Shit River” because of the raw sewage that filled it and the smell that emanated from it. As we’d exchange our dollars for the large Filipino pesos that were worth about four cents, many servicemen would throw the coins into Shit River. Local Filipino children, some of whom had blond hair and blue eyes, would willingly dive into the river and retrieve the coins. That’s how poor they were.

 

Back on Okinawa, one Saturday night, Jack, a first lieutenant I worked with, and I were knocking down a few beers at the club and playing the slot machines, which were legal in overseas bases.

“Hey, Rich!” he said. “Remember when the major said he’d give any officer a bad fitness report who got a tattoo? Fuck him, let’s go get tattoos!”

“What? Your wife will never let you get a tattoo,” I said.

“I know. But she’s on a shopping trip to Hong Kong. That’s why we have to get it tonight!”

“Okay, what the hell, let’s do it!” I responded. Jack and I were going to be tattoo brothers.

Tattoos, much to my surprise, were illegal in Japan. The rumor was that only the Yakuza, the Japanese equivalent of the Mafia, gave tattoos.

We drove to Naha, the capital of the tiny island, and found the address we’d been given. We walked along a rickety wooden walk-way hidden tightly between two dark buildings. We could barely see our way in the dark. Finally we reached the door and the guy let us in. The small, dank room was full, with about a half dozen dependent children of military personnel drunk or high, and getting tattoos.

We continued to drink until finally it was our turn. The old guy giving the tattoos had two prosthetic legs, and he walked and worked very slowly. I decided to get the Marine Corps symbol, the “Eagle, Globe, and Anchor” with the USMC letters stenciled in gothic lettering below it. It took two hours and hurt like hell, but I felt the thrill of belonging just a little bit more once I had my official USMC stamp permanently inked on my arm.

 

“Hey, I’ve got one for you…a bunch of fags were sitting in a hot tub and a condom floats to the surface of the water…”

“Aw, fuck it, sir! That’s gross!” said Jack to our battery commander. The four of us officers in the Stinger missile battery frequently ate lunch together in the officers’ club. Sometimes, like today, the battalion commander joined us.

“No, no, wait,” said the captain as we all laughed. “That’s not the joke…a bunch of fags were sitting in a hot tub, and a condom floats to the surface of the water.” The captain looked at his lieutenants to make sure he had our attention for the punch line. “And one of ’em says…‘okay, who farted?’”

Our laughter was coarse and loud, just as we thought we were supposed to be. We didn’t realize it so much at the time, but we were at the end of an era. This was before three American servicemen raped an Okinawan schoolgirl, a crime that drastically changed everything for U.S. service personnel stationed in Japan.

In 1992, the military was fresh from its Gulf War victory and it was still somewhat safe to strut our stuff. Getting drunk was still admired although that would soon change. Women still weren’t allowed on many Navy ships, another fact that would also soon change. Vietnam seemed like a distant bad dream and we paraded ourselves around like conquering heroes.

We heard the news from back in the States that the governor of Arkansas was picking up steam in his quest to be commander in chief. What caught our attention was his plan to allow gays in the military.

“I tell you,” said Lieutenant Colonel Killian, the new battalion commander, “these fags…they’re so promiscuous. They don’t settle down…they hop from fuck buddy to fuck buddy. There’s nothing ‘marriage-like’ about it! If AIDS doesn’t finish ’em off, I say we should. There’s no use for ’em!”

The captain’s joke had seemed funny. Lieutenant Colonel Killian’s comment seemed…well, wrong. Psychotic even. It made me feel uncomfortable. I repressed the memory of my two sexual partners. They didn’t count because technically I wasn’t a fag. Still, I wondered how many gay men the battalion commander knew. I mean, where was he getting his data? And what had they done to him to make him so homicidal?

“Fags are the last group that it’s okay to make fun of publicly,” said our communications officer. I had repeated the joke I had heard the captain tell us at lunch. “It’s not cool to tell racial jokes or even sexist jokes anymore. But with fags, it’s still okay. You know you’re not going to offend anyone.”

How do you know you’re not going to offend anyone? The question popped into my head so quickly I almost said it out loud. Fortunately I didn’t. Still, what if I was a…a…I couldn’t even think it. What I wanted to think was, What if I’m a fag? How do you know you haven’t offended me?

Because you’re the one who told the joke, asshole. The voice in my mind was right. I had repeated the fag joke. And my conscience was reminding me of it.

“The reason I’m so homophobic, and that I think it’s okay to be homophobic, is that if you look at every civilization, their fall was immediately preceded by an acceptance of homosexuality,” said a lieutenant I worked with.

“What?” I said. “The British Empire never accepted homosexuality. In fact, its strictest antigay laws were passed by Queen Victoria, just before Britain’s empire collapsed.”


“What’s going on, Merritt, are you becoming a fag lover?”

“No,” I replied, backing off before I seemed soft on this issue, “it’s just that history and logic are two of my passions…and when I hear something that’s wrong, I say it.”

“Uh-huh. I see,” he said.

Truth was, I didn’t care for the lieutenant. He was one of those playboy types who overrated his own attractiveness. He had also smuggled a huge porn collection into Japan. I had borrowed some of his videos; I kept the ones with hot guys in them.

Before Lieutenant Colonel Killian had arrived on Okinawa, the outgoing battalion commander had treated all the officers in the battalion to a night at “the Stage.” The Stage was a club in Naha, where women put on live sex shows with selected members of the audience. Our supply officer, who was very intoxicated, jumped up onto the stage and, much to his later embarrassment, tried to fuck one of the women in front of us. His incredibly small penis didn’t quite penetrate, but he was happy. He came anyway.

“Most of these old Japanese men who come here just want to see how big American men’s dicks are,” said a drunk lieutenant, looking at the forty or so local men gathered around the stage.

“They’re going to want their money back after this!” I exclaimed, a little drunk myself.

“Ouch! That hurts! Supp O isn’t even here to defend himself,” laughed the lieutenant.

“I know, hesuponstage!” I said, highly intoxicated by this point. “Heshouldgetdown!”

I had been in Okinawa for about six months when I met another officer at Camp Butler. Camp Butler served at the headquarters post for Marines stationed in Japan and it had a better officers’ club than the Futenma Air Station. Occasionally I’d go there to drink if for no other reason than a change of scenery. The new officer was handsome—a very nice change indeed.

His name was Philip. He was a Marine F/A-18 pilot but he had been drafted to work at the headquarters of the First Marine Airwing. Philip, like Gary’s friend Tina, was a notorious liberal. A lot of people knew him—apparently his behavior was somewhat flamboyant—and there was this rumor going around that he was gay. Of course that immediately made me curious. We became friends and one evening, I invited him to dinner at the officers club on the air station, conveniently across the street from my barracks. After dinner, we crossed the street to my room.

“Well, look at these rugs,” he said, noting the throw rugs I had recently purchased at the Base Exchange. “Don’t you have…a flair for decorating.” Philip batted his eyelashes. And he was implying I was a fag?

“Oh my God!” he exclaimed, looking at a bunch of pictures I had framed and hanging on my wall. “You know Gary Fullerton? And Mac? I knew those guys at Pensacola. What was Mac’s wife’s name…Tina, that’s it. I liked her! Very progressive thinker.”

I kept my mouth shut about the argument I had lost with Tina. Besides, I felt like I was kind of making a play for this guy and didn’t want to come across as anti-gay. That might defeat the purpose of my quest.

“Yeah, Gary and I went to college and OCS together.”

Philip looked at me for a second. “Oh. Really. I see.”

There was something that wasn’t being said, but I didn’t know what it was. Damn, I hated having been brought up in such a weird, freakish sheltered place like Bob Jones. I didn’t get any double meanings, there was so much stuff I had missed out on, like music and movies…and I never knew what people really meant when they made comments like Philip’s. Of course, I could just ask.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh. Nothing. I was just wondering how you knew him.”

Bullshit! Philip was just fucking with me now. I hated him for taking advantage of my naiveté. But at the same time, I was more intrigued by him than ever. Nothing happened that evening, but our friendship continued to grow in new and strange ways.

Philip was half-Greek; his dad was an extremely wealthy lawyer from Harvard who had been working at a European office of his law firm when he’d met Philip’s mom, a Greek heiress. His parents now lived in Miami. I was to find out that Philip was a spoiled brat. He had joined the Marines as a way of “acting out” against status, and sometimes regretted it. But he certainly had a dark, swarthy, seductive Mediterranean-lover-look, inherited from his mother, and a cocky, overtly sexual personality that he exuded like heat. It was the kind of sensuality that was apparent to both men and women, but Philip got away with a lot of unconventional behavior.

Every once in awhile someone would say he was a faggot but then someone else would quickly retort, “Oh, he’s not gay—he’s from Europe.” Or they’d say, “He comes from a different class of people—they’re more sophisticated about a lot of things.” I spent months trying to figure Philip out. I began a flirtation with him in a way that made me feel like I wasn’t really flirting. Rather, I was being buddy-buddy, matching his jokingly smart-ass attitude towards sexuality with a cautiously racy banter of my own

Finally, two weeks before I left, I found out the truth about Philip. I had been teasing him, saying things like, “Hey, you’re a fucking homo—come blow me!”

He would just look at me enigmatically, give me a sort of half-smirk, and reply, ‘No, you come blow me.” Marines joke with each other like that all the time, to a certain extent. As I’d learned at boot camp years earlier, you can always hear one Marine shout to another, “Kiss my ass!” and the other will retort, “You can come blow me!” but this was getting to be a bit much. Just when the tension was reaching a fever pitch, I went back to my room to pack up my stuff because the next day the movers were coming to collect everything. While I bustled around my room, boxing my things, thoughts of Philip haunted me.

I finished packing and drove my little white Japanese car over to Camp Butler. He was just lounging around listening to music and invited me in. He seemed glad to see me, almost as if he was expecting my visit.

“Do you like Tori Amos?” he asked. Without waiting for my response, he said, “I love her. Especially her new album, ‘Little Earthquakes.’ And this song, ‘Crucified.’”

I had never heard of Tori Amos. The melody was sweet but haunting. I liked it. I could really identify with this woman, whoever she was.

“Relax,” he said.

We started drinking beers. “Let’s watch music videos,” he suggested and slipped in a video of Erasure doing Abba. I had never heard of Erasure either. I had only been listening to pop or rock music for two years, and I hadn’t caught up with everything.

The video played, and there were two guys. I knew the Abba song, but these two guys in Erasure were doing both the men’s parts and the women’s parts…in drag! At that point I knew Philip was gay. We didn’t say much. We just lay around the apartment, staring at the television screen. But I was shifting in my seat, occasionally sneaking a side glance at him, waiting for a signal.

As if on cue he took a sip from his beer and said, “Hey, I thought you were going to give me a blowjob.” By this point I had chugged down about six beers myself. I stared at him for a moment and said, “Go lock the door.” He sprang to his feet and locked it.

When he came back, he dropped his shorts. It was the first uncut dick I had seen in my life—up close anyway, close enough to see with my bad vision. It looked pretty inviting to me. I fell to my knees and started sucking him off. After awhile we went to his bed.

“I’m only a top,” he declared.

“Okay,” I replied. Whatever that meant. Then I figured it out. Gosh! “I’ll let you fuck me,” I remember telling him, “only if I could sleep with you tonight.”

“Oh, all right,” he said, begrudgingly.

We had sex twice, and let me tell you it was awesome. After all the build up, the months of anticipation, it was really wonderful.

The second time he said, “I’m going to cum inside of you.”

“Okay,” I said. I was not caring at this point. I was loving what we were doing so much that I was telling myself it’s gotta be okay.

I was now 0 for 3 when it came to unsafe anal sex. Rationalization, justification and denial were as much a part of my mind-body function as my pulse and respiration. I drank to fit in, I didn’t drink any more than anyone else and I did not have a drinking problem. I was only experimenting with gay sex, I was drunk and I was not a homosexual. As a Marine, Philip was regularly tested for HIV, we didn’t have any condoms and I was not going to get AIDS. These excuses swirled around my head like a cyclone.


What made my sexual experience with Philip different from that with Ian or Tim was that here we were, two Marine Corps officers, taking the vaunted Marine Corps concept of esprit de corps— the mystical “spirit of the Corps”—to its outer limit. This was probably further than the generals intended, but who knows? I suspected Philip and I weren’t the first Marine officers to do this together. This seemed right. I felt a sense of belonging, a figurative and literal connection I had never felt before. It was so primitive, like we were experiencing a tribal ritual. It also just felt awesome!

Months later, when he and I talked about that night, Philip said, “No, no, I was telling you I was about to cum because I wanted to pull out.” He didn’t want to! He was going to cum inside of me and he just wanted me to know it. But like I said, I didn’t care. I wanted him to do it. I would learn that this was part of his domination and conquest game. It was also cultural—Greek men viewed taking the bottom role as being the subservient one, the “woman.” Philip was a victim—and perpetrator—of this cultural bias.

Afterward we lay side-by-side, exhausted. But now I didn’t want to stay in the bed with him. I was a jumble of emotions. I quietly got up and got dressed and drove back to my own barracks, quite an accomplishment considering I was drunk, the steering wheel was on the right, the stick shift on the left and traffic went the wrong direction. I kept forgetting which side of the road I was supposed to drive on in this country. But miraculously, I made it home. When I woke up the following morning, I had a little bit of a hangover. I went to brush my teeth and I just looked at myself in the mirror.

After staring at my reflection for a few moments I said aloud, “You know what, Rich Merritt? You’re a homosexual.”

I paused to let that sink in. My thoughts continued. You’re moving to California in two weeks. Now that you’ve admitted that you’re a homosexual you can continue to hide it, pretend to be straight, find a woman, get married, have kids—or you can find your way in the gay life. Whatever that means.

I made the decision there and then that I was going to be as out as I possibly could be in the Marines. It literally felt like the weight of the world was taken off my shoulders. When you’re dirty and you take a bath and afterwards it feels so good—that’s how it felt.

This is what being born again was supposed to feel like.

Philip avoided me for a few days. I wanted to have sex with him again, of course, especially now that I admitted that I was gay. Hell, I wanted to enjoy it. I wanted to know all about being gay, not just butt fucking, which I had pretty much figured out by now. But he kept evading me. Finally I was getting ready to leave Okinawa and I was saying goodbye to all my friends. I found Philip out in the field on a training exercise.

“I’m getting ready to leave, Philip,” I said. “And I wanted to say goodbye.”

The two of us walked to the edge of the tent city that had been set up in the field as a command post. Philip lit a cigarette and handed it to me. Then he lit one for himself.

He said, “If you ever out me I’ll kill you.”

“I’ll do the same to you,” I replied. The suddenness of his comment shocked me; my instinctive reply shocked me even more. We understood each other. Our bonding was complete.

A tall thin Navy corpsman—the Marines use Navy medics called “corpsmen”—walked by. Philip leaned closer to me and said, “I think Doc’s a sister.”

Philip’s reference to the corpsman using a feminine word didn’t bother me. I was gay now. I could enjoy this. I laughed and watched the flamboyant corpsman walk into the medical tent. There I had my epiphany. I was not alone. Quite the contrary.

We were everywhere!

I wanted to talk more about this new life. By coming out, I had chosen to live an honest life and not one of lies, secrecy, and deceit and I wanted to enjoy it. As honest a life as the Corps would allow me to live, that is.

“I’m going to California and I have no idea where to go when I’m there,” I said.

“Oh, Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood.” He smiled. “Just go to any bar there and you can pick up a guide. That will tell you where to go.”


I wanted him to describe it for me. Tell me what to expect. What is this gay world? What is it like?

“I don’t have time to be anyone’s teacher,” he said. But in those few minutes we had begun what would be an intense training program in living the double life of a gay Marine.

I said goodbye to Philip and to Okinawa. As I looked out the window of the military-chartered aircraft to my last view of the “Rock,” the term Marines use for Okinawa, I thought about the sudden change in course my life had taken in the last couple of weeks. Things were going to be different. I felt like all my problems were solved. All I had to do was find Marines to have sex with and maybe even one to settle down with. I also imagined that there was a community of gay men out there somewhere. They would be welcoming and loving and would treat me wonderfully. Unlike all the straight boys who never wanted to play ball with me. I couldn’t wait to find that community. Couldn’t this plane go any faster?

As the 747 soared higher, so did my spirits. I was going home. Back to America, where I would know a brand new freedom unlike any I’d never known.
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HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT



Much to the chagrin of many in the military, myself included, America elected Bill Clinton to be the forty-second President. A frequent topic of conversation between Marines had to do with Clinton’s promise to lift the ban on gays in the military. Most of these conversations were one-sided.

But not always. A senior enlisted African-American Marine I worked with, Gunnery Sergeant Williams, commented, “You white Marines have to have somebody to hate. You can’t hate the blacks anymore, you can’t hate the women, all you got left to hate is the gays!” Gunny Williams and I became close friends over the coming years.

In a coincidence that was becoming all too common, my battalion commander in Okinawa, the virulently antigay Lieutenant Colonel Killian, had a daughter at Bob Jones University. As I left Japan, he gave me a Christmas gift I had agreed to take to her in person. I sneaked the gift to her on the BJU campus without getting caught. Since I was on the campus, I decided to visit Miss Denham, my high school English teacher. It was third period, and I knew she always had third period free to work on the school newspaper.

“Why, Richie Merritt! What a pleasant surprise!” exclaimed Miss Denham in her aristocratic Southern accent. “Thank you so much for all the gifts you’ve sent me over the years, from the Philippines and Korea and Japan and all the other places you’ve been. You can look inside the classroom and see I’ve got them on display on the shelf with all the other things students have sent during my fifty years of teaching!”

Miss Denham insisted on showing me the improvements that had been made to the school in the eight years since I’d graduated. We walked around the old familiar quadrangle.

“Oh, we must go inside and see Mr. Panache. He’ll be delighted!”

Before I could stop her and dispute this, she opened the classroom door and interrupted Mr. Panache’s science lecture mid-sentence.

“Mr. Panache, look who’s come back for a visit!” she shouted with glee.

Twenty-four high school students turned around to stare. Who was this loser who had come back to visit his high school? What a dweeb! To make matters worse, I was wearing blue jeans. Denim was a definite no-no at Bob Jones. The students, however, seemed grateful for a midclass interruption.

Mr. Panache was anything but grateful. He glared. “Yes, I see. Look who has. Indeed.” It reminded me of the sitcom, Seinfeld, and the tense standoffs whenever Jerry Seinfeld greeted his nemesis, Newman.

“It’s good to see you again…Mr. Panache.” I wanted to add that I always loved the way those eggplant-colored polyester trousers looked on him, but for Miss Denham’s sake, I refrained.

After saying good-bye to Miss Denham, I left the school and went across the street from the campus to a small store called “Jack’s Quick Stop.” It had always been off-limits to BJU personnel because the store sold dirty magazines.

Now that I was an “out” gay man, I was going to buy a Playgirl, or something like it, out in the open and without shame. I was terrified as I looked around the shelves. Would I have the nerve?

Something else caught my eye. It described itself as a gay and lesbian magazine, sort of “newsy,” sort of “human interest.” It was called The Advocate. This might be interesting, I thought, so I picked it up, along with a magazine with guys in it that looked even more promising than Playgirl. I grabbed them off the shelf and carried them to the cashier. I didn’t care what he thought. So this stranger would know that I was gay. What did I care? Buying The Advocate was my first overt act as a semi-open gay man. As I left the store with the paper sack in my hand, I could see the backside of the BJU campus across the street. I had finally felt liberated.

After spending Christmas and New Year’s with my family, it was time to head to the West Coast. Jimmy went with me to visit a friend of his who was stationed at Camp Pendleton. Gary had been visiting his family in Spartanburg over the holidays, and we decided to convoy from South Carolina to south Texas. Jimmy and I would spend a couple of days with Gary in Texas, and then finish the trip to California.

“What time are we going to leave?” I asked. Gary was in charge of the journey.

“I’ll be at your house at midnight,” Gary said.

“Midnight! Are you fucking crazy?”

Gary had a million sensible excuses for leaving at midnight, but I knew the real reason. That’s when the Great Santini always drove his family on trips, in Pat Conroy’s semi-autobiographical novel and movie of the same name. Gary’s idol back then was a cross between Tom Cruise in Top Gun and Robert Duvall in The Great Santini. I suspected he preferred Duvall because he played a Marine.

“If I catch you running over any turtles in the road,” I warned, “I’ll call the humane society on you!” The Great Santini had taken tremendous pleasure in flattening turtles on Southern roads during his early morning road trips with his family.

It was a miracle, but we made it to Texas okay. I fell asleep a half dozen times and swore I’d never drive across America—or leave on a trip at midnight—again. Jimmy also swore he’d drive us the rest of the way from Texas, which he did.

Gary advised us to cut our trip short. As a top-notch flight student, he had grown accustomed to checking the weather for any flight plan, or, in our case, road plan.

“There’s a January storm coming over the Pacific,” he said. “Snow or ice will block up the mountains east of San Diego and you won’t be able to pass. You better leave now.”


“You’re crazy. It doesn’t snow or rain in southern California.” But I had learned to trust my friend and Jimmy and I left south Texas the next morning.

I was somewhat glad to have Jimmy along for the ride. I can’t stand to drive and he drove most of the way. But my emotions were mixed. Although we got along okay, we weren’t particularly close and didn’t have much in common. Even though I listened to music that was “bad” by fundamentalist standards, I still didn’t like the hard rock and heavy metal that he preferred. But mostly, I wanted to check out the gay scene as soon as I arrived in California and, with Jimmy along, I’d have to delay those plans.

We drove all night across Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. Jimmy was crazy like that. He refused to stop and I was probably insane for letting him continue. In the morning, we stopped at the Marine Corps Air Station in Yuma, Arizona, to see a friend I had been stationed with in Okinawa. From there, I decided to finish the drive. At a gas station I bought a cheesy Mamas and the Papas cassette tape and blasted the song “California Dreamin’” as we crossed the Colorado River from Arizona into California. I sang the words at the top of my lungs.

“You’re so fuckin’ weird,” Jimmy said. He was joking, I think.

I laughed and shouted, “We’re in California, baby!” I felt like I was at home.

An hour later I observed, “This sucks! All I’ve seen so far is goddamned sand. Where the hell is California? You know, the California in the movies!”

We saw it soon enough. The sun was shining as we descended the west side of the mountains into the city of San Diego. We had beaten the snow. As we approached the Pacific, we took the T-tops off my MR2. It was a little chilly but I didn’t care. I was ready to experience every minute I could of the California life.

I didn’t have to entertain Jimmy. He ended up spending most of his time with his friend and I decided to take off up to West Hollywood one evening after checking into my unit. I had no idea how far it was. I drove and drove for what seemed like an eternity. I took Interstate 5, or as I’d soon learn to call it—simply “the five”—north from Camp Pendleton. Before long I found myself in a place that seemed as foreign as Okinawa had seemed. Then I drove through downtown Los Angeles, with the office lights shining from inside its skyscrapers and on into Hollywood.

Finally I saw the exit for Santa Monica Boulevard.

I had no idea what I had expected to find, but this wasn’t it. It was about ten o’clock on a Thursday night. Along the boulevard just off Highway 101 in Hollywood, nothing looked glamorous or inviting to me. I saw a lot of Hispanic people, something I was unaccustomed to. They didn’t look gay or wealthy or famous. Everything along the side of the street looked a lot darker than I would have thought. Where are the lights?

I kept driving west and finally reached a part of the street that looked a little nicer. But it still didn’t look appealing. I saw a group of men gathered outside a bar. This must be it, I thought. I slowed down to look and the driver behind me honked his or her horn. The bar—and the crowd—looked scary. I didn’t even get out of the car. I continued along the boulevard until I reached the 405. I saw on the map I could take that back to Camp Pendleton, which I did.

What was wrong with me? Why had I driven two hundred miles in the rain to a strange place and not even gotten out of the car? I was exhilarated about finding gay people but I was also terrified of the unknown.

Friday night Jimmy and I decided to drive to San Diego. But it was kind of lame because we had no idea where to go or what to do. We drove around a bit, found a place to eat, then returned to the base. The next day, I dropped him off at LAX. It was nice to have spent time with him but I was anxious for him to go. I think he was anxious to get home, too.

At last. I was all alone, and it felt great! It was daylight and I could explore Santa Monica Boulevard properly and find out exactly why Philip had recommended it. I knew where to go this time and approached the gay mecca from the west side. It was much nicer.

The first place I saw was called International Male. One of my Marines in Okinawa had received a catalog from this place and the other men had given him a ration of shit for it. I couldn’t wait to go inside and see all those hunky models hanging out wearing skimpy underwear.


Unfortunately, they must not have been at work yet. I went elsewhere to look for men.

I was terrified. I had no idea what to expect. What if someone who knew me from Camp Pendleton recognized me? Looking back, my extreme paranoia bordered on insanity. West Hollywood is a hundred miles from Camp Pendleton and no one in California knew who I was.

I walked the sidewalks, marveling at the open displays of homosexuality. Guys holding hands, very good-looking guys too. And it was all guys! I hadn’t seen such a skewed ratio of men to women anywhere else…except on a military base.

I went into a bookstore, hoping to find the “guide” that Philip had described. I saw what looked like a newspaper and flipped through that. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I did know that I was intensely horny. I had had sex with one guy a year for the past three years. I had to pick up the pace.

There was an ad for something called the Hollywood Spa. I had never heard of a bathhouse and I was unaware such places existed. I honestly thought this was just an all-male day spa, well, that was open twenty-four hours a day. I asked the store clerk where the Hollywood Spa was located.

He lowered his voice and leaned forward and whispered the directions to me. I thanked him and went on my way with my “guide” in hand. I wondered why he had whispered.

Hopefully I could meet someone at the day spa who might be interested in going out with me.

Just getting into the Hollywood Spa was intimidating enough. I had to pay a membership fee and show them my driver’s license, which was frightening. What if the military obtained access to this membership list? They handed me a towel and assigned me a locker number.

The Hollywood Spa was not what I had expected. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but within minutes it became clear to even a naive “Carolina boy” like myself that the only purpose of this place was for guys to meet each other and fuck. There were even private rooms available for that, something I totally hadn’t expected.

What the hell. I was horny. Why not fuck? I wasn’t wearing my glasses and couldn’t get a good view of the guy I hooked up with until we were alone in his room. He had been much better-looking from a distance, but my lust won out.

Satisfied, I left the spa and West Hollywood and returned to Oceanside, ready to resume my career at my new duty station. Using the gay newspaper I had obtained in West Hollywood, I found a listing of gay bars in San Diego, which was much closer to my new home in Oceanside than was West Hollywood. The area was called Hillcrest; in case anyone was in doubt that it was the gayborhood, Hillcrest was lit up in gigantic neon lights over University Avenue, the main boulevard.

My first night out in San Diego, I went to a bar called the Brass Rail, advertised in the “guide” I found in LA. It was a large crowd for a Monday night. There was live entertainment. Two attractive women were onstage singing.

In the crowd I spotted two young guys with military-style haircuts. About twenty minutes later I worked up enough nerve to approach them. One had been looking at me, so I walked up to him. I was nervous as hell. What the fuck do I say? What do I…

“Hi,” said one of the guys. “Don’t think I’ve seen you around here.”

Whew. That was easy. “Um, no, I just moved here.”

We chatted about basic stuff, where we were from, and that kind of thing. I gave him my real name, something I had debated about. Lying about my name in gay bars didn’t appeal to me. My logic was that if anyone else was in here, they were as guilty as I was. I assumed I’d be able to spot someone from the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, the dreaded NCIS agents. They weren’t all that bright anyway, from what I’d heard.

The two guys were both Marines. Bingo! I was on my way to meeting gay Marines. Just as I’d suspected, there were legions of us out here. I just had to find them.

As I watched the women on stage, though, I wondered why all these supposedly gay men would be interested. Maybe this wasn’t a gay bar after all! Maybe I had fucked up the address.

“Hey, are there any other bars around here?”

The Marine grinned. “You mean other gay bars?”

I was relieved. “Oh, good. But why is everyone watching these women performers…don’t get it.”


He laughed aloud. “Um. You might want to take another look at the…women.”

I still couldn’t see it. The singers had to be women! They were attractive and elegant. During a break, however, one of the members of the “Dream Girls Revue” walked over and hugged the guy I was talking to.

“Hi, honey, so glad you could make it tonight. And who’s your friend?” asked a man with the deepest voice I’d ever heard.

At first I had been afraid of hanging out in gay areas so close to the military bases, but I soon overcame my fears. I also quickly overcame my self-imposed ban on going out with gay enlisted men and went out a couple of times with the guy I’d talked to at the Brass Rail. Rather than being a “power play” where the senior officer lords his rank over his “subordinate” as the media was portraying it, I found young gay enlisted men to be very bold at the bars and hook-up joints, and many of them seemed to enjoy pursuing and scoring with higher-ranking men. One Marine corporal even kept one rank insignia for each rank he’d fucked affixed to his bedpost. He had everything except a general’s stars or a sergeant major’s chevrons. He claimed to know a gay general and said that someday he hoped to “earn a star.” I offered to give him one of my lieutenant’s bars but he said he already had enough of those.

 

“Lose some weight,” said Major Willis. “Do I need to say anything else?”

I knew what I wanted to say. Fuck you. Sir. But I didn’t.

This was my welcome to the Third Low Altitude Air Defense Battalion. Third LAAD, we called ourselves. As much as I hated to admit it, the battalion executive officer was right. I had put on weight in Okinawa. Too many drunken nights at the officers’ club, eating cheeseburgers and fries, and not enough exercise. I was determined to show him and get in the best shape of my life. Southern California seemed the perfect place for that.

Weeks after checking in at my battalion at Camp Pendleton, I was sent to the Yuma desert for six weeks of training. We had a weekend off in the middle of training and one of the Marines invited me to join him for dinner along with his wife and another Marine who’d driven in from California. I went, had a good time, and didn’t think anything more of it. When I got back to the base camp, however, “Skipper,” the captain I worked, for called me into his tent. (Company-level commanders in the Marines are called “Skipper.”)

After listening to him for a few minutes I realized Skipper was giving me a lecture. The crux of his reprimand was, “We don’t socialize with the enlisted men.” That seemed like a strange complaint. Everyone had been doing a little socializing here and there, and the fact that I had dinner with a Marine, his wife, and a friend didn’t seem so out of the ordinary. After thinking it over I suspected there was something more to the Skipper’s reprimand, but I didn’t know what.

By “coming out” to myself, I had admitted to myself that I was different. I couldn’t stick to the belief any longer—which was really just a form of denial—that all men felt about each other the way I felt about other men. I had to be more careful about guarding and monitoring my behavior.

“Fine,” I said to Skipper, contritely. I hardly talked to younger enlisted guys after that, except in an official capacity. As the battery’s executive officer, I didn’t need to communicate with them anyway. There were platoon commanders and platoon sergeants for that. But the rumors didn’t stop.

In the middle of the field operation, Skipper and I had to drive back to Camp Pendleton to appear before what is known as an “officer retention board.” Most officers on active duty joined up as part of the reserve corps, and we would have to “augment” into the regular officer corps. In other words you have to kick ass, get great evaluations, then you go before this board and they select you to be retained permanently in the regulars. The economy was still tough in 1993, few officers were leaving the corps voluntarily, and the competition for regular officer slots was fierce.

The board that Skipper and I appeared before was comprised of all the executive officers—the majors—in our air group. It’s a commonly known fact that all company grade officers—lieutenants and captains—despise majors. As young officers, we felt like we’d arrived, that we should give orders and that we shouldn’t have to take orders from anyone. The majors reminded us that everyone in the military takes orders, even us.


There were eight or nine of them, including one woman if I recall correctly, and an African-American man who would later become my own battalion commander. I entered the room crisply, stood at attention, and reported to the senior officer of the board. He told me to be seated. I sat, but remained bolt upright anticipating the barrage of questions about to come my way. Major Kern, the African American, asked me a current events question. As an avid news junkie, I thought I would be ready. I wasn’t. He asked about the recent uprising in Africa and the name of the tribe involved. I had read this, but like most white Americans, my interest in foreign affairs is somewhat skewed toward Europe and the Middle East, not Africa. I could not recall the name “Hutus.”

Someone asked me what my favorite book was from the commandant’s reading list. We were all prepared for this question because it was pretty standard. Then came the question I hadn’t prepared for.

“Lieutenant Merritt,” said one major, “what leadership problems do you see arising from President Clinton’s promise to let homosexuals into the Marine Corps and how do you plan to solve those problems?”

I didn’t have time to think. I had to respond immediately under fire just like I’d been trained to do. All I could do was react according to instinct.

“Sir, I honestly don’t think there will be an overabundance of leadership problems, I think that’s been hyped too much in the press lately. I have faith in the Corps’ leadership and in our current problem-solving abilities…I don’t think anything really needs to change in how we do things. But if the law does change, we, as officers, need to let the Marines know that we support the president.”

Damn, I’m going to make a good politician someday, I thought.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the answer the majors were looking for. That board ranked me second-to-last among the thirty or so officers they interviewed. My own major told me it was because they knew I still had a shot at getting augmented the following year, and the officers who were on their last chance were ranked the highest. They were “gaming” the system. He said if I kicked ass all year, I’d be a shoo-in the following year. I didn’t buy it for a minute. My honest answer about the gays-in-the-military issue might have cost me my career.

When we got back to Camp Pendleton a few weeks later, my friend Ross, another lieutenant who was the same rank as me, approached me after work one evening.

“When people were calling you a ‘Clinton Marine,’ I thought it was because you were one of the few Democrats around, like me.”

I looked at him wondering where this was headed. “I’m not a Democrat,” I said.

“But that’s not why. People are calling you a ‘Clinton Marine’ because they’re saying you’re a meat-gazer.”

“Why would they think that?” I asked, trying to sound blasé.

“Because of what happened in the Philippines,” he said. He was talking about the night I spent some time in a room with a bunch of prostitutes with the group of enlisted guys. The fact that I had been more of a voyeur, videotaping the event rather than participating, fueled the rumors.

“I’m not a meat-gazer,” I said emphatically. I impulsively told Ross I had a girlfriend back in South Carolina and that was the reason I didn’t go out chasing women with the guys.

A few years later I told Jennifer Egan from the New York Times that story and she tried to include the term “meat-gazer” in the magazine, but the Times absolutely refused.

But that people were starting to talk about me really troubled me. It also pissed me off. So these fuckers I worked with were spreading rumors about me. Only Ross had the balls to confront me about it.

I had been getting better and better at running. I ran almost every day. One day Skipper was away and it fell to me to lead the men in the battery on a formation run. I ran them harder and longer than our usual three miles. If they wanted to call me a “meat-gazer,” so be it. They were going to pay.

“Army, Army, don’t be blue!” shouted Sergeant Orasco, one of the best—and most homophobic—Marines in the battery.

“Army, Army, don’t be blue!” the men shouted in response as they ran.

I knew where this cadence was headed. I looked back at Sergeant Orasco. He was glaring at me with a smirk on his handsome face. Why does my best-looking Marine have to be the most homophobic? Usually it’s the ugliest and fattest, I thought.

“’Cause the Navy and the Air Force are faggots, too!”

“’Cause the Navy and the Air Force are faggots, too!”

I glanced back at Sergeant Orasco. Okay, if that’s the way you want it, BRING IT ON!

I kicked my speed into high gear just as we turned left on the gravel road up a steep hill. One mile later, at the top of the hill, only Sergeant Orasco had kept pace with me.

“I thought you were supposed to go only as fast as the slowest man, sir.” he said, pausing to catch his breath only when I did.

“I set the pace, Sergeant. It’s your job to make sure all the men keep up. Looks like you failed. See if you can make sure everyone gets back to the battery headquarters building okay.”

Desperate to squelch the rumors about me, I called my friend Tami, Gary’s now ex-girlfriend. Their last breakup had apparently been just that—their final breakup. I was relieved and felt I could now be friends with both of them.

Over two years earlier, I had denied to her that anything had happened that night between Ian and me. Now I would have to tell her the truth about myself.

“I’m gay,” I said. She was totally sympathetic and understanding. She probably had suspicions by now anyway. We had spent too many nights in the same bed when I hadn’t made any moves on her, including one drunken night when I had fallen from her bunk at Clemson and had broken my nose. Any straight guy would have tried to have sex with her.

I explained to her about the brewing rumors about me. “You’ve got to get out here and pretend to be my girlfriend,” I pleaded. She could tell that I was really distressed and agreed to come for a visit in May.

Gary transferred to Marine Corps Air Station El Toro in early May, a couple of weeks before Tami’s visit. El Toro was a close forty-mile drive from Oceanside. We met for dinner at the air station officers’ club his first night in town. I was excited that the Corps had made it easy and convenient to stay friends.

“Damn, those look good on you!” I exclaimed referring to the new “wings” pinned to his khaki uniform shirt. I had had to miss his “winging” ceremony at the end of his flight school training because of the mandatory desert exercises I had been to in Yuma.

We ordered drinks and he caught me up on his life, telling me that he and his new girlfriend, Angie Sawyer, were getting more serious. She would be visiting in a few months from Texas and I could meet her then.

I had been nervously looking for a segue. “Gary, um, speaking of your girlfriends, there’s something I’ve got to tell you,” I said looking directly in the eye.

He furrowed his brow slightly, reacting to my serious tone.

“Tami is going to be visiting me in a couple of weeks…” I said.

“I knew it!” he said, smiling. “I thought you two might get together. Rich, I’m okay with that. Believe me.”

Fuck. This was going to be more difficult than I had anticipated. I might just as well spit it out.

“Actually, no. She’s visiting me because…well, I’m gay, and I needed her to fly out here and pretend to be my girlfriend to quiet down some rumors. I bought her a ticket. She agreed to do it.”

This was a lot to digest so I shut up and let it sink in. Gary’s expression didn’t change. He continued to smile and said, “Well. This doesn’t change anything between us as far as I’m concerned.”

Whew, just what I had wanted to hear. Be confident in our friendship, Gary had said a few years earlier, and that’s what I had done. I had not doubted Gary, but we both lived in this supermacho homophobic military culture, and you never know how that’s going to play out in friendships.

“When…what made you…how did you decide…realize…this?” he asked. I appreciated that he was trying so hard to use the right words. Hell, I didn’t even know what the right words were.

“This is something that I just finally admitted to myself about six months ago, when I was still in Okinawa.” I omitted the references to my sexual experiences. That might be pushing the limit of what Gary could handle. But there was something related to all this I also felt the need to address.

“Gary,” I began. Now it was my turn to choose my words carefully. “I know that if our situations were reversed, I’d be curious about how you felt…felt about me. Personally, I mean. Let me just say, I think you’re an awesome guy and when I first met you, I probably did have…probably did like you. But I wasn’t admitting what I was feeling to myself back then. Now…it’s different. Now that I’ve finally admitted to myself what’s really been going on inside my head all these years, it’s…it’s…I can’t really like someone who isn’t capable of liking me back the same way. Does that make sense?”

He thought for a second then said, “Yeah, I think I do. I mean, that makes sense. I mean all these guys are worried about fa——, sorry, I mean, gay guys coming on to them, but I know if a woman isn’t attracted to me, that’s a pretty big turnoff. So it makes sense that if a guy isn’t attracted to you, that would be a turnoff to you, too.”

Good, he understood. But I had met plenty of gay guys who seemed attracted only to straight guys, so I was aware of a major hole in my logical reasoning. As far as I was concerned, however, I could not be attracted to someone long term who was not attracted to me. That much I knew already, so when it came to Gary and me, the reasoning applied.

“Damn, Rich, I really thought you were going to tell me that you and Tami had started dating.”

“Well, in a couple of weeks, that’s the story.”

Tami is a beautiful woman and it boosted my ego—and my sense of machismo—tremendously to be seen with her. When she arrived, Gary and I greeted her at the San Diego airport. I was excited to bring my old friends into my new life, so I took them both to the gay dance club in San Diego that I liked. It was called West Coast Production Company, or WCPC, and it had an outdoor rooftop patio that was pretty mellow, or so I thought.

The Marines I had met at the Brass Rail were there, along with a woman they called their “fag hag.” Unfortunately, the summer was just beginning and it was a beautiful warm night. The rooftop patio was packed with tons of drunk queens and their women. The Marine I had met was dancing provocatively with his fag hag and kept hitting on Gary. It was a nightmare and I got us out of there as quickly as I could. Okay, so Gary was cool with me, but I was not taking him to any more gay bars.


I took some leave to spend time with Tami. At the same time, I made sure she was introduced to everyone. She and I went all over the place. Hollywood. Vegas. I have to admit my plan worked, that Tami’s visit quieted the rumors. We generated such a sparkling chemistry together that everyone completely believed we were a couple.

 

Finding gay Marines became my obsession. I went to the bars looking for the unusual haircut. Marine Corps “regs” require that men’s hair be no longer than three inches on top, fading to a perfect “zero” along the back and sides. Marines rarely actually approached the three inches on top; that was a sign of a sure “slacker.” However, few non-Marine haircuts ever had the extreme fade-to-zero inches along the sides. I had assumed that would be an obvious sign of a Marine.

I was sadly mistaken. In San Diego and Oceanside, there is a large community of gay men obsessed with military men, especially Marines. My friend Steven Zeeland even wrote a book about these “chasers,” called Military Trade. These men understand that Marines are brainwashed into trusting only other Marines, so if they want to infiltrate this tight-knit brotherhood, they have to pass themselves off as current or former Marines. Many of them will go as far as getting a Marine tattoo to fool unsuspecting devil dogs just off the bus. Not coincidentally, the gay bar in downtown Oceanside is adjacent to a barbershop catering to Marines.

My search for other gay Marines took me to some unusual places. The personal ads in the San Diego Union-Tribune contained a section called “Just Seeking a Friend.” It occurred to me that this was a stupid category; who would go to the trouble to place an ad in the paper…then I realized, this was the “code” I had been looking for! Sure enough, the “codes” were easily decipherable.


“GWM seeking LTR with GWM, me 27, 5’10”, 160, you about the same. Mil preferred.”



He was an enlisted Marine, very cute, blond, and a bottom who had never had anal sex before. Well, except for once at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba. And then another time in Rota, Spain. It’s easy to tell a real Marine from a fake Marine once you are five minutes into a conversation with the guy. It’s impossible to fake the language that Marines have drilled into them during three months at boot camp and during their time on active duty.

“What’s your MOS?” asked a disbelieving chaser the first time I went to WCPC.

“Seventy-two oh four,” I replied.

“What’s that? I never heard of it. What area of the base do you work at?”

“The Thirty-two Area.” I knew he’d never heard of that. Most people hadn’t. It was pretty obscure.

“Never heard of that, either! I don’t think you’re a real Marine!”

I was pissed at this little asshole. How dare a civilian question my credentials as a real Marine! “Well, you need to study up on your Marine Corps terminology before you go giving guys the third degree. You look pretty stupid if you don’t know what you’re talking about.” I was also pretty drunk at this point.

“Listen here, fucker,” the guy said, “I don’t know who you think you are…”

“It’s not my fault if your boyfriend’s been hitting on me,” I said. It was true. His boyfriend, apparently a drunk Marine, had been sticking his hand down the back of my jeans for the last fifteen minutes.

The guy set his beer down I swore he was going to take a swing at me. In all the years I had been going to straight bars, enlisted clubs, and other places, I’d never been in a fight. Now, my first month at San Diego’s largest gay club, I was going to duke out with someone.

Fortunately the guy’s boyfriend grabbed him and dragged him downstairs into the club.

 

Through the newspaper, I met a thirty-something professional who had a preference for military men. His name was Dana Copeland and he lived near the base. We met for dinner in Carlsbad. I told him about my experience in Okinawa that had propelled me out of the closet.


“The other officer. He’s not Greek, is he?”

Oh my God! I had said too much. My expression gave away the answer.

“I bet it’s the same guy. I have a friend who just went to Okinawa who met a gay officer who’s Greek. It’s gotta be him.”

“Who…who’s your friend?” I asked.

“Well, I don’t want to give him away,” Dana said, “let’s just say he’s a TED.”

“What’s a TED?” I asked.

“Typical Enlisted Dude.” Dana laughed. It was a pretty elitist thing to say, but I had to laugh, too. In a way, I understood what Dana meant.

“One thing you’re going to learn,” Dana said giving me a prescient piece of advice, “is what a small, incestuous gay world there is.”

I later learned that I was a “TOD,” a Typical Officer Dickhead. Dana and I didn’t hook up, as his preference was for TEDs, not TODs. The only officers Dana liked were pilots. I liked Dana, however, and wanted Gary to meet him, to see what a cool world this was that I had found. Dana and a friend and I had brunch with Gary one weekend.

“You’re in 101?” Dana said, referring the designation of Gary’s training squadron at El Toro. “My ex-boyfriend is a flight instructor in that squadron. But he’s in the Navy.”

“Um, Dana,” said Dana’s friend, “you…might want to be careful…”

“Oh, shoot, Gary, you won’t say anything, will you?”

“No, of course not,” Gary said.

 

I called Philip. “You better tell your enlisted friend to be careful who he talks to!” I screamed into the phone. “He’s telling all these blabber-mouthed civilians about you.”

“Calm down, Rich, I’ll talk to him,” said Philip. “Oh, and I’ve got orders. I’ll be coming to southern California in a few months! Don’t wear the town out, okay, slut? Leave some for me.”

If Philip wasn’t worried, neither was I. Besides, now I couldn’t wait for him to get here! My little gay military family was growing. Finally, I would have a group of people I could fit in with. At last, a family I could belong to.

 

Tami had such a wonderful time in California that she wanted to come out for another visit in August. This time she wanted to bring her friend, Jill.

“That’s fine,” I said. I figured the more time I spent with Tami, the more we were seen together, the better it would be for feeding into my heterosexual reputation, and at the same time we could have some fun.

But by the time she came to visit me in August, things had changed a bit. I had moved in with a roommate—another lieutenant that I had known in Okinawa—who was straight, or at least he said he was. Suddenly in my own apartment I had to hide my being gay. As much as I didn’t like the idea, it was necessary because I needed money. I was still having financial problems, trying to pay for a car I had bought. And credit card bills. Spending every weekend night at bars in southern California gets expensive.

I was living in the two-bedroom apartment when Tami and Jill came out to stay with me. The main problem was that this time, Tami wasn’t in town exclusively to masquerade as my girlfriend. She had seen firsthand what southern California had to offer and now she wanted to cut loose and party with her friend Jill.

I had arranged for us all to go up to Newport Beach and meet with Gary and some of his pilot friends from El Toro. I also brought Dana and his friend along. Stupid, stupid idea.

Well, the way I was looking at it, Tami was out there to be my girlfriend. In Tami’s eyes, she was there to whoop it up and have a great time. As the evening wore on, she got drunk and started hitting on a really good-looking fighter pilot. Dana and his friends were openly ogling the fighter pilots. I was mortified at Tami’s behavior. Everyone was whispering, “What the hell is with Rich’s girlfriend? Why is she hitting on this guy?”

I was pissed because the deal we had agreed to earlier in the evening was that later Tami, Jill, and I were going to cut out and go to a gay bar called Newport Station with Dana and his friend. Suddenly Tami didn’t want to leave. To save face, I pulled her aside and said, “Okay, Tami, listen, I’ll pretend I’m mad at you and I’ll walk out. It will be like we’re in the middle of an argument.” That was fine with her. She just wanted to be left to her own devices.

Putting my plan into action I gave a performance worthy of an Academy Award nomination. I almost got into a fight with the fighter pilot who could have easily beaten the shit out of me. Then I stormed out of the bar like a drama queen and went to Newport Station to kill a couple of hours. Afterward, I went back to pick Tami and Jill up. I felt sort of betrayed by Tami, probably unjustly, but it was a really weird, uncomfortable night.

Later Gary told me that everyone in Newport Beach was wondering what the hell was going on. Tami’s first visit had gone really well. I had fooled everyone. The second visit created confusion. Tami was acting flirtatious and available, as she had the right to do, so I kind of went with that, pretending on this visit that things weren’t okay between us—that she and I were having romantic problems. I hammed up that angle.

People were also wondering about Dana and his friend. Something just hadn’t seemed right to them about two thirty-something guys hanging out with a group of twenty-something military officers and their women. I was getting some brutal lessons about the strict rules of military socialization. Any deviation from those rules raised eyebrows. I couldn’t afford any more raised eyebrows.

But back at my military unit, everybody was totally fooled and was led to believe that I was having trouble with my girlfriend. One female friend, who was a fellow officer’s fiancée, was a very sophisticated woman. She grew up in San Francisco and had really good “gaydar.” She was also a screenwriter for MGM. Later, when I came out to her, she said, “You fooled me, and I don’t fool easily. I thought all that drama between you and Tami was very real.”

I couldn’t be angry with Tami for the way things had gone; it wasn’t her fault. It was just that, by trying to build on the original deception, things had grown complicated and gone badly. The whole thing just left a bad taste in my mouth. I was still going to great lengths to hide who I was.

And the hiding had just begun.
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DON’T ASK, DON’T TELL



By late 1993, no one knew for sure what was going to happen with President Clinton’s failing proposal to lift the ban on gays in the military, but it sure didn’t look like they were going to let us serve openly. The phrase “Don’t ask, don’t tell” hadn’t been coined yet, but from what we heard in the news, we could tell what the gist of the new law was going to be.

Philip transferred from Okinawa to a squadron at the Marine Corps Air Station El Toro, the same base in nearby Orange County where Gary was stationed. Although Philip and I didn’t become lovers as I had secretly hoped, we became close friends and despite all the controversy with the “gays in the military issue” and the visibility it created in the media, we went to gay bars and hot spots all over the place—Hillcrest in San Diego, West Hollywood in LA, West Street Beach and the Boom Boom Room in Laguna, Cathedral City near Palm Springs, even in San Francisco.

Marines continued to talk about gays in the military until I was sick of their ill-informed homophobic comments. At first, I’d remain silent. Then, I learned to use wit to diffuse their attacks. At an officers’ happy hour, an overweight, unattractive captain commented that a fag had been cruising him at the mall.

“Poor guy must have been desperate!” I exclaimed. All the officers laughed at the expense of our chubby companion. I felt a perverse sense of pleasure.

Sometimes, though, it wasn’t so humorous.


“Skipper,” asked one of the other lieutenants in our air defense battery, “what would you do if you saw one of the men bashing a gay Marine?”

“I’d go right ahead and let ’em. That’s between two Marines, ain’t nothing I can do about that.”

One senior enlisted Marine, Gunnery Sergeant Green, was mouthing off in the battery office space about how California was such a fag-loving state because there was a chance gays might be allowed to join and work in the Boy Scouts. I was especially offended because Gunny Green was a notorious rule-breaker.

I felt the steam rise up inside and I lost control of my tongue. “It would be better for a Boy Scout leader to be gay than to be a drunk-driving, cheating spouse abuser!” Those were Gunny Green’s well-known crimes.

Gunny Green lost his temper with me and another senior enlisted man had to stop our confrontation from escalating. These episodes were unprofessional and I knew I had to avoid them. While I could have had Gunny written up for disrespect to an officer, my charge likely would have gone nowhere and would only have raised the level of attention. My reputation couldn’t afford too many run-ins with the senior enlisted men.

 

My life seemed more and more one big game. Or more like several overlapping games. At first it was fun. Philip taught me the “code-speak” and, before long, he and I could carry on an entire conversation in front of our straight officer buddies about our social lives without giving ourselves away. We had feminized names for our male friends and used feminine pronouns when referring to them. We were even so bold as to send e-mails through the military’s Local Area Network. We felt like the resistance fighters thwarting the Nazis from behind enemy lines. Just by being who we were, we were being brave, fearless, and noble. That’s how I felt, and it felt very good.

My parents visited in late September for my twenty-sixth birthday. My mom had lost a lot of weight by dieting and exercise and, at the age of forty-eight, looked great. I had also been losing weight following my battalion commander’s order to do so nine months earlier and I was looking better than I had since my days as a stripper at Clemson. My desire to get in shape to be more marketable as a gay man had the fringe benefit of helping my career as a Marine. Who said homosexuality wasn’t compatible with military service? What a crock!

Every day I ran six miles through the Camp Pendleton wilderness. It was a rigorous course concluding up a mile-long, steep hill. That didn’t stop my dad from running with me. He ran the entire route, something most of my Marines couldn’t do. I was so proud of him, and used him as an example to motivate my men.

“My dad—a fifty-year-old civilian—can make it up this hill without even breathing hard…and you—a Marine lance corporal—can’t even go the first hundred yards!” I’d shout when one of my men lagged behind.

I staged a dinner at a Mexican restaurant in Carlsbad with Philip, his current boyfriend, a handsome blond with chiseled features, from Finland, and a woman I had recently met named Sandra. Sandra’s fiancé had recently gone to Okinawa for six months and hanging out with a gay guy was a perfect cure for her loneliness. It also helped me because with Tami out of the picture, I needed a pretty “beard.”

My mom adored Philip and his boyfriend, even though she never knew the true nature of their relationship. She seemed to like Sandra, although I couldn’t tell. My mom had always viewed the women I had dated suspiciously. I never understood it. Maybe all moms do that.

“Your dad reminds me of Bill Clinton,” Philip said after my parents returned to South Carolina.

“Oh fuck, I’m glad you didn’t tell him that,” I replied. But my dad was like Bill Clinton—Southern, friendly, good-natured, all the good stuff about Bill Clinton. My dad pictured himself more like Robert Redford, however, and in some ways I suppose he did look like the movie star, but he definitely had Clinton’s charisma.

I read that even though Bill Clinton had a wonderful outward persona, no one really got to know him very well, not even his closest aides. In that respect my dad was exactly like Bill Clinton. He smiled a lot and genuinely loved people, but at the end of the day, I really don’t think I knew him very well. We never talked and I always communicated with him through my mother. There were no hard feelings between us, just a lot of distance.

Early one Sunday morning several months later, I crawled out of a trick’s bed and went to the refrigerator to get a bottle of water. There, stuck to the freezer part of the metal, was a magnet with “South Carolina” on it in bright yellow letters. There was also a photo of the distinctive state bird—the Carolina Wren.

“You said you and your new roommate just moved into this apartment?” I asked, returning to the bed with a couple of bottles of water. “Is he a Marine corporal named Brady Werner?”

“Yeah! How’d you know?”

“You know that South Carolina refrigerator magnet you’ve got? That’s from my mom. Brady drove my folks to the airport as a favor to me because they wouldn’t fit in my two-seater MR2.”

“So…your mom sent him a refrigerator magnet…with her state on it?”

“It was inside a thank-you card. I’m from a good Southern family!” I said. “Okay, my turn. Roll over!”

 

My parents’ visit had been pleasant and I hadn’t minded the games of secrecy and deceit. I felt it was something I had to do to make sure everything went as it was supposed to and that everyone was happy.

After my parents left, I threw a small birthday party for myself attended by the growing group of gay military guys I knew and a few others. I had met two enlisted guys at the mall who also happened to know Dana; one was Brady Werner, a sexy young corporal. They, Dana, and Dana’s friend attended. Gary also came down from El Toro.

After everyone else left, Gary said, “I think I figured out who Dana’s ex-boyfriend is. His name’s Jim. He also seems to know who you are as well.”

“I’m sure Dana told him, I mean if he told us about Jim, then what’s to stop him from telling Jim about me?”

“Just be careful. Okay, Rich? I’m starting to worry about you. This isn’t a game.”

 


But I had to think of it as a game. Games were fun; I could play a game. To think otherwise—that I was living a dangerous life and messing with a serious issue—was unsustainable. The stress and the adrenaline would wipe me out. So I thought of it as a game.

The truth was, however, no matter how I thought of it, game or otherwise, the stress was there. Living the many secret compartmentalized lives I was living was a constant source of anxiety and I was dealing with it by drinking more and having more sex.

There was my straight Marine Corps life. Also I had my gay civilian life. Those two lives could absolutely not mix at all. Then there was the middle life—the gay military friends I was making. We were the only ones who understood each other. Gary was the exception—the only person I allowed into all of these lives because he was also from my past life—the life I’d had at Clemson.

As if this weren’t enough lives to deal with, one day out of the blue I received a letter from my Bob Jones and Tabernacle classmate, Melanie Runyan. Melanie wrote that her mom, who I also knew, was visiting San Diego for a convention one weekend and would love to see me again. “Don’t worry,” Melanie’s letter said, “she’s way cool.”

I knew Carla Runyan had been divorced, but I still saw her as a typical Bob Jones–style fundamentalist Christian mother. Hence my shock when I arrived at her hotel in Emerald Plaza in downtown San Diego—she was sipping a glass of Chardonnay and wearing pants! Definitely not the Bob Jones person I remembered.

We caught up briefly with friendly chitchat, then she lowered the boom. “Melanie and Roger are getting divorced,” she said.

I studied Carla’s face for a second. Seeing no remorse, I said, “Yes, he wasn’t good enough for her.”

“Yeah, everyone seems to be saying that…now.”

All throughout school, Melanie and I had fought like brother and sister. We knew we liked each other, and everyone teased us that we were going to get married someday. Even Carla…Oh shit! I thought. What if Carla wants Melanie and me to get together?

Carla and I spent the rest of the evening in each other’s company and I couldn’t shake the notion that perhaps she had a hidden agenda. The following evening, I decided to tell her the news.


“I’m gay,” I said. The first person from my Bob Jones life now knew for certain that I was a homosexual.

“Really?” she said. Carla didn’t show any expression, positive or negative for a moment, and then she said, “Well, you know that’s not an issue with me. In fact, I have a friend at my convention here who I think might be gay. You think you could help me figure it out?” Just like that, a friendship was born.

“You know, Rich,” Carla said, a few hours later, “there’s something else I’ve got to tell you.” We had been laughing and joking over pizza.

“Shoot!” I said.

“You know I work at the hospital in Greenville. Well, your high school classmate, Melody Newell, is a nurse now…”

“Oh really, I didn’t know that. She was always so sweet, I can see that.”

“Well,” continued Carla, looking me over to see whether I was ready for the news she had, “Melody told me that Wanda Harmon…”

“Oh shit, I know where this is going!” I said, smiling.

“Oh really?” Carla asked. She looked relieved. “Well, Wanda told Melanie that you…that you are a go-go dancer! Had you heard that rumor?”

We both laughed at the idea, then I stopped laughing and scratched my head. “Well, Carla, it’s not exactly just a rumor…I kind of did…a little stripping…not much, but a little.”

I told her the story and she said, “Well…I told Melody that didn’t sound like you, but it just goes to show, you never know!” Carla seemed to get a kick out of the whole story. This definitely was not the woman I had remembered from elementary school. Carla became like a surrogate mother to me over the next few years.

I came out to Melanie over the phone a few days later. As it turns out, going through her divorce was for her like my own “coming out” experience had been for me. It had caused her to question and reevaluate everything she believed. In fundamentalism, divorce and homosexuality are both evil, although I suspect homosexuality is probably a little more evil. Still, she and I both knew what it was like to be scorned by the people of our past, and the bond between us was forged forever.

 

The results of the officer retention board came out in October. I hadn’t expected anything because of my low ranking after my pro-gay answer. Competition was especially intense and, while I didn’t get augmented, I was given a three-year extension on my reserve contract. Somehow my performance evaluations had helped me surmount my low board ranking. Because of the extension of my time, I could now take another assignment.

I had been at my battalion for a year and was growing restless already. Plus, the mistrust that had come up because of the rumors about me being gay and the bad experience with Tami had embittered me to the point where I volunteered to go to sea for six months the following year. I would lead a Stinger platoon as part of an attachment to the squadron on ship.

The problems at my battalion weren’t the only ones I had. The stress of the many conflicting lives I was leading was starting to get to me. I knew I had to keep these worlds separate, but I longed to bring them together. This tension grew and was taking its toll. I was drinking too much and hooking up with too many guys for one night anonymous flings. While there’s not anything wrong with that per se, my motivation was pure escapism. That had also been my motivation for going out to sea—a literal escape to the far corners of the earth.

 

Everything gets political sooner or later, and our little twenty-seven-man detachment of air controllers and missile shooters was no exception. The captain I reported to wanted me to be the number two officer in our detachment because I was already responsible for the most Marines. However, the air support officer, Darrin, was a lieutenant with more seniority than me. Darrin had a reputation for being a complete asshole of an officer who was egocentric and his only concern was salvaging what was left of his career. He had already failed promotion to captain once. He raised hell when he found out I would be the executive officer. He got his colonel involved and my colonel got involved and it became a big stink right from the beginning.

One of my personality traits is that I despise confrontation and controversy, which, of course, is the adverse of what people expect of a Marine. I do what I can to assist all the parties in the hopes of reaching an amicable agreement. That’s why I eventually (and naively) wanted to become a lawyer.

I wanted to smooth things over with Darrin. In early December, I invited him out for drinks to a bar near his apartment in Carlsbad. If we were going to be working together the following year, I didn’t want to begin with hostile feelings between us.

We drank several beers and discussed our dispute and finally reached an agreement. At first, I didn’t think Darrin was all that attractive. But you know what? As the night wore on and the beers kept flowing, the guy started looking better and better. I thought he was thinking the same thing about me. Maybe I was mistaken, but it seemed that he was getting overly chummy with me. After a few more beers, he said that he was getting tired and wanted to go home. “You’ve had too much to drink,” he said, “feel free to crash at my house.”

I had been in San Diego almost a year and had met so many gay military people by this point, I had changed my presumption. Instead of assuming that a military person was straight until I knew otherwise, I began to assume they were gay, or at least could be had, until I found out they were straight. I was convinced by now Darrin was inviting me over for sex. More than I had bargained for in attempting to smooth things over, but I accepted his offer.

I followed closely behind him on the short drive from Hennessy’s to his apartment. I could barely see the road, I was so intoxicated, but I managed to make it in one piece. Once inside, he methodically set up a place for me to sleep on the sofa and went to bed. I was confused. Maybe this was part of his seduction routine? I decided he was going to come down in a few minutes and invite me up. I waited. Finally, he did come down, but to get a glass of water. He returned to his bedroom and shut the door.

I was furious, horny, and felt like I was sobering up. I decided to go home where I could beat off and sleep in my own bed. I left his apartment and started the drive to my place in neighboring Oceanside.

The shortest route meant I would be on the I-5 for about a quarter of a mile. I wouldn’t even have to change lanes, I could hug the right side of the freeway until my exit. As I merged onto the freeway, however, there was a car in front of me going very slowly. I was pissed. I was in a hurry to get home and I was angry because I had misjudged Darrin’s intentions. This car was just one more thing getting in my way. I wouldn’t have it!

I floored the gas pedal of my little red MR2 and swerved left around the car. As soon as I passed it, I made a quick right just in time to make the exit. HA! I was now in front.

The joke, as it turned out, was on me. Less than thirty seconds later, I saw the lights and I swear my heart stopped for a moment. As a child, I had fantasized about Eric Estrada playing “Ponch” of the California Highway Patrol. Now, the “Chips” were about to become my worst nightmare.

Instantly, my mind sobered up completely. Unfortunately, my breath, my blood, and my urine didn’t. I became very submissive and did exactly what the cops told me to do. I passed all the field sobriety tests, or so I thought. Years later I would learn from my criminal law professor that no one passes those tests. They are specifically designed so that everyone fails them, giving probable cause for the inevitable drunk-driving arrest.

I didn’t have that information at the time, however, and momentarily held out the faint hope that my stellar performance on the tests would exonerate me.

“Sir,” said one of the CHP officers, “lean down on the trunk of the patrol car and put your right hand behind your back.”

Call me overly dramatic but, as I leaned on the patrol car and felt the cold metal of the tight handcuffs against my wrists I felt that, perhaps, something in my performance had led these officers to believe that I had failed the field sobriety tests.

They were being decent about it, I suppose. They moved my car behind a store and told me I could pick it up the following day. Because I was being so “cooperative,” they wouldn’t have it towed, which, they explained, would save me a lot of money on an impound lot. Fortunately, the jail wasn’t far away and I didn’t have to endure a very long ride in the back of a CHP car with my arms in pain behind my back and my wrists chafing in handcuffs.

At the station, they asked whether I wanted my blood alcohol test taken by blood, breath, or urine. Convinced I was sober, I said, “Blood.” I felt that the most accurate test would prove once and for all I was sober. Later, my lawyer would tell me that I was right, blood is the most accurate test. That made it all the more difficult for him to argue against my .016 BAC and get a reduced sentence.

I was taken into a brightly lit cell with dirty white walls. The odor was horrific. The antiseptic smell of whatever chemical they used to clean the holding cell failed to mask the alcohol, urine and other body odors. I closed my eyes. There was little to do but enjoy my night in jail. I heard one guy on the phone calling a bail bondsman. He said, “Yeah, it’s me. Remember you got me out twice last month?”

Another guy in there was reenacting that day’s episode of Rush Limbaugh. He saw me staring at him and asked, “Are you a conservative?”

Without hesitation, I responded, “I was before I got arrested.” Now I wasn’t so sure. Maybe the liberals with their sympathy for the criminal weren’t such bad people after all. I had abandoned my religion, had “come out” regarding my sexual orientation. Why not change political affiliation? A jailhouse conversion?

It was about five or six more hours before they let me out. I didn’t sleep. I tried very hard not to think. I managed to numb myself mentally and emotionally to what was happening. I would survive this, I kept saying over and over.

The next day, I knew I had to tell my commanding officer. There was more politics about whether I still belonged to my old battalion or whether I belonged to the squadron commander on ship. My shipboard captain kept promising he’d take care of me, if I could just get myself administratively attached to his unit. He didn’t understand why I had told the Marine Corps anyway. The reason was simple, if the Corps found out and I had not said anything, I would probably go to jail. But I suspect that quite a few officers have gotten away with it.

Most of my peers were sympathetic, at least to my face. They said things like, “Hey, we’ve all done it, even if we all haven’t gotten caught” which I have to say, is no consolation to someone who has just received a DUI.

Through a loophole in the system, because I had a South Carolina driver’s license, technically CHP couldn’t take it away. Later, California DMV would deny me permission to drive in California, which I managed to ignore successfully for several years. As I drove down the hill from my office to my apartment that afternoon, after having told my Captain and my Lieutenant Colonel, and knowing I would have to go to El Toro and tell my colonel the following week, I sank into a despair that I had never known before.

My career was over. I would never be promoted to captain; I would never augment into the regulars; I would never get the funded law program. And I knew it had all happened because, in a drunken stupor, I was horny for someone I didn’t like in the first place. I berated myself to the point where I began to wonder whether life was worth it. I hadn’t had suicidal thoughts since I was in high school, but suddenly they were back in full force. I started crying. I was so ashamed for the choices I had made, to drink, to drive, and ultimately it came back to being gay. I had chosen to live life as a homosexual rather than trust God to “cure” me and this was the price I would pay. I felt there was no hope. The urge to end it all grew stronger and stronger. How would I do it?

I had heard about other officers who had killed themselves. It was simple. They went to their unit’s armory, checked out their pistol, bought some ammunition out in town, went home, called 9-1-1, and pulled the trigger. Easy.

It terrified me that I was so serious about killing myself, that I was actually thinking of a plan. I cried even harder. Then I decided, no, I was not going to kill myself. If I killed myself, think of what all the Bob Jones people would say. My suicide would give them justification to think that they were correct in their beliefs. My lifestyle choices led to nowhere but destruction. There was no way that in death I would allow myself to be their example of failure to future generations of young people.

“Let’s tell you the story of one young man who once had a bright future serving the Lord. But rather than trust Jesus to rid himself of these evil, sodomite thoughts, he gave in to them. And he killed himself, because, young people, once you remove yourself from God’s grace, there is nowhere to go but the road to destruction.”

No way! They would never say that about me. My staying alive was my way of saying “Fuck you!” to everyone who had ever condemned me for straying from their way of thinking.

Less than a month before I got my DUI, a Marine who worked in the office with me, ironically another former Bob Jones University student, had gotten a DUI on his motorcycle. He confided to me that he had been debating over whether or not he should tell his parents.

“I don’t know, sir,” he said, with a pronounced Boston accent, “would you tell your parents?”

The question had me stumped. I honestly didn’t know.

That was then. Now I felt the need to tell my parents. I’m not sure why exactly, but I called on Saturday morning. My mother answered the phone. I asked her if my father were there. That was unusual, I almost always spoke exclusively to my mother. She knew something was wrong.

“Why?” she asked. I recognized the tone of fear in her voice.

I blurted it out as quickly as I could.

“How could you do this?” Her fear had immediately turned to rage.

I was stunned. “It’s not like I planned…”

“Yes, you did.” I knew what she meant. I had chosen to drink, which was against everything I had been taught as a child to begin with. Then I chose to get behind the wheel of my car. I had made two very wrong choices and was now being punished. In her world, it was that simple. Hell, I guess in anybody’s world it’s that simple.

“Do you know what this does to me?” She was crying now. I was speechless. What had I done to her? I was the one who would pay the consequences for this. Not her.

“Your daddy will call you when he gets back from your Grandma and Grandpa Merritt’s.” Fortunately, that would be soon, because they lived next door.

I hung the phone up, realizing my mistake. I should have done what I had been doing for years. Pretend. I should have pretended nothing was wrong and chatted cheerily for a while, then nonchalantly asked whether my dad was home. Instead, she would have to deal with this news at home by herself for a while. She wasn’t good at that.

When my dad called, he immediately expressed his relief that I was okay and that I hadn’t injured myself or anyone else. We then went into the details, like where I could find a lawyer, what the penalties in California were. From now on, whenever I had bad or shocking news for my folks, I was going to make sure I told my dad first.

Within weeks my mom was over her initial shock and revulsion. I told her part of my “sentence” was that I would have to pick up trash along the freeways for four Saturdays as part of my work-release program. She joked and said that she might arrange to have a photograph taken of me doing that. As highly as I considered myself, she said, the thought of me wearing an orange vest and picking up trash with a crew of other derelicts would be a good and humbling experience for me.

I called to pick a crew to join. The woman listed the locations and asked which was nearest me. I said, “No, ma’am. I want the location as far from here as I can get.” I chose a spot close to the border with Mexico.

 

At the beginning of the new year I was finally able to remove a major stressor in my life. I had been living with a straight officer and had felt compelled to cover everything about my gay life. A friend from Okinawa, Raul, transferred to Camp Pendleton and he and I found an awesome deal on a beachfront condo. Although Raul was straight, he had grown up in Manhattan and I knew from previous conversations that he had a very open-minded attitude about homosexuality. Philip had been one of Raul’s flight instructors at the Naval Air Station in Pensacola, Florida. Unfortunately for Raul, he had failed out of the flight program and was now a military air traffic controller and we became friends when he joined my Air Group at the Futenma Air Station on the Rock. Raul had pegged Philip as gay within seconds when they first met in Pensacola.

“We were at the officers’ club one Friday afternoon, and Philip was drunk, and he was hanging all over some brand new student aviator. I couldn’t believe it! I was like, ‘Man, you need to cover your ass a little better than that.’ But no one said anything. I thought it was funny that no one else seemed to even notice.”

When I came out to Raul, he simply shrugged his shoulders.

“At least you’re aware of it. So many of these Marines are gay but they don’t even know it,” he said. “Just don’t be doin’ it in front of me, okay?”

“As long as you don’t do whatever is you do in front of me,” I said, laughing.

“Deal,” Raul replied as we shook hands.

I was finally living the California dream, or at least I was closer to it than before. I had a place on the beach, a little red sports car and with Raul as a roommate, able to live a little more freely.

The “TED” Dana had referred to in our first meeting, the one who had befriended Philip, returned from Okinawa in January 1994, soon after the Northridge earthquake. Wesley turned out to be something of an earthquake himself. Small and cute, with piercing eyes and a perpetual mischievous grin, Wesley attracted a lot of guys at the bars. His natural shyness only added to his magnetism. He was the type of guy every man wanted as their little buddy.

“See that guy over there,” Wesley said one Saturday night at West Coast. “Don’t you think he’s hot?”

I looked across the bar. Sure enough, Wesley’s target was a short, muscular guy leaning against the railing overlooking the dance floor.

“Wes, I’ll give you ten minutes,” I said.

“Fuck you, Rich, that’s fucked up. I saw him first.”

“I don’t care, Wes, you’ll do the same thing you always do. You’ll stand here and mumble all night about how much you want to go over and talk to the guy, and then the bar will close and you won’t do it. I’m sorry, dude, but if you don’t go over and talk to him in ten minutes, I will.”

Philip overheard our conversation and laughed. “That is fucked up, Rich. But Wes, Rich is right. You can’t just claim every guy in the bar and then get pissed off if someone else goes up and talks to him.”

“Okay, to show you what a nice guy I am, I’ll give you an extra five minutes. You got fifteen minutes. Starting…right…NOW!” No shit, I hit the start button on my Casio G-Shock stopwatch.


Wesley lowered his head and gulped his beer. “You’re an asshole,” he murmured.

As the minutes passed, I studied the guy Wesley had in his sights. Wes continued to shuffle back and forth and once even walked toward the guy, almost making it all the way before returning to the safety of our group. The guy was about my height, five-foot-seven, with well-developed muscles visible through his tight T-shirt and jeans. He had a short haircut, but not quite regulation military. The look on his face is what caught my interest, however. He was intense, but conflicted. It was as if he wanted to be here, but he didn’t. He didn’t look very happy. I felt sorry for him and wanted to include him.

My watch alarm beeped. “Time’s up!” Wesley was standing in the same place.

“Aw, Rich, come on, man, don’t do this. I was just about to go talk to him!”

But I was already halfway across the bar. I had no patience with Wesley’s timidity. Sometimes it was cute and sometimes it was annoying. Tonight it was the latter.

I leaned against the rail beside the guy. He sort of nodded at me but returned to watching the men on the dance floor below.

I extended my hand. “Hi, my name’s Rich. What’s yours?”

“John,” he said, unclenching his jaw. “Good to meet you, Rich.”

John sounded professional and intelligent. Turns out, he had just earned a PhD in molecular biology and was working on a project at the University of California at San Diego.

“You want to come meet some of my friends?” I asked. I identified with this guy, and although I would have liked to hook up with him, it just seemed to me that “hooking up” was not to be the nature of my relationship with John. Exactly what was, I had no idea.

I introduced John to the guys. A hook-up definitely was not in the works, so I said good night. I suspected that I would run into John again.

 

Now that my career was over due to the DUI, I began to worry about my future. Because of my recent extension, I had four more years in the Corps. Four years on a government salary wouldn’t allow me to save a whole lot if I decided to go to law school, not when I still had a mountain of debt to deal with. I began to wonder how I might be able to make some money.

I was flipping through the pages of the San Diego Gay and Lesbian Times and I saw an ad for an escort service called Cadet Escorts. A few years before I had tested my physical appeal by stripping. This would be a little further down the road toward total sexual exhibitionism. Let me see if I could be an escort, the needy, little voice in my head urged. I had been running hard and working out a lot and felt that I looked good again. I wondered if I was good-looking enough for this. I wouldn’t do it, I’d just see if anyone would want to hire me to do this.

I called the number and the owner invited me down for an interview. We met and talked. He was a gnarly-looking guy living in a dark, dusty room at the San Diego Hotel.

I didn’t even have to take my clothes off. But he said the words I had come there to hear: “Yeah, you look good enough.”

On the drive back to Oceanside, I kept thinking, I can’t do this! This is crazy! What the fuck is the matter with me? But the whole thing just seemed so exciting. Why not? So it was against the law. A lot of laws were stupid. This was one of them.

A few days later he called and said there was a client who wanted to meet me. The Marriott Hotel on the harbor in San Diego was to be our clandestine trysting place. I told him I would be there. The entire way there, I felt that incredibly queasy, excited feeling I always got before I did something that I considered a sin, perversion, or taboo. I was thinking, I can’t believe I’m about to have sex with a guy for money! Would I be able to? I didn’t even know what he would look like. In my mind I pictured him: 300 to 400 pounds, smelly, with a forest of oily black hair.

When we met, though, I was surprised to find out that he was nice looking and in reasonably good shape (although he was obviously older than forty-two, which he told me he was). He did most of the talking. He had his own condoms and lubes. He didn’t have any toys although I was on the lookout for those. Those might have scared me away as I had never used anything like that.

We had sex. I threw myself into it. If I was going to play a male prostitute, I decided to go all the way with the role.


I was supposed to be paid $150 for the encounter but at the end of it he gave me $200. I only had to pay the guy at the service twenty-five dollars. All that extra cash was mine—for a job well done. The approval was even more important to me than the money.

“Can I call you again?” he asked. “Do I have to go through the escort service?”

I said, “No, you can call me direct.” And I gave him my number.

The next day, in a moment of sanity I asked myself, What the fuck are you doing? I had lucked out with my first experience but who knew what might lie ahead? What sort of man might be waiting for me at some hotel the next time? Or the next? So I quit answering the phone when the guy from the service called.

But when the john called asking if I’d like to get together, I said, “Sure, I’ll meet you again.” We had dinner. He took me to a really nice restaurant, which is always a boost to the ego. We were having a relaxed and easy time together, and I felt comfortable enough to tell him what I did outside of escorting. I even revealed how much money I made. He was surprised. I didn’t make a whole lot of money in the Marines, but I made a lot more than the average hustler would make with a regular side job.

He had an attitude change. Now everything he said conveyed the question, “Why are you hustling?” The problem was, I didn’t really have an answer to that myself.

We went up to the room and were about to have sex again. The issue of how much he was going to pay me hadn’t come up. Yet. But before I had a chance to mention money, he said, “I think we had a real connection last time.”

I just looked at him wondering, What the fuck are you thinking here? I had sex with you because you paid me. But I didn’t say that, of course. We started to kiss. We weren’t completely undressed. I realized, This guy really thinks I’m into him. Suddenly, I backed away, saying, “You know, I really can’t do this.” And then I left. Simple as that.

A few weeks later I heard that the escort service had gotten busted by the San Diego vice squad. That was a close call.
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CROSSING THE LINE



“You’ve got five minutes to pack your shit,” Wes said through the phone. “We’re going to Palm Springs.”

I had been preparing for a quiet weekend at home alone, maybe going out to the bar, maybe not. “Okay,” I said. Five minutes later I climbed into the back seat of Roy’s truck, another “TED” friend of Wes’s, and we were headed out to the desert for a weekend of God-only-knew-what.

The most popular gay bar in the Palm Springs area was the Cathedral City Construction Company, or CC’s. Like West Coast, it had a large outdoor area which I liked. Especially in a place like Palm Springs. The dry night air was still cool, as it was early springtime. Easter weekend.

Not long after we arrived, Wes introduced me to his friend, Jim. This was the same Jim who was Dana’s ex-boyfriend and Gary’s flight instructor. Dana had told me some negative things about Jim but, within minutes, I developed a fondness for the guy and we felt a mutual connection. I realized I had only gotten one side of the story from Dana.

“I’m glad we finally got a chance to talk,” I said to Jim. “This clears up some things.”

“I am too,” he replied. He changed the subject. “You aren’t at the big party?”

“What big party?”


“Every Easter there’s a big circuit party out here now, called the White Party. It’s not my scene; I’d rather come here to CC’s.”

“Never heard of it,” I answered. “What’s a ‘circuit party’?”

“Just a big dance party. All the queens from LA drive out for it. It costs a lot of money to get in.”

“How big? How much money? Why do they call it the White Party?” This party had my curiosity going.

“Okay, how gay is this?” Jim began. “You have to wear all white. Because it’s Easter. That’s why they call it the White Party.”

“Actually,” I said, “it’s Saturday night so technically it’s not Easter yet. So all those queens are technically out of fashion because they’re all wearing white before Easter.”

“Okay,” Jim said laughing, “it’s pretty gay that you know that!”

“Not gay,” I explained, “it’s a Southern thing.”

“Same thing,” said Jim, a native midwesterner. He smiled, “You can be my queeniest friend. Just like a Marine!”

“Asshole,” I laughed. I was really warming up to Jim. With Philip and Wes and Roy and all the others I had met, this was starting to feel like a family. The other thing I really admired about Jim was his refusal to say anything negative about his ex. Coming from a family where negativity was the norm, it was refreshing to hear someone say only nice things about people, even people who may have wronged them.

Jim continued telling me about the mysterious event taking place across town. “And they’ll have a couple of thousand people at the White Party. And a thirty-dollar cover or more.”

“Thirty dollars! Are they fucking crazy?” I didn’t have thirty dollars to spend on a cover charge. “Does that include drinks? I assume it does.”

Jim didn’t know. A friend of his standing nearby said it did not. That was insane. Who the hell would pay thirty dollars to get into a party and still have to pay for drinks?

“Why would anyone go to that?” I asked.

Jim just shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t make any sense to me. But a lot of guys go.”

A lot of gay men were insane, I had concluded. The White Party and these…these circuit parties proved it.


 

The first six months of 1994 were devoted to getting my men ready to go sea for the last six months of the year. In the middle of these workups, I got a call from the barracks telling me I needed to come down there. The call was from the military police, the MPs with dogs. The K-9 unit had found drugs in one of the men’s rooms in the barracks.

My experience with drugs had been nonexistent. I had seen pot once from a distance at an antidrug lecture. I had never used any illegal drug nor had I been around anyone using drugs, to my knowledge, except maybe the guy at the Hyatt. This news came as a shock to me, especially since I considered this particular Marine to be among my best. I had hand-picked him to be my communications man during our shipboard deployment.

The MP showed me the paraphernalia and explained that she had found brochures all over the room, advertising raves. She also said she found special lights used to enhance the effects of acid. She explained that a rave was a large dance where the kids took a drug I had never heard of, called Ecstasy. It gave them a euphoric high and they wanted to dance and use glow sticks. The whole thing sounded very strange. Like some parallel world. Sure enough, they found tabs of acid in one of the rooms. And a few months later, one of my Marines had to be flown home from Guam because they found traces of crystal meth in his urine.

Who knew Marines were such druggies? I thought.

The months before our six-month deployment, I flew to South Carolina for ten days. My mom and dad and I visited Hilton Head Island over the weekend where we rented bicycles and rode along the beach for the afternoon. It was another pleasant visit for the most part.

Over dinner, my mom asked, “Richie, so you still haven’t found a girl to date…not anyone you like?”

Goddamn, I HATED this question! It came up at least once every visit.

“Nope,” I said in a very matter-of-fact tone as I grabbed a piece of bread from the basket in the middle of the table. Mom didn’t bring the subject up again.


I visited Mrs. Langston, my fifth and sixth grade teacher. I took her out for lunch. Both of us enjoyed catching up on everything and the time flew by. As we were saying good-bye, she casually asked, “Do you have any more sightseeing road trips planned before you depart on the ship?”

“As a matter of fact, yes, my friend Philip and I are going to San Francisco for Memorial Day weekend.”

“Oh, San Francisco, you know Reverend Innis was speaking in chapel one day, and he has a church in San Francisco, and the gays and lesbians were standing outside his church saying the most awful things, like ‘we want your children.’ I would never have believed it, but he played a tape for us in chapel and we heard it!”

“Yes, I’m…familiar with Reverend Innis,” I said. My face reflexively reverted to its frozen smile, the one that was serving me so well on active duty. “Well, I better be going. I have to get ready to head back to California.”

“Oh, well, thank you very much for lunch. Be sure to send me your address on the ship!”

 

I couldn’t wait to get back to San Diego and get on with the float. I wanted it over already.

Philip picked me up at the San Diego airport. He quickly introduced me to Jack, a Marine friend on leave from Okinawa. He also asked about my trip, but cut me off after thirty seconds. He was grinning like a little kid with something on his mind.

“I’ve got something to ask you,” he said. “Do you mind if I date your doctor friend?”

“Of course not,” I said. “John? He and I never even went out. Why would I mind?”

“Well, good, because I’ve already started going out with him!”

“A lot of good it did to ask me, then didn’t it?” This was so like Philip. I shook my head as I put my luggage in his trunk. “I’m not Wesley, Philip. I’m not going to get mad if the two of you want to go out.”

Philip was excited. “Good, well, because I know how much you liked him…and, well, that first night you met him at West Coast…he really liked me. Not you.” Philip gave me a smile similar to one a crocodile would give its prey. “I just want to protect your feelings.”

We hopped in the car and drove out of the airport parking lot. I gave him some cash to pay the attendant. “Okay. First of all, you don’t give a shit about my feelings…”

“Well…okay, so you’re right…” Philip giggled at my honesty.

“And second you’re an ass for even telling me he chose you over me that first night.” I wasn’t mad at Philip. I had just learned that this was who he was. But I was definitely going to call him on it.

I had learned to put up with Philip’s ego for the most part, but he knew how to push my buttons when he wanted to.

 

“I think Gary’s gay,” Philip said to me one evening when we were watching television in my apartment.

“Gary’s not gay, Philip. God! You think every good-looking guy’s gay and wants you to fuck him.”

“It’s not just the good-looking guys,” he said with a smirk on his face. “They all want me to fuck them. How could they pass this up?”

“Well, Gary’s not gay. Believe me, I’d know.” I recalled a conversation Philip and I had had in Okinawa. “That’s what you were smirking about on the Rock, isn’t it? When you saw I had that picture of him in my room?”

“Well, between the pictures and throw rugs and paintings, you were practically screaming ‘Help! Help! I want out! Someone let me out of the closet!’”

I laughed and threw a pillow at him. “But Gary’s not gay.”

“This really bothers you, doesn’t it?” he asked. “It would really piss you off if he turned out to be gay, but went for me instead of you, wouldn’t it?” Philip looked at me intently.

“Fuck it, Philip! Everything has to be a contest with you!” But he was right. If Gary had been gay, but had gone for Philip instead of me, I would have to kill Philip, no question about it. “Gary’s not gay. Now shut the fuck up and watch TV.”

 

I knew six or seven gay Marines going on the Marine Expeditionary Unit, or MEU. The Saturday before most of the ships left, I threw an afternoon farewell party at our beach place. Raul was away in Twentynine Palms on deployment. Not that he would have minded that much, but having thirty drunk gay men in your home is enough to test even the most open-minded straight person’s patience.

I loved it. At last, I had my family. Jim and Dr. John showed up on the beach that afternoon and I introduced them to each other.

 

The week before I left, I received a letter from Mrs. Langston. She wrote that she had something to ask me, but didn’t know how to word it. She wanted permission to ask me something very personal. I called her immediately.

“Yes, I am,” I said.

“I thought I detected a very strong emotion when we were discussing Reverend Innis,” she said.

“Really? I thought my act was better than that.”

“Not to me,” she said very sweetly. “I’ve known you far too long.” Mrs. Langston also informed me that she had a good friend who was a lesbian and that, while Mrs. Langston was a fundamentalist and couldn’t condone homosexuality, neither could she forsake the individuals she knew who were gay.

I was growing more militant in my attitude about “coming out.” People thought of themselves as being so gracious by “accepting” and “tolerating” me, or in Mrs. Langston’s case, loving me while rejecting my sin. I didn’t need anyone to tolerate me! As Gary had said at Clemson, “I need food, I need air, and I need water.” What I didn’t need was a bunch of straight people loving me while they were hating my sin. I was doing fine without them.

Mrs. Langston stopped writing to me. Perhaps my ever-increasing militancy was beginning to seep into my relationships with people from my past. I kept telling myself that it was because her career as a novelist was taking off and that she was busy with her family. No matter what I tried to tell myself, though, a nagging voice always made me think it was because I was gay.

A year or so later I received a letter from her. “Your high school band director mentioned you the other day. Do you remember Bill Christopher?”


Of course I remember Bill Christopher. I was in love with the man.

“Well, he made the comment that he heard you were living the stereotypical life of a young man in southern California. I assume you know what he means by that. I didn’t know what to tell him…he could tell from my hesitancy that it must be true.”

I wrote her back and told her that I honestly didn’t care who knew what about me, except my parents. I wanted to tell them in my own time. But I also told her to tell Bill Christopher that no, I was not a surfer, if that’s what he meant by the “stereotypical life of a young man living in southern California.”

 

In June, our ships left the port of San Diego and headed across the Pacific for a routine six-month deployment. We stopped in the usual places like Singapore and Thailand, then went on to conduct our missions in Somalia and the Persian Gulf. I was fortunate in that, due to a logistical snafu (snafu is a military acronym for “situation normal, all fucked up”), I had a small room to myself most of the cruise and only one roommate for the remainder. This type of privacy was unheard of. By the end of the cruise, my roommate had figured out I was gay, but had let me know in unspoken ways that he approved.

I received a letter from Philip after a month or so. His ego was destroyed. Doctor John had dumped him and had begun a relationship with Jim. Somehow it was partly my fault because I had introduced them on the beach. Philip was furious, his pride was hurt, and he ranted and raved about the both of them. He made it sound like back home had turned into a gay version of Melrose Place.

Sure enough, Jim and John started dating and sent me letters about it. They were always careful to use the correct feminized names and pronouns. Jim’s sometimes stand-in lesbian date, or “beard,” also sent a lot of letters and packages. I asked her to address some of the letters because it looked good to receive letters with a woman’s handwriting on the outside. This is how paranoid I was.

Just before the cruise, I had purchased the Bob Perris workout book. Bob Perris was a well-known, openly gay professional bodybuilder and, throughout the book, he used his then boyfriend as an example of his workout plan.

I worked out according to Bob’s plan and got into the best shape of my life. So did my roommate. He let me know he didn’t care that Bob was gay; all that mattered was that he obviously knew how to work out.

When we reached the Persian Gulf in August, the temperature was around 120°. And it was humid, a surprise to me as I thought the region would be dry. With the climate so hot, the commander of the MEU gave Marines the option of wearing the beige-colored shorts worn by Underwater Demolition Teams, or UDTs. The UDT shorts were extremely short and skimpy, and many Marines didn’t wear underwear with them.

It was a shipload full of nineteen- to twenty-one-year-old men wearing tight, skin-colored skimpy shorts with their balls hanging out. It was like being on the set of a very high-budget gay porn film. Only it was real.

I wasn’t the only one who noticed the homoeroticism of the shorts. A first sergeant, a senior Marine, refused to wear the UDT shorts, a fact for which I was grateful.

“I hate those faggotty-ass-lookin’ UDT shorts,” he said, with disdain. “Reminds me of when I lived in North Park and I had to ride my bike down University Avenue through Hillcrest to get to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot in San Diego every morning. Those faggots would be out there at five o’clock in the morning, still high from their drugs the night before, wearing their skimpy shorts, looking to get someone to fuck their ass!”

Hypocrite, I thought. I was really sick of these antigay insults, mostly from men of dubious sexual orientation.

“Um, First Sergeant,” I said, with a growing anger that made me feel bold, “you had to ride your bike down University? Hmm. Couldn’t you have ridden down Washington Avenue instead?”

One of the lieutenants standing in our group laughed. “Ha ha! Lieutenant Merritt called you on that, First Sergeant.”

“Yeah,” said another E-8, the same pay grade as the first sergeant, “it sounds to me like you wanted to ride your bike through Hillcrest!” There was general round of laughter. The first sergeant grew visibly flustered. Perhaps I hit him a little too close to home. He glared at me, crushed out his cigarette, and stormed back into the interior of the ship. Sure, I worried—but only a tiny bit—that I had overexposed my knowledge of gay San Diego.

Gunny Williams, the African American who had earlier defended gays in the military, was the senior enlisted Marine in my shipboard detachment. He and I became friends, as friendly as officers and enlisted men could become. After evening chow, he’d update me on the status of the men and the equipment and sometimes we’d chat about personal things.

One night he confided in me, “You know, Gunny Green came up to me before we left…he said ‘Gunny Williams…I think your boy, Lieutenant Merritt, is a fag.’”

I didn’t look at Gunny Williams, rather I stared across the back of the ship as the sun set on the Indian Ocean. “What’d you say?”

“I told him to mind his own damn business…and that I’d rather work with a fag than a drunk-driving, wife-beating worthless asshole like him!”

I smiled and said nothing.

 

We went all the way across the Pacific and stopped in Singapore. After that, we had another ocean to cross, the Indian Ocean. We crossed that one, too, and stopped in Africa. We were in Mombasa, Kenya, and on our way to complete the pullout of United Nations troops in Somalia. Things had gone badly there a year before. They would eventually make a movie about it called Black Hawk Down. None of us were looking forward to Somalia.

Our ships crossed south of the equator and we had the Navy’s fabled “crossing the line” ceremony where all the servicemen on ship who have “crossed the line” before—the shellbacks—harass the hell out of those who haven’t—the polliwogs—or simply “wogs.” The fattest nastiest shellback becomes King Neptune and holds court, and some sailors dress up in drag and vie to be his queen. All the wogs have to slime around on the decks of the ship with the crud left over from the galley for several days. It smelled horrible as all the men crawled through days old food garbage.


At the end, the old tradition had been that all the wogs stripped out of their clothes and were hosed off on the flight deck, completely naked for God and everyone to see. By 1994, however, the military’s allegedly “politically correct” culture meant that the “crossing the line” ceremony was much tamer than in years past. There would be no naked romp around the flight deck.

I was pissed and refused to participate. My official reason for being a party pooper was that I was opposed to the harassing nature of the ceremony. Secretly, I was furious that the modern navy was no longer the homoerotic playground it had once been. I felt deprived.

 

Off the coast of Somalia, I received an interesting handwritten note mixed in with the stack of letters from back home. It was a yellow piece of paper with cryptic poor handwriting in pencil. It began, “Dear sir, you don’t know me, but I am a ‘friend’ of Dana Copeland.”

On this cruise, “friend of Dana” was the same thing as the old “friend of Dorothy.” The Marine was on the USS Cleveland, one of the four ships in our little armada. It would be tricky, but I was determined to meet him. Who knew? Maybe he was cute. Maybe we’d hit it off. Maybe he’d become the love of my life.

I caught a flight over to the Cleveland, which I had been meaning to do anyway. As the air defense officer, I had to check the ship out for air defense missile positions. I decided to combine business with a little bit of pleasure. After all, I had legitimate reasons for being there. Still, it would be considered strange for an officer to ask about a lance corporal in another unit, so I made up some story about knowing some friends of the guy’s friends back in Oceanside who had asked about him because he hadn’t written.

His platoon commander got him for me. Well, he didn’t turn out to be the love of my life, but I happily chatted with this “friend of Dana” for a short while. He told me that he didn’t know any other “friends of Dana” on the boat and that he was very lonely for that kind of companionship. I told him that there were lots of us “friends of Dana” on the Tripoli and I gave him the names of some of the guys he could look up at the next port call.


We left Somalia and sailed into the Persian Gulf. We had to go through the Straits of Hormuz, a very narrow water passage between Oman and Iran. I put my missile gunners on the top of the ship with our Stinger missiles, and our ship steamed very close to the Iranian border.

Soon Iranian F-4 fighter jets, jets that we had sold them when the shah was still in power, were approaching us. I was more scared than I’d ever been. Any minute, one of those jets could fire on us and our ship would be at the bottom of the gulf before I could get a missile off. The jets just kept circling overhead like bees, but they never stung.

We pulled into the United Arab Emirates, an oil-rich sheikdom that is one of the most America-friendly countries in the region. If ever I was in need of releasing some pressure, now was the time. I think we all felt that way. There was a seamen’s club near the port, and some other officers and I got shit-faced drunk by a pool where hundreds of Marines and sailors temporarily put their fears aside, let off some steam, and just generally had a rip-roaring time.

After a night of drinking liquor, a lieutenant I had just met looked at me and exclaimed “Admit it, Merritt, you’re a homosexual!” He laughed and said he didn’t care, but to him it was obvious. I was gay. He did seem cosmopolitan enough not to care, but the other lieutenants gathered around our table didn’t know how to take it.

Despite being very drunk, I turned the whole thing into a joke and said, “Man, you’re just jealous because I think Lieutenant O’Reilly’s cuter than you are.” That seemed to lighten the mood somewhat, although it was enough to keep O’Reilly a healthy distance from me for the rest of the cruise.

We did some exercises in Oman. Unlike the UAE, Oman does not have any oil. Its citizens are among the poorest in the region. We did ship-to-shore operations and I celebrated my twenty-seventh birthday in the Omani desert with camels roaming freely around and openly stealing our food.

I must say, I was truly overwhelmed at the sight of thousands of Omanis lined up to get medical and dental treatment from our navy doctors and dentists. That would be their only treatment ever, the limited services we could provide during these operations. The poverty I saw was unlike any I had seen since my time in the Philippines.

Suddenly, the exercises were cut short. We were ordered back to the ship. We didn’t know what the hell was going on. Finally they gave us the grim news. In a surprise move, Saddam Hussein had moved 150,000 of his elite Republican Guard units into positions adjacent to the Kuwaiti border. An invasion was inevitable. Our situation had quickly gone from routine to serious and our little group of 2,000 Marines was to be a speed bump in his expected path on the way to Kuwait City.

Amidst the rapid repositioning to a wartime mode, we were hit with another piece of tragic news. In all the haste, a Marine had fallen overboard on the USS Tripoli and a search party would be looking for him.

We were shocked with how quickly everything had changed. We became convinced that many of us would die if things went as planned. How could they expect 2,000 of us to stop 150,000 of them? We went into Kuwait harbor and began preparing for orders to the Iraq-Kuwait border.

CNN came aboard and we watched the broadcasts on satellite television. To watch CNN, you’d think the entire Seventh Fleet was in Kuwait harbor already with an eager division of Marines. After two weeks of intense waiting, Saddam returned the elite forces to Baghdad. We would live! But because of the delay, we were screwed out of our Australia visit. Ah well.

Unfortunately, the Marine who had fallen overboard was never found. Corporal Steven Mosier, our Marine brother, had died in this round of Saddam’s aggression. Complaining about missing an Australia excursion seemed in bad form.

On the trip back to the United States, there wasn’t a whole lot for the Marines to do. I lifted weights twice a day and tanned every afternoon on the flight deck along with most of the Marines. The sailors were responsible for running the ship; we just had to sit there and not break anything. Not breaking things is difficult for Marines, but we managed.

On our last night in Singapore, while waiting for the bus back to the boat, I overheard half a phone conversation. It was obvious the Marine was gay. Not that I was surprised. Staff Sergeant Powell was one of the most effeminate men I’d ever met, in or out of the Marine Corps. I hadn’t had a chance to ask him, but now that I’d heard this conversation, my strong suspicions were confirmed.

Powell and I met every night at the top of the ship at 8:00 p.m., under the cover of darkness and out of the sight of anyone else. He insinuated that although he had a boyfriend back in the U.S., it would be okay if we had sex. Even after five months at sea, I wasn’t interested. But I would have liked to meet and chat about gay stuff, so starved was I for gay companionship. So we met and talked about his boyfriend and what life would be like when the ship got back in a month.

If only I knew! I would probably have stayed on the boat.

Powell also let me know that a few of the Marines thought I was gay.

“Why?” I asked, shocked. It seemed that from my earliest memories, no matter how I tried to disguise what I was, people were always seeing through me. I had kept to myself for most of the cruise, working out twice a day and reading a lot of books and writing a lot of letters.

“Well,” he said, hesitantly, “you…they say you always time your workouts when they are in the gym and that you lie out in the sun when they go out there.” He named the specific Marines.

“Fuck them!” I exclaimed. “They are always in the gym when I’m there. And those two are always sitting there in UDT shorts, with their legs spread and their balls hanging out.”

I had to laugh at that. I’m sure that I had stared. How could I not? Two Marines wearing tight, short shorts and black combat boots, with their scrotums hanging out, openly displaying their genitalia to each other and everyone else including me, working out together. It was the beginning of a porno movie for sure. Of course they knew I was gay. Of course my eyes were glued to their performance. That’s exactly the effect they were hoping for.

 

I read a lot of history books. Churchill’s voluminous History of the English-Speaking People. I had a lot of time to think about my own beliefs and why I held them. Even though I had been expelled from Bob Jones and had come out of the closet, I was still a fairly conservative Republican. But after seeing all the poverty around the world, like in the Philippines and Oman, and thinking about the way our corporations had entered the Middle East and purchased oil from a small number of sheiks without any regard to that society in general, I seriously reevaluated my opinions. It started a chain reaction of thoughts inside my head.

The world was a big place. It didn’t fit into the narrow constraints that I had been taught it fit into. It seemed to me that what was defining conservatism were fixed and dogmatic ideas about the way the world worked. The older, wiser, and more experienced I became, I realized the world didn’t work that way.

In October 1994, I decided to become a Democrat.

Great timing! A month later, the Democrats lost control of both the Senate and the House of Representatives for the first time in half a century. I had switched sides just in time for defeat.

This was devastating news for us “friends of Dana.” What this meant was that “Don’t ask, don’t tell” would be the law at least until 1997 and probably beyond. We were distressed, to say the least. My gay friends on the ships and I felt like, here we were, halfway around the world in a virtual combat zone, willing to die for this country that hated us so much it didn’t even want to acknowledge us, didn’t want our service.

Fuck them, was all I could think of. It was something my mind was starting to exclaim more and more. Who “they” were, I didn’t really know for sure, but I hated them and wanted to get back at them for rejecting me and my friends. The fundamentalists, the Republicans, the powers in the military that had wanted “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” Fuck all of them.

 

On the way back to San Diego, we stopped in Pearl Harbor for one night. I managed to find the gay bars by following a lone Marine around Honolulu. Sure enough, he led me right into Hula’s, an indoor-outdoor gay bar on Waikiki. I didn’t hook up with the Marine, but was happy to find a sailor for my one night in port.


 

The California coastline had never looked so beautiful as it did that chilly December morning in 1994. After six months away, I was back at my adopted home, ready to get back into the gay life I had left behind.
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MAKING PORN



Why?

It’s a deceptively simple question with an inversely complex answer. When people ask this question, especially gay men, I’ve learned that they really aren’t asking why I appeared in gay porn. Having sex with hot guys is something most gay men crave. Getting paid is merely a fringe benefit. The reason a young gay man, newly in shape, recently out of the closet, living in Southern California might want to be in porn films is pretty obvious. Like Bill Clinton said about his affair with Monica Lewinski, “I did it for the worst of all possible reasons—because I could.”

The question really being asked is more involved. Even though people might not say it aloud, what they are thinking is, “Knowing the way society looks down its nose at porn actors, why subject yourself to the shame, guilt, degradation and embarrassment?” In my case it was worse than that. “Why risk losing the professional military career you’ve worked so hard for just so you can be in gay porn?”

I’m an adrenaline junkie. That’s a reality I wasn’t aware of at the time, but I’m aware of it now. When I think about my motivations to be in porn, I can still recall the rush I got from the thought of being in those videos. I would spend hours daydreaming about what the next video would be like and it made me feel almost high, or what I thought being high might feel like. I knew “drunk” but at this point in my life, the only drugs I had tried were alcohol, caffeine and nicotine. Drug-induced euphoria was still a mystery. But when the phone rang and a porn producer asked me to be in another video, I could feel my neurotransmitters humming feverishly across my synapses. The danger of getting caught made the excitement all the more electrifying.

I crave validation. The money was hard evidence that someone wanted me, that I was desirable. It might not be love, but it was the next best thing. I was worth something and I had the extra dollars to prove it.

I’ve had clinical depression most of my life, another fact I wouldn’t realize until much later. When I made the decision to be in porn, I was in one of those deep, dark periods. The adrenaline rush I got from the thought of making the next video coupled with the validation was a temporary salve to my depression.

I was perpetually broke because I am completely undisciplined when it comes to money. The pay wasn’t great, but it was a lot for the short amount of time spent in the effort.

Most of all, though, I was angry. “Don’t ask, don’t tell” was now the law of the land telling me that homosexuality was incompatible with military service. My country was telling my friends and me that we didn’t belong where we were and that we had no right to be who we were.

To hell with all of them, I thought. But because the policy requires silence, there was no outlet for my rage. I couldn’t call my congressman and I couldn’t march on Washington. The videos provided me with a powerful outlet for my emotion. I would show them! I resolved to be the best Marine I could possibly be. But I was also going to be as gay as I could possibly be, and I was going to do it where the whole world could see.

 

In December of ’94, I got back from being at sea for six months. While I was away, I had developed this fantasy of how wonderful my life had been before I left. I completely wiped out of my memory how tough it actually was. All I remembered was how much fun I had—going to the West Coast dance club and bar with Philip, Wes, Roy, Jim, John and the other guys I’d befriended. Meeting guys for dating and sex. Doing other things with my friends. I had this idealized notion that when I got back life would be even better than before.

When I got back, however, I was in for a very rude and abrupt awakening when I discovered firsthand how much things had changed in the time I’d been gone. The social life I had embellished in my mind no longer existed.

To my dismay, West Coast Production Company was not the place people went anymore. West Coast, the place that had become my first real gay social outlet, the place where I’d met most of my new friends—guys I now considered to be family—was no longer in vogue, and would soon close its doors. Even though that’s just the way it is in “the scene”—clubs come in and out of fashion all the time—I didn’t want any more change in my life. I wanted stability, and that club, as sad as it sounds to me now, had provided me with a little bit of consistency.

The new trendy place was Rich’s which I disliked immediately. The layout was much smaller and you had to stand in line waiting to get in. For military people, standing in line to get into a gay bar along University Avenue in Hillcrest was not only inconvenient—it was dangerous. When you finally gained entrance, Rich’s was very dark, smoky, and cramped—there was no outdoor area. There was no place you could go to talk. So there was no place I could go where I felt comfortable enough to hang out and meet people.

Along with my social life problems, I was working for a new battalion commander who was a jerk. My new position was the battalion adjutant, which in the military means I was a glorified secretary—handling personnel, dealing with lots of paperwork. It’s the kind of job that other Marines looked down on. Marine officers look down on staff positions in general because they’re just not manly. You’re not a platoon commander or a company commander, you’re not out there in the dirt manning the troops. But it’s not a volunteer position; you’re assigned to it. I had been lucky in the past—for three years I had great jobs: I had been a platoon commander, a battery executive officer, and at sea a platoon commander again. I guess it was my time to do the inane staff job.

In addition to being a jerk, the colonel I worked for was very detached. He was almost absentee. He was rarely there, which was nice, but when he was there he would give gratuitous orders, almost as if he had to prove to himself that he was an officer who could give an order and have it followed. All the subordinate officers, me included, got into the habit of nodding our heads saying “yes, sir,” and then when he would leave we would go back to doing what needed to be done anyway. Day after tedious day, I felt like I was just putting in time.

Because of the DUI that I got back in ’93, everyone was telling me that my career in the military was over. Yet I was committed to the Marines for two more years and I couldn’t get out early. I felt like I was stuck in this limbo until I was forced out, because of this blot on my record. The only bright light at the end of the tunnel was, I knew I wanted to go to law school, so I figured I’d save up money for when I got out and could then begin again.

There was also the loneliness. I was trying to meet guys in San Diego but wasn’t having luck. Sure I was hooking up but, by now, I was craving more than that. I was starting to want a relationship. Maybe “disaster” is too strong a word to use to describe my romantic experiences at the time, but they were most certainly not pleasant. Dating didn’t come easy to me and I had a lot of bad starts. I went out with three hot, young Marines in a row, and each relationship ended badly. I would date one for two or three weeks and then it would just collapse. We’d go out a few times and have a great time, then we’d go to bed and the sex would be hot. But I would fall really hard. I attached myself to these guys too quickly, too easily, romanticizing the entire situation, only to realize they were just after a one-night stand. Of course they would stop calling. They’d give excuses. One guy, the second time we went on a date, told me he didn’t want to have sex again but he wanted to continue seeing me. What the hell was that about? These confusing relationships had been difficult for me and it intensified my depression.

By March I was feeling really glum and down in the dumps. Things got so bad that I took a couple of days leave just to have some time alone. Raul was at sea for ten days so I had the apartment to myself. On one of my free days I was sitting on the sofa flipping through the San Diego Gay and Lesbian Times, and in the back pages I saw an ad for a “male model.” I knew, of course, that they were looking for guys to appear in porn films. I started daydreaming about it—wondering if it was something that I could do. It was the same feeling, the same challenge I had when I decided to try stripping. “I’m in shape again,” I thought, “In fact, I’m in better shape than I’ve ever been in before. I wonder if this is a possibility.”

I called the number and some guy answered, “Yeah, come on down, let’s interview,” he said in a very automatic way. It sounded like he’d received hundreds of calls over a period of time. He said I would have to make a tape. I said “okay.” That’s what it was all about, right? Preserving myself having sex on videotape for the masses to watch.

A week later I went down to San Diego to the guy’s condominium. It turns out that this was Rick Ford, famously known in the porn industry as Dirk Yates, owner and operator of “All Worlds Videos,” one of the most successful producers of gay porn. It was the middle of the week. I was sober and very aware of what I was doing. I walked into his apartment and looked around. The place was hideously decorated. Not in a sleazy way, but in a very tacky, ostentatious kind of a way. I mean, I could see his taste. It reminded me of Versailles—over the top with supposed lavishness, festooned with velvet drapes and gaudy objets-d’art. But I thought that, perhaps, this wasn’t the time for doing condo makeovers in my mind.

He told me to strip down. I did it.

It was strictly business. Dirk never came on to me. I’d heard he’d come on to a few models in the past. For example, at the time, I had heard of this Marine whose porn name was Axel Garrett. I remember I mentioned something derogatory about this particular Marine and I thought Dirk was going to slice my head off.

Axel was a Marine that Dirk had picked up and fell head over heels for. The two actually did have sex, from what I heard, and Dirk took on a “sugar daddy” role in the relationship. Axel, however, was a Mormon and he apparently quit doing porn, got out of the Marines, and went back to Oregon to marry his childhood sweetheart. But he couldn’t afford a ring, so he got the money for his fiancée’s wedding band from Dirk Yates. Apparently Axel has recently returned and made some more videos for All Worlds. That must have made Dirk happy. While he was telling me the story of Axel, he had tears in his eyes. I was thinking, What a freak. But, hey, who was I to judge? Here I was, a lieutenant, stripped naked, in a condo that looked like a Liberace reject, waiting to be videotaped while I jerked myself off.

Then he asked, “Do you want to watch straight porn or gay porn to get excited, to get an erection?” I told him I’d rather watch guys. He put on a gay porn tape. He gave me some lube. I got hard.

It wasn’t the least bit erotic as far as I was concerned. The atmosphere was so sterile. I was lying completely nude on a bed, but it was like your grandmother’s bed. My friend Steven Zeeland makes fun of these videos, commenting that the room is so quiet and devoid of any real emotion or genuine activity, you can hear the mechanisms in the camera whirling.

I started jerking off while he stood there watching me with the camcorder. Luckily, I’ve never had any difficulty with that sort of thing. I could strip down and get hard any place, any time. Which is a definite plus in that business.

I worked away on myself and came pretty quickly (something that would later become a problem). Dirk handed me a towel and told me he had to send this tape off. I got the impression that this was like a screen test, that he had to send my performance to some porn industry bigwig to see if I made the grade. All very Hollywood, superstardom bullshit. Looking back, I realize that basically this is how he got models to do a scene for practically nothing, which he later edited together in a series called The Few, the Proud, the Naked.

As I was zippering up, Dirk said that he would be in touch with me. “You know,” he told me, “you don’t get to choose who you do the scenes with—that’s what the producer or director does. But we get really hot-looking guys—and you being a gay guy, these are guys that you’d be interested in anyway.” That sounded good to me. As a parting shot he said, “Listen, you don’t want these queens here in Hillcrest to know what you’re doing because they really look down on people in this business, even though everyone watches my videos all the time.”

While I was getting in my car there was that familiar feeling of “what have I just done?” Yet, I knew perfectly well what I had done. I regretted it. I was excited by it. And I knew I would do it again if asked.

It’s funny, it was after I left Dirk’s apartment that I met Steven Zeeland, an author who would become a good friend. He was doing a book reading for a title that had just been published, Sailors and Sexual Identity. After he signed some books I introduced myself and told him I was writing a novel about gays in the military. I was thinking that maybe he had some connections to help me get published. We went for coffee.

I really liked Steve. We talked very easily and, to my surprise, he got on the subject of Dirk Yates. Steve told me that he had sent Dirk a copy of his previous book, Barrack Buddies and Soldier Lovers, about gay guys in the army in Germany. Steve never heard back from him. I don’t know what he was expecting to hear from Dirk, but the next thing he knew, there was a porn video called Barracks Buddies. So Steve was a little upset because he felt that Dirk had stolen his title without acknowledging him.

I said, “Holy shit, I just met with Dirk.” I told him about the masturbation scene I just filmed and the career I was thinking of embarking on. Steve was nonjudgmental but I could tell his interest was piqued. We agreed to stay in touch. He said he was working on another book about Marines. I told him he could interview me if he wanted to. He said he would like to and that at some point we would get together to interview for his next book.

Dirk Yates wasn’t the only one to take Zeeland’s ideas and anecdotes. Several years later, when Jennifer Egan came to town to interview us for the New York Times Magazine piece, I introduced her to Steven Zeeland and they talked for several hours. Jennifer failed to credit Steve in her article, however, even though she had used a line she had learned from him. While writing his book about sailors, Steve had heard the phrase, “It ain’t queer unless it’s tied to the pier” to describe the unspoken navy rule that “conditional homosexuality” during long periods at sea when women aren’t available is, if not condoned, at least ignored.

A few months later, Steven would introduce me to his roommate, also a Marine, named Jerry. Jerry was a friendly but quiet guy, and we went out a couple of times and became friends ourselves. One weekend Steve and Jerry introduced me to Andrew, a friend who seemed to have a romantic interest in Jerry. I couldn’t be sure though and, since Jerry and I had hooked up in the past, I didn’t want to cause any problems just in case Andrew might be the jealous type.

Andrew seemed pleasant, but anxious. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, but he didn’t stand out among the thousands of handsome young party boys that populate San Diego and the rest of southern California. He didn’t seem to notice me either, until Steven mentioned I was a Marine. Apparently Andrew was fascinated with military guys.

Two years later I received an urgent voice mail from Steven, who was now living in Seattle. I called him back.

“Do you remember Jerry’s friend Andrew DaSilva…I think we introduced you to him in San Diego.”

“Vaguely,” I said. I tried to picture him.

“Well, he’s killed two people. In Minnesota, and they don’t know where he is now.”

“No shit, Steven? Are you serious? This is crazy. But that’s probably a smart move.”

“Oh,” said Steven before hanging up, “as it turns out, his real name wasn’t Andrew DaSilva. It’s Andrew Cunanan.” Later, after a murderous rampage across the county, Andrew Cunanan murdered the clothing designer, Gianni Versace, in South Beach. A few days later, he killed himself on a houseboat.

The week after my introductory jerk-off video, Dirk called and said he wanted me to be in a movie—just a low budget thing that they were filming in a studio in San Diego for this series he had called the Barracks Glory Hole series. I would be a model in a film entitled Glory Hole 4. Dirk went on to say that it would pay four hundred dollars and that I would be in a scene with two guys. He wanted me to top.

The taping was scheduled for a weekday after work. I remember that whole day at work I was tingling with sexual excitement and struggling with other feelings that would occasionally interrupt. I would go from giddiness to extreme guilt, thinking, I can’t do this. I better call this guy and cancel. But then I went back to thinking, My life has become so mundane, just putting in time, nothing special, nothing interesting—I haven’t been this excited about anything in a long time.

I showed up at the studio early that evening. From the front it looked just like another decrepit office building northeast of downtown San Diego. Since then, Dirk has moved his studio to a larger complex near the sports arena thanks to all the money he’s made with military porn, but back then, it was in the middle of a regular commercial office area. I parked a few blocks away and went through back alleyways to get there. I didn’t want anyone to see me going in. Once inside I noticed a little studio set that looked like a bathroom. There were a couple of fake toilets, a urinal, and stalls with glory holes in them.

I expected to see lots of assistants and production people standing around with towels, but this was a low-budget thing and it was just Dirk and an old man who would be running the camera.

Dirk’s direction of my first real scene in the porn industry was thus: “You’re going to be in the middle stall. This guy who we just brought in from Tijuana is going to be over in the next stall.” I looked over at the guy from Tijuana and my eyes immediately looked down to the biggest dick I’d ever seen in my life. This was oh-my-God huge! Uncut, too.

“…and then this little guy who you’re gonna fuck is going to be over here in this stall. You go sit on the toilet seat and pretend to be taking a crap. The little guy is going to look at you through the glory hole and then you stick your dick through it and he’ll suck you.”

Now I was checking out the tight little stud who would be sucking my dick, thinking, Ah, he’s really cute. The big one, I wasn’t as attracted to, but his mighty, dangling cock was truly a force to reckon with. Dirk told me they were both straight. The guy with the huge dick hardly spoke any English—I didn’t, however, think that this would hinder his career in any way.

Before we started the scene, I talked to the cute guy with the hot little body whose main mission, I soon found out, was to get fucked.

“You’re straight?” I asked.


“Yeah,” he said, “I’m attracted to women, but I can’t wait for you to fuck me! I love taking it in the ass. I’m straight but I love the feeling of a guy’s cock up my ass.”

I said, “Okay, whatever.”

We did the oral scenes through the glory hole first. Since I had never been involved with a glory hole in real life, this was sort of thrilling. The little stud would blow me and then the big hunk would stick his enormous cock through the other glory hole. I was in the middle and I would have to go back and forth between getting sucked by the little guy and then taking a mouthful of the big guy. The little stud looked through the glory hole and said something like, “Why don’t you come fuck me?”

Then we took a little break while they did the next setup. I didn’t realize all the difficulties with lighting. They have something called a “crotch light.” When they do a close-up of the penetration they have to get the angle just right and they get the crotch light down there and it gets really hot. Hot in the sense of heat-hot. But this wasn’t a really complicated film.

In the next part of the scene I simply walked around the stall and the little guy got down on his hands and knees and we did it doggy style. He had a really tight ass. It was hard to fuck him but I was eager. The hunk from Tijuana stood over us, fondling himself and working his very dark and very meaty cock. The camera was rolling but that was the last thing on my mind. The action was really hot. I fucked the hell out of him and he really liked it, if I do say so myself. But it didn’t last very long. These kinds of scenes don’t take forever. I imagine Dirk strings a whole bunch of them together on one video.

 

Afterwards we toweled off and got dressed. Dirk met with each of us individually and paid us in cash. He looked me up and down. “We need a name for you,” he said, “You look like a ‘Danny.’”

“Okay,” I said, “what the hell, I’ll be Danny.” It made no difference to me. But there was one thing I did care about. “Dirk, I can’t be on any box cover,” I said. “That would be too visible.” My thinking was that if somebody went to the trouble to rent or buy this video, take it out of the box, stick it in the machine, sit down, and play it, they’re going to really be into it. Whereas if I’m on the cover, somebody could just be casually browsing and see it by chance and not be culpable themselves.

Dirk said, “That’s fine—no covers.” I gave him my driver’s license and social security card. We signed this release that stated we’d only make what he’s paying us at that time and the scene could be used anywhere, in any way. I was looking at it thinking, “This is ridiculous, I should never sign something like this.” And then, as was my wont, I did anyway. He told me that he had me in mind for another similar type of scene. The whole process had taken about three hours.

Another thing I was to learn from the writer Steve Zeeland was that there had been a scandal a couple of years earlier, in 1993, regarding Marines doing gay porn. Actually, there’s a “scandal,” either nationally or locally, involving Marines in San Diego and gay porn about every five or six years. Kind of like el niño. Steven knew the “behind the scenes” story.

Interestingly, the 1993 scandal did not involve All Worlds Videos or Dirk Yates. There was this guy who lived in Oceanside, a sort of low-life type, named Billy Ramirez. Billy would hang around the bus station, pick up Marines, and bring them back to a hotel room with the promise of drugs and women. When they got back to the hotel, drugs would be liberally distributed and eventually Billy would videotape these naive, young Marines, jerking off, jerking each other off, and some of them even having sex with one another. Occasionally, he would actually get a woman to join in, but for the most part Billy would usually slip on a little jock strap and ultimately get these servicemen to fuck him. “Fuck me like you fuck Thai pussy,” he would gleefully exclaim to the obliging boys.

Well, it came to pass that a vigilant wife somehow heard about her Marine-husband’s conduct unbecoming and showed up un-announced at the hotel, while Bobby and friends were in the other room videotaping. In the course of her snooping, the irate wife came across a drawer filled with a batch of photographs of naked Marines—including one of her husband. She snatched the pictures and turned them over to the Oceanside police. Well, Oceanside police looked at them, threw up their hands, and said, “They’re all over eighteen, there’s nothing we could do!” But they did turn the photos over to Camp Pendleton. The story made it to the media to the extent that Tom Brokaw or one of the national evening network news anchors reported it.

People immediately assumed the man at the helm of the sleazy operation was Dirk Yates. The media descended on him. Yates denied to the media that his company had anything to do with this scandal. Being an astute businessman, however, Yates realized what this could (and did) do for his business. Smartly, he let some time pass and the media inevitably turned its attention elsewhere.

In reality some Marines were prosecuted for these bizarre incidents. Out of all of those in the films, the Marine Corps could identify nine guys and one woman who had participated in the sexcapades. There were many more involved but they couldn’t be recognized. Rumor had it that the way they identified the ten was that these hapless participants were wearing their dog tags. The officials could simply blowup the stills and read the information. That doesn’t seem likely because dog tags are hard to read, even up close and in person, but it makes a good story. They also made a point to include this one woman so it didn’t look like a totally gay thing. They sent them to be court-martialed or gave them non-judicial punishment. They were discharged.

What I learned from this incident is that this kind of publicity was the last thing the Marine Corps wants. Actually, the Marine Corps did all they could to simply stamp that scandal out. If anything ever happened involving my appearances it would be a national scandal, especially because I was a captain doing porn. So I was thinking, “If anything happens I could just negotiate a deal to get out of the Marines.” I really had nothing to lose, especially with the thought that my career with them was over anyway. If they came after me I would say, “Just let me go or I’ll go to the press.” They didn’t want me stirring up trouble.

These were some of my thoughts, to justify doing what I wanted to do, which was the videos. Rationalization, justification and denial. I couldn’t have done any of this without those powerful devices. It seems so stupid now—I was really putting myself in a lot of danger and for all the wrong reasons.

 


A week later I went back to the studio in San Diego to film another. This one was for a movie called Boxer Shorts 2. Dirk asked me if I would bottom this time.

“Sure,” I said, rather nonchalantly. “I don’t have any problem with that.” I had never understood guys who were exclusively “top” or exclusively “bottom.” Part of the fun of being gay was the versatility. Fucking a guy’s ass felt great, so did getting fucked. After twenty-five years of self-denial and prudery, I no longer limited my pleasure. And I had a lot of time to make up for.

“Exclusive tops are frustrated breeders,” I said to Philip. “You might just as well fuck pussy.”

“Ooh,” he exclaimed. “Stop grossing me out!”

I also didn’t see any reason to limit my video performances to one role or the other. I figured I’d get more roles the more things I was willing to do. Where the limit was, I didn’t know. I hadn’t thought about it.

This time Dirk had a weight bench. I was supposed to go over and pretend to be lifting weights. Then some guy would come over and fuck me on the weight bench. Classic stuff.

Dirk did not direct this scene. He had another guy there, named David Babbitt. I guess Dirk had called in David to see if he wanted to use me in a major production he was putting together called Bad Moon Rising. At the end Dirk paid me; this time it was five hundred dollars because if you bottomed they paid you a hundred dollars more. I was looking at it thinking, This really isn’t much money. Still, it was nice. My car payments, my insurance, my credit card bills from college—all of these debts were still there. I had gone a long way to getting out of debt when I was out at sea, but I still had a way to go. This was really helping me out financially. So I kept telling myself, I’m saving money for law school. This is one way I’m doing it.

Dirk had named me “Danny.” But now David asked, “What’s your last name? You need a last name.”

“Danny Orlis.”

I remembered exactly who Danny Orlis was. He was that obnoxious holier-than-thou Jesus freak in the books I had read as a kid. His name had popped into my head and out of my mouth before I could even think about it.

“All right,” David said. He didn’t sound too fond of the name. After all, it wasn’t Blade Steele or Ty Foxx, like the catchier-sounding names for gay male porn stars. But if he had reservations, he didn’t express them. “You are now Danny Orlis.”

That’s who I became. I’m sure an analyst could spend quite a few sessions figuring that one out. The porn star now shared a name with a little boy famous for his adventures in the pages of Christian literature. Today, if some parent out there goes on the Internet looking for Danny Orlis books for their kids, they’re going to get quite an eclectic set of hits on their Google search.

David Babbitt was sufficiently impressed with my performance in Boxer Shorts 2, to offer me another movie. His critique to me was: “You’re fantastic! You bottom really well.” And then he added the music to my ears: “You’ll do really well in this industry.” Even though I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about being in the business, it was still nice to hear that I could do well in it if I so chose to.

Next David got down to business, asking if I’d be available to shoot a three-way scene in a movie he was directing called Bad Moon Rising. He said it would be filming on location in May. “Location” sounded so cool. Working on a film on “location” sounded totally professional. In this case “location” was up at the Russian River in the foothills of northern California. I explained to him that I was only available on the weekends because I had a day job during the week.

“Have you ever considered doing this for a career?” he asked me earnestly. I just looked at him. This? For a career? For five hundred dollars a video? I didn’t think so. For a few hours of work it was a nice way to make some extra cash and have a bit of fun, but unless someone could guarantee me a lot of videos I couldn’t see myself doing it full time.

 

“So you’re not going to the White Party?”

“No. After the pre-party John and I are just going bar hopping.”

Damn. I thought the whole reason for coming out to Palm Springs had been to go to the White Party. It was Easter weekend and the White Party was all anyone had talked about for months.

“You can come with us if you want,” Jim offered.

“I already bought a ticket.”


“I can sell it for you,” said another friend. “Can’t believe you wasted forty dollars for a fucking party.”

“Neither can I,” I said. Why had I done this, I wondered. Maybe it was just to see what all the buzz was about.

Our friend has gotten us on “the list” for an invitation-only party at a large suite at the Wyndham Hotel just before the White Party. In 1995 the White Party was held in the Wyndham Ballroom. A few more years would pass before the flagship event of the gay party circuit would grow into the Palm Springs Convention Center.

Sure enough, there was a guard or bouncer standing outside the door of the suite checking for party invitations. The main room was a large two-story open space with stairs leading up to the guest rooms.

“This is the biggest hotel room I’ve ever seen,” I said.

“I bet this cost a little more than the Vagabond Inn,” Jim replied.

Within minutes the suite filled with hundreds of the best-looking men I’d ever seen in one place. It was too crowded to move without squeezing between hot men, just as the host intended. Most were wearing the white attire they intended to wear to the party, although I didn’t spot any outlandish costumes, the over-the-top kind that would inevitably appear at the main event. These men were the cream of the crop, so to speak, the best-looking men in southern California.

“Does this mean we’re on the A-list?” John asked sarcastically.

“How the hell did we get in here?” I asked. I had never thought of my friends and me as unattractive, but in this room, we didn’t fit in. Even the bartenders and bar backs looked like models. Hell, they probably were models.

“Corey’s on the A-list,” Jim answered, referring to our friend who had gotten us the invitations. “We’re just A minus.”

“I’ll settle for A minus,” I replied truthfully. After all, A minus was a long way from BJU and Piedmont, South Carolina.

One handsome young stud I spoke to had a red maple leaf tattooed to his chest, which was visible because of the small tank top he had pulled over his muscular torso. He said his name was JT and that he was an entertainer. I wondered what kind.

We were tired of the invitation-only pre-party in an hour and left. Jim and John left to go barhopping, and I joined the queue to enter the ballroom for the White Party I’d heard so much about since my visit to Palm Springs a year earlier.

Halfway down the long hallway to the party, I heard the bass of the dance music. It was deafening, even from a distance. The temperature grew hotter and hotter as I approached the doors to the large room. Lights flashed in varying colors. What I remember most, though, was the crowd. Hundreds and hundreds of young shirtless men, all dancing and laughing and having the time of their lives. They were pressed flesh to flesh from one wall to the other. Their sweaty bodies rubbed against each other as they jumped up and down in apparent ecstasy.

I just didn’t get it. I didn’t like the heat and I didn’t like not being able to move around freely. I didn’t like being touched. In 1995, the lines at the bar were still long, as many attendees, especially early in the night like myself, were drinkers. Getting a drink took at least twenty minutes. And the drinks were outrageously priced.

This sucks. I just don’t get it. What’s so fucking fun about this?

I was back at the hotel room, in bed by myself before midnight. I’d have to write off the forty dollars to a lesson learned. I’ll never go to another White Party, that’s for sure! I promised myself.

 

What was really totally ironic about shooting a gay sex scene on a weekend in May was that my battalion at Camp Pendleton was sending me to the naval base in San Diego for a legal officers’ course. This was a monthlong course where I would learn how to be a legal officer for a battalion or a squadron. I couldn’t stop thinking about it—on the first of May I reported to this class, and a few days later I would be going up to the Russian River to make a porn movie. One of the things we discussed in this class was Article 125 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, the article making sodomy a crime for anyone in the military.

I took a look at the UCMJ and for the crime of sodomy the penalty was one year in prison. That was bad enough, but aggravated sodomy could be three to five years. One of the circumstances for aggravation was sodomy in public or on video or for money. Oh my God, I screamed to myself, I’ve done all of them. I had done three videos; I figured that was three counts. It was kind of terrifying but at the same time it made it all the more exciting: Look at what I’m getting away with! How ironic.

I was taking the legal officers’ course even while I was breaking all the rules.

I was also promoted to captain during this period. That only added to my sense of “what am I doing?” mixed with that familiar, exciting, tingling feeling that I got from really getting away with something. Homosexuality is incompatible with military service; that’s what the creators of “Don’t ask, don’t tell” meant. Well, getting in shape for these videos had also significantly improved my performance evaluations in the Marines. Two of the fourteen evaluated categories are “personal appearance” and “military presence.” Basically, how good-looking you are. The better I was in the gay world, the better I was in the Marine world. Sounded very compatible to me.

It’s a tradition in the Marines that, when an officer is promoted, he spends his first month’s raise on a “wetdown” party attended by all the other officers in his unit. The difference in pay from lieutenant to captain was pretty substantial, and I opened a tab at a bar near Oceanside. Most of the officers in my battalion and a few I had worked with in Okinawa attended. By the end of the evening, there were only two of us still able to hold our liquor. Of course I was still going, as was my friend from Okinawa, Jack, the one I had gotten the tattoo with.

My friend decided he wanted to go to the nearby strip club. I’d had fun there before, getting drunk and hamming it up like I was really enthralled by topless women. We went and, between lap dances, I decided to confide in my friend.

“I’m a homo,” I announced in my drunken state.

He didn’t look at me. He was as drunk as I was, but his message was clear. “Rich, I’m an intel officer and I get questioned with a lie detector tied to me all the time. I never know what I might get asked. I’m going to assume that you’re joking because you’re drunk.”

His comment sobered me up and quieted me down.


 

David Babbitt sent me a plane ticket to fly up to San Francisco and from there up to Santa Rosa, the destination being the Russian River where we would film Bad Moon Rising. I arrived at the little airport in Santa Rosa, where David sent someone to meet us. While I waited, I looked around the crowd trying to pick out who else was going to be in the video with me. I spotted a really hot blond guy and, sure enough, it turned out he would be my costar. As we stood around waiting for our ride, the blond told me he was straight. Our ride eventually showed up and he gathered up me, the “straight” blond, and the other guys he was taking up the river where the rest of the cast had already begun shooting.

We arrived at the house on location that night, and I met some of the talent who had taped a scene earlier in the day. One guy, Marc Brodey, was really hot, and I couldn’t stop myself from telling David Babbitt I found this guy supersexy in the hopes he might put us together at one point. Later, a randy bunch of porn models, me included, got naked in the Jacuzzi. A dream come true? Sure thing. Yet, I was really tense wondering, What’s going to happen here? Are we allowed to have sex with each other off camera? Someone started passing a joint around. I had never smoked pot in my life. “No, I don’t smoke,” I said. “I’m in the military, I get drug-tested.” That knocked them for a loop. “You’re in the military—and doing this? You’re crazy!” Hmm, I thought, if a bunch of porn stars are telling me I’m crazy, maybe I need to rethink this.

The following day we reported to the location. This shoot was the way I had always envisioned what a porn set would be like, complete with production assistants, a table of food for the models (so we could eat as our schedules allowed), and lots of hot males lolling about. But the shoot for my scene ended up being a disaster. The straight blond guy said he was sick and he couldn’t give blow jobs, even though after much coaxing he did. But just the fact that he was being a prima donna created a tension in the air.

Meanwhile, even though David had praised my technique as a bottom, he decided that I was going to top some guy in this scene. This time, I started having problems. I was too anxious. Too nervous with the camera. I got too excited, too easily. I was afraid I was going to come too quickly. Which is exactly what happened. And they didn’t get it on tape. Recently I reread an article in The Advocate about my porn performances and they quoted a director saying, “One did not think of him as an actor. He never pretended to have sex. He truly got excited…we had to work fast to catch what was happening.” That was his way of saying that I came too fast. The truth is, I really liked what I was doing—but I guess that doesn’t always make for good porn production.

After we completed the day’s shooting, David Babbitt called each of us in separately and told us—because they couldn’t use any footage—they could only pay us half of what they promised. I was paid $250. I thought it was absolutely ridiculous. I eventually heard that the scene was indeed used in a different movie called Reflections in the Wild. But what could I do? Sue Dirk Yates?
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After the disappointing weekend, I went back to San Diego feeling dejected. It was like the time I was stripping, feeling very much the peacock, and later finding out the ladies at the bachelorette party didn’t like my dancing. Once again I was telling myself, I’m not going to do this again. This is crazy. If you count the jerk off session taped by Dirk, which I’m sure he used somewhere, the two studio shoots—Bad Moon Rising would have been my fourth porn. That’s it, I’m done! I said to myself. But, hey, I’d be the first one to admit I’m fickle, and, just like Cher, Barbra Streisand and Michael Jordan, I was very easily talked out of retirement.

A couple of weeks later another porn producer, Michael Zen, called. He had heard from David Babbitt that I’m easy to work with and that I do as I’m told. I guess David didn’t mention my cum-to-soon mishap because Michael said he wanted to use me in a new video he was putting together called Bullseye. It would be shooting in LA. What was interesting to me about this one is that I would have a speaking role.

“I’ll send you the script,” said Michael.

“Um, whoa…just make sure it’s in a concealed package and don’t put any identifying return address.”

“Sure, no problem.”

The script for Bullseye arrived discreetly in the mail, just as I’d requested. Although Raul had been cool with everything so far, I knew gay porn would push him beyond his limit. In another month, Raul would be going to sea for a six-month deployment. Although I enjoyed his company, I was looking forward to the time alone. My porn activities were increasing my anxieties and making me paranoid about everything.

I immediately read the script. I thought it was interesting because it was the first time I would be involved in a porn video where there was actually an attempt at a plot—mixed in with the sex scenes was a story involving “passion and murder” (as the video jacket would later explain). I would be playing a horny sailor, on leave, who gets picked up at a local gay bar. Suddenly my film career was re-activated.

No sooner had I put down the script, when David Babbit called and informed me they were going to re-make Bad Moon Rising. None of the tape from the first shoot was usable, or so he said, but they wanted me in the re-make. This time, he told me, I would bottom. To sweeten the deal he said I would be in the scene with Marc Brodey, the guy I had told him I thought was so hot.

 

After agreeing to appear in these two movies, I went by Dirk’s studio in San Diego to pick up a sailor uniform for Bullseye which I promptly deposited in my car trunk. My brother, Jimmy, who was in the Marine reserves, just happened to be doing his two-week annual training in Twentynine Palms. I drove out to the desert to see him, forgetting that I had this sailor suit in the trunk of my car. We were planning on spending a few hours hanging out at a little makeshift club they have out there. When I saw Jimmy out in the desert, I opened my trunk to take out my knapsack and there was the sailor uniform. Why would a Marine officer have an enlisted sailor suit in his trunk? It seemed like the universe was setting me up. Someone, some way, somehow was going to find out I was doing porn films. But if Jimmy thought the sailor suit was unusual, he didn’t say a word about it and I certainly wasn’t about to volunteer any explanations so we just went on with the day as planned.

 

A few days later I drove up to LA to film my fifth porn scene in Bullseye. This was a whole-day shoot and it was even more professional then the ill-fated taping of Bad Moon Rising. They had a makeup artist there and lots of assistants bustling all around. Bullseye was a dark porno film with style, an intriguing plot, interesting lighting, and excellent production values. It had a horror-flick feel to it. I would be performing my scene with Chad Knight, a very attractive, sexy, muscular, blond guy, who had a mammoth penis—nicely shaped and always hard, as if it was carved from rock. He was another one who was straight—supposedly. He had a wife and two kids and even showed me their pictures. Chad was an All-American hunk from Atlanta—they had flown him out to do one scene with me in Bullseye. Then he was slated to be the main actor in the remake of Bad Moon Rising which we were filming the following week back at the Russian River. In this scene he was going to top me. They said that was rare. “Chad only gets fucked,” they informed me, as if I had been the chosen one.

I put on my sailor suit and walked onto the set. We pretend he had picked me up at a bar and that I would go home with him for the night. He asks me if I want a beer. “Nah,” I reply in my first porn dialogue, “I had enough at the bar. If I drink anything else, neither one of us is gonna have any fun.” Chad starts rubbing my cock through my white pants. Now it is my turn to play straight. When he tries to kiss me I inform him that everything from the neck up is strictly for the ladies, anything from the neck down is for him.

My only concern about anything from the neck down was that my tattoo would be seen. “It doesn’t make any sense for me to be wearing a sailor suit and have a Marine tattoo,” I told Michael Zen. He agreed, but in reality I just didn’t want the tattoo to be displayed because it would be one more telltale sign of my identity, as if it still mattered at this stage of the game. So there we were on the leather couch, Chad fucking me in different positions, making sure my arm was up against the back of the sofa. But it didn’t hinder our enthusiasm. The scene took about five hours to film. But, I must say, it was a lot of fun. I liked working with Michael Zen; he was very flattering. And Chad was incredible.

After a long, intense fuck session, toward the end of the scene—with me all fours on the couch—Chad pulled out of my ass and shot a giant load of cum on my back. The segment ended with my shooting my own huge wad onto my stomach and massaging it in. It definitely was an exceptional scene.

 

I recognized the main star of Bullseye as JT, the guy I’d met at the preparty in Palm Springs. He walked around the house completely nude saying that was the best way to stay in the mood for his scene. He had an incredible bod and a very nice dick.

What a small world! I thought.

A week later I went back to the Russian River to reshoot Bad Moon Rising. They totally reworked the cast. I was in the outdoor scene with a blond stud and Marc Brodey—the hot, dark-haired guy I had noticed during the first taping. We flew up in the evening and they put Marc and me in a hotel room together. What were they thinking? Marc and I were just settling in when he looked at me and asked, “You want to go for a swim?” I did. At first we were the only people at the pool area. We got naked, got in the Jacuzzi, and started playing with each other. Some old guy came out of his room and lurked there leering. Marc suggested we go back to the room. We did and had passionate sex all night. We were supposed to do this the next day! It was sweet, though, and after we were done we cuddled up. I kind of fell for the guy.

The next day we did the scene and this time all went well, even though Marc and I had enjoyed an all night fuck-fest just hours before. The segment we were in was a sex romp between three rowdy guys camping in the woods. The scene opens with my two buddies watching each other jerk off—Marc lounging in the hammock, and the ripped, blond guy on the sleeping bag, working their meat. By popping out of my tent, hard-on first, and sucking Marc in the hammock, I initiate some steamy three-way action which eventually includes sucking dick, rimming, and of course, hot fucking.

The problem was they wanted me to top the blond stud in the hammock. I couldn’t do that because I was afraid that I would come too quickly again. So Marc, ever the gentleman, fucked him instead. Then we went over to where the sleeping bag was and Marc fucked me while I was giving the blond guy head. This is my favorite video because I had this thing for Marc and the scene went without a hitch. I got really good reviews for that film. Later, I think it was Freshman that said something like, “Danny Orlis is the real thing—an authentic marine butch bottom who likes to get fucked.”

That was my sixth porn movie. This takes us up to June.

My porn career was moving along at such a flatteringly nice clip—and I was enjoying the business so much—I actually called a porn agent. Over the telephone I told him about the scenes I had recently been in. “You’ve already done six videos in three months,” he said. “It doesn’t really sound to me like you need an agent.”

I said, “I was wondering if I could do more.”

“You know,” he said, “I do more than just porn.” He made it clear that he could put me in touch with people who wanted to hire a prostitute.

“Let me think about it,” I replied, “and I’ll get back to you.” Apparently most male porn stars also hustle on the side. The porn movies work as a vehicle for them to get hired by high-paying johns, and the call boy aspects of the business can be much more lucrative than the actual movies.

 

A few months earlier, about the same time I did my first interview with Dirk Yates, I had gone to a photographer in San Diego—an older, grandfatherly-looking guy whose real name was David Hubert. You would see his photographs in almost any gay porno magazine, such as Freshmen, Unzipped, or Torso. The credit usually said “Photos by David” or “Photos by David Lloyd.” He had a studio in downtown San Diego, and he advertised in all the military papers: the Marine paper, the navy paper, the base newspaper. It said, “Male physique models wanted, no porn” and it had his number. I called it, my philosophy being, If I’m going to do this, I might as well make as much money as I can.

So I went to David’s studio. He was this cantankerous, crotchety old man. He snapped some photos of me, put down the camera, and said, “You know, you’re about a week too old.” I was twenty-seven. Frankly, it stung a bit. I hadn’t thought much about my age at this point. Well, that’s unfortunate, I thought. But I didn’t say anything. He also said, “You should work out more—you need more muscles. Work out really hard and come back in a month.” I started to leave. “And work on your tan!” he shouted as I walked out the door.

The whole episode only increased my determination to make myself more desirable, and I came back to David a month later, sometime in June. I had been working out a lot, tanning more, and felt weeks younger. It must have been working because he photographed me again; this time he sent my pictures to some other porn producers besides All Worlds.

David also mentioned to me that he had a banker friend who would pay five thousand dollars for me to go with him to Hawaii for a week. According to David, this banker would go with another friend who would hire his own male prostitute, and they would spend a lot of the time watching the two younger guys have sex together. I told David, “No, I don’t do that.” But I was definitely headed in that direction.

 

In late spring, Raul departed on his six-month Western Pacific deployment. Not long after, Philip took off on a six-month deployment to Iwakuni, Japan. I felt a huge sense of relief. With Raul gone, I had my living space all to myself and with Philip out of the country, I lulled myself into a false sense of security that he wouldn’t find out about the porn. If, or rather when, word started leaking out about my porn activities, Philip would be on the other side of the Pacific Ocean. The fact that he would be back in six months didn’t faze me in the least. I knew he’d go ballistic when he found out. I was adept at procrastinating worry.

 

Based on the photos that David Hubert took, porn producer Sam Abdul agreed to put me in Leather Obsession 2. He told me to drive up to Los Angeles on a Friday night and he would put me up at the Holloway Hotel for a Saturday morning shoot.

Everyone I had met in the porn industry so far had been really nice. Michael Zen. David Babbitt. Dirk Yates. I mean, Dirk is a nice guy. Some people say he’s a little shady; I say, “He’s a porn producer, what do you expect?” Sam Abdul was different. As a director he was very abrupt. Very short-tempered. It was sort of disconcerting to me. The whole “Leather Obsession” thing in general was freaking me out. My ever-interfering conscience was shrieking, “I can’t believe I’m in a leather video. What next?”

I filmed Leather Obsession 2 on a Saturday morning, July 22nd. It was in this old building in Hollywood. There were maybe seven or eight guys milling around in the back. We were all wearing leather: chaps, harnesses. Sam had told me he wanted me to wear boots. Well, I had some hiking boots, which I wore to the shoot. Sam took one look at me and barked, “Oh no, you’re not gonna wear those little booties. I want leather boots!” And he stormed off to find some.

Right away, after he found me the appropriate footwear, I filmed a scene, getting down and dirty with a compact, sexy, tattooed, bald guy, but unfortunately I came right away. That really pissed Sam off.

“Just wait,” I assured him, “I can come again.” At least they got it on tape.

Consequently I was just hanging out in the back with some of the other guys, waiting to be ready to come again. Some were naked. Some were not. We were all chatting. It was a friendly atmosphere, I thought, in spite of Sam’s brusque demeanor. There was this one really big, beefy guy who was extremely hot. But as soon as he talked he was so effeminate. Which is fine, I don’t want to offend anyone, but it wasn’t the image he was projecting at all. I noticed that, whenever he was in front of the camera, he never said a word.

Finally Sam came back to me and said, “I want you in the sling.”

“That sounds fine,” I replied. “I’ve never been in a sling before.”

So there I was, a captain in the Marines filming a sling scene in a porn movie whose subtitle was The Sex Pit. Once again it was a three-way. A tall, thin, good-looking guy fucked me in the sling while a very handsome, sculpted stud stood in front of me beating off—J. T. Sloan, the same guy I’d met in Palm Springs who had also starred in Bullseye. He had a maple-leaf tattoo on his chest. Here I was, in a sling, blowing his delicious cock.

Maybe there really are only a hundred people in the world and I just keep running into them all, I mused. What are the odds?


JT was a huge porn star then and he became even bigger in the coming years. I know he went on to star in the play, Making Porn, at the Zephyr Theater in Los Angeles. Recently, Adam Gay Directory wrote, “We never tire of seeing JT’s remarkable body, his rock-hard cock or his spectacular butt—and when those perfect globes are spread to reveal his butt-hole, it’s like glimpsing heaven.” I certainly appreciated getting my glimpse of it, and doing the scene with him was intense, hot fun.

Another interesting thing to mention is that, in the very beginning of the scene, I’m wearing sunglasses (they would ultimately use stills from this scene in The Advocate when they exposed my porn past). I think, if you didn’t know better, you might not recognize me. This is probably the video my friend Tim Carter and his boyfriend had seen before it was made public that I appeared in porn films. This is the one porn where someone could plausibly deny it was me—if you wanted to. The only one.

 

Jim and John had invited me to a party which was that very day, after the taping. I left Hollywood thinking, Jeez, I’m too tired to go to this party. Once again, after all the hot fun, I was feeling ashamed of what I had done. Sam Abdul had paid me seven hundred dollars for the day and I had the check in my pocket.

A young woman named Bethany was holding the beach party. Her dad was a very conservative businessman, very wealthy, and very prominent in Orange County. She was Jim’s friend, and mine. They hooked up to be each other’s beard as boyfriend and girlfriend. She would show him off as her boyfriend to her dad; Jim would take her to all the military functions. The party was actually a lesbian beach party, but they included a few guys.

Ah, what the hell, I said to myself, I’ll go to the party anyway. Fate stepped up to the plate, I went to the party, and that’s where I met Brandon. And my life changed.

I wasn’t drinking during this period because I was still having a paranoid reaction to the fact that I had blabbed to my friend that I was gay after my wetdown party at the strip club. I had stopped drinking cold turkey because I was so freaked out at the chance of once again losing every ounce of self-control while drunk.

Soon as I arrived at the party I zeroed in on Brandon. He was exactly my type. Short, muscular, blond hair, blue eyes. Absolutely adorable. He had a playful, boyish look, but was very manly at the same time. The immediate attraction was purely physical. On the other hand, I was sure Brandon was hitting on my friend, Wesley. The fact that I, a rising porn star, was not the focus of Brandon’s attention was part of the challenge for me. I became resolved to get Brandon to turn his attention away from Wes and exclusively on me.

As if on cue, one of the lesbians complimented me on my physique and, completely out of nowhere, a bolt from the blue, Wes said, “Yeah, Rich is a porn star.” Huh? What? Where? Who? It floored me that he would say something like that out of left field! Apparently Wes’s little joke was just one of those weird, omen things that happened once in awhile just to freak us out—there was no possible way he could have known about my recent porn history. As far as I knew nothing was even available on tape yet. All the while I was thinking, How is it possible he would make a comment like that? Right at this moment I have a check in my pocket from Forum Studios.

No one took the comment seriously, including Brandon, for whom I was about to make a play in a big way.

“Hi,” I said. “Your name’s Brandon, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he answered with a cute smile. “And you are…?”

“Rich. I think you and I met at the Superbowl party Jim and John threw in San Clemente about six months ago.”

Brandon looked puzzled. “We did? I was there. But I don’t…” He was too polite to actually say he didn’t remember me, but he obviously didn’t. I was appalled. How could he not remember meeting me? We had talked for about twenty minutes!

“I was pretty drunk,” he said, offering me a face-saving reason for not having made a memorable impression on him.

By now he really intrigued me, beyond the fact that I thought he was adorable, because he was also challenging. I remember we had a conversation about gays in the military and I found his comments borderline offensive, yet over-the-top sexy. Most of the time people would listen to my story and then they’d say, “Oh, wow, that’s really interesting” and take it at face value. Brandon probed with comments like, “Well, why would you be in the military? Why wouldn’t you come out in the military if that’s the way you feel?”

A lot of the guys I met at the time, even at this particular party, were either in the military or they had a military fetish. I’d grown accustomed to my Marine background being a turn-on to guys. I was used to that. I’d say, “I’m in the Marines,” and they would flock. With Brandon it almost turned him off, it seemed. I sensed it. But challenging me was a sure-fire way to keep me interested.

At first he didn’t want to go home with me. He most certainly didn’t want to have sex that night. I was insistent. I was aggressive. I was desperate to have sex with him because I thought he was cute and hot and smart and the whole combination just enflamed me—even after all that sex (in a sling, no less) earlier that day. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

Later I discovered that Brandon didn’t understand the difference between officers and men who enlisted. He had this stereotype of Marines just being “young, dumb, and full of cum.” At first Brandon thought I was that way. It took us getting together a few times before he realized I was different. Being an officer meant you had to have a college degree. And my ego liked to think of itself as more intelligent than average. Still, it took a while for him to warm up to me.

Philip always used to tell me that I was too aggressive which, coming from Philip, was hilarious. But I always replied that someday I would find someone who likes assertiveness, so I would continue to be myself.

Finally Brandon gave in and said, “Okay, come to my place.” Weeks later I told Brandon what Philip always said about me and he replied, “Well, you were too aggressive but I thought it was kind of cute.” So, see?

Brandon lived in Long Beach and I told him I would follow him home. I drove to his house. As we were going up the stairs to his condo he said, “Oh no, the dog is going to wake up my roommate.”

I thought, Oh, fuck, he’s got a dog. I still had my mother’s old attitude about civilized people not allowing animals in the house. Philip’s boyfriend had a dog and his house stank to high heaven. But this was a little Jack Russell terrier and the place didn’t stink at all. He came charging out, his tail wagging, and Buster jumped up on Brandon. It was so cute. I immediately had this sense that this was a family here. I fell in love right away. Even in the short time that I knew him, I realized I wanted to be a part of his life.

We had great sex that night. The next day we had breakfast at a little place in the gay area of Long Beach. In the same vein as the night before at the party, I would say things and Brandon would disagree. Where I come from you don’t act like that with someone you’re trying to impress or get along with. I had tried my best but I figured he simply didn’t like me. Our personalities clashed. We both had our own cars and I was planning on just driving off into the sunset.

But then he suddenly said, “No, let’s go to the beach in Laguna. You have to head south anyway, right?”

An unexpected offer, but nice. Okay, what the hell…I’ll give this another shot and go to the beach with him. It was a hot, sunny day. We went to the beach and had a wonderful time.

It was incredibly remarkable and a special twenty-four hours in my life. Still, I was confused by his signals and I informed Brandon, emphatically, that I was NOT going to call him. I would wait for him to call me. I didn’t add “with bated breath,” but I was thinking it.

Monday night he didn’t call. I was pretty bummed. Tuesday night the phone rang at about 9 p.m., I jumped for it expecting it to be Brandon. It was Philip calling from Osaka, near Tokyo. He dove right into the conversation without greeting, just chewing me out, yelling at me, because I had let it out to his boyfriend that Philip and I had had sex years before. I never knew that it was a secret. It seemed so mundane, so incredibly stupid to me now, but he was just livid with me.

Philip was a man of many secrets and he liked it that way. It never occurred to him that most people wouldn’t consider some things a secret by default. There had been no cheating involved with our tryst, so why was sex a bad thing that needed to be kept secret?

I hung up on him. Then I called Brandon because I was so upset. He listened. It was so nice to have someone actually listen to me. After that he started calling me.

 

I had committed to one more video for a producer that David Hubert had put me in touch with, Bill Scheffler at Centaur. By now I was feeling very differently about my budding career, but I’d already agreed to do it.

I told Brandon I would come spend the following weekend with him but I would have to leave Sunday morning without giving him a reason, and hoping that he just assumed I had business at Camp Pendleton. That whole week I had a totally fresh outlook on life. I was seeing everything with a new perspective.

Am I going to do this? Am I going to keep doing the porn? I could really have something going with this guy. This could turn out to be special. Do I really want to keep doing these videos and hide it from him?

I told myself that I would decide later. I spent Friday night and Saturday with Brandon. Saturday night we went out with his friends. One of them bought me a beer and that’s when I started drinking again. I said, “Oh, what the hell.” My red-flag phrase. The next day Brandon and I went to breakfast, and I realized that I couldn’t lie to this man.

He asked, “Where are you going when you leave me this morning?”

I gulped, looked down at the table, and then back into his eyes. “I’ve been doing these porn videos.” I said. “I have to film a scene later today.”

And he didn’t believe it. He said, “Oh yeah? That’s funny.”

“No, really,” I replied. “I’m a porn star.”

He refused to believe me. “Oh no, you’re not,” he said.

We were at a breakfast place in Long Beach and he gave me directions saying, “When you leave here you gotta go that way to get on the 405 South.”

I thought, without saying: Fuck, I just told you I’m not going back. I have to go make this video and I have to get on the 405 North.

We left together and he watched me drive off. He thought I just missed my exit and went the wrong way. I knew now, for sure, that I was.


I drove up to the San Fernando Valley, to a warehouse that had been set up for making porn. There was no script. I just showed up. I discovered that I was taping a scene with the same guy I had done the video with a week earlier—the one who had fucked me in the sling for Leather Obsession 2. He immediately whispered, “Shh. Don’t tell anyone we already did a scene or they won’t let us do this video together.” He was an accountant during the week, I believe. All the guys I met in the porn industry were congenial. My only negative encounter was with Sam Abdul.

The scene was pretty standard stuff. I think the film was called Breakthrough or Breakout. It was about some guy breaking out of the closet. We are supposed to be waiters and there is a locker room and we fuck each other in there after our shift. The scene went without incident. At this point I was in the best shape I’d ever been in.

There was nothing remarkable about this film in particular except that, on the way home, I decided that this was it. I intuitively felt that this thing with Brandon could be real. Before I met Brandon, one of the conclusions I had come to believe was that it was hopeless for me to try and be in a relationship. I kept telling myself it just wasn’t in the cards for me.

Meeting Brandon made me feel that there were possibilities. If something real and lasting developed between us, I didn’t want people to say, “Oh there’s that guy whose boyfriend is a porn star.” I now had a reason for not doing porn that hadn’t occurred to me before: There was another person in my life who was important to me. What I did not only affected me, it affected him. It wasn’t all about me anymore.

For several weeks after my decision, I kept getting calls from people in the porn industry. From David Babbitt. From the guy at Centaur. David Hubert called with more producers who were interested in using me. I told them all no; I said I wasn’t interested in doing any more. David Babbitt even asked why. I told him I was too freaked out being a Marine. Later someone from the industry would tell The Advocate, “We thought he was just wonderful…Everybody wondered why he just disappeared.”

The following weekend I made sure that Brandon understood that I had really done the porn videos. To me, it was very important for him to know up front, before I got too involved with him. I didn’t want to get my heart broken if he found out through someone else.

Already I was getting the feeling that my videos were being seen.

When I came out of the closet to myself three years earlier, I thought that meant I was done with denial. That at that moment, I believed I’d gained a complete and total sense of self-awareness. Unfortunately, that was just unrealistic hope. Looking back, I can see that was only the beginning of getting rid of denial. Denial is a habit and like any other habit, the longer it has been practiced, the harder it is to break. I didn’t want to believe that any of my friends would see the porn videos I was in, so when I thought about that happening, I just said to myself, No, they won’t. There, problem solved.

Jim, John, Brandon, and about a half dozen other guys and I were having dinner at Hamburger Mary’s in San Diego on a Saturday night. Hamburger Mary’s is a loud indoor-outdoor restaurant and bar. It’s very casual and, in San Diego, it adjoins Kickers, the gay and lesbian country-western bar. Brandon and Jim were engaged in conversation, and John and I were discussing an attractive and buff muscular guy sitting nearby.

“I know,” said John, “how to hook up with him. Like, you could be working out at the gym, and ask him to spot you as he’s on his way to the shower.” John gave me a mischievous smile, hesitating a bit before going on. “Then, as he’s spotting you, wearing only a towel, the towel could just drop off his body and you could start blowing him!”

I laughed nervously and looked down at the menu. That was exactly how the scene in Boxer Shorts 2 had gone. John, probably seeing I didn’t want to continue talking about the matter, politely dropped it and never brought it up again.

 

The videos started coming out in August and September and I must admit I was a little curious myself. Okay, I was dying to see them. Dirk Yates had told me, “If you’re in one of my videos, I’ll give you a free copy.” At one point I went there saying I wanted my videos. He made up some story for not handing them over, “Oh no, you live over there in Oceanside, we don’t want those videos that close to Camp Pendleton.” On top of the insultingly low pay, he didn’t even want to give me the freaking videos. Eventually I got a hold of a couple. I actually bought one of them. I tried to watch them at home but I couldn’t. When I got to my scenes, I fast-forwarded through them. It was all so…so real!

 

Exactly one month after completing my last and final porn video, my folks and brother visited California for Labor Day weekend. We all met in San Francisco. Much to my surprise, my family thoroughly enjoyed the city, with its beautiful scenery and old-fashioned charm. After we’d been walking around, we stopped at a café on Russian Hill for lunch. The café had a gay pride flag out front, but I rightly suspected my folks didn’t know what that meant.

We ordered our sandwiches and sat down. My mom asked, “So…where’s all the gays at?” She emphasized “gays” with a slow whisper, like the very word itself was too dirty to be uttered like other, cleaner words.

I wanted to scream at her—they’re all around you! Even sitting with you! Even your own son.

My brother spoke up. “Aren’t they all in…what is it called? The Castro District?”

“Where’s that?” my mom asked.

Oh Lord! I thought. She’s going to want to go there! I am NOT taking my mother to the Castro.

Luckily, she didn’t inquire any more about the gay population or its West Coast epicenter.

Although I avoided the Castro, my family and I walked over most of San Francisco. We walked up Telegraph Hill and on to the scenic views from atop the Coit Tower. From there, we walked down a long series of wooden staircases to Fisherman’s Wharf.

Halfway to the bottom, we passed a middle-aged couple who had stopped and an older woman who was leaning against the rail. The threesome appeared to be making their way to the top of Telegraph Hill.

My mom stopped for a quick rest and said to the older woman, “You need to go back down.”


I was aghast. My mom was mothering this elderly woman! “Momma!” I cried. I tugged at her sleeve to get her away from the three people who were now looking at my mom like she was the führer. “You can’t just tell her that!”

We resumed our descent. “Well. She needed to be told. These stairs are just too long for her to go up. She needed to be told!”

We rented a car and drove down Pacific Coast Highway. Along the way, we stopped to visit friends, mostly military friends, in cities such as Monterey. My mother began complaining that she couldn’t get good Southern cooking.

I had a brainstorm! Brandon had taken me to a restaurant in Long Beach called “Johnny Rebs” that served authentic Southern-style cooking. I decided that when we reached Long Beach, to have him meet us there. Brandon and I had only been together six weeks, but I was confident I wanted him to meet my family, if only as a “friend.” Most of my friends found my family to be very charming. I expected the same with Brandon.

That was a horrible mistake. First of all, the restaurant was “authentic Southern” the same way El Torito is “authentic Mexican.” It was more of a caricature than the real thing. My mom was visibly offended.

“We don’t have peanut shells on our floors in South Carolina,” she said. Looking right at Brandon, she asked, “Who picked this place anyway?”

She was unhappy, Brandon was uncomfortable, my dad was oblivious, and Jimmy was, well, enjoying the whole spectacle. With all the tension, I was miserable. When I excused myself to go to the restroom, Brandon later told me that my mother gave him the third degree.

“So…how do you know my boy Rich?” she asked without smiling.

It was as if subconsciously she knew. I was not out to any of them, but mothers always know these things. Fortunately, it was close to my birthday and Johnny Reb’s makes you kiss the butt of a plastic pig as they sing to you if you want a free birthday dessert. It was a welcome distraction. I never thought I’d be so happy to kiss a pig’s ass.

My relationship with my family really deteriorated after that. I was mad at my mom for being so uncivil to the man I was falling in love with. Even though she had no idea what she’d done wrong, I vowed never to forgive her.

 

My mom’s meeting with Brandon had been unpleasant, but that mattered less to me than Brandon’s first meeting with Gary. I rarely saw my mom, so it didn’t matter that much, but I saw Gary all the time.

Gary’s girlfriend, Angie, had moved from Texas to be with him in Southern California. Gary, Angie, Brandon and I met one Saturday night for dinner in Carlsbad. Angie and I talked a mile a minute while our boyfriends alternated between conversing with each other and listening to Angie and me.

“Have you met Philip yet?” Angie asked Brandon.

“Not yet,” answered Brandon.

Angie’s eyes grew large. “Oh, you just wait! You’re in for a treat!” Angie, Gary and I laughed.

“Why does everyone say that?” asked Brandon, a little bit nervous.

“I went to flight school with him,” said Gary. “Let’s just say, he’s unique. A damn good flight instructor. But unique.”

“I told Gary right after we started dating,” Angie said, changing the subject, “I said ‘You just wait, buster!’ It’s going to happen.’ I mean, I mean, Gary wasn’t homophobic or anything…”

“Rich knows the way we used to be,” Gary said. Brandon smiled and listened.

I knew what Gary was talking about. “I was the most homophobic asshole on the planet,” I said. “But that’s what denial and the closet do to a person. And when you don’t know anyone who’s gay, like Gary didn’t, it’s easy to get caught up in society’s attitudes. When you can’t put a face or a personal attachment to it, it’s easy to make derogatory comments. That’s why ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ is so bad. People can’t get to know who we are, so attitudes never change.”

“And that’s exactly what I told Gary,” Angie said, nodding her head as she resumed her fast and furious pace. Angie was a trip; she had a fun, bubbly and likeable personality. She and Brandon hit it off instantly. “I said, ‘You just wait, Gary Fullerton. One of these days, one of your best friends, someone you love very much is going to tell you that he’s gay. And then, and then not even a month later, Rich came out to him!” She was squealing with delight. I had to hand it to Gary, he managed to snag the most awesome women.

Even though it had been over two years since I came out to Gary, my homosexuality had never been a factor in our friendship, other than when I took him to the gay bar in San Diego, which had been a huge mistake. With Brandon sitting here, though, my queerness was an inescapable reality. I was thrilled that they got along so well. Gary was also glad that I had someone in my life.

I looked at the two of them, side by side, my best friend and my boyfriend. Both of them were good natured, level headed, stable, and sensible. Other than being in very good shape, they looked nothing alike, but they had many similar personality traits. It made sense that I would be drawn to them both.

Angie and I both had fiery, erratic, explosive personalities. The types who attracted drama. No wonder we made such a perfect foursome. It felt good and right. Two old friends with their significant others, having a fun dinner out on a Saturday night. My life was starting to seem…normal.

 

Brandon and I took a trip to Hawaii, the most wonderful vacation of my life. As if it was our honeymoon. When we returned, however, I was in for a rude awakening.

In my stack of mail was a letter from the Alumni Association at Bob Jones University. Melanie had talked me into coming to our ten-year Bob Jones Academy class reunion with her and her new husband. Other than Melanie, the only people I had told I would were Mrs. Langston and Miss Denham. I hoped to see my former teachers during my visit. Miss Denham hadn’t known about my expulsion or the rumors that I was gay and she had mentioned to an administrator that she was looking forward to seeing me. The alumni director, who also happened to be the father of a girl I had gone to school with for fourteen years, wrote me a letter.

I turned on the news as I sat down to open the letter. Something on the television caught my attention as I grabbed the letter opener.


“…Superior Court of California, County of Los Angeles. In the matter of the People of the State of California versus Orenthal James Simpson, Case number BA097211…”

This is it! Oh my God! The OJ verdict! I opened the letter from Bob Jones instinctively, reading its contents with one eye and watching the courtroom drama unfold with the other.

“Dear Rich: A faculty member mentioned in passing that she understood you were planning to attend the Academy Class of ’85 reunion…” What was this about?

“…we the jury in the above-entitled action find the defendant, Orenthal James Simpson…”

“…I thought I should remind you that Mr. Berg informed you in 1987 that you were not eligible to visit the campus. This means that you would not be able to attend the reunion, since it is held on the campus.” Those mother-fucking assholes!

“…not guilty of the crime of murder in violation of penal code section…”

This was surreal. I had assumed that by now, no one would care enough about events ten years ago to stop me from attending the reunion. And like everyone else in white America, I had assumed a guilty verdict in the O.J. Simpson case was a foregone conclusion. My assumptions can really be way off sometimes, I thought.

I wrote a response to the alumni director and reminded him that his daughter and I had been friends; her birthday had been the day after mine and we had celebrated them together practically year after year. How these men could so easily forget the personal nature and humanness of relationships astounded me. But, I reminded myself, “humanness” was evil, in the eyes of Bob Jones. Wow, I’ve really come a long way.

A few days later, I received an unexpected telephone call.

“Hey, Rich, this is Sam Thompson, how are you?”

Sam and I had gone to school together from the first grade until my expulsion fourteen years later. Although we had been good friends, I hadn’t spoken to him in eight years.

I hesitated for a second or two then answered, “Hello, Sam.” I had no idea why a Bob Jones graduate would be calling me now…an attempt at de-homosexualization? I braced for whatever it might be.


“I got your number from Melanie,” he said. “I had heard you were coming to the reunion. I had hoped to see you. I just wanted you to know that I don’t agree with the way the school handled it. I…I just think there could have been a better way.”

“Well, thanks, Sam. I really mean it, I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”

The mood of our conversation lightened. “She told me you go by ‘Rich’ now but you’ll always be ‘Richie’ to me.” Suddenly Sam added, “You know, there have been a lot of rumors about you.”

Shit, think fast, Rich. “No, Sam, I’m not,” I said quickly, diverting the conversation. “I am not an atheist. Someone in the Marine reserves started that rumor and it’s not true.”

Sam laughed weakly. “Well…that’s not…I mean, that’s good to know. I’m glad to hear that.” We ended our conversation shortly after that.

 

At least OJ had gotten a trial; after ten years, I still had no chance for parole. The Bob Jones University Alumni Association had gone to the trouble to find my address in Oceanside, California, to remind me that I was, and, despite Sam’s solitary phone call, would forever be, an outcast.

How much more of an outcast would I be if they ever found out about the porn?
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CREATING A FUTURE WITH A PAST



“Captain Merritt,” said the new battalion commander, “can you come see me in a minute?”

It was a rhetorical question, of course. Only four out of the 320 men in the battalion outranked me and of those four, the lieutenant colonel was top dog. “No, I’m busy,” was not an option.

“Yes, sir,” I responded quickly as I jumped to my feet. The enlisted Marines watched with amusement as I walked nervously toward my superior officer.

What the hell did he want? The awareness of my triple life—Marine officer, semicloseted gay man, and retired porn star—existed inside me in a constant state of tension—like an unsteady and volatile truce or ceasefire. A comment like this from the highest-ranking officer in the battalion, probably harmless, but maybe not, threw my carefully constructed emotions into an instant whirlwind.

Oh my God, I thought as I walked behind Lieutenant Colonel Elwell into his office. He was a nice guy and we got along superbly, much better than I had with the last CO. But if investigators had found out what I was doing, there would be nothing he could do for me.

I’m through!

“I just got off the phone with Headquarters Marine Corps,” he said in his normally soothing Kentucky accent. My new job as the battalion’s training officer meant I no longer worked with the CO. I was not familiar with his facial expression, body language, and overall moods.

Fuck! Goddamn! Headquarters Marine Corps has already gotten involved!

Suddenly, Lieutenant Colonel Elwell smiled and extended his right hand. “Let me be the first to congratulate you, Captain Merritt. Your augmentation package has been approved. You’ve been selected for retention into the regular Marine Corps!”

I almost passed out. I did not expect to get selected because of the DUI on my record. At this point the retention rate was about 25 percent. The other 75 percent were forced out. And I was part of that 25 percent. Even with a DUI. Apparently the high rankings I had received at sea, as well as having been awarded the Navy Achievement Medal, overcame what I had thought was an insurmountable hurdle.

“Thank you, sir,” I said before returning to the training office.

This is exactly what I didn’t expect. Part of my rationale for embarking on the porn career in the first place was I felt certain that I had no future in the Marines. I wondered what I would do now. I had been planning all along to get out, because I thought I didn’t have a choice. Now I had a choice.

I decided that day I would apply for the funded law program that would pay for me to go to law school. If I got the funding, I would stay in.

Later that week, while working in the office I shared with my battalion’s small operations and training section, I received a phone call. One of the Marines answered the phone and said, “Sir, there’s a Lieutenant Wright on the phone for you.” It was my friend Bart, one of the few Marine officers who lived a semi-openly gay life like Philip and me. Bart and I had been at sea together in ’94. I thought he was going to congratulate me about passing the retention board. Which he did. Then he added, “Actually, there was another reason I wanted to call you.”

“Oh, yeah?” I said. “What’s that?”

“I always thought you were a bottom.”

“Let me remind you, Devildog, that this is an unsecured line.” I was only half-kidding. Bart knew better than to joke like this on a military phone. But I didn’t want to be too serious about it. The odds someone was listening in would be small. “Besides, I don’t know what communists gave you that obviously flawed piece of misinformation.”

“Well, obviously it is a piece of misinformation,” Bart said. I detected mischief in his voice.

Suddenly it hit me. There was a long, stunned pause on my end. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, I think you know what I’m taking about. I was in San Francisco this past weekend and a friend went and rented a porn video for us.”

I made a mistake saying, “Which one?”

Bart rightly took that as meaning there was more than one.

That was the first direct instance of a friend’s seeing one of my videos.

You know, once one of them finds out, they will all know. Some of my friends saw other videos. Bullseye was now having its illustrious premiere at the video booth in Oceanside. The way it worked was, you went into a booth, dropped quarters into the slot, and could choose among several videos, one of which was Bullseye.

The interesting thing is, without exception, my friends were disappointed and upset, not because I had done porn, but because I hadn’t told them about it.

They said, “Did you think we were going to judge you?” “What did you think?” “Why would you keep this from us?” “We’re your friends, you can confide in us.”

“Well, what was I supposed to do?” was my standard answer.

“It was probably hard for you to go through,” they would say. “We could have been there for you, if this is what you want to do. Yeah, we would have probably told you it’s stupid and dangerous but it’s done now and you should have come to us. You should confide in us. You should have let us know.”

That was an unusual experience for me because everyone in my life, before I came out and started making gay friends had been judgmental. There were just certain things I instinctively kept from people. In the South if you want to do something even vaguely out of the normal way of thinking, you kept it to yourself. I hadn’t known people who really do love you unconditionally. It was kind of nice, actually.


 

Philip’s F/A-18 squadron returned from the Marine Corps Air Station in Iwakuni to Miramar in late December, just in time for Christmas. Raul had already returned from his shipboard float and had taken off to New York for the holidays.

Brandon and I had been together, and happy, for about five months at this point. Many of my friends had echoed Gary and Angie’s warning about Philip. “Wait till you meet Philip! He’s something else!” And then Brandon met Philip and he said, “This guy is a dime-a-dozen, self-centered, Southern California fag. Big deal.”

I replied, “Well, for a lot of people he’s pretty unique.” But by this time I saw Brandon’s point. Philip was completely self-centered and bitter.

Because I had the place to myself, I invited the guys over for Christmas dinner.

“You’re the only person I know who can’t even cook a bowl of soup but would invite ten people over for Christmas,” Philip said.

“You seem to be forgetting one important factor,” I said. “I now have a man who can cook.” Philip was one of those guys who are deeply insecure without a boyfriend. He was also deeply insecure with a boyfriend, but he was worse when he was single. My comment was intended to sting. It did. I felt a perverse sense of pleasure.

While I was outside letting Jim and John in through the gate, Brandon and Philip were in the kitchen talking. Philip told Brandon, “Rich is one of the most high maintenance people I ever met.” Coming from Philip, this was just phenomenal. His gall!

The day after Christmas, Brandon and I went skiing up in Mammoth for three days. The trip was even better than Hawaii had been, only it was too short.

After leaving Brandon and Buster in Long Beach, I returned to my condo in Oceanside. It was late in the evening so I was surprised when the phone rang. It was Philip.

“Do you mind if I come over? It won’t take me long to get there.”

“No, not at all,” I answered and hung up the phone. There was a sick feeling in the pit of stomach. He knows! I thought.


Philip knew the gate code to get into my condo complex. Twenty minutes later, he was knocking at my door. I opened it. He gave me an icy stare and brushed past me. He entered the living room and turned to face me.

“Close the door, please,” he said softly.

Shit! I thought. I had never seen anyone so angry.

He was in an absolute rage. He was in his worst kind of rage—he was quiet. At least at first. But I could tell he was a volcano of anger inside.

“I’m just going to say one thing,” he began.

I might just as well get this over with, I thought. But there’s no way he’s just going to say one thing.

I smiled and acted clueless. He wasn’t buying it.

“What shocks me the most, Rich, is the way you put all the rest of us in danger!”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked. “I haven’t done anything to put anyone else in danger!”

“Yes you have, and you know it!” shouted Philip. I walked around the sofa where he was standing and took a seat opposite him on the futon. He sat on the sofa.

I softened a bit, hoping to diffuse his inevitable conniption. “Philip, what I may or may not have done…”

“Don’t fucking bullshit me, Rich!” He lowered his voice slightly and leaned forward. “I’ve seen the video, okay? So has everyone else. It’s playing right here at the goddamned video arcade in Oceanside.”

Now wasn’t the time to tell him there was more than one.

“I couldn’t believe it,” he said. “I had to go see it for myself.” He looked at the wall and shook his head. “And there you were! Sure looked like you were enjoying yourself!”

I wondered which video was playing. Maybe I could feel him out for some clues. “Well, I don’t think I was that obvious…”

Philip jumped up. I thought he was going to hit me. “What! Not that obvious? Dammit, Rich you were wearing a sailor suit…a Marine officer…wearing a navy uniform in a gay porn video!”

Ah, so it’s Bullseye that’s playing at the video arcade. I didn’t say anything.

“The worst thing is, you didn’t care about any of the rest of us. Not even Raul, your own goddamned roommate. What about him? He’s not even gay, and now you’ve put him in danger. That’s what is just so unbelievable about this.” Philip was still standing, edging closer to me. I decided that if he made a move, I’d have to beat the shit out of him.

“Philip, sit down, okay? I still don’t see how this affects you, or Raul or anyone. You’re just my friend. You’re not responsible for what I do.”

Philip refused to sit down and started pacing, which really wore out my frazzled nerves. “Cut the bullshit, Rich. You know the way the military is. Guilt by association. They would investigate me and all our friends.”

“They can’t, an investigation like that would violate ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’”

“They could come in here and search your stuff and in the process, find out about all of us. Your address book, all the letters that you save for some fucking reason, your photographs. Everything!”

“We don’t live on base, so the military authorities can’t come here without a subpoena or a warrant and doing porn isn’t a crime in California since I’m over eighteen.” I had carefully rehearsed all these arguments. Still, Philip was right, and I knew it. I had acted selfishly and given the military’s history in these situations, I had put my friends at some risk. But rather than admit all of this now, I just got mad.

“Fuck you, Philip!” He looked startled at my sudden anger. “You don’t give a shit about what I’ve been through in all of this. This is just like you. All you ever do is think about yourself and how something affects you. You’re the most selfish person I know!”

“I want you out,” he said with all the resolution he could muster. “I want you gone.”

“What? What are you talking about? This is my house, not yours!”

“No. I want you out…out of this area. Nowhere near any of the marine bases. Gone!”

“Who died and made you the goddamned Commandant of the Marine Corps. Fuck off. I don’t care what you want. I live here and I intend to stay.”


His anger was more and more noticeable. “Not only do I want you out of the area, I insist that you resign your commission immediately! I want you out…out of the Marines!”

I laughed and threw my head back. “Now you’re really losing it, Philip. When I accepted augmentation into the regular Marine Corps, I agreed to serve three more years on my contract…”

“I’m sure they would let you out of it,” he said.

“I would have to tell them why, you moron, and then they would throw me in the brig.”

“Well that’s the only honorable course of action I see for you, and I insist you take it.”

Of all the arrogant, stupid things Philip had said to me over the years, this was the most incredible. “This is coming from the man who chases one enlisted marine after another. Never mind the gay thing, Philip, what about the crime of fraternization? Huh? What about that? That’s just as much against the UCMJ as porn. And you’re going to talk to me about honor. Fuck you.” I said it slowly and softly. I walked to the door and in a dramatic gesture worthy of a soap opera, I flung open the door, twirled around and demanded, “Get out. Now!”

Philip grabbed his gloves out of his coat pockets. I stifled a laugh. Only Philip would have gloves in Southern California. He put them on his hands and as he walked past me he snarled, “And most of all, Rich, I want you out of my life.”

Hoping for a grand finale to this Dynasty moment, I tried to slam the door. Unfortunately a strong ocean wind blew through the complex, knocking the door back in my face.

Goddammit, I hope Philip didn’t see that, I thought as I rubbed my aching nose.

 

When Raul returned from New York, I told him that I was going to move out. Our lease was up soon and all I said was that I wanted to be closer to Brandon, which was true. I figured it was for Raul’s own good not to be associated with me anymore. I had to admit that despite Philip’s self-centered rant, he had been right about some things. I had placed Raul in danger. When the military casts its net on these witch hunts, the presumption is guilty until proven otherwise. By then, an officer’s career could be ruined.


I moved to a small apartment in San Clemente so I could be closer to Brandon.

Philip and I stopped talking. A few weeks later he called. “Let’s get together for dinner,” he suggested.

I agreed to have a meal with him.

We went to dinner and he basically said that he had forgiven me for what I had done to him.

I smiled and said, “Oh, that’s nice.” I didn’t ask for his forgiveness. I didn’t particularly care for it or want it, but if he wanted to forgive me that was okay by me. But he kept saying, “You put me in danger by doing this.” He was acting like my mother. “How could you do this to me?”

“This isn’t about you, Philip,” I said. “How do you think I feel? I could go to jail.”

I think in Philip’s mind, his forgiving me had patched things up. But our relationship was never the same after he blew up at me a few weeks earlier. Philip always had this Svengali-like effect on me. He manipulated me. I don’t completely blame him—I let him do that. When he threw that melodramatic fit over my choice to appear in porn films, I felt free of his control. And it felt great! We stayed in touch a little bit, but not very much. I felt that our friendship had reached its end, something rare for me. After my expulsion from Bob Jones, I clung to every friendship I had, fearful of the intense and excruciating pain of loneliness. But now I sensed that my time with Philip had run its course. Besides, at this point Brandon was the center of my life.

You know how it is at the beginning of a relationship. You’re so into each other that the rest of the world sort of disappears. Your life begins to revolve around what you and your partner are going to do together, whether you’ll go to dinner and a movie or sit at home or maybe meet other friends out. Or have sex. Again and again. That’s how it was with Brandon and it was the first time I had anything like it and I was completely happy and content.

I was doing my job Monday through Friday and on the weekends I was staying with Brandon. For the first time in my life I understood what living for the weekends meant. Before him I dreaded the weekends because I was lonely. Now, every Friday at noon I would get so excited. I would sneak out early and drive up to Long Beach and spend the weekend with Brandon and Buster.

After I moved to my new apartment I was seeing my San Diego friends, including Philip, less and less. Which was fine with me. I had a lot of residual guilt about the porn and San Diego was where that aspect of my life had been initiated. Most of the people who knew I had done it lived there. More and more I was being recognized when I went out, or at least was paranoid enough so it seemed like I was recognized. I wanted to forget about it so I needed to get away from them.

Plus, San Diego was where my sexual history was. When Brandon and I would go out there, I would run into guys I had tricked with. Brandon would say, “Not another one.” Finally he asked, “How many guys have you slept with?” I didn’t want that, so I tried to avoid going out in San Diego.

Spending the weekends with Brandon, meeting his friends, and hanging out in Long Beach, LA or Orange County is what I needed to do at this point.

One spring afternoon, Brandon and I went to the Boom Boom Room in Laguna Beach. After a quick scan we spotted one of the Marines I had unsuccessfully dated briefly before my porn career. Kenneth, whose father was a very homophobic republican politician, approached us. “Oh wow,” he said, “there’s two Marine officers at this gay bar.”

“Really,” I replied curiously, scanning again “who’s the other one?” I didn’t recognize anyone. Kenneth pointed out a very attractive, well-built, guy wearing a baseball cap and a white T-shirt. He walked us over and introduced us. This was when I met Bossy. When you first meet someone, you can never be sure what role that person will play in your life. Most of the time, not a very big role. However, Bossy was different. Right away, I expected that knowing Bossy would change my life forever. Little did I know how true that would become. We started chatting and hit it off immediately.

Bossy had just moved to the area and we soon became good friends. It was wonderful to have a connection with another gay Marine officer who didn’t know about my porn past, although within a short period, I would share this with him. My relationship with Philip was virtually non-existent now, so meeting Bossy allowed me to reconnect with the gay military community that meant so much to me.

Bossy and I would e-mail each other at work through the Local Area Network, or “LAN,” the military’s email system. I was so paranoid. The policy known as “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” actually had a third part called “Don’t pursue” but somehow the military overlooked that part. They snooped, and they pursued. I shared a computer with a few other people and everyone could see easily trace the history of what had been done on the computer.

I was a captain and one afternoon another captain asked, “Why are you e-mailing a second lieutenant at El Toro? That’s kind of odd.” It really was—that’s just not the way military relationships are structured. On a social level, you’re supposed to only associate within your rank. Well, maybe one rank up or one rank down, because people get promoted and stay friends. But for a captain and a second lieutenant to be communicating, that was unusual.

But Bossy and I would use a code for everything. Philip and I had done the same thing. We developed this code-speak. For example, we had to be really careful about gender. We always refered to guys as “she.” It got to be complicated sometimes because if one guy broke up with another guy, it didn’t work out because we would have been saying things like, “Well, she broke up with him, to go out with her.” We had to stay on our toes with this code stuff.

Not all of our correspondence was romance gossip. In one of his e-mails Bossy told me that he had been asked to go interview for the position as the El Toro base general’s aide-de-camp, which is something like a personal assistant. Every general gets one.

In another correspondence Bossy suggested that I take a look at the back page of the Navy Times, which was looking for writers because the military guy who wrote the regular op-ed column was retiring. “Who knows?” he wrote encouragingly, “You’re a good writer—you could put a positive spin on the column.” I had to admit it made sense—and I was serious about doing some writing. This could be an opportunity, so I took Bossy’s suggestion, wrote a couple of eight-hundred-word columns, and submitted them.

A few months later, Bossy introduced me to a former Marine he had recently met, named Tim Carter. Tim was co-chair of an organization called the Service Members Legal Defense Network, SLDN. SLDN provided legal counsel to military people facing problems under “Don’t ask, don’t tell.”

Any day I was supposed to find out the results of the funded law program. This was a pattern I’d started to notice—every year it seemed I was waiting on the results of some type of selection program for the Corps. Talk about external validation! The Corps provides ample opportunities for that—very detailed performance evaluations, awards, promotions, officer retention boards, and, if all those weren’t enough, I had to go for extras and apply for this legal officer selection program. The anticipation built daily—was I good enough for them? I had to be.

But the funded law program was a very good deal, or so I thought. The USMC would pay for law school and pay my salary as a captain while I attended classes. All I would owe them would be six years as a judge advocate after law school. That was all—a total of nine more years in the Corps. Hell, I thought, I could gut that out.

It’s hard for me to fathom it now, but I had grown so accustomed to being a gay Marine that it didn’t frighten me that I would be committing myself to nine more years of hiding my sexuality. After all, I was used to it. What’s even more impossible for me to comprehend is how I dealt with the porn. I somehow managed to shove that fear into a corner of my mind and convince myself that it would never come to light, never be a problem—even if I was to spend nine more years in the Corps.

So that was my plan. Then, as usual my apple cart got turned over. My battalion commander dropped a bombshell—“Captain Merritt, you’re going to be the battalion’s nominee to be the aide for the new commanding general.” This was the same kind of nomination that Bossy had received, only he was being considered as an aide for the other general at El Toro. Being a general’s aide was not part of my plan at all.

“Um…sir,” I stammered. “I’m…going to law school…”

“I know,” he said, “we’re going to lose you anyway, so I figure it’s the smartest thing for the battalion to do since we’re under-manned as it is. Besides,” he added, “these Air Wing generals always want a pilot to be their aide so he can fly them anywhere the general wants to go.”

So the battalion commander’s strategy was to send me because there was almost no chance that the general would pick me. This strategy made me uneasy. I’d been in the Corps long enough to know that a general gets what a general wants. If the new general wanted me, and I had no reason to believe he wouldn’t, he’d get me, law program or no law program.

At the headquarters of the Third Marine Aircraft Wing, the chief of staff screened the six nominees from the various air groups and air support groups in Third MAW.

“A general is looking for an aide who will someday be an air-group commander, or in your case, an air-control group commander,” said the chief. “Remember that when you interview.” He was visibly disturbed that I was in the running for the funded law program and not a perfect candidate for the aide position. “You let me know as soon as those board results come out,” he said.

Meanwhile, Bossy informed me that he had just been selected to be the aide for General Fratarangelo. How ironic it would be, we laughed, for both of the generals at Marine Corps Air Station El Toro to have gay men as their personal hand-selected aide-de-camp? But that was just a joke. It wasn’t going to happen, I assured myself, because I would soon be packing my bags for law school.

I didn’t get the funded law program.

The board results came out a few days after my interview with the chief, and I was only the first alternate. Deep down, I knew what had happened. My DUI, which was a part of my permanent record at Headquarters Marine Corps, had caught up with me and was preventing me from achieving what I wanted. But I didn’t want to admit it, so, like a jilted lover, I called HQMC and demanded an explanation. I had been accepted to law school at a University of California law school in San Francisco. No one who had been accepted to the program had been admitted to a law school nearly as highly ranked as mine.

“You know, Captain Merritt,” the major at HQMC said, “the program requires that you be admitted to a state law school.”

Didn’t he know? Hastings Law School is a state school! I was totally exasperated. To think I might have been shafted from the program because some idiot in Washington, DC, didn’t know that Hastings was part of the University of California system, a fact I had made very clear in my application. “Hastings is a state school…sir,” I retorted testily.

“Really?” the major said. “Then why is it so friggin’ expensive? I mean, come on, Captain, most of the guys who got the program are costing the Corps about four thousand dollars a year…Hastings is over ten thousand dollars a year. That’s a lot for a state school.”

Flabbergasted, I scanned the list. “Yeah, and look where they’re going…the University of Toledo Law School, for Christ’s sake!” My comments and tone may have crossed the line with this superior officer, I realized. I didn’t care. I was livid. How dare they reject me!

“The Marine Corps doesn’t need Stanford or Harvard Law grads,” the major said. “The University of Toledo is just fine.”

The “lowest bidder” concept was even a part of the funded law program.

I held out faint hope that someone would decline and, as the first alternate, I would slide in. I called everyone on the list. But it seemed pretty hopeless. My little personal investigation uncovered a minor scandal involving double-dealing and political favors that were against regulations, but to no avail. No one would listen. As one of the officers said to me, “Who’s going to turn down a deal like this?”

My dreams of funded law school now crushed; I wondered what I should do. I couldn’t remain stuck in this obscure battalion on top of this desolate hill in the middle of nowhere. My building was in what was called the “32 Area” of the base—even other Marines stationed at Camp Pendleton had never heard of it! I had to get out of there. While I had been ecstatic to transfer here three-and-a-half years earlier, I now felt as if I was wasting away in no-man’s-land. As much as I enjoyed working with the Marines I had gotten to know over the years, my restlessness was growing and growing. I wanted more. More what, I didn’t have a clue.

The new general would be arriving from North Carolina any day now and would be interviewing the various nominees to be his aide. His name was Fred McCorkle. Maybe I should give that my best shot. Perhaps if I had a successful year as his aide, he could get me into the program. Every officer in the Corps hated the fact that officers who had been generals’ aides went to the head of the line for just about everything. The wheels began spinning in my brain. If I could pull this off, I could have my way.

I was in the running now. Now I wanted the position—it was a way out of Camp Pendleton. The chief scheduled my interview with the general. “He’s got a very dry sense of humor,” he warned me. “Don’t let that put you off.”

The general’s suite was on the second floor of Third MAW headquarters building in the back corner. The building was at the edge of the flight line, and the noise from the F/A-18 jets landing and taking off was thunderous. Most of the jets had moved to Miramar in San Diego at this point as El Toro was closing soon, but some remained to remind everyone that for a few more years, at least, El Toro was still a player on the world stage in the universal battle for freedom.

I had done some research on the man I might be spending the next year of my life with. Every aviator is given a “call sign,” or a nickname—think of Top Gun’s “Maverick,” “Goose,” and “Iceman.” General McCorkle’s call sign was “Assassin.”

He had been commanding officer of the Tactical Training Squadron at Yuma as a lieutenant colonel, the only person to have that prestigious post at that rank. He had been born in San Francisco in 1944, but a few years later had moved to Kinsgville, Tennessee, where he had grown up.

My research hadn’t prepared me for my initial meeting with him.

Major General Fred McCorkle may have been short in stature but he was the meanest-looking man I’ve ever seen. He reminded me of a drawing in a book from my childhood, a fairy tale whose main character was a troll who lived under a bridge. He had the kind of face from which little children would run screaming.

He must have read my mind. “My number one asset is my face,” he said, staring at me intently as we sat down at the small table in his corner office. “I’ve got the meanest look of anyone I know.” He had that right. I was petrified.

“My biggest weakness,” he said, with a hint of a smile forming, “is that I’m really the nicest general in the Marine Corps.”

I did a poor job of containing my disbelief. He had a gruff voice with a Southern accent. I remembered from my research his Tennessee roots. He sounded like some country bumpkin.

As if reading my thoughts, he said, “I’ve gotten as far as I have because people underestimate me.” He stared at me some more. “I don’t ask a lot of questions in these interviews. I can tell all I need to know while looking at you while I do all the talking. I can read people’s minds through their eyes.”

I thought he was crazy but I soon discovered he was being truthful. He had that ability. He paused and his stare pierced into my skull. I began to feel him pulling thoughts out of my head. The pause was too long to be comfortable. But I didn’t break my stare. Oddly, I began to feel myself drawn to this man. Not in a sexual way, not at all; that seemed unthinkable, almost sacrilege, like sex with Jesus or something. Besides, he was quite the opposite from my preferred blond-haired, blue-eyed, buffed-out surfer boy. Maybe the connection I felt had something to do with his power? No, that wasn’t the entire reason. There was something else, some other kind of connection I felt developing between us. He was very impressed by the fact that I was a Southerner. Southerners have a bond that’s hard to describe.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“Greenville, South Carolina…Piedmont, actually, General.” I had been taught that Marines don’t refer to generals by the usual “sir” rather, generals are always referred to as “General.”

“I’m from not too far away from there…Kingsville, Tennessee,” he said.

“I saw that,” I quickly responded, getting back on my prepared line of thought. “I read that your wife is also from the tri-cities area, too, I believe.”

He perked up. “Not too many people know about the ‘tri-cities’ area of Tennessee.”

“I had a friend in college from there,” I confessed. I told him I went to Clemson. General McCorkle said that he had a roommate who had gone to Bob Jones University, so he was familiar with that area. That motherfucking school was rearing its head into my life again!

Another pause and piercing stare. I was determined to keep up with him in the game. I smiled confidently and returned his intense gaze.

“Are you religious?” he asked.

Interesting. He’s getting right to the taboo subjects.

“I’m not so much anymore, General.”

He nodded. “Do you drink?”

Damn. He really did understand my train of thought. When I was younger, in my Baptist days, I had always associated religion with not drinking. People who were religious didn’t drink; drinkers necessarily were not religious. A fellow officer in Okinawa who was a devout Catholic quickly dispelled that misconception—his priest had been a heavy drinker—and I no longer made a link between a person’s religion and their alcohol consumption. The general, however, understood that where we were from, alcohol was the primary external indicator of a person’s level of religious devotion.

“Yes, General.”

“What do you drink?”

“Beer, mostly.”

“Liquor?”

“No, I don’t like liquor. I rarely drink liquor.” I realized I had responded too emphatically.

The stare. Then he asked, “Why? Did you get a DUI?”

I froze. This man was obviously reading my mind as we sat there.

I couldn’t lie to him and I said, “Yes.”

His eyes narrowed and he rubbed his square jaw with his hand. “Any other general in the Marine Corps would kick you out of his office right now,” said Assassin, “but I’m not like any other general in the Marine Corps. But I am going to have to think about this.”

I had a strong feeling at that point that he wanted me to be his aide. Yet he had this whole issue of my DUI to deal with. He asked me if it had been reported and I said, “Yes, it’s on my fitness reports.”

“You were augmented anyway?” he asked.


“Yes, General, I was.”

“Let me see your fitreps.” I handed them to him and he glanced over my entire career in a moment. The interview continued, but I could tell the general was weighing my revelation against my stellar record. I was still a little shocked that he hadn’t he kicked me out of his office. Was he really that serious about choosing me? He had five other captains to choose from, most of them pilots like himself. Why was I still in his office?

“Do you know your GCT score?” he asked.

“Yes.”

In boot camp, when the senior drill instructor had made me the platoon scribe, I hadn’t known the first thing about the GCT. Now I understood. The GCT was a test given to everyone entering the military. Essentially, it’s the granddaddy of IQ tests. A low GCT score meant a recruit was restricted from certain occupations in the military. Officers had to have a GCT of at least 110, I think. My score was 149. It had been something of a sore spot with me. In Okinawa, I had told an acquaintance my score. He then told everyone I always bragged about it. Perception becomes reality. Maybe I had always bragged about it, it’s hard to be objective about oneself. Regardless, just like at boot camp, my GCT score was about to land me a special job, this time as a general’s aide.

“I figured you did. Someone with a score as high as yours would know it.” He shot me a rare grin. “Your score is almost as high as mine.”

I started to understand this man a little better. He went through his life short of stature, with a crusty face, funny voice, and a Southern accent. Yet, he wore two stars on his collars and would later pick up a third. People had always underestimated him. They looked at him and thought, “Who is this? What is this little troll with a Southern accent, a country bumpkin?” Later I would discover he was brilliant. He was energetic—not with a bubbly type of energy, but he had a drive like no other man I’ve ever met, like a tank that just keeps plowing forward over anything in its way.

“Most people who want to be a general’s aide want to be a general someday. Most generals were at one time somebody’s aide. I was never anyone’s aide. I was never godfathered.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant, other than he was trying to tell me he was a self-made general. I recalled the chief’s comment that a general is looking for someone who will someday be an air group commander.

Then it hit me. The voice shouted loudly and clearly inside my head. You stupid motherfucker! You’re a goddamned porn star. What the fuck are you doing here?

Since the general had the ability to read my mind, I quickly drove the thought from my head.

He continued talking—the topic had turned to one of his favorite subjects—money.

“I never had any money growing up,” he said. “These people who claim to be poor…they don’t know what they’re talking about. I was poor. That’s why money is very important to me. Do you collect things, Captain Merritt?”

What an odd question. “Books and CDs.”

“I mean collectibles…things that go up in value,” he said. “I collect Lladros. I have over two hundred of them at home. Probably stupid of me here in earthquake country.”

I had no idea what a Lladro was. Obviously something valuable and breakable. I looked around his office and saw his items there.

“I like your Remingtons,” I said. “Are those originals?”

“Heh, heh,” he said, “Not likely. An original would be worth over a million dollars.”

Still, I knew the four or five replicas crowded around his small newly decorated office were worth tens of thousands of dollars.

“I like to collect these things because I never had anything nice growing up.”

Strange. I felt like we were already beginning to bond. The chief had said that was important between a general and an aide. General McCorkle revealing personal things about his childhood. Never in my life had I imagined I’d be sitting here in private with a general discussing his troubled childhood.

“My father died when I was four and left my mother penniless.”

I recalled my initial assumptions based on his biography. “I saw that you were born in San Francisco. Was your father in the military?”

Without explaining why, the General laughed quietly. “No, he was very old when I was born. I was about four years old, though, when I realized that San Francisco was full of queers, so I got out of there.”

BAM! There it was. Back to reality. I bristled. I was a queer in a world where it was okay, even expected, to hate queers. I immediately put on my frozen smile. All my fences went up. I was not going to let him read my mind now. I also numbed my feelings and emotions. As long as I didn’t feel anger, hurt or despair, then he couldn’t read it in me.

Mercifully, the interview ended shortly after that. The general stated simply that he would have to think about the DUI issue. “My aide is a representative of the Third Marine Aircraft Wing,” he said.

DUI? Big deal! the voice screamed again as I left his office. You’re a freaking porn star!

But that was still well hidden. For now, though, my DUI was the serious issue. My brief connection I felt with General McCorkle wasn’t strong enough for him to immediately overlook it.

 

Although I was still in the running, the chief was furious with me.

He called me in and said, “Why didn’t you tell me about the DUI? If you had just told me about it I could have paved over it. But now it’s an issue.”

I thought, You’re full of shit. If I had told you about the DUI, I would have never made it to the general’s office. And I realized that the chief was lying about it.

General McCorkle got a few more captains from his subordinate unit commanders and he interviewed a few more. Finally he made a decision. “Well, I’m going to pick Rich. Rich is going to be my aide.” Major General Fred McCorkle picked me to be his personal aide-de-camp from among about twelve captains.

I couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that both generals at Marine Corps Air Station El Toro had simultaneously picked gay men as their personal assistants. General McCorkle, of course, had no idea of that. At least not that I realized. He smiled and shook my hand, welcoming me to his staff. I realized that my entire year had just changed. Because it’s a yearlong job. A burnout job.


“Amazed,” “honored,” “terrified,” “curious,” “proud,” these were but a few of the emotions running wildly through me. Holy shit, was the only coherent thought I could manage. What the fuck had I gotten myself into now?

 

The Navy Times also asked me to write a column. Several other writers and I would rotate writing an opinion piece they called “Backtalk” on the last page of the newspaper. They preferred that I use a pseudonym so that I could express my opinions more freely. I used the name “Buster Pittman” which was also the name of Brandon’s Jack Russell Terrier.

My first column was titled “Marine Corps Logic Isn’t Logical.” It was a tongue-in-cheek piece about some of the oddities of the language and practices that are second nature to Marines. My editor and I hit it off and we chatted via e-mail almost daily. Soon I was writing every other week, trading off with a major. Unintentionally we mimicked the “column right/column left” feature I’d seen in the LA Times. I became the “column left.”

I wrote an article about all the military jet pilots that were getting huge bonuses to stay in the military. This created a lot of resentment among the ground officers and helicopter pilots. My article, or rather “Buster Pittman’s” article caught the attention of General McCorkle. The general was a helicopter pilot and he laughed along with the article and showed it to one of his colonels who was also a helicopter pilot. “Captain Merritt, when we get back to the office I want you to make me some copies of this article so I can give it out to people.”

General McCorkle had one “boss” on the West Coast and that was General Zinni at Camp Pendleton. General Zinni would later become President George W. Bush’s envoy to the Middle East. My job as aide was to make sure my general was prepared when he and General Zinni got together. If General Zinni’s aide wasn’t around, it fell to me to refill General Zinni’s coffee mug, which had to be refilled a lot. Being an aide involved a lot of gofer work, but there was also a lot of face time with very important people. If I ever needed a favor down the road, this was the time to earn it.

“General Zinni is the most brilliant man you’ll ever hear speak,” said General McCorkle to one of his colonels as we rode across Camp Pendleton for a meeting with the man who would soon take over General Schwarzkopf’s job.

“Smarter than General Hearney?” asked the colonel, referring to General McCorkle’s former boss on the East Coast. General Hearney had risen to the rank of four-star general and was the assistant commandant of the Marine Corps—the number two Marine. He was universally feared and despised.

General McCorkle laughed. “Heh-heh, no one is smarter than General Hearney, at least not in General Hearney’s world!”

I agreed with General McCorkle’s assessment of General Zinni. General Zinni’s grasp of world history and current events, military tactics, changing strategies, and new ideas and approaches left everyone else in the dust. He understood sociology, economics, traditional trading patterns, and many other minute details. He understood explicitly how these factors could affect the outcome of a military conflict. It came as no surprise years later when General Zinni became an outspoken critic of George W. Bush’s deeply flawed wars in the Middle East.

Military generals spend a lot of time with each other. As if dealing with a bunch of egomaniacal active-duty generals wasn’t bad enough, a disproportionately high number of generals retire to Southern California near the bases. They enjoy the golf courses and club, use the hospitals and exchanges, and occasionally stop by their old offices for visits. One of the sadder functions of being the aide was attending funerals for retired generals.

One general died relatively young, however. I accompanied General McCorkle to the funeral at the recruit base in San Diego for a general who had died of a rare disease around the age of sixty.

Another retired general delivered the eulogy. “It’s a shame that our dear departed brother had Lou Gehrig’s disease, or ALS, and not…and not that politically correct disease that gets all the attention!”

With all due respect, fuck you, general. This asshole was using the funeral of his friend to make an antigay, anti-AIDS statement. A disease was a disease. Never mind that, in the first six years of the AIDS epidemic, Reagan had failed to call the disease by name even one time in public. Never mind that thousands became infected before the federal government spent one penny on research or services.

What a fucking asshole, I thought. What the hell is “Lou Gehrig’s disease” anyway?

 

Just like my family, the Marine Corps had its share of sex scandals long before I came along. Two of them happened to be the year I worked for the general and coincidentally both involved lieutenant colonels and homosexuality, or at least allegations of homosexuality.

A male subordinate, a very youthful handsome blond lieutenant, accused his superior, a lieutenant colonel at Camp Pendleton, of sexual harassment. Another lieutenant colonel had used his military computer to solicit sex with men online.

“Hey, Rich,” said General McCorkle from the backseat of the official sedan, “did this lieutenant colonel send you an e-mail?” He was reading about the sex scandal in the press clippings from the Pentagon.

Why the hell had he asked me that? Even the driver looked at me, puzzled.

“I don’t know, General, I haven’t checked my e-mails today.” That was all I could think of to say. Hopefully I had deflected his sarcasm with my own.

“Heh-heh,” he muttered. “With that piece-of-shit server we got, you’ll probably never get it.”

I laughed with relief. The coincidental comment had led to nowhere.

General McCorkle’s career wasn’t exactly scandal-free. He made an inappropriate comment to a female admiral at the Miramar Officer’s club. In the car, I told him that was a huge mistake.

He replied, “I know. Don’t let me do that again.”

 

General McCorkle liked to visit his seven subordinate unit commanders. The problem for me was that they were scattered all over Southern California and Yuma. The general loved to fly the helicopters as he had flown them for almost three decades. I sat in the back like a piece of cargo as we went from base to base.


We had a meeting in Yuma, and the Santa Ana winds blowing across the desert like a hurricane across the Caribbean didn’t stop us. We took one of the larger aircraft, the CH-53. At one point in the middle of the desert mountains, a strong wind knocked the helicopter across the sky like a Frisbee. The aircraft slid sideways and began to tilt dangerously to the right, which is not a good position for a helicopter.

I panicked for about ten seconds. My pulse shot over two hundred, I almost wet my pants and I wanted to scream, but didn’t. This is it! We really are about to die.

Suddenly, a sense of calm and peace washed over me like I’d never known. There is nothing I can do to stop this helicopter from crashing. I’m going to die. It’s not going to hurt. I’ve lived a good life and had a great time. I will be missed and I’m leaving a lot of love behind. I thought about Brandon and the only painful feeling I had was how much I’d miss him and my friends. But there was nothing I could do about that now. I closed my eyes for a second, then decided that no, my last view was going to be spectacular and like no other. I found a spot by the little window. As the aircraft continued its downward glide, I waited for death.

As suddenly as the wind had hit us, knocking us downward, the CH-53 seemed to steady itself and resume its forward journey. When I realized I wasn’t going to die, then I really did have to piss, but decided to hold it.

“Were you scared back there in that canyon?” asked General McCorkle when we landed in Yuma.

I had to sound tough. “No, general, I knew you had it all under control.”

“Then you’re a goddamned fool,” he said with genuine terror. “There ain’t no reason in the world we should be alive right now. And I surived fifteen hundred combat missions in Vietnam!”

Nice.

 

One of the problems with being the aide was that I quickly became the most recognizable captain in the Third Marine Aircraft Wing. I was always within an arm’s reach of the general and because Marines were always looking at the general, they saw me in the vicinity. Everywhere we went, people sought me out for access to the general. Marines I didn’t recognize, most of them high ranking, spoke to me like we were friends.

One of the colonels we visited had something he wanted to show General McCorkle. I took my usual position nearby, but out of the way.

“Captain Merritt, if you’ll excuse us,” the Colonel said to me.

I watched as the Colonel grabbed a video tape to put in a VHS player. He had something on tape he had to show the general. Without me! I freaked out. No one ever dismissed a general’s aide, except the general! Everyone knew that. The only reason I could think of that this colonel was telling me to leave was because someone in his command had given him a tape of me doing porn! And that he had recognized me. I was an emotional wreck, but there was nothing I could do about it.

Nothing came of it, but the fear remained. What had he been so eager to show the general without me in the room? Odds are that it was nothing at all relevant to me, but even today, I wonder.

 

The Marine Corps’ new tilt-rotor aircraft crashed on a test flight killing the test pilots and evaluators. I asked General McCorkle what he thought about the Osprey.

“The Osprey is the future of Marine Corps aviation. And the future of Marine Corps aviation is the future of the Marine Corps.” Wow, I thought. His position is set in stone.

Several years later, after I was out of the Marines and he had been promoted to the rank of three-star general and was in charge of all Marine Corps aviation, an Osprey crashed in the Arizona desert, killing nineteen Marines.

Sixty Minutes did a segment about how pilots had been told to lie on reports about the safety of the Osprey or congress might cut off funding. Sixty Minutes left viewers with the clear implication that Lieutenant General Fred McCorkle had told or insinuated to subordinate commanders that they were to falsify these mishap reports.

The investigation cleared General McCorkle of any wrong-doing.
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CHEATING



“I was at Ripple’s last Sunday,” Brandon said, referring to the oceanfront gay bar in Long Beach. “And this really hot guy was hitting on me. What would you have done if I’d gone home with him?”

I had been in Korea on a trip with General McCorkle. Brandon and I were apart for over three weeks, the longest we had been separated since our relationship began a year earlier. I think almost every time lovers spend a length of time away from each other there’s an uneasy feeling. A feeling of, “What’s he doing without me?”

Logic told me it was bound to happen. Brandon was a handsome guy with a lot going for him. I was proud people found him attractive, yet he belonged to me. The fact that this “very hot guy,” had made enough of an impact on Brandon for him to bring up the incident, brought up an immediate sexual jealousy in me.

“I’d leave you,” I said angrily. The severity in the tone of my reply left a hole in the conversation. Silence.

“Yeah, Brandon,” I said finally. “Why do you ask? Did you do it?”

He told me he hadn’t gone home with the guy. But the mere fact that we were having this discussion brought up the issue of what type of relationship we had. And where it was heading.

“I just don’t want us to be dishonest with each other,” he said. “Would you have given me permission if I had asked in advance?”

My duplicity hit me full force. I know that I was constantly coming in contact with men who aroused my sexual interest, but the thought of someone having sex with Brandon infuriated me. I wanted his love and desire for me to stay strong, exclusive and unchanging, even if mine grew to include others. “Let me think about it,” was all I could say.

I thought about it. Maybe Brandon had a point. I was very confident in the fact that he loved me very deeply. If he went to bed with another guy, it would be just…just sex, wouldn’t it? No falling in love with someone else or chance of him leaving me. Maybe we should have sex with other people. To me, that’s what he seemed to be suggesting.

Although I kept my mind on the “love and sex” issue, it was a very busy week on base. General McCorkle was entertaining about a dozen generals in a conference at El Toro, including the Marine Corps’ only female general, and a bigwig three-star from Hawaii.

Late one night after a long day of conferences, meetings, social events and dinners, it fell to the protocol staff, of which I as the aide was a part, to get the three-star and his wife back to Camp Pendleton from El Toro. I looked at the list and saw that the driver assigned to this task was a lance corporal named Jessie Kent, a young, handsome, well-built Marine stationed at Tustin. Through Marine gossip, I had heard that Jessie was gay. I had met him before, but only as my being a captain and him being a lance corporal, a vast rank difference in the Marines. Our interaction had been very formal. Naturally, though, I wanted to check the rumors out.

Fate stepped in. “I’m worried that Lance Corporal Kent won’t know the way to get the lieutenant general back,” the protocol officer told me.

“I’ll go with him,” I volunteered, keeping down any eagerness that might creep into my voice. “I know where the VIP quarters are at Camp Pendleton.” My calculations told me that it would be after midnight before we’d return home, but by now I was burning with curiosity. I needed to find out if this young driver was gay.

I needed to know if he was gay, in part, because I was always looking for members to add to my growing family of gay and lesbian military people. I had been expelled from Bob Jones, my own family was distant, and the Marines would discharge me if they knew I was gay or imprison me if they found out about the porn. All that protected me from an avalanche of isolation was Brandon and our friends. Considering the strength and power of the loneliness I felt, there weren’t enough gays or lesbians in the military—or in the world—to numb the fears I had that I would be cast aside again. So I was always looking for more friends.

No doubt, there was a bond that only gay military people shared. It made me feel good about myself to help others who had been where I was just a couple of years earlier: just coming out, scared and alone. I could guide and mentor them. Maybe Jessie was that way.

So there was a good motive behind my quest to find out this guy’s sexuality. But as always seems to be the case with me—and maybe it’s this way with most people—I also had motives that weren’t so good. The problem is, I let myself into this situation because I kept telling myself that only the good motives were in play here. I convinced myself that I had no ulterior reason for finding out whether Jessie was gay—I was just trying to help. What a crock of shit that idea is! I was just trying to help.

I was trying to get in this man’s pants. But just as I had denied to myself for so many years that I was gay, now I was denying that I wanted to cheat on my wonderful husband. I was utilizing denial at its fullest potency.

The problem was that I had built my relationship with Brandon the only way I knew how—on the basis of fundamentalist Christian dogma. I loved Brandon and he loved me. Therefore, I would never look at another guy again with lust in my eyes or in my heart. Unfortunately, I did lust after other guys. That led me to the mistaken assumption that I might not really love Brandon after all. What if I had just been using him this past year and a half to make me feel good about myself? What if I had made a mistake with Brandon but had been too stubborn to admit it, like when I chose to major in accounting and didn’t change majors even after I realized that accounting was the worst major in the world for me? What if I just didn’t know what love was, and I just plain got it wrong with Brandon?

Maybe I should just jam a pencil into my forehead and give myself a lobotomy. Maybe that would stop this downward spiral of stupid thoughts and emotions.

I had heard about open relationships, or about guys who cheated on their partners all the time for many years. Somehow those relationships “worked,” whatever “worked” meant. A relationship liked that seemed weird to me, so I told myself that’s not what I wanted.

In reality, an open relationship was exactly what I wanted. Looking back, I loved Brandon dearly. But I wanted to have sex with other guys occasionally. I just couldn’t admit that, because it was so antithetical to all I’d been taught about “marriage.” I equated “opening the relationship” with admitting I was a failure in love and that it would doom the relationship.

Rather than deal with all of these inner conflicts, I just denied they were there. I went back to my idea that I was just trying to find out if Jessie was gay so that we could bring him into the fold.

On the way to Camp Pendleton, the lieutenant general’s wife talked incessantly about nothing while complaining about everything, including the early rain that had hit southern California. A few miles from the base, she asked her husband, “Have you been sleeping the whole way?”

Without opening his eyes, he muttered, “How the hell can I sleep with you yakking away the whole time?” Jessie and I looked at each other, and by the faint glow of the dashboard lights, we could tell we were thinking same thing. Generals are viewed with godlike reverence in the Marines but, late at night after a busy day, they had the same family squabbles and issues that we all had. We were all alike. And the joke was on this general and his wife. They were being escorted around southern California by two homosexual Marines, two men who weren’t supposed to be good enough to be here. It was at that moment Jessie and I bonded. We had silently endured the lieutenant general’s wife’s chatter throughout the trip; now we snuck glances at each other as we suppressed our laughter.

When we had dropped off our VIPs, the mood in the car changed 180 degrees. We found the closest thing we could to a pop station on the radio. Yes, Jessie was gay and was as out as a young Marine could be, which wasn’t very out.


I called Brandon and told him that Bossy had been right, that we could add this young Marine to our list of gay military friends, a list that seemed to be growing exponentially.

“Well, don’t you have sex with him!” Brandon said. I convinced myself Brandon was saying one thing but what he really meant was the opposite, that what his comment in fact implied was that I could have sex with Jessie if I wanted to. It seems crazy now, but that’s what I thought. He had sounded as if he was joking, so that meant that he really didn’t care. If he had really not wanted us to have sex, he wouldn’t have mentioned it at all. That’s how I would have handled it if the roles had been reversed. The fact that he had put it out there meant he really didn’t care. Where I came from, if you felt really strongly that something might be bad, you never ever talked about it. Talking about something gives it validity. No one in my family talked about drugs or sex or anything like that. We were a good Southern family. By bringing it up, Brandon had indicated a willingness to talk about it, meaning it was negotiable. We’d work out the terms of the deal tomorrow.

So now I started seeing that going to bed with Jessie was in the cards for me. It seemed like he didn’t want to take the long drive back to his barracks at Tustin. As we got closer to El Toro, I suggested he stay at my apartment in Irvine. I hadn’t yet officially moved in with Brandon. I only had a one-bedroom, but I told him he was welcome to sleep on the sofa.

Of course when we arrived at my place, making up the couch seemed like a lot of trouble to go through. Why waste a big bed that would be half empty anyway. We both got naked and crawled in between the sheets. Of course there was much tossing and turning and very little sleep. After awhile our bodies were touching and there was that familiar heat. A heat that’s wonderful with someone you love, but which brings on a different excitement when it’s generated by someone new. Before long we were touching and stroking and kissing. We gave each other blow jobs and, eventually, we both came. By our commander in chief’s standards, we did not have “sex.” I could make every justification in the world that what Jessie and I had done really didn’t constitute sex. In my heart, though, I knew that I did have sexual relations with him.

I played it over in my head so many times that I somehow managed to convince myself that the encounter would be okay with Brandon.

The next night was Friday and I drove up to Brandon’s house for a quiet night alone together—the kind of nights that had grown to mean so much to me, especially at the end of such a rough week. Near the end of dinner, I told him what Jessie and I had done.

His reaction was immediate and severe. He was livid. He said our relationship was over and that he didn’t want to see me again. He stood up from the table, stormed off into the bedroom, and slammed the door. He wouldn’t let me speak to him.

I was confused. I truly thought that, when he brought up the fact that a hot guy had been coming on to him, he was the one that was looking for our relationship to become more “open.”

Now I realized that I had misread him. I took full responsibility. I had ruined everything. I had been a fool. In the heat of the moment I had rationalized my way into doing something I wanted to do, and, “fuck the consequences.” Now I was fucked.

Eventually, Brandon forgave me, but I never felt completely forgiven. I would always be the one who had cheated in our relationship. And as much sorrow as I felt that night for hurting Brandon—I realized a door had been opened. The real lesson I learned was that, if I was ever going to have sex with another guy, I’d have to keep it a secret from Brandon. I probably knew that it would happen again. What had happened with Jessie had been too exciting and it had made me feel desired again, something I was feeling less and less with Brandon.

As long as I don’t fall in love with another guy, it’s okay, I felt. I love only Brandon. But I wasn’t getting all I needed. I couldn’t admit that. I didn’t want to take a chance on having to be alone ever again. I’d just have to get my thrills in secret.

 

The November election was especially heated in Orange County. Bob Dornan, the right-wing conservative Republican and notoriously homophobic—to a point of being absurd—congressman from the northern part of the county had lost to a political neophyte, Loretta Sanchez, by less than a thousand votes. Sanchez was the first politician I had ever given money to.


Dornan fought the results, vowing a recount and a lawsuit, threats he carried out. His bombastic style had won him few friends, lost him some old ones, and, when all was said and done he looked like an idiot, even to Republicans.

“Rich, Bob Dornan wants to fly a jet with the training squadron on Monday,” the staff secretary informed me.

“Well, that’s special,” I said. “And I want to fly on the shuttle to the moon.”

“No, you need to tell the general that this thing has been okayed by the Pentagon. Dornan will be here Monday afternoon.”

Fuck! I was on the growing list of people who hated Dornan with a passion. And now I was going to have to kiss his ass.

In a movie about the life of the segregationist Alabama governor George Wallace, there’s a scene I’ll never forget. When Wallace was at the peak of his racism in the Southern battles against integration, he was at his kitchen table eating alone with only his servant present. He was ranting aloud, just to hear himself talk, about the “nigras” and their inferiority. The camera focuses on the elderly black servant in the background. Wallace has his back to the servant. The servant reaches behind his back and grabs a huge, sharp knife from the kitchen countertop. The epic battle that is taking place in the servant’s mind is evident on his face. Tears begin to stream down his face. He takes a step toward Governor Wallace. He raises the knife and appears certain to stab the neck of his master.

Just as suddenly as it all began, the servant drops his hand and returns the knife to its original position on the countertop. Wallace continues his rant, oblivious to how close he just was to death.

The scene stayed with me because I had grown to understand what the black servant felt. I had heard General McCorkle tell a few queer jokes and tell his subordinate commanders that under no circumstances were they to permit homosexuals to remain in the Marines. The law was clear. I often felt just like that black servant. A battle raged within me. My rage toward the general had never reached homicidal proportions, but I cringed and grew inwardly angry every time he told an antigay story. Still, I had grown to love him like a father and, as with my own real father, forgave him his shortcomings.


But Bob Dornan was too much. There was no way I was going to kiss his ass, not without a fight at least. It was late Friday afternoon and I hatched a plan. I called Bossy.

“Bob Dornan is going to be flying an F/A-18 on Monday afternoon,” I informed Bossy

“So what?” asked Bossy in his typical matter-of-fact fashion. “Who’s Bob Dornan? Why would anyone care about that?”

“Because,” I explained, “why does a lame duck asshole like Dornan need to be flying an F/A-18? It costs taxpayer money to fly those things.”

“Costs money?” Bossie exclaimed sarcastically. “Well, we can’t have that.”

“I know, call the LA Times. There’s a woman who’s written quite a few articles about Dornan. She’ll love to hear about this.”

General McCorkle was also not very pleased about Dornan’s plans. He never allowed civilians to fly in military aircraft, not in his Aircraft Wing. But he took orders, too, and he had been ordered to allow Dornan to fly in the F/A-18.

Monday at noon, the staff secretary took a call from the Public Affairs Office. “Shit! General, the LA Times wants to know if it’s true that Dornan is flying in an F/A-18 this afternoon.”

Inwardly, I absolutely glowed with satisfaction. Outwardly, I remained stoic. Oh dear, Bossy and I had committed treason of the highest order.

“Didn’t take the ninjas no time, did it?” asked the general.

We were spared the obligation to greet Dornan at the gate, but General McCorkle insisted on catching up with him at the end of his flight. Not one, but two two-seater F/A-18 Deltas had gone up that afternoon, with soon-to-be-ex-Congressman Dornan in the back seat of one. We arrived at the squadron just in time to watch the two jets return from their afternoon flight over the desert.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t just Dornan himself. His wife was there, along with his children and grandchildren. It was like a B-1 Bob Beehive. His son, Mark, was videotaping the whole event. They knew this would likely be the last time Dornan got to use his position to attain what he loved, a flight in a military aircraft. Dornan was most notorious for having crashed military jets in the 1950s.

I’m sure it’s not my preconceived opinion that made me view Dornan as arrogant and obnoxious. I had heard some people describe him as charismatic. Well, his so-called charisma was certainly not evident on that day. Sure, he was a large man who commanded attention, but I found him to be egocentric and oblivious to everyone else around him, including General McCorkle. Few people were oblivious to General McCorkle.

I remained stone-faced even as some of the young pilots in the squadron laughed and joked and had their pictures taken with Dornan. I felt like I was in the presence of Satan, or more like a closeted Jew in the presence of Hitler. Here was a man who hated me and my people, who had used his power and position to do all he could to make our lives as difficult as possible. If only I had a knife, I probably wouldn’t have been as forgiving as the servant in that movie about George Wallace.

But no, I reminded myself. The fact that Dornan was here today, on his way out, was proof that ultimately good does prevail. Just like Dornan had been kicked to the curb, so too would other injustices fall, like “Don’t ask, don’t tell.”

The following morning, the LA Times ran a story about how B-1 Bob Dornan had taken a useless ride in a military jet at taxpayer expense. That night on the evening news, the Pentagon spokesman was grilled about it and two of the national networks ran stories about the Dornan joyride.

“The ninjas will get you every time,” said General McCorkle as he handed me the Pentagon’s daily press clippings containing the story.

 

A few months later, Dornan’s replacement visited El Toro. General McCorkle jokingly asked Congresswoman Loretta Sanchez, “How ’bout you? You wanna go up for a ride in an F/A-18?”

“No, General McCorkle,” she said with a laugh, “I’ll just take the ground tour, if that’s all right with you.”

I was part of a team that accompanied Sanchez as she took her first tour of a military base. She ate in the chow hall with a small group of Marines, most of whom had no idea who she was. They had made sure that the first female Marine pilot, a young captain who has just checked into Tustin, was present for Sanchez’s tour.

At the end of her visit, I drove her back to the front gate, where she got in a small car with the one aide who had accompanied her to the base. The rigors of her new job had exhausted her, and she seemed tired and completely worn out. Adding to her stress was the fact that Dornan’s legal challenge was ongoing and the future of her seat in the Republican-controlled Congress was not yet certain. But to me, a political buff, Loretta Sanchez was a glimmer of hope that things were headed in the right direction.

 

Another VIP visit that loomed on the horizon was by Congressman Sonny Bono. He was a rising star in the Republican Party and the generals had been told that he was friendly to the Marine Corps, so they were to give him the royal treatment.

“All those years I was busting my ass to make general,” mused General McCorkle on the eve of Bono’s visit to Miramar, “I never thought I’d have to kiss the ring of Sonny Bono.”

Fortunately for General McCorkle, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff made a surprise visit to southern California and he had an excuse to back out of the Bono visit, sending a one-star general in his place. I, on the other hand, was one pissed-off Marine. I had come so close to meeting Cher’s ex-husband in person!

 

I had become closer to my editor at the Navy Times. Cathy and I e-mailed each other almost every day, and she frequently complimented me on my writing. I asked her some questions about her background.

Her response shocked me. “I got my degree in journalism from Bob Jones University,” she replied. “You’ve probably heard of it, since you’re from South Carolina.” How had I not figured this out? How had I let myself get so close to a fundamentalist without knowing who she was? The agenda that I had for my column might be a little more difficult to follow now but maybe I could make it work to my benefit. I’d just have to be smart about how I handled her.

General McCorkle attended over a dozen Marine Corps ball ceremonies that year. I only had to be present at two of them with him. Both times he asked me where my date was.

I talked vaguely of a girlfriend, but I always made the excuse that she worked a lot of hours. I was asked about my nonexistent girlfriend an awful lot. Much more than I had ever been asked about my private life when I was at the air defense battalion. The general, his wife Kathy, and I attended hundreds of receptions, dinners, and other events to which it would have been perfectly appropriate for me to bring a date. I told him that being his aide was a full-time job and that I didn’t have time to take care of him at these social events, and meet the needs of a date or a girlfriend. That excuse worked well up to a point, but I could tell he was growing curious. Why did I never have a date?

I had grown weary of the practice of bringing a “stunt babe” or a “beard” to official functions. Especially after my disastrous second episode with trying to pass off Tami as my girlfriend, I had grown really uncomfortable using my female friends like that.

The truth was, I was growing weary of a lot of things about the Marine Corps. As a general’s aide, I saw how politics and money permeated every aspect of decision-making. I also saw that, above the rank of captain, most officer positions involve a lot of staff work to appease the mood of a higher-ranking staff officer. I hadn’t seen too many happy faces among the senior officers I had encountered in my year with General McCorkle. During my hell year as the aide, I had quit thinking of my future in the Marines, but as the year wound down, it was time to think about it again. What was I going to do?

“Rich,” said General McCorkle, “your battalion commander told me that he was going to make you a battery commander when you’re through up here. Is that still the case?”

“Yes, General.” In addition to receiving the Navy Commendation Medal, my reward for faithful service as an aide would be the command of my own air defense missile battery. Ninety Marines, more or less, would be mine for a year and a half. It was the job I had always wanted in the Corps, but never thought I’d have.

 

General McCorkle taught me a few lessons about life I’ll never forget. Days before each promotion list would come out from Headquarters Marine Corps, he’d find out which of his lieutenant colonels and colonels were getting promoted and which were heading toward retirement. The general would personally visit each of his officers to let them know their fate. Some of the visits were joyous, but most were brutal as the pyramid shape of the rank structure forces out most officers at each rank.

“Professional jealousy is the most powerful force in the world,” he said as he slid into the backseat of the car after an exceptionally awkward visit with a disgruntled lieutenant colonel.

Other, happier times, he’d joke with the Marines. A general with a sense of humor was rare, so the Marines appreciated General McCorkle’s dry wit. He’d say that if they weren’t safe working around the aircraft, he’d be the first one around to pick up their watch and wallet from their corpse since they wouldn’t have any use for it anymore. The senior enlisted Marines at his previous command had given him a plaque with dozens of watches and wallets plastered to it as a farewell gift.

A female sergeant major at Miramar impressed him one day when she said, “Aw, General, don’t be wimp! Watches and wallets ain’t nothin’! You should rip the gold right outta their teeth, now that’s worth something!”

General McCorkle’s favorite saying, by far was, though, was after one of those thousands of events when someone would make a dumb-shit mistake.

“The world is run by idiots,” he’d say after a hotel’s front desk clerk miscalculated his bill or a defense contractor’s secretary wrote down a phone message incorrectly.

“Well, you know, as a two-star general,” I’d say, hoping to put him back in a good mood, “most everyone would agree you’re one of the people running the world.”

He’d let out a low laugh, like an engine rumbling to life. “Heh-heh, that’s right, ain’t it?” Toward the end of my time as his aide, he’d add “We sure are gonna miss you, Captain Merritt.”

Most of the time he’d catch a quick half-nap during our many hours in the staff car along the five.

“I wonder what type of music he likes,” the driver said quietly early in our tour.

Before I could guess, we heard a low voice in the back respond “Twisted Sister!” He was no ordinary general, a fact he pointed out to me a lot.

Once after a half hour of silence in the car, he popped to life and asked, “Do you believe in conspiracies, Captain Merritt?”


By the end of my year as his aide, I was accustomed to General McCorkle’s off-the-wall questions and comments. This one didn’t throw me and I answered honestly. “No. I think most things that seem like conspiracies are just an unintentional collaboration of incompetence or freak accidents.”

“I agree,” he said. “When I was younger, I always thought people up top had to be geniuses and there had to be a sinister plan behind all the fuckups that happen. Now…let’s just say I know better.”

Personally, I’d screw up one thing or another at least a dozen times a day, which I’m told isn’t bad. Some screwups were worse than others, however. The general had a photographic memory and knew the name of almost every major or higher in the Third MAW. For the few he didn’t know, I would find out their name for him so that he could introduce himself. Once, however, he flew a Cobra helicopter to Yuma and there was no room for me to accompany him. I wrote down the names of every person I thought might attend the event.

When he returned to the Camp Pendleton airfield that night, he took off his flight helmet and handed it to me and ran his long fingers through his thinning hair.

“Colonel Smith’s wife is named Barbara not Deborah,” he growled, giving me a piercing stare that reinforced how badly I had fucked up.

He didn’t speak to me for a day and a half. I knew he had forgiven me when he said, “Rich, just think. You’ve got the highest goddamned GCT in the Third Marine Aircraft Wing and look how badly you fuck things up sometimes. So when you take command of your battery, just remember to have a little patience with your men. Not everyone has been so blessed.”

 

When my tour was up, I took a week’s leave and my parents and Jimmy visited me. I wanted them to meet the general so I called the new aide to find when he might have two or three minutes on his schedule. We entered the office suite from the front entrance and I heard the general’s low but booming voice from his office in the back corner. I stopped at the aide’s desk.

“We’re running late…just like always, as you know,” said Trent, the new aide. Trent looked exhausted and had dark spots under his eyes. Man, it’s only been a week! Poor guy.

“I’ll just say a quick ‘hi’ and then we’ll bolt,” I promised.

My parents were lined up along the hallway leading out of the general’s line of sight. He spotted me, however, talking to Trent and shouted, “Rich Merritt, what the fuck are you doing up here on your time off?”

I cringed and looked at my mom. Her eyes were as big as the planet Jupiter. The fright she had felt at first just being in the command suite of a marine general quickly turned to her more comfortable feeling of righteous indignation. My dad and brother tried hard not to laugh. I was petrified, caught between my general’s typically Marine disposition and my mom’s standards.

When he stepped outside of his office and saw my parents, General McCorkle did something I had never seen him do. He turned red-faced. He knew my mom was a good Christian woman who didn’t tolerate that type of language. He quickly introduced himself to my family and told them how much he had enjoyed having me as his aide and what a good American I was. My dad and brother were impressed at least.

Major General Fred McCorkle flew 1,500 combat missions in Vietnam, commanded 17,000 Marines on the West Coast, and would go on to pick up a third star.

But to my mother, he would always be “that man with the potty mouth.”

 

As promised, I got to take command of an air defense missile battery in May 1997. It was one of those crowning days, like when Dr. Bob Jones III called me a model Christian school student or my senior drill instructor told me I was officer material. General McCorkle and the assistant Aircraft Wing commander, Brigadier General Bolden, attended the ceremony with their wives. Because the generals were there, many of the colonels whom I had gotten to know throughout the previous year also attended. It was unheard-of for generals and colonels to attend a ceremony for a captain; thanks to General McCorkle, my ceremony was exceptional.

Dozens of my gay military friends attended this ceremony, some in uniform, some in civilian clothes. My parents and brother were also there. Tim Carter and his partner attended. Tim had been fighter pilot in the Marines in Vietnam and had attended the Naval academy at the same time as General Bolden. General Bolden was nationally famous as a space shuttle commander who also happened to be African American. Mrs. Bolden asked Tim why someone who had gotten out of the Corps over twenty years earlier would drive all the way from LA down to Camp Pendleton for something like this. Tim responded that he was my friend and wanted to see me take command of the battery.

Mrs. Bolden looked at the crowd and responded, “Rich Merritt has the most…eclectic group of friends I think I’ve ever seen!”

As soon as I took command, I began thinking, What next? I still had no idea. Law school was still out there. Maybe I could reapply for the funded law program. With a general’s personal recommendation, who knew what could happen?

The porn was also still out there. By now it seemed like a distant memory. I was a “has been” who never really “was.” No one recognized me anymore, maybe no one would care. Maybe I could stay in the Corps until retirement after all.

But one part of my past or another was always there. Wherever I went in the Marines, I always ran into someone affiliated with Bob Jones. Whether it was my battalion commander’s daughter in Okinawa, my classmates at TBS, my battery clerk when I was the executive officer, or my editor at the Navy Times, this tiny little obscure school was destined to stay in my life.

So it came as no surprise when, as I got to know the men in my command, one of them said to me, “Sir, didn’t you used to go to Bob Jones University?”

I stared at the sergeant. “Yes, Sergeant…Martin.” It was coming back to me now.

“You used to work at the Hyatt!” he said.

“And you worked at the Hilton,” I said to my new sergeant. As it turned out, he had been expelled also, so we had a shared antipathy for the place. Still, I couldn’t believe in coincidences any longer. For some reason, God was not letting me get that fucking school out of my life.

I loved Brandon, but more and more my mind was straying. I thought a lot about other guys, about having sex with other guys. The experience with Jessie nine months earlier had only whet my appetite for more encounters. This was painful for me. I had always thought that when I found someone I truly loved, I wouldn’t think about sex with other people. Unfortunately, the opposite seemed to be the case. The longer I went having sex only with Brandon, the more I thought about it with other guys. What the fuck was wrong with me? Brandon meant everything to me. I loved him and the life I had with him and our dog. I felt extremely guilty that these thoughts didn’t go away.

Soon after taking command of the air defense battery, all the officers in the battalion rented an RV and rode out to Las Vegas for a bachelor party. The whole ride, we watched porn, all of it straight, of course. At least there were guys in a few of the shots. We also drank the whole five-hour trip. A lot.

I went to a strip club and paid forty dollars for a private lap dance in the back. As drunk as I was, I had fun pretending to get into it. After a few hours, though, I was tired of the game.

“I’m going to gamble,” I told the others and took off to find my own adventure.

I got a room at the Luxor and called a male escort to come up to my room. I paid a fortune, but I was drunk and horny and didn’t care. He was short and blond, just what I’d ordered, but he was also straight. All he did for all the money I was spending was to let me jerk him off while I jerked myself off.

But it was sex. While I might have convinced myself that what had happened with Jessie was the result of a misunderstanding of the status of my relationship, there was no mistake now. I had cheated on Brandon.

It was some consolation, at least, that I had been very drunk. If I had been sober, I thought, this wouldn’t have happened.

 

From May of 1997 to June 1998, every day at lunch I ran six miles. I started at my office overlooking the Pacific Ocean and ran down a the two-lane paved road to a scraggly canyon along a riverbed that was dry most of the year and then up a very steep dirt hill, returning to my office. I had run this route since first checking in at Camp Pendleton five years earlier. I had lost twenty-five pounds along this route when I had first arrived, a noticeable difference for someone five-foot-seven, and since I ran shirtless at high noon, I had a deep tan. The cool ocean air balanced the summer sun and my daily run became like a religious experience.

These forty-five minutes were my alone time. I didn’t have to worry about what I said or about whether I was acting “butch” enough. No one could offend me with a fag joke or tell me about how women and gays were going to ruin the military. I could focus and meditate. Usually I focused on the natural beauty of southern California and I always remained on the lookout for the occasional rattlesnake or rare mountain lion.

One day I focused on what I was going to do with my career. I was obligated to serve for another year, but I knew that Washington, DC, would be calling sometime wanting to know what my plans were and presenting me with all available options. What were my plans? While working for General McCorkle I hadn’t had much time to think about anything beyond the next meeting or flight or dinner or reception. I had just taken over as CO of the battery and this had pretty much been the extent of my planning.

Then it occurred to me. I could get out. I didn’t have to stay in. What a radical idea! With one word from me and a letter of resignation, my time in the Corps could be over. Why not? The economy had turned around and officers were getting out in record numbers to take high-paying jobs in the civilian world. I could go to law school and practice law someday as a civilian. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. Besides, it didn’t seem like we were going to be going to war anytime soon, so I’d probably be pretty bored if I stayed in.

“Sir, your monitor called from Washington, DC,” said the corporal when I returned to my office, sweaty and sticky after the run. The timing was one of those eerie coincidences.

“Hey Rich, I’ve got great news for ya!” said my friendly career planner at Headquarters Marine Corps. General McCorkle had taught me that whenever someone in Washington, DC, said they had great news for you to either run and hide or pick up a gun.

This time was an exception however. He really did have good news.

“I know you’ve wanted to go to law school,” said the captain. “How about this. Next summer you can take over the Marine ROTC units at George Washington University and the other schools in DC, and you can go to law school at night for free, since you’d be considered faculty.”

I couldn’t believe it. A dream job and with fringe benefits like a free law degree. Talk about carrot and stick! I couldn’t say no to this assignment.

I didn’t. I said, “I’ll think about.”

Which I did for several months. This was so typical of the Marine Corps. The Corps’ thought police could read minds. They knew when you were thinking about getting out, then they made you a deal you couldn’t refuse. Once they had you, however, you were treated like a bastard stepchild. I honestly couldn’t make up my mind what to do.

It sounds crazy now. I managed to block the porn from my memory again. Never mind that a three-year commitment would be three more years of worrying that they might find out. All I thought about was that my career would continue and that I would keep climbing the Corps’ ladder of leadership. Who knows? Maybe I could make general someday?

Of course, there was Brandon. Maybe he would move to DC with me. He had said that was one city where he could live. I discussed it with him a little. He couldn’t understand why I would want to stay in. But then again, he wasn’t a Marine.

One day the orders appeared on the message board. My orders were to report to Washington, DC, the following year. I had ten days to accept these orders or submit my resignation. After all the deliberation, I simply said no. Don’t ask me why. Just as I can’t give a solid explanation of why I joined the Marines, neither can I explain why I turned in my resignation. It was a feeling, and I acted on it.

It happened to be my thirtieth birthday. I told my battalion commander that, when my obligated service time was up the following year, I would be getting out of the Marines.

I would be a “lame duck” officer for almost a year. But the decision to get out had been mine. I would also receive an honorable discharge as long as nothing happened during this final year.


 

“Rich, thanks for letting me stay at your place,” said Gary on the phone after the July Fourth weekend.

Gary had just returned from a six-month tour as the air officer with an infantry officer in Okinawa. He had always wanted to do that—to go with the grunts to prove that an “Airwinger” could hang with the toughest of the tough. That’s exactly what he had done.

But before embarking, he had broken up with Angie. Things hadn’t gone so well since she had moved to California from Texas and, ever the practical one, he had used the six-month deployment as an impetus to end the relationship. I wasn’t as angry this time as I’d been over his many breakups with Tami. Now that I was actually in my first real relationship, I could understand the complexities and nuances that come with the territory. I had become much more sympathetic to people in this area.

For the holiday weekend, I had stayed at Brandon’s while Gary had crashed at my apartment near Laguna Beach. He had attended a wedding there for a fellow pilot.

“No problem, just hope you didn’t fart all over the place like you always do. How was the wedding?”

“It was great…and…well…”

This wasn’t like Gary to stammer over his words. He was always so direct. “Well, what? You can’t talk for once in your miserable life?”

“I met someone,” Gary replied.

Oh fuck, I thought. Am I ready for this again? Being in my own relationship was hard enough, but playing advice therapist to Gary wore me out completely. But he was my friend.

“That’s great!” I exclaimed. “Tell me about her.”

“Well, have you ever seen that television show, Boston Common?”

I said that I had seen it a couple of times, wondering where this was headed. Maybe she looked like someone in the show.

“Well, her name is Hedy Burress and she plays Wyleen on that show. Everyone kept coming up to her talking about it, but I hadn’t seen it yet.”

“You dog! What the hell’s going on? Bossy’s going to movie premieres with Whoopi Goldberg, you’re meeting television stars…all my friends are going A-list. Not bad for a limey hick from Spartanburg!”

Gary and Hedy started dating, despite their conflicting deployment and filming schedules. I met her a few months later at a dinner I arranged in Laguna with Gary and her, Bossy and his new boyfriend who was also Whoopi Goldberg’s assistant, and Brandon. Hedy was as beautiful as Gary had described and had the vivacious personality he enjoyed.

Months later, when Gary was in Japan, Hedy arranged to have Brandon and me sit in a special VIP section for a taping of her new television show, The Closer, at the Warner Brothers studio in Burbank. In that show, she played the daughter of a character played by Tom Selleck.

After the taping, she invited us to dinner with the cast. Tom Selleck and his wife were there. Selleck was as handsome as ever, and he and I chatted a bit about his time in the army. Ed Asner, who was costarring in the show, was also at dinner and maybe I was being irrationally paranoid, but I could have sworn he was cruising Brandon. Jason Bateman, who I had always had a crush on, showed up later and I was dismayed to learn that he was straight. Someone said Bateman was friends with Hedy’s costar, David Krumholtz. Everyone on the cast was in a good mood, even though they probably knew their series was already in trouble. Krumholtz was exceptionally nice and he paid for everyone’s bill.

The best part of the dinner, though, was the conversation Brandon and I had with Gregory Jbara. Gregory was there as a friend of Selleck’s. He had played the role of Walter, the under-intelligent brother of the character played by Kevin Kline in the movie In and Out. Selleck had also starred in that movie.

I told Jbara that we were there as friends of Hedy’s and that I had been friends with Hedy’s boyfriend, a fellow Marine officer. Jbara expressed genuine approval that Gary and I had been able to maintain our friendship despite the military’s perceived homophobia and the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” law.

“In my opinion, the best parts of In and Out ended up on the cutting room floor,” Jbara said.

“What do you mean?” asked Brandon.


“The original screenplay really showed how hateful and ugly homophobia can be. But they cut those parts to make it more palatable to a wider audience.”

Considering I was a poor kid from Piedmont, South Carolina, I was beginning to feel pretty A-list myself.

General McCorkle kept in touch with me as much as his schedule would allow. He called from his car the day my resignation appeared on the message board.

“Rich!” he exclaimed, “what the fuck are you thinking? You won’t have nearly as much fun being a lawyer as you will a Marine.”

As calmly as I could, I told him that I had made the decision that I felt was best for both the Corps and me. He wished me the best with my plans and added, “Hey, I’m gonna invite you and Burton and Monroe over to have dinner with Kathy and me next month.”

Shit. Craig Burton had been General McCorkle’s aide before me, and Trent Monroe was my replacement. Both of them had wives. My singleness would stick out like a sore thumb.

While I was tired of the whole “stunt babe” routine, a dinner at a general’s was exceptional. Besides, this might be fun. Having just met Hedy, I came up with an idea. Who better to play the role of my date than an actress? Besides, her brother was a Marine pilot and he would be impressed that his sister had dined with the top aviation general on the West Coast. Just as with Tami four years earlier, Gary would be my source for a “stunt babe.”

Hedy played the role wonderfully. Both the general and Kathy adored her and, I wasn’t sure, but I thought maybe one of the wives might be jealous. Probably just my ego. The general served us huge, juicy steaks. He set a plate down in front of Hedy. I saw the look of horror cross her face. I knew instantly what was wrong.

“I’m a vegetarian!” she whispered. Goddammit! Why hadn’t I thought of this? Hollywood and El Toro might be less than a hundred miles apart, but they were light years removed when it came to things like eating meat.

Hedy ate almost every bite of her steak and pretended to enjoy it. I wish I could have given her an Academy Award. The following day, General McCorkle e-mailed me. “Marry her!” he demanded.

Once again, I was playing a role, using my friends, and doing it wonderfully well.
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FAME, NOTORIETY, CONTROVERSY



“Call me when you get a chance. I’ve got some very interesting news,” Melanie’s e-mail said. “It’s about Bobby.”

“Bobby” was Robert “Bob” Jones IV. Melanie kept me informed about our old classmates, often against my will. I was genuinely interested in news about Bobby, however, the type of interest one can only have in the affairs of an old rival.

“How did you find this out?”

She laughed. “Oh, you’re gonna love this. I was at the Greenville-Spartanburg Airport when I saw Bob the Third and Beneth.”

“You’ve just described my nightmare scenario,” I said. “Most people worry about keeping up with the Joneses—I worry about running into them at the airport.”

“I spoke to Mrs. Jones,” she said, “while she waited on Dr. Bob to get their luggage. I asked for Bobby’s phone number.”

“I bet she loved that…married women aren’t supposed to call men, remember?”

“Especially a married woman who’s also been divorced and is wearing shorts in public,” Melanie reminded me.

“You vixen!” I hissed. “Did she give it to you?”

“Only after I practically demanded it. Anyway, the big news is, apparently he’s leaving the university to write for some magazine in Washington, DC.”

After his expulsion and fall from grace, Bobby had spent two years with relatives in Indiana. After graduating from high school there, however, he returned to Bob Jones University as a student in journalism. This was about the time I was expelled, though, and we hadn’t resumed our old rivalry/friendship. There was an uproar among the fundamentalists when he went to Notre Dame to pursue a PhD in journalism. Despite the school’s anti-Catholic views, Dr. Bob Jones III publicly supported his son’s choice.

This was even bigger news. “I was in Greenville a few years ago and bumped into our old high school classmate Mary Nester,” I said. “She told me Bobby was going to take over for his dad and become president of the university. I told Mary I thought Bobby would have had higher aspirations than that. She said ‘Hmmpf!’ spun around, and walked away. Just like that! She actually said ‘Hmmpf!’”

So Bobby wasn’t going to be taking over the school after all. “I bet that cadre of Bob the Third’s underlings is happy about this,” I said, recalling the personalities I hadn’t dealt with in years.

“I wonder why they never liked him,” mused Melanie.

“He’s too independent,” I said, “and this just proves it. Not that he cares what I think, but I’m very proud of him for doing this.”

“Why don’t you tell him yourself?” Melanie teased. “You want his e-mail address?”

She told me his e-mail address. “I could have guessed that!” I said, laughing over the secret name Bobby had used when we were younger.

Brandon had recently shown me how to use the Internet and had set me up with an AOL screen name. I programmed Bobby’s screen name into my buddy list. The following evening, I saw that he was online.

Shit, what do I do? Do I “IM” him? What does he know about me? My curiosity got the best of me. I clicked on his screen name and sent him a message identifying myself, coyly asking if him if he remembered me. Within seconds, he responded. “Of course I remember who you are!”

Our “instant message” session was on.


“i go by rich now-havent been called richie since we were 18.”

“LOL-and i go by bob.”


“um…can i call you rob? bob jones still sounds too…scary to me.”

“<G> sure.”



As it was late on the East Coast, we signed off. If we were going to resume a friendship, I had to be completely honest with him. I sent him a long e-mail coming out to him and telling him about Brandon. The next evening, I had a response.

“Although I can’t say that I condone homosexuality, I still think it’s great that you have a partner,” he wrote.

Wow, no wonder the administrators didn’t want him around, I thought. Too bad he’s not taking over the school from his dad. While most gays and lesbians might be offended by Bobby’s comment about not approving of homosexuality, his attitude was light years ahead of most fundamentalists’.

“I always thought it was duplicitous for fundamentalists to condemn gays for being promiscuous while at the same time denying them marriage, the one institution designed to promote monogamy,” he wrote.

You really have left the school, haven’t you? I couldn’t believe I was reading this from someone named Bob—or even Rob—Jones.

“I think every Christian should have at least one gay or lesbian friend,” Rob’s e-mail continued. “Neither group is going away and the country would be better off if they just got along.”

“I’ve said the same thing to some gay friends recently,” I responded.

And I thought I’d never agree with a Bob Jones about anything again!

 

I had been writing my “Buster Pittman” column in the Navy Times, waiting anxiously for the opportunity to write a pro-gay piece. I was waiting for the issue of gays-in-the-military to pop up in the news so I would have a “hook” for getting the story into print. Even though my editors at the Navy Times protected my identity, I was fearful that if I wrote a pro-gay piece out of the blue, they might suspect I was gay, especially since my primary editor was a Bob Jones University graduate.

In the year I had been writing the column, nothing arose that would prompt a pro-gays-in-the-military piece. I was beginning to worry that I would get out of the Marines before I had a chance to write something.

Finally a retiring federal appeals court judge gave a speech where he blasted the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” law. It was almost unheard of for a judge to comment on a pending hot topic issue, even a judge that was soon to retire. This story was a weak hook, but maybe it would work.

It did. On November 10, 1997, ironically the same day Marines celebrate the birthday of the Corps, my op-ed piece “Time to Change the Rules on Gays” appeared in the Back Talk section of the Navy Times and its Marine Corps Edition. It was reprinted whole or in segments in gay and lesbian newspapers and magazines all over the country. As far as anyone knew, however, the author was Buster Pittman. Buster, of course, was an overweight Jack Russell terrier.

Soon afterward, I went to an SLDN fund-raiser in San Diego, where I met the co-executive director, Mary. Mary had also been an air defense missile battery commander in the army, the same job I presently held in the Marines.

“So that was you who wrote that piece,” she said. “We were wondering who had written that.”

I was hasty in using the retiring justice’s speech as my “hook.” The issue of gays in the military was about to explode.

 

A chief petty officer in the Navy stationed in Hawaii, Timothy McVeigh, (no relation to the Oklahoma City bomber, as every news article was careful to point out) was being discharged for being gay. Kicking a homosexual out of the military is commonplace; what made McVeigh’s story so unique, however, was the high-tech way the Navy caught him. Actually, the Navy found out he was gay by a very low-tech method—by lying. Naval investigators lied to a company to find out his name. But the company they lied to was a very new technology company—America Online.

The Timothy McVeigh story touched a nerve in the gay military community. If the Navy could lie to AOL to find out the identity of an AOL subscriber, we were all in danger.

While the Internet and the online services had revolutionized the entire business world, it had especially revolutionized the lives of people who wanted their private lives to remain just that—private, while at the same time putting them in touch with a much broader base of like-minded individuals. This applied to gay military people more than anyone else. Guys who would never think of going to a gay bar, to a bathhouse, or to anything remotely gay felt safe enough to venture into one of the thousands of “military m4m” chat rooms on any number of Internet sites. They could chat just enough to be fairly certain the person they were chatting with was also military (it’s very easy for a true military or former military person to tell a faker) and they could meet in the privacy of one of the guy’s homes.

Apparently the military was wising up to this. A navy investigator had called America Online and used false information to obtain the identity of an AOL user who had identified his marital status as “gay.” They used this information to discharge McVeigh just before he was eligible for his retirement pension. This news caused an uproar all over the country, not just in the military or in the gay community. People were outraged with the notion that their own privacy might be invaded next.

This also caught the attention of the New York Times Magazine. If gay people in the military had to be worried about what they typed into the Internet, what else did they have to worry about? Maybe “Don’t ask, don’t tell” wasn’t such a good deal after all. The magazine decided to run a story about what everyday life was like for gays and lesbians in the military. And it was at this time that SLDN put me in touch with Jennifer Egan who was investigating the story for the New York Times.

I was delighted to be part of any story that would expose the injustices of “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” I threw myself into the project with zeal, venting all my pent-up frustrations, and involving everyone I could by introducing them to Jennifer. My main goal was to expose, to inform, to help.

Personally, I was infuriated with the way the military handled the Timothy McVeigh matter. I wrote a letter to the editor of the Los Angeles Times comparing the military’s treatment of the two Timothy McVeighs. Later, when my battalion commander was informing me that many suspected me of being the “R” in the New York Times Magazine, he also informed me that the group commander, his boss, had seen my letter to the editor of the LA Times and had been quite upset. By then, that letter would be the least of my worries.

For Jennifer’s second visit to San Diego, I planned a smaller dinner than the initial one with twelve people. This time I included my friends Jim and Bossy, who had been unavailable before. Bossy entertained Jennifer, but she really connected with Jim, the former fighter pilot who had been one of Gary’s instructors.

“I sense a lot of sadness in him,” Jennifer said. “He cares deeply for people, yet the military’s treatment isolated him from his fellow pilots, the ones he’d really like to be close to.”

“That’s one thing Jim and I have in common,” I said. “We want to get close to people, but being gay makes us feel different to begin with, and the ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ law just reinforces it. Some people don’t mind being an island. But not us.”

The other reason for Jim’s sadness was that he and John had just ended their relationship after almost four years together. I didn’t like their separation; it made me feel as if my little family was coming unglued. At the age of thirty, I was experiencing things for the first time that most people felt in high school. Only in the last couple of years had I felt what it was like to be in love or to feel the extreme guilt that comes from being unfaithful. Because I was finally in love, I could somewhat understand the pain that comes from a breakup. Before I came out and fell in love with Brandon, I didn’t have sympathy for people going through rough times in their relationships because I couldn’t feel love, guilt, or pain. Now I could and the ability to empathize was making me a much kinder person. At last I was “getting real.”

 

While my friends and I were cooperating with Jennifer Egan on the New York Times article, I was applying to law schools but not having much luck. I was rejected by two schools and on the waiting list for two more. One of those schools I thought I was guaranteed to get into, but California’s new anti-affirmative action plan had changed the way admissions were done all over the state. University of California schools had lost most of their ability to be subjective, a fact that disadvantaged me, an average white guy with a compelling personal story. The admissions directors couldn’t consider that anymore. I was growing fearful that I might be getting out of the Marines without a plan for the future.

In May I visited West Point, New York for my cousin’s graduation from the military academy. After the graduation, my family headed south to my aunt and uncle’s home in Maryland. I missed the reception, however, because I took a detour through Manhattan on a Sunday morning to have brunch with Jennifer Egan. She said the editor-in-chief of the Magazine had wanted to meet me. At the last minute, he decided not to, she said, because it might not be the best journalistic integrity for the editor-in-chief to meet the subject of a story directly before publication. So, she explained, he wanted to set up a meeting after the story came out.

I stayed with my aunt and uncle for a night before I departed on a whirlwind tour visiting friends in the Maryland—Virginia—DC area. Before I departed, however, my uncle had a serious talk with me. This was the uncle who, years before, had encouraged me to go into the military.

“Richie,” he said, his dark Native-American eyes piercing mine, “I think you know that this lifestyle you’ve chosen for yourself is wrong.” He maintained the solid stare of a colonel to a captain, or an uncle to a nephew.

His comment shocked me into silence. He wasn’t southern; he had married into the family. Southerners were never this direct. Didn’t he know that? I was angry, stunned and confused. His daughter was one of the few relatives who knew I was gay. Had she betrayed my trust? Or had my uncle just figured it out on his own? I didn’t care. I was mad because he was judging me and he knew absolutely nothing about me or my life. What lifestyle? What choice? Fuck you, I thought, although I dared not say it out loud.

Instead, I simply excused myself and left the hills of eastern Maryland for those of northern Virginia.

Finally I got to meet the editors at the Navy Times and put faces to these names. Cathy, the BJU grad who I had worked with for a year, was a friendly, non-descript woman, who looked like she was in reasonably good shape, but who, like most women at BJU, wore her hair five to ten years behind the current style. Before our meeting, she had hinted that she had something very important to ask me. I knew that could only mean one thing. Briefly, I thought about coming out to her. After the confrontation with my uncle, however, there was no way was I going to let my guard down. Besides, it was just too dangerous to tell someone remotely affiliated with the military about being gay. It was a blatant violation of the “Don’t tell” part of “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” Especially dangerous considering the New York Times Magazine piece was due out in less than a month.

Other than watching my cousin graduate from West Point, the highlight of my trip was my visit with Rob “Bobby” Jones IV at his home in Washington, DC. Brandon and I had met Rob last December in Las Vegas while he was doing a story for his magazine. Brandon’s good-natured personality had made him a hit with all of my friends and Rob was no exception. Our old classmate, Julian, lived in Vegas and we had our own little mini-reunion—we called ourselves the “shipmates,” the three of us all having been expelled from Bob Jones.

Rob and I quickly caught up on the latest news. I had told him a little about the New York Times Magazine. I knew that as a journalist, he would be especially impressed.

“The LA Times has a Sunday magazine but I’ve never read it,” I said. “And I read everything. I had no idea how big the New York Times Magazine was!”

He laughed. “Um, yeah! This is the East Coast, Rich; people actually read over here, remember? Or have you been in California too long? I still can’t believe you scored this piece. I have a feeling that someday I’ll be doing a story on you.”

“That’s a scary thought. Be kind…well, as kind as you can.”

Rob was eager to introduce me to a new friend, Paul Cappuccio. On the metro, Rob quickly recounted Paul’s history.

“Number two in his class at Harvard Law. Was a law clerk for Kozinski on the Ninth Circuit then he clerked for Scalia and Kennedy on the Supreme Court. Figured he could give you some pointers on the law school and practice and all that.”

“Right. This guy sounds a little out of my league.”

Rob continued reciting the facts. Paul had been Deputy Solicitor General under Kenneth Starr in the George H. W. Bush administration. He was now a law partner at Kirkland and Ellis with Ken Starr.

Paul would later tell me, “Ken Starr’s really a very good man. One time someone at the office told an off-color joke and the punchline involved a circle jerk. Ken had this blank look on his face. I had to explain to him what a circle jerk was! That’s just how naive he is.”

Rob introduced Paul and he offered us drinks from the downstairs bar located near his pool. His Adams Morgan house backed up to a wooded hill, creating a luxurious and private atmosphere. I was very impressed.

After we had a short summer afternoon swim, Rob went upstairs to shower and change. Paul and I chatted a bit and he mentioned a woman he sometimes dated, Laura Ingraham, a conservative commentator whose name I recognized.

In one of life’s bizarre coincidences, Paul added, “She was on the cover of the New York Times Magazine wearing a leopard-skin miniskirt. They did a cover story about all the young conservatives in DC now.” Paul pulled a copy of the magazine out to show me. She was the very long-legged and beautiful woman whom I recognized from the television. I was more interested, however, in the young handsome man standing away from the group in the photo.

“Is that David Brock?” I asked. Brock had written the book slamming Anita Hill. I was aware that his recently released The Seduction of Hillary Clinton had not been well-received in conservative circles. It hadn’t made Hillary look like Satan’s mistress.

“Yes,” Paul answered brusquely. “I was supposed to have been on the cover with them, but I was out of town when the picture was taken.”

Ever since Paul had brought up the subject of the New York Times Magazine, I had been biting my tongue, waiting for the perfect moment to interject my experience. This was it. “I’m going to be on the cover of the New York Times Magazine,” I said.

Paul quickly looked up from the magazine with a puzzled expression. “When?” he asked incredulously.

“Three weeks from tomorrow.” Apparently Rob hadn’t mentioned it to him.


“What…why would…”

“It’s an issue about gays in the military. What life is like under ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell.”

Paul smiled. “I see,” he said nodding his head. “You know, Justice Kozinski said it well when that issue came up before the Ninth Circuit…‘If you say you are, you’re likely gonna do it.’ I mean, come on. Gay nineteen-year-old men are going to have sex with other men.”

Later that evening, I met up with some gay military friends who had told me that DC had some of the only clubs in the country where men could dance completely nude.

There were several bars where hot guys stood on the bars and danced with it all hanging out, hard and everything! I had been drinking since the visit to Paul’s house that afternoon. By the time I got to the dick bar, I was feeling no pain.

I observed a very hot, young, blond, buff guy dancing on a small bar by himself near the corner. My friends, preferring beefier, older guys left me alone. I began rubbing the young guy’s muscular calves and put a dollar in his sock.

He leaned over and whispered in my ear. “I go on break in just a minute. Meet me just outside the front door.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, I walked outside and waited no more than a minute for the young guy. He appeared and said, “Follow me; we don’t have a whole lot of time.”

We went into the adjacent adult bookstore. He glanced at the clerk and, when he wasn’t looking, the young dancer grabbed me and pulled me into a video booth with him. He quickly unzipped my jeans and pulled down my underwear and started blowing me. I wanted to reciprocate, but he said no, that he had to be able to get it up for the rest of the night. He didn’t want to come, but he wanted me to.

Then, the hot young man turned around and dropped his own pants. He leaned against the wall with his left hand and spit into his right hand. He reached around behind his ass and lubed my dick with his spit. Then, he inserted my rock-hard penis into his ass. For almost a minute I fucked him as hard as I could. That’s all it took. I pulled out and came all over his ass cheeks.

Just as quickly, we dressed and returned to the dick bar. My friends didn’t even know I had gone and come.


I didn’t know it, or admit it, but I was spiraling downward. The first time I’d cheated, I had the luxury of “confusion” to assuage my guilt. The second time I had been blitzed-out-of-my-mind drunk. Now, I was kind of drunk, but I still knew what I was doing. And neither of the first two times had involved anal sex. I didn’t use protection while fucking this guy and now I was going to go home to Brandon and have sex with him, without protection. As I walked back into the dick bar, I felt like I weighed a thousand pounds, the guilt was so heavy.

What is wrong with me? Why am I doing this? This had all happened so quickly I honestly had not had time to think about it. But that made it even worse. It had been a purely reflexive action. But this isn’t what I wanted my reflexes to be. I wanted my immediate response in this situation to be “No, I am happily married.” Instead, I just said okay and did what felt good at the moment.

At least I didn’t get fucked without a condom, I thought, finding the only way I could to make myself feel better about what I had done.

As the boy jumped on the bar and started dancing again, he looked across the room and winked at me. Just then the guilt shot through me all over again like a thousand volts of electricity. What made it especially painful was that the young man looked just like Brandon.

 

I was getting desperate. While all the tumult was taking place with the fallout from the Times cover story, I still hadn’t been accepted to law school. Maybe I had set my hopes too high by applying only to top-rated schools.

Tim Carter introduced me to a law partner who was an influential alumnus of the University of Southern California Law School. At the end of the lunch, we told him about the Times article. A month later, two weeks before classes began and the week I got out of the Marines, I was accepted into law school at USC in Los Angeles.

 

“Sir, we’ve got something for you,” said Lieutenant Reyes, my executive officer. My battery’s first sergeant had organized a farewell party for me at Carl’s Tavern in Vista, the bar used in the filming of Clint Eastwood’s Heartbreak Ridge. As the Marines of the battery gathered around, the first sergeant presented me with a large gold frame containing the “guidon” or official military flag representing the battery I had commanded for the previous year.

After leaving Carl’s, Reyes and I went to the Sandbar, a Carlsbad hangout frequented by surfers and surfer types. I was pretty drunk and when Reyes and I took our seats at the bar, I blurted out, “I’m gay.”

“I know,” he said. “Pretty much we all do. It was something I was concerned about at first, sir, because I didn’t know you before, and I had heard the rumors.”

I chugged half my beer. “‘Pretty much we all do,’ you say.”

“Yes, sir. But once I saw that you weren’t…how should we say it…improper with the men…and then how much mutual respect you genuinely have, it didn’t bother me.”

“Townsend hates me, doesn’t he?” I said referring to one of the lieutenants who served a platoon commander in my battery.

“I wouldn’t say he hates you, no, sir, not at all.”

But Townsend had problems with the gay thing. Still, there hadn’t been any problems between us, and I wouldn’t be the first…or last…captain who was disliked by a lieutenant.

“He’s a good lieutenant,” I said. “But he just needs to learn that not everyone who outranks him is a complete idiot.”

Reyes laughed. “When are you going to learn that lesson, sir?”

“NEVER!” I shouted as I slammed my beer. “That’s why I’m getting out.”

 

An agent from International Creative Management, or ICM, one of the biggest talent agencies in the world, contacted me through Jennifer Egan. We met at a restaurant called Kate Mantilini’s, in Beverly Hills, to discuss the possibility of doing a film or television movie based on my story. She wanted to know how dramatic the whole thing had been. I told her that the colonel had confronted me, but that I had gotten out with an honorable discharge.

She shook her head. “The problem as I see it, Rich, is that there’s just no conflict in your story. Everything’s turned out fine.” She decided that it would be too hard to sell and we parted company.

Shit, if only I could tell her the whole story, I thought.

 


The change of command ceremony where I handed command of the battery over to another captain was unremarkable. Generals and colonels had attended my previous ceremony; now, even my own group commander boycotted, sending a lame excuse that “something came up” at El Toro. This was the same colonel who had forbidden my battalion commander from giving me an award. He would not dignify an event honoring the Marine who had betrayed the Corps in the New York Times Magazine. I hadn’t really expected him to.

I didn’t care. In my mind I was already in law school.

 

Although colonels and generals stayed away, Melanie and Carla flew to California from North Carolina for the change-of-command ceremony. Brandon was there, of course, as well as Bossy and a few other friends. It meant much more to have people close to me there than the officers who had attended last year only to impress the general.

I had a party in Laguna that weekend. Gary couldn’t make it as he was in Iwakuni, Japan, but his ex-girlfriend, Angie, and her new boyfriend were there. I was glad they both couldn’t make it as I didn’t want a confrontation. Lieutenant Reyes and his wife were there along with Melanie and Carla. To my surprise, Rob Jones was able to make it as he was in California covering some of the close congressional races for his magazine.

Brandon walked up to me as I was talking to Reyes and his wife.

“Thanks, baby!” I said to Brandon as he handed me a drink.

“Ooh, sir, please, baby steps, baby steps!” shouted Reyes.

“Sorry,” I said as Allison Reyes and I laughed at her husband’s discomfort. “But you don’t have to call me ‘sir’ anymore.”

“I don’t know if I can get used to that, sir!”

 

A week later I attended law school orientation. By one of those random chances in life, I happened to sit by a member of the administration who was gay. It was surreal; not only did I no longer have to hide, I was in a place where gays and lesbians could openly hold positions of authority. I had driven less than a hundred miles from Camp Pendleton, but I felt like I had entered another universe.


During Gay Pride week the gay and lesbian student group hung large rainbow flags along the USC student plaza, the same plaza where the ROTC units stood in formation every morning. As I walked by their formation on my way to class, it looked like the future military leaders of American were saluting the gay pride flag. Surreal.

I attended every gay and lesbian student function I could. At the first event, I met a very handsome third-year law student. Alan Gurd had been a professional triathlete until his knee had blown. He still ran triathlons and had an incredibly well-defined muscular body. He was also brilliant, kind, and generous. He offered to critique my legal writing assignments and acted as my mentor, giving me important advice about classes and professors. I quickly developed a brotherly love for this kind man. At one point after I had been pestering him endlessly for advice, he joked, “Rich, you think I’m older than you, don’t you?” He was several years my junior.

“Aren’t you?” I asked. He was my law school model.

Soon after the semester started, a headline popped up on my AOL news account.

“Bob Jones University Has a Message for Gay Alumni—Stay Away!” Once again, my old school was back in the national news in full force. A recently out gay minister had attempted to visit the campus and had been barred. I called Rob about it.

“You notice the article says that gay and lesbian alumni are still allowed to attend the art gallery.” Rob was correct, there was an exception to the ban. “That’s because I persuaded my dad he couldn’t do that, otherwise he’d have to pay taxes on millions of dollars of art.”

“Now how am I supposed to get to the art gallery without crossing the rest of the campus? Get dropped in by helicopter?” I was laughing by this point, however. It always helped diffuse my anger to have an outlet like Rob.

“Well…if I recall correctly, the reason you aren’t allowed on the campus isn’t because you’re gay, now is it?”

“Damn you for having such a good memory!”

“Me? You’re the Rain Man,” he joked, referring to my sometimes photographic memory. “And, I hope you realize, the university was picketed by Fred Phelps and his freaks.”

Fred Phelps and his church members had earned national scorn by picketing Matthew Shepard’s funeral a couple of weeks earlier. “Why are the godhatesfags.com people picketing Bob Jones University?”

“Because gay alumni can visit the art gallery and take their boyfriends.”

“Well,” I said, “a place can’t be all bad if Fred Phelps is picketing it.”

 

In no fewer than three of my law school classes, we would discuss the Supreme Court case of United States of America v. Bob Jones University. I had been in Bob Jones Academy for the 1984 Court decision, now I could share the experience with my law school classmates.

By 2000, I was not surprised at all to see my old nemesis in the national news again. Not even presidential candidate George W. Bush was exempt from the Bob Jones taint.

With the initial Advocate story coming out—which would reveal my identity as “R” in the New York Times piece, I thought word might get back to my parents. That’s when I decided to come out to them. The only way I could imagine myself coming out was by writing a letter.

Some people say, “Oh, that’s the easy way out.” For me it was the only way because my mother, I knew, was going to say horrible, awful, unforgivable things. I didn’t want to hear her say them because I knew that they would be words that might put a wedge between us forever. So I wrote them a letter. It took me a whole day to draft it and then I wrote it out by hand. Basically I described what my experience had been like, finally coming to terms with the fact that this is how God had made me. Who was I to question that? I finally accepted that God made me this way and it was time to stop demanding that He change that. That to me, is what seemed important. I explained that there had been some media attention and I wanted to let them know so they didn’t find this out from some other source.


I copied the letter and sent one to an aunt and uncle, and I sent another copy to my brother. I was aware that the Advocate article was due out on December 18, so I sent my parents the letter a couple of weeks before Christmas, telling them I would call them on Christmas Day. I had no plans to visit them that year.

On Christmas Day I didn’t call them as I had promised. I just couldn’t. Instead, I drove down the coast near San Diego where Gary’s family was visiting for the holidays. Brandon had flown to be with his family for Christmas. He wasn’t out to them, and I felt stuck in Southern California. Fortunately, the Fullertons had become my surrogate family and they had a time share in Solana Beach. Gary’s parents were there as well as other relatives who had flown in from England. Now that I was out of the Marines, I was determined to be completely out.

“Norah, I just wanted you to know that I’m gay,” I said to his mother.

She laughed and in her Scottish accent said, “Heavens, Rich, you think I didn’t know that? I told Gary a long time ago that I raised my sons to be open-minded and I was upset that he wasn’t more open-minded about gay people. But I knew when he met you that you were gay and that you would help him be more accepting. I’m so glad that that’s what’s happened. And I’m so glad you finally told me!”

I told Gary about the New York Times Magazine and the Advocate story, the first article where I appeared near the back and George Michael was on the cover.

“You should see if you could turn this into something else,” he said.

“An agent from ICM already turned it down,” I said. “But the New York Times says they’re going to do a story on Brandon and me.”

A couple of days after Christmas my Dad called and said, “Son, we got your letter. We just want you to know that we love you. But you understand we’re Christians and we just can’t accept this sort of thing.” My mother on the other line was sobbing, “How could you choose to do this to me?” I felt, Wow, if that’s what she’s saying after two weeks, what did she say when she got the letter?


My experience with the DUI six years earlier was sort of a fore-shadowing. Then, too, her reaction had been, “How could you do this to me?” I was prepared for it this time.

“Mother,” I said, “I think I’ve said what I needed to say in the letter.”

“No,” she sobbed, “you know what’s right! You haven’t trusted the Lord! You’re giving up!”

My dad quieted her down. “Son, we love you, we want to see you, and we just want you to know that.” That was it.

My coming out experience summed up my relationship with my dad. For the most part, we didn’t have a whole lot in common, not unlike most gay men and their dads. We weren’t that close but we genuinely loved each other. When confronted with a situation that called for him to be a father, as this situation did, that’s exactly what he was. He said to me what I needed to hear—that he loved me.

I told them that one of the reasons I had decided to do this now was that I had been in some news articles and I didn’t want them to hear about it from anyone but me.

“You’ve been in the press about this?” my dad asked. He didn’t sound angry or upset, just confused. This wasn’t the type of thing that anyone back in South Carolina talked about, much less discussed in the papers.

“Yes, sir,” I said. I didn’t identify either title. I wasn’t sure which would be worse in their eyes…the New York Times or the leading national gay newsmagazine.

My mom’s reaction had also been exactly what I expected, as had Jimmy’s. Jimmy never called to talk about it, but six months later he visited and stayed with Brandon and Buster and me. He met many of my gay friends and, if he had a problem, he didn’t express it. Everything seemed fine with him.

 

Right after the New York Times Magazine cover story came out, I was a hero for a few months. It was one of the most wonderful periods of my life, as if I had not only achieved my lifelong dream of pleasing others, of affirming my worth, but had surpassed it.

I was happy to be the gay Marine “poster boy,” representing the fact that a well-balanced homosexual could have a successful career in the military without having to hide. Okay, maybe I wasn’t all that well balanced…but there certainly were many men and women who were doing excellent jobs in the military. If I was able to articulate that in a way that made people notice, then I was proud of my contribution. For me it was an honor to be a temporary symbol for successful gay careers in the military. I was happy, more than happy, to fill that role.

When The Advocate article revealing my porn past, came out, smashing my image, it was the worst thing that had ever happened to me up to that point, except for my stillborn baby sister, Elizabeth. What made it unbearable was that all my fears of failure felt as if they had been confirmed. I had let down thousands of people who had been proud of me. I had failed everyone who had thought that I offered a glimmer of hope for change.

 

The day it came out—Monday—is when I found out about it. I looked it up online but it hadn’t been posted yet. The next day, Tuesday, I went to law school and skipped my afternoon class and drove to Los Angeles to A Different Light Bookstore. It was crowded and hiding my face, I bought three copies of The Advocate. While the guy was ringing it up I was freaking out, he was going to recognize me. I drove back to school and read the article on campus. I was so afraid at this point for my legal career. I went to one of the associate deans. I talked to him about it. He was very reassuring. “These things happen,” he said. “Everyone has a past. You didn’t do anything really illegal. Yeah, you violated military law, but what do you think the academic legal community thinks about that? It’s blatantly discriminatory anyway.” He called me that night and told me he had talked to the dean of the law school who was one of my professors.

“Look you’ve got Scott Bice on your side,” he told me. “He thinks you’re a very good student. And he’s a good man to have on your side in California if anything happens.”

That night Brandon read the article. He looked at me funny and said, “This makes you look kinda bad.” I took it that he was looking at me differently. I guess that’s what made me the angriest. If you’re the type of person who hides, it’s so infuriating and disconcerting when something becomes known. At that point I was still hiding things. I had cheated on Brandon several times by now. I was the type of person who is very comfortable hiding. The article brought that out. But Brandon was there for me. He was supportive. Having him there is what got me through it. But the guilt—over the porn, over the cheating, all the old guilt feelings about being gay—came rushing back with a vengeance.

After the depression and guilt came the anger.

“What were you thinking?” several friends asked. “You knew they’d find out about this…didn’t you?”

“Of course I knew,” I’d respond. “But…but I don’t know, I just didn’t think The Advocate would run a story like this. I mean, aren’t they supposed to be on the side of gay people? That’s the name of the fucking magazine, after all!” I’d practically be screaming by this point.

“Rich, you’re so naive,” my friends would invariably point out. “Your friends care about you. The Advocate, on the other hand, is just a business. All they care about is making money. If they think outing you as a porn star will sell magazines, that’s what they’ll do.”

I am naive, I thought. I’m still the kindergartner trying to please his teacher. Only this time, it wasn’t Mrs. Hand, it was Judy Wieder, the editor-in-chief of The Advocate.

Maybe Wieder had a point or a purpose, I don’t know. My thoughts were a whirlwind in those weeks. The night after the issue came out, I wrote a letter to her and sealed it in an envelope, fully intending to mail it. I still have the unopened letter, which I recently discovered during a move; but I cannot recall what I wrote. Probably asking how she sleeps at night, the type of bullshit that victims always whine about to their supposed oppressors.

I created all sorts of justifications and reasons for my anger.

“Professional jealousy is the most powerful force in the world.” General McCorkle’s warning rang in my head. Was Wieder jealous of me? Had she ever been photographed for the cover and featured in the New York Times Magazine? Probably not. In fact, she was probably pissed that she was editing The Advocate and not the New York Times Magazine. No wonder she had done to me what she had. Who the fuck was I? Just an upstart nobody, a hick from Piedmont, South Carolina, who dared to appear in one of her stories but not tell her all that she wanted to know.

My thoughts continued spiraling wildly out of control. Judy Wieder spends her working hours making decisions about who’s going to be covered, who isn’t and what tone The Advocate’s story will take. No wonder she seemed to have such a hardcore God complex, I thought.

And how like God to sit in such harsh judgment of me.

 

I went in to see my professor in First Amendment law, Susan Estrich. I was a little nervous because I know that most feminists are very strongly against pornography. I assumed they made an exception for gay porn, however, since that wasn’t about the objectification or subjugation of women. Professor Estrich had been Michael Dukakis’s campaign manager in 1988. I wanted to know whether I had a shot at suing The Advocate.

She looked at me intensely and then in her gravelly voice and New England accent I had come to love said, “Why do you want to do that? Look at me…I managed a campaign for some fucking asshole twelve years ago who wouldn’t listen to me, but now I’m forever known as the bitch that lost the presidency. I didn’t put him in that tank…I wasn’t even there. Listen, don’t do this…you’ll always be known as the guy who sued The Advocate…and lost. Besides,” she added, “You are the only one who still has a copy of that magazine. ‘Today’s newspapers wrap tomorrow’s fish.’ Just forget about it and when you grow old, look back at the videos and think ‘Damn! Look at how hot I used to be!’”

During the height of controversy swirling around my career in porn, David Mixner contacted me. David was a friend of Bill Clinton’s and had been sort of a bridge between the gay community and the president. He brought the gay vote to Clinton early in the primaries. Mixner’s involvement was a big part of Clinton’s pulling ahead in the primaries of 1992.

It was during my lowest period that I had lunch with Mixner and his boyfriend in West Hollywood. The first thing he said to me was, “I hope you don’t regret or beat yourself up over or feel ashamed of having done the porn.”

I replied, “No, I don’t.” At that point I think I was answering truthfully. I didn’t feel ashamed about having done it. I just felt very sad that it had sullied all the good that the New York Times article had accomplished.

“I knew you before through SLDN, but the porn past makes you more of an interesting, fascinating real person,” Mixner added.

Now I was sitting across from David Mixner, and he also was telling me that my past made me more real. “You shouldn’t let this Advocate article get to you,” Mixner said. He was talking from experience. Mixner had had some relation to the Clinton administration and he told me the story about how, after “Don’t ask, don’t tell” was enacted, he had resigned in protest. The Advocate ran a story with him on the cover and it said, “David Mixner—Friend of No One.”

“What you have to do is brush this off,” he advised. “Because these people really want to see that it gets to you.”

I said I understood. But, as was the norm for me, I was saying one thing and feeling something totally different on the inside. In reality, I was devastated. Torn apart. To understand why I was so distraught is to know that my biggest nightmare in life was that the Bob Jones crowd, the fundamentalists, were right. Yes, I still had that fear. What if what I was taught as a child from birth onward is the Truth? That we really are born with a sinful human nature? Only through living a Christian life could we be sure we’re on the right path. When I rejected that belief, I didn’t get away from it right away. It takes a long time. I wasn’t dealing with it all that well anyway. I was lashing out. Doing the porn was a way to strike out in the extreme against that way of thinking.

The Advocate story made me feel like they were telling me, “See, look how evil you really are.” And it wasn’t only because I had hidden the porn from them. If you read the article it suggests Rich Merritt sought publicity. You know, I didn’t seek publicity. I wrote a newspaper article. I volunteered for an organization. They put me in touch with someone. And I agreed to do some stories.

Yeah, I like attention. I like publicity. But in this scenario I did not seek out the media. I said “okay” to people. So when I read that I was only seeking publicity, I thought it was mean and unnecessary. And I thought it was untrue. But even beyond that The Advocate made it sound like I had a duty to tell them about the porn. Which I don’t think I did.

To me, the article made it sound like there was something wrong with doing porn. That I was a bad person for being in porn videos. Any reasonable person would come away with that attitude after reading the piece. “Oh, The Advocate is condemning you for having done porn.” This wasn’t Jerry Falwell telling me that. It wasn’t Bob Jones telling me that. It was the leading press outlet in the gay community. It cut right into my deepest, darkest nightmare.

Although The Advocate called me for a quote, it was clear they were going ahead with the story no matter what I said. So when John Erich first called me, my instinct, once I got over the shock was, “Okay, go on with it. Give them the story.” Since they were going with it anyway, I should give them the story that I’m writing about now.

Then I contacted Tim Carter and SLDN. Their initial advice was, “Don’t talk with them; we’re going to try to tell them not to do the story.” That’s what I went with even though my instincts were telling me to go the other way. Tim is the co-chair of SLDN. But he talked to the co-executive director, Mary, and reported that Mary, who I regarded as a friend, was the one who said, “We can’t have anything to do with this. This is only going to hurt SLDN.” That’s when Tim called me back and said, “Mary is very upset. She feels like you’re chasing media attention, like Jose Zuniga did with that book he wrote several years ago that exaggerated his own story, you know, Soldier of the Year.”

Mary would be quoted in the The Advocate: “Rich was not an SLDN client, so there was no reason for us to be aware of it” even though the SLDN annual report for 1998 stated that SLDN had come to the aid of Marines at Camp Pendleton involved in the Times article. The Advocate article also states that I came to the attention of the New York Times Magazine “indirectly” through SLDN. There was nothing “indirect” about it. Everyone was distancing themselves from me.

Then Tim suggested, “Why don’t you call your friend Steve Zeeland and see if he has any pull with anyone at The Advocate?”


I did call Steven, and he said he would do what he could, but he didn’t imagine that he had the influence to sway The Advocate.

My instincts told me that The Advocate was going to do the story regardless of what happened. It was too sensational. It seemed like it would be too good for sales. The best thing I could do at this point is give them my side of the story. I could have said, “Here’s why I did this.” But I didn’t do that.

The story sent me into a state of complete shock. I like to think that I tried very hard to please people. Make everyone happy. This was the gay community telling me that I had failed. In a big way. That’s pretty deep suffering.

What helped was that right off the bat I did get a lot of reassurances. David Mixner. From the law school. But the publicity didn’t stop with The Advocate. The New York Times wrote the small article about the Marine who appeared in the magazine had been in “smut films.” The Washington Post ran a little blurb about it. It was February 1999, the impeachment was over with, and it said, “Looking for the next Monica Lewinsky scandal.” It listed a couple of other things that happened and it mentioned my story. I’m going to be the next Monica Lewinsky! The Weekly Standard ran a very negative article with the attitude of, “Look how stupid the New York Times is.”

A week later The London Times ran a little story. The headline was so British. It said, MARINE’S PRIVATE ON PARADE. I thought, When is it going to stop? Every day I was looking up my name on Lexis-Nexis news search to see where I was going to appear next. When the London Times blurb came out, I started crying. It was just too much to deal with. I was in the computer lab. It seemed like there was no end and I was thinking it would affect the rest of my life. My friend Dena was in the computer lab with me and we talked and she was very comforting and reassuring. My mentor-friend, Alan Gurd, was Dena’s roommate. He was there for me, too. Alan was angry. “This is why the gay community can’t get ahead. Look at what we do to each other. We’re our own worst enemies.”

“I can’t believe it, Rich,” said my friend Jim. “I had never ordered a gay magazine in my life, but I finally got a subscription to The Advocate. And I get my first copy delivered to my house and guess who’s on the cover?!” He laughed about it. ‘This is just like something you’d do, Rich, surprising me by being on the cover of my first issue of The Advocate!”

The law school openly displayed the current copy of The Advocate on a shelf in the reading room, along with thirty or forty other magazines. Each morning I came to school immediately when the library opened at 7:00 a.m. Finally one morning, the librarian had placed the one on the shelf with my photo on the cover. I grabbed it and carried it back to the archive room and buried it. Or so I thought.

A few days later, I walked by the reading room and to my horror saw that someone had dug it up from the archives and replaced it! Not only that, it was sitting on a table, so someone had obviously read it. Now everyone at the school would know. My friend Vicky was sitting with a group of students near the table with The Advocate. I could tell they had been talking about me, but were trying to pretend as if they hadn’t been. Vicky nonchalantly slid her Constitutional Law casebook over The Advocate. When the group left, Vicky left it sitting it on the table. I grabbed it and stole it from the library.

As a way to escape, I just poured myself into my studies. I was in the second semester of my first year of law school, arguably the toughest part of law school. I got the highest grades of my school career that semester. I threw myself in my studies to block out what happened. For a short while, at least, that was an effective way to cope. Eventually, however, I ran out of energy and would need some help, something a little stronger than sheer force of will to get me through my day.
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CIRCUIT BOY



“‘I know very little about gay culture,’ R says. On a gay cruisehe and Brandon took recently with some military friends, R was mystified by a drag spoof of Whatever Happened to Baby Jane. ‘The whole place is going wild, and none of us had seen Whatever Happened to Baby Jane,’ he says, and admits to finding the hedonism in some pockets of gay culture—the all-night dance parties, for example, which Brandon enjoys—wearying and empty.” This is what Jennifer Egan wrote. I hate to say it, but the quote was totally accurate.

The Weekly Standard and the New York Post had a field day with my statements to the New York Times Magazine. After the Advocate cover story “outing” my porn past, these tabloids included me in sections called “Bloopers of the Times” and “Truths of the Times.” They used the seeming contradiction between my lives as a “poster Marine” and a “gay porn star” to show that their nemesis, the New York Times didn’t know what it was doing. The further implication, of course, was that gays should not be allowed to serve in the military because, see, we all do porn.

But the truth is, when we went on that cruise in 1998, only Brandon was familiar with Whatever Happened to Baby Jane and he had to explain the skit to the rest of us. I still haven’t seen it, although now I would recognize and laugh at a mocking of the rivalry between Joan Crawford and Bette Davis. At the time, though, I really knew very little about gay culture, unless one considers the porn industry gay culture. And I didn’t know a whole lot about that. I had done eight porn films spanning a period of four months over three years earlier. I stopped doing them because I met Brandon and fell in love. To quote myself, my dalliance in the porn films had been, well, “wearying and empty.”

Jennifer misquoted me earlier in the article when she said that Brandon and I would be going to the White Party that year. What I told her was that we would be going to Palm Springs for White Party weekend, but that we would simply barhop the night of the main event. I had been at the White Party in 1995 and hadn’t enjoyed it and had left after a half hour or an hour. In my mind, going to Palm Springs for White Party weekend was very different from going to the White Party. Seems silly now, but these distinctions I had carefully carved out were vital to my identity.

When I read now what I said in 1998 in these quotes and in other places in the New York Times Magazine, I am appalled at the way I sounded, but also pleased with the personal growth I’ve achieved since then. They’re like a barometer for how critical I used to be, and how accepting I am now. I caught a lot of criticism for coming across as judgmental, condescending and arrogant. I was puzzled by this criticism because I just didn’t see it then.

But that wasn’t the only criticism. After I was out of the Marines, I forwarded a copy of the article to Mrs. Langston, my fifth and sixth grade teacher at Bob Jones Elementary School. I was so proud of being in the story and I had forgotten about the seamier parts.

“I’m disturbed that you go to all night gay dance parties,” she wrote. “I can only imagine what goes on at those things.”

Shit, I thought, I should have reread the article before I sent it to her. So I reread it and was thankful she hadn’t commented on the orgy in the Philippines with the enlisted Marines.

So I was catching criticism from both sides. That’s an important lesson to learn for someone who wants to be in the public eye. There’s no way to make everyone happy when you speak out about an issue. But The Advocate’s criticism had affected me much deeper than anything else and in more ways than I could possibly realize at the time.

When I had been a fundamentalist Christian I was judgmental and condemning about everything—in the clear-cut way that fundamentalist Christians are. After I left Bob Jones University I started shedding some of those attitudes. But, of course, you don’t drop all of your opinions overnight. It was step by step, phase by phase. By the time I came out of the closet, I believed that I had become somewhat nonjudgmental—but some of my old attitudes were still there. For example, I had real problems with effeminate, queeny guys. With drag queens. With people on the fringes of the mainstream. That way of thinking seems nutty to me now, yet it took me a long time to lose that sensibility. By 1999, however, I still looked down my nose at drugs and people who used them.

A big change occurred in me when The Advocate article came out slamming me about the porn and about hiding it from them. I suddenly felt what it was like to be the object of what I considered harsh, unnecessary, criticism, and condemnation. It may have not been meant that way, but that’s the way I saw it. Other than really shocking and devastating me, in another way it transformed me—and I think for the better: my attitude changed almost immediately regarding the way I viewed other people.

As I said, it seemed to me, from the tone of the article, that the editor was condemning me. Some of the feedback on that issue of the magazine followed that train of thought. A lot of the comments were particularly harsh. I remember one of the e-mails in the feedback forum said something about how I portrayed myself as a hero but in reality wasn’t one. Then it went on to demand, “We need a Rosa Parks. Where is our Rosa Parks?” Comments like that really hurt. Mercifully there were those who defended me. Someone criticized The Advocate: “What makes you think that just because someone tells you one thing about their life, they have an obligation to tell you everything?”

Bossy wrote a lengthy and beautiful letter to The Advocate. It was published online, although not in the actual magazine. He wrote about how I had done so much for my gay friends, by bringing them together and trying hard to make them feel included. He ended by writing, “For that, Rich Merritt should be admired and not dragged through the mud as you have chosen to do.” He signed the letter with his real name and rank. Considering he was still on active duty, this was a brave and loyal thing for him to do.


But of course, only the negative stuff stuck in my mind. Some of the feedback was incredibly critical and it started a process in me of thinking how I’d been judging people all these years for so many things. One of the ways I was still doing it was with my attitude towards people who used drugs. Now I started asking myself, Who am I to judge?

After that, the idea began somewhere in my head that if drugs were okay—or neutral—generally, perhaps it would be okay for me to…“experiment.” I started coming up with all the clichéd reasons to justify drug use: as long as you don’t become addicted and it doesn’t take over your life and you can still pay your bills, then what’s wrong with using drugs? Yeah, it’s illegal, so what? At that point sodomy was still illegal in so many states. What does illegal mean? I had been in law school long enough to know that, as one judge wrote, “laws are like sausage…it’s best not to see them being made.” What he meant, of course, is that laws are created by people as flawed and as…human…as anyone. And the process ain’t pretty. Drug laws seemed especially ill-formed.

The year before, Missouri Senator John Ashcroft stood at the front of the Bob Jones student body and declared “We have no King but Jesus!” With Bible-thumping Jesus freaks like Ashcroft making the laws of the land, it almost seemed like a duty to break them.

I also noticed that over the past few years some of my friends had stopped seeing me as much as they once had. I would find out that they’d taken vacations and I hadn’t been invited. It was hurtful and I didn’t understand why. Now I realized that they were going to different cities all across the country for the circuit party weekends, which were rapidly increasing in popularity among gay men. There certainly wouldn’t be a place at a circuit party for a guy who was opposed to drug use. I recalled the White Party I had been to in 1995. It was obvious I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it just by drinking alcohol all night because eventually I’d pass out. These guys were doing drugs that kept them up and high and happy. The part about being happy really struck me. I wasn’t feeling very good about myself and I needed something to help me feel better.

A friend described the drug Ecstasy to me. I had first heard about it in the Marines years before when some of the men had been caught using it. More and more gay men seemed to be using it. All of a sudden, it sounded really good. I needed something to pick me up out of this depression I had sunk into. I needed to feel what he was describing. I was still experiencing the numbness from the Advocate exposé.

My last defense against using drugs was gone. This may sound crazy now, but I had always been interested in politics. I even had a hope of someday having a political career. Before The Advocate piece, I had always managed to push my porn past aside, reasoning that I could still have a future in politics. Maybe Bill Clinton’s escapade had lowered the standards of what the public will accept. Perhaps I can be a congressman from West LA or something, was my logic. But doing drugs, it seemed, would definitely prohibit me from having a political career. I saw drug use as just one too many hurdles I’d have to overcome.

When I was in the Marines, I wouldn’t even consider drugs because I got drug-tested all the time. That deterrent was gone. The barrier of being judgmental was gone—or at least was rapidly diminishing. Finally, when I saw the way I was portrayed in The Advocate, I said to myself, Who the fuck am I kidding? I have no chance of a political career. I’m an idiot to think that. So that final roadblock was gone. I had already broken down almost every other taboo. I was reaching out for something new. One last thing. I needed something to make me feel really good, really fast. Why not try drugs? My red-flag phrase. Oh what the hell!

“I want to go to the White Party in a few weeks,” I told Brandon in the spring of 1999, “and I want to try Ecstasy.” He could not do drugs because of his career, but he certainly understood that drugs were a huge part of gay culture. We talked about it. But after thinking it over, he decided that he shouldn’t hold me back from experimenting if it was something I really wanted to try. “Okay,” he said. I immediately called my friend and asked me if he could get me some.

The night of my second White Party I was most definitely in a different frame of mind than I had been in years before at my first. The party had grown in size from the hotel ballroom to the Palm Springs Convention Center. Waiting in line to get in the club felt surreal. I felt the Ecstasy waiting in my pocket. It reminded me of Eve in the Garden of Eden: “You could choose not to eat this fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, or you can eat it and your eyes will be open and you will be as God.” I had that same feeling as I was standing there with that pill in my hand. I can give this back to my friend, I thought, or I can take it and my life will be different forever. Just like the scene near the beginning in the original Matrix when Keanu Reeves chooses the red pill over the blue. My eyes may be opened. Or I could be ruined. I had no idea what would happen.

I took the Ecstasy.

My friend had told me that it would take a while to kick in. When we got into the party I began timing it. Thirty minutes went by and I didn’t feel any different. I started dancing. I wasn’t much of a dancer but I got on the dance floor with 10,000 other guys. I just started bopping around and I still wasn’t feeling a thing. I said to myself, This isn’t going to work. All the hype was over nothing.

I was on the dance floor for another thirty minutes when this guy behind me, wearing angel wings, brushed up against me. I always hated angel wings on the dance floor because they can scratch you. This time the angel wings hit my bare back and I suddenly had the most magnificent sensation. God it felt good. I turned around and I just smiled at the guy and he grinned back. He was this little angel. That’s when I knew the drug had kicked in. I stopped dancing and just stood in the middle of the dance floor with all this craziness swirling around me.

It was the most euphoric, fantastic, amazing feeling. I couldn’t think of anything negative. I couldn’t imagine anything bad. I was totally alert. The music sounded great. Everyone looked handsome. Everyone looked happy. I thought, This is the way life is supposed to be. This is what being born again was supposed to feel like.

I don’t know what I was expecting but this was far better than anything I could have possibly imagined. It was like my eyes were opened. Oh this is what I’ve been missing! There was this secret society out there and I had finally been admitted. Gosh, walking around out there and seeing all my friends. People I had known throughout the years would wave at me in the spirit of “Hi, you’re one of us now.” I felt included. I felt a part of something. I felt totally wonderful.


The whole night went like that. I wanted to walk around. We danced a little bit but I just wanted to walk around and take it all in and experience as much as I could. The atmosphere was the experience.

Before I had looked at these people holding their bottles of water and I thought that perhaps they were alcoholics who couldn’t drink. Now I realized that you don’t want to drink when you’re on Ecstasy. Water tastes like the finest wine. Gum tastes like a feast. And you smile from ear to ear the whole time. Some people don’t experience it that way, but my first time, I sure did. You don’t shut down as you do with alcohol. You remain alert; in fact, your alertness is heightened, so you really know how good you’re feeling. And I remember it today like it was a movie I just watched.

Not everything was so upbeat that night. I ran into one of my friends; he was drinking his water and chewing his gum but he wasn’t having a good time. I was thinking, How could you not be having a good time on this drug? He’d been taking this drug for a few years. This would be my future if I kept doing this. He’d paid his money. He’d done his drugs. But it wasn’t working. Yet I didn’t worry about that. I was just busy experiencing the present.

“Oh my God, there’s Cher!” screamed a circuit boy standing nearby.

I spun around as I heard a Cher-like voice singing her newly released “All or Nothing.” I looked on the stage across the convention center. Oh my God, it IS Cher! Days later, Cher reportedly denied to an E! channel reporter that she had been at the White Party but said she would certainly be disappointed if there were ever a White Party without at least one Cher sighting. For me, that was good enough. Back in the moment, I had been in the presence of Cher.

Eventually I came off the high as the party ended. I was fine. There was no negative side effect; there was no hangover. Everyone kept saying, “You’ll never be able to sleep.” Ha! I went right to bed, slept for four or five hours, got up, and felt great. This was infinitely better than alcohol, which I hadn’t been enjoying as much as I used to anyway.

The next day, I was ready to start the whole thing over. I hadn’t planned on doing Ecstasy—“X” as I was now calling it—again, but the tea dance was that afternoon and I got a hookup for more. That was another omen. Here I was, I just did one hit and I wanted to do it again right away, that very same weekend. The experience was similar the next night, but not quite as good. I didn’t expect it to be. But it was still very nice. I went back home after that weekend thinking I had discovered a new way of living. As if I had single-handedly unlocked a secret, a mystery.

 

My friend Jim had just moved to Palm Springs. He couldn’t wait to tell me this story. While shopping at the local Gay-mart, one in a chain of small retail stores catering to gay men, he got into a conversation with Billy about porn videos. Billy was a retiree who worked part-time as a store clerk.

“But my favorite porn star of all time,” said Billy, “is a real Marine…named Danny Orlis.” Jim informed him that we were friends and that I would be coming to Palm Springs soon.

Jim took me to the Gay-mart and introduced me to Billy. As Billy and I were shaking hands, he told me, “So good to meet you…you don’t know how many hours of pleasure you’ve given me!”

His comment made me realize I was no doubt shaking the hand that had also brought him hours of pleasure. Not wanting to appear rude to my number one fan, I didn’t reflexively jerk my hand away, but I washed it immediately afterward. But Billy was a very sweet man. He even gave me a dubbed video where he had copied my scenes from each of my videos onto one tape. I still have that today. Thank you, Billy!

 

Melanie was going to be in DC on business, so she and I arranged a visit with Rob Jones. I had told Melanie about the porn knowing that she wouldn’t care, but Rob was a different story. I knew I had to tell him, but I had no idea how he’d take it.

“Well,” he said, “I’m glad you told me; I didn’t know how to bring it up. I told a lot of friends about you when you were in the New York Times and one of them showed me The Advocate. Honestly, Rich, from the standpoint of a journalist, knowing this just makes you all that more exciting of a person. From the standpoint of a friend, it just makes you more real. No, it doesn’t bother me at all.”


I was glad that my friendship with Rob was intact. Others, though, I wasn’t so sure about. Lieutenant Reyes was pissed. Apparently, as you could imagine, the news story was circulated around the Corps. Reyes sent me an e-mail from Okinawa.

“I actually believed you and had sympathy for you when you said that ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ made your life hell, that you had to live in fear. Doing porn isn’t living in fear!”

I explained to him that I had done the porn years before and that being in a relationship with Brandon had helped bring me to my senses. I think he understood and we stayed in touch for several more years. But I could tell it was definitely a barrier.

The friendship that worried me the most, however, was Gary’s.

“Hey, Rich,” he said the next time we were together. “Been on the cover of any magazines lately?”

I felt a jolt of electricity run up and down my spinal chord. Why is he asking me this? Does he know? Of course he knows. But he’s smiling…he can’t know. I decided not to test it, and just assume that Gary joking. “No,” I said. I felt guilty about lying to Gary. We had been friends for twelve years at this point and were close, yet, I felt that gay porn was pushing the limit of what he could accept.

 

If I were left to my own devices I probably would have blossomed into a full-fledged drug addict in a matter of weeks, if not days, but Brandon kept me in check. I’ve always had an addictive personality about everything and I should have seen it coming. I’ve never been able to eat just one cookie out of the Chips Ahoy bag. Once I open it, the whole bag is usually gone by the end of the evening. With Chips Ahoy, the only real danger was to my waistline; with mind-altering drugs, it was a different story.

Brandon was the voice of reason in my newly drug-obsessed mind and it was he who made sure I did everything in moderation, as best he could. But what he couldn’t understand is that, for some of us, there is no such thing as moderation.

In spite of temptation, I actually didn’t do any drugs again until well into the summer. Even when we went to London that June—and saw every drug imaginable being sold on the streets of Soho—Brandon wouldn’t let me risk buying anything there. Very savvy of him considering the trouble I could have gotten into buying drugs in a foreign country. Yet, I remember it as being a discovery that recreational drug use wasn’t something exclusive to the gay community in southern California. Everyone in the world was into partying and having a good time. Sometimes I felt like I had a lot of catching up to do.

But thanks to Brandon, and my budding law career, I didn’t get out of control right away. Over the next year, I did Ecstasy only about four times. After all, I was a second-year law student and I was busy interviewing for jobs. One of those times was at what had always been my favorite party, the Zoo Party of San Diego pride weekend.

The Zoo Party was on Sunday afternoon, it was outdoors and best of all, it was at the San Diego Zoo. I loved walking around the zoo at the beginning of the party seeing the animals, grabbing a quick meal at the tree house café with the free meal voucher that came with the party ticket and then going to the dance and having beers with my friends. Many partygoers wore animal-like outfits. It was a trip, even sober. If it had been so much fun with alcohol, I couldn’t wait to try it on Ecstasy.

I had the time of my life. As my X was wearing off, I headed to the bar to get a drink. My friend Jim was there leaning against the bar, sipping a beer.

“Yep, the bar’s getting crowded, everyone’s Ecstasy must be wearing off,” he remarked.

Without thinking, I said, “Yeah, why do you think I’m here?”

Jim glared at me and said, “Not you, too, Rich.” He turned his back to me and started talking to someone else. I felt awful. I didn’t know whether I was mad at Jim, or mad at myself. I was still a little bit high. I’d think it through tomorrow.

 

I had applied to a number of law firms to work as summer associate. I recently had received my first year grades and they were excellent. I knew that I’d be able to get a good job over the summer and I began interviewing with various firms.

Escaping into drugs would have been particularly easy because this was a stressful period—mixed in with the acceptance letters, there were always a few rejections. I couldn’t understand that. How could any firm reject me? Never mind that for every rejection letter I received two offers. As usual, it was only the rejections that struck me and made any real impact.

I called my friend Alan Gurd for advice. He had just started practicing law at a firm in downtown LA. In law school I had gotten into the habit of running everything by him. Now I would discuss the different law firms I’d been accepted to with him.

After I had narrowed it down to two, I called Alan and left him a message naming the different firms and asking which one he recommended. Soon after, I received a strange message back from him: a voice mail saying, “Rich, the best piece of advice I could give you is, ‘Don’t do it.’” And there the message ended. At the time, it didn’t strike me as being particularly cryptic. Sure, I thought it was a somewhat unusual message, but I didn’t look for hidden meaning in Alan’s words.

 

Later that night the phone rang. I thought it might be Alan calling back to explain what he meant. Instead, I heard a woman’s voice.

“Hi, Rich. This is Hedy.” She sounded like she was crying. Oh my God, had something happened to Gary? Ever since Gary had started flying, I always worried about him, even though I knew he was a supersafe pilot.

“Hedy, what is it?” I asked.

“We’re getting married! Gary just proposed to me on the beach, right after the Marine Corps ball!” She paused to catch her breath. “I said ‘yes’ and I…well, I just had to call you right away!”

I looked at the calendar. November 10. Gary’s squadron must have been celebrating the Marine Corps ball on North Island in San Diego. This was just like Gary. Propose to his future wife at the Marine Corps ball. I was glad that Hedy seemed to understand that, for Gary, this was the most special way in the world he could have asked her to marry him. And the location was amazing; few places were more beautiful than the beach just across the bay from downtown San Diego.

“Oh my God, Gary, what the fuck have you done?” I asked when he got on the line. “This is awesome. Congratulations!”

About two weeks later I got a call from a classmate. He said Alan’s roommate, Dena, came home to their apartment and found him dead. “He killed himself,” my friend said. I just went totally numb. It was like someone telling me, “Oh, it’s raining outside.” I couldn’t deal with it. I didn’t deal with it. There was no last visit. No good-bye. How could someone so alive, so important to me, suddenly be so…gone! And by his own choice. He chose to die rather to see me again. My obsessive egocentric mind saw Alan’s death that way. I recalled his last phone message:

The best advice I could give you is, “Don’t do it.”

I went up to Alan’s apartment the next day hoping to find something, feel something. Maybe there was some sort of clue that others had overlooked. I had hoped Dena would be there but she was out. Ever since I heard the news of Alan’s suicide my insides felt as if they had turned to stone. I just stood and looked in thinking, that’s where he killed himself. Why am I not feeling anything?

A couple of days later I went to the funeral and, if I was looking for some sort of feeling, I found it there. It was particularly disconcerting that one of the mourners was Alan’s twin brother, whom I had never met. An identical twin. When you go to a funeral for someone, you don’t expect to see his likeness walking around.

Alan had been dating Dan Pallotta, the tall, dark, handsome president of Palotta Teamworks, the company that put on the AIDS rides. Dan gave the most moving eulogy that I’d ever heard. I didn’t realize it but this was another thing to push me further downward in this spiral of depression.

 

It was a couple of weeks after Alan’s funeral that I decided to try a new drug. Was it related to my mourning process? Who knows? All I can say is, I was in a bad space and Ecstasy wasn’t doing it for me anymore. The high just didn’t feel the same. Then, at one of the dance parties, I observed people snorting something. I asked my friend what it was. He said it was called Ketamine.

I asked him to describe the high. He said, “It makes your X last longer.” Oh good! That’s what I wanted—a longer lasting ecstasy. I immediately wanted to try it.

At my request, this friend of mine got me some Ketamine. Addicts looking back over their drug use see similar patterns. There are little steps you take climbing further and further down the ladder towards addiction. When you start learning about the preparation and paraphernalia that goes along with particular drugs, you’ve taken another step down. You also start using the right street slang. I’d laugh when I read news articles state that users often refer to Ketamine as “Special K.” Although everyone knew that “Special K” meant Ketamine, I never heard anyone on a dance floor say “Hey, you want a bump of ‘Special K’?” It was always just “K” or maybe “Kitty” because the drug was actually a cat tranquilizer.

My friend showed me how you have to bake it and cut it up to powder and put it in this little bullet that you keep in your pocket and sniff a little bit at a time. It’s a hallucinogenic. My first time using it, it took me out of my head. The Ecstasy gave me the euphoria but the Ketamine transported me to another planet. It was terrific. I kept thinking that it was even further escapism, which was exactly the cure I was looking for. To assuage my guilt, I just kept reminding myself that there was nothing wrong with this, there is nothing wrong with having a good time, as long as no one is getting hurt. And it didn’t seem like anyone was getting hurt.

 

I was at a party, hanging out, and somebody pulled out some cocaine. Always on the lookout for a new thrill, I tried it and immediately loved it. Obviously the drugs had taken over and I wasn’t thinking clearly. They would ask me if I wanted more and I would say yes. And I kept saying yes. At 5:00 a.m., the normal thing to do is say no and go to bed. But that’s not the nature of cocaine.

Brandon had gone to bed by that time and I didn’t tell him until the next morning that I’d been up—busy and wired—doing cocaine all night. That was kind of the beginning of his being in bed asleep while I stayed awake doing drugs. In the future it would happen more and more.

It began to bother me that I had to call people to get drugs for me. I thought it would be much easier if I could just get them for myself—the amount I wanted, when I wanted. A friend gave me a number for a drug dealer. Another major step down the ladder. The first time I went to his house to buy some on my own, I was terrified. I walked down the block, looking around, probably making myself ten times more suspicious by being so paranoid. I went in and placed my order. The dealer asked me if I wanted to try some “blow.” That’s another step down, when you start learning all the street names for the various drugs. I said, “Sure.” There I was doing cocaine at a drug dealer’s place. The fear turned to excitement. I wasn’t looking at the reality of doing cocaine at a dealer’s house. It was more like, Wow, isn’t this strange and exciting? It was as if my life was a movie, I was the director, star, and rapt spectator.

 

I would buy drugs, ostensibly for the next big party weekend, but Brandon would go to sleep on a Thursday night and I would stay up and do cocaine because I didn’t have any classes the next day and, well, why not start the weekend a little early? Sitting around my house doing cocaine by myself seems pathetic to me now, but I remember one night I did some and then some more, and some more. This was just a couple of months after I tried it for the first time. I realized I wanted to go to bed. But then I would do more cocaine. My conscience and my willpower were at war with each other.

No, I want to go to bed.

No, I want to do more cocaine.

That’s when the breath of enlightenment blew across my brain. Maybe this is a problem. At four in the morning my willpower finally won out. I had a small amount of cocaine left and I went down to the Dumpster and threw it away. In a dramatic moment of morality, I swore I’d never do cocaine again. Of course I’d fallen before and I fell again. My vow lasted until the party weekend. This pattern started repeating itself over and over. I would do it. I would hide it from Brandon. I would promise to myself it was the last time. And then I’d begin again.

Another White Party came around. There’s always another White Party. We were at the weekend closing party, and I wasn’t feeling anything from the vast amount of Ketamine I’d already ingested. I kept doing more and more. Suddenly I lost complete touch with reality. My mind convinced itself nothing there was real. That I had imagined all of existence. As a result, my mind began searching for another reality

Finally, Brandon had to take me out off the dance floor and put me up against the wall. When I came to, he was saying, “Rich, what’s wrong?” I had gone into what is called a K-hole. I wasn’t in the real world for fifteen or twenty minutes. The film, Vanilla Sky, with Tom Cruise is a good portrayal of what a K-hole is like. After a while you don’t know what is real and what’s imagined. To anyone looking at me I was a zombie. In my mind, I was looking for another existence. Another good example of the feeling is the movie, Being John Malkovich. It’s as if you go through a window and suddenly you are in a concert hall. Then you walk through that and you’re back in a meadow. That’s what a K-hole is like. Everybody’s K-hole is different. Your mind does what it wants to—but it’s always the same K-hole. You go into it again and again.

If I was becoming unglued because of the drugs, I simply found ways of pasting myself back together. At the next circuit party when that feeling of “unreality” would come over me—if I felt myself falling headfirst into a K-hole—I would run out into fresh air, taking deep breaths until I returned to earth. Or I would just grab onto Brandon and he would be my anchor to reality.

 

I went to Pensacola, Florida, for Memorial Day weekend. That might seem an unlikely place, but gays and lesbians come to the beach from all over the Southeast for that weekend. I had never seen anything like it—and to think it was in the South!

“I never knew there were so many gay men in the South!” I exclaimed, looking at the thousands and thousands of people on the beach one afternoon. Of course, I hadn’t been “gay” when I had lived in the South and I had never visited areas where gays and lesbians lived.

“Well, we live in Atlanta,” said one guy. “That’s a little bit different from the South.”

I partied hard for three days, and I learned a valuable lesson—cocaine and Ecstasy don’t mix. I studied up on it later. Cocaine works by trapping dopamine in the synapse between brain cells. High levels of cocaine also block the transmission of serotonin. In order for Ecstasy to work properly, mega-high doses of serotonin must travel across the synapse simultaneously.

You think somebody would have told me this before I spent all this time and money!


Despite the adverse drug interactions, I had a good weekend. But I paid for it dearly on the Tuesday after Memorial Day, which also happened to be the first day of my job as a summer associate.

That night, Rob Jones was in LA on a story for the 2000 presidential race. After making it through my first miserable day on my new job, I met him for dinner in Marina del Rey. I was so embarrassed by my drug-induced “coming down” demeanor. I was paranoid that he could tell and that he was judging me. If he was, he didn’t let on.

It might seem crazy that I would start a new job just coming off a party weekend, but I wasn’t worried. I knew all it would take for me to land a permanent position there was to do an admirable job that summer. In the summer of 2000, law firms were going bonkers. They couldn’t hire enough of us and I had had more offers than I knew what to do with. Salaries for first-year associates were going through the roof. It felt like I was set. I could coast. I quit concentrating on school as much as I had been. My grades stayed pretty good but not as stellar as they had been the previous year. In entering the legal profession, you can’t let yourself slip even a little bit. But I was confident—cocky, even—about getting an offer for full-time employment after the bar exam.

But something happened in the summer that was a clear indication that something wasn’t right in my head. It wasn’t just the drugs. I imagine there are many people—perhaps most people—who try drugs, who use drugs, and never have a problem. I was not one of those people. Rather than use once in a while for a little fun, I became obsessed with drugs. It’s all I could think about. But addiction is only a symptom of a deeper underlying problem. That summer, it started becoming clear to me that something had gone seriously wrong inside my head.

I was in the middle of my summer internship with my firm. One early evening, I went to a salsa dance event at a club that Jennifer Lopez owned over on Wilshire Boulevard. I was hanging out with a gay associate from the firm. No drugs, I just had a few beers—okay, a few large beers on an empty stomach. At one point I was taking some salsa dance lessons, which was part of the event. I was my usual clumsy self on the dance floor but, hey, I felt like I was being a good sport. I was feeling pretty good. When I stopped dancing I went over to my friend and started talking about the work I had been doing at the firm. “I’m definitely expecting to get an offer for a permanent position,” I said with all the confidence in the world.

“Oh, you’ll never get an offer,” he chuckled. “I’ve seen the way you dance.”

It was a funny, joking, harmless comment. But it rubbed me the wrong way. It infuriated me and, before I could stop myself, I walked out. It wasn’t the comment itself that drove me to this state, but rather the comment triggered a whole bunch of other things inside my head. Once that downward spiral began, as always, I was helpless to stop it. The alcohol didn’t help.

I had a strong buzz going on from the beer and as I drove away I was growing madder and madder, stewing in my own humiliation and anger. I went to a Mexican restaurant in West Hollywood to meet some friends. By the time I got there I was livid. I wanted to quit the firm. I wanted to give up law school. I wanted to quit the practice. All of these thoughts were racing through my head in a maddening jumble.

Seeing the state I was in, my friends wouldn’t let me drive back to my home in Long Beach. That night I crashed on a friend’s couch. The next day, I woke up and I was still thinking these irrational thoughts. I wanted to quit. Everything. And it was all because a friend had made a silly, little quip about my dancing. Suddenly I just knew that, although I was in the game, I wasn’t playing with a full deck.

I said to myself, Something is wrong with me. My head isn’t right.

That was the first time I had ever admitted that. It was like the time I looked in the mirror and admitted to myself that I was a homosexual. Now I told myself, There’s something wrong with you. You need help.

 

Over the next few days the intense irrational feeling of anger that had started during the salsa event stayed with me and I knew I needed to find a way to deal with it. I had recently befriended a guy who was the first person who had spoken openly to me about seeing a therapist. I called him and got the number of his therapist and made an appointment.


The day of the appointment, I was supposed to leave work early but it was one of those days that I was feeling fine and, as the hour approached to leave, I decided I really didn’t need any help. I had simply overreacted. I was being a drama queen. Certainly I didn’t need to see a therapist.

Then fate stepped in. It was almost funny, because right as I was about to pick up the phone to cancel, the phone rang. It was my mother. She was calling about some issues with my dad’s parents and other issues with her brother. The usual family melodrama that had been going on for years and years, but it upset me in that special way that only my mother’s complaining could. I hung up the phone up and made a beeline to the therapist’s office.

It was my intention to discuss the unreasonable anxiety attack triggered by the comment my friend made regarding my salsa dancing. But right away my floodgates opened and I started talking about the porn, The Advocate, Bob Jones, the situation with my family, and the scarily accelerating rate of my drug use. All of this poured out in a steady stream of agitated consciousness. The thing is, the therapist didn’t tell me to quit doing the drugs. At that point I don’t think I would have, but looking back I don’t understand a therapist not addressing his patient’s drinking and drug-taking. I also brought up the subject of my relationship with Brandon.

 

Brandon and I had started to have problems because I began viewing him as someone holding me back: I was now this party animal and he was keeping me from doing what I wanted to do. Why does he have to get on to me for doing too many drugs over the weekend?

When I went to a party weekend, I wanted to do drugs from beginning to end. My attitude was, I’m an adult—I should be able to do what I want. That aspect of our relationship got worse. I viewed him as trying to control me and dictate to me, just as my parents had done, just as Bob Jones had done, just as the Marines had done. He was growing more and more frustrated with my behavior. At one point I seriously thought about leaving him, but I had already mailed out invitations to our fifth anniversary party, which I was planning as a huge surprise for him.

I figured I would wait until after that. I’d see how things progressed by the time of the party, and I’d make a decision then. During the planning stage I had to sneak away a lot, seeing caterers, meeting with the bartender, buying supplies, things like that. Brandon thought I was having an affair. Ironically, at this point I wasn’t.

After the fifth anniversary party things seemed better between us. Brandon was ecstatic that I had planned the party and kept it a surprise for him. The party went well and I was thrilled that all of my friends, from so many disparate parts of my life, showed up. Jim was there with his new boyfriend. John, his ex-boyfriend, was there, but since they were getting along very well, that wasn’t a problem. Gary and Hedy arrived, as well as Gary’s ex-girlfriend, Angie. It was awkward because this was the first time Hedy and Angie had met. I had also hired Bossy’s ex-boyfriend as the bartender and several of Bossy’s exes were my friends. Naturally they were our guests.

“What’s with Rich inviting all our exes?” I overheard Bossy ask Gary.

“That’s Rich,” replied Gary. “He can’t stand to lose touch with anybody.”

Our fifth anniversary coincidentally fell on San Diego’s Gay Pride weekend. I partied Friday night, I partied Saturday. Sunday afternoon we were going to another Zoo Party. Some of the guys I’d met in Pensacola had flown in for the weekend from Atlanta and I ran into a lot of the guys I was getting to know from the parties around the country.

By Sunday I was noticeably dragging.

“Want some ‘Tina’?” asked a friend.

By now I knew that “Tina” was slang for crystal methamphetamine. I made sure Brandon was not in sight. “Sure,” I said and snorted some of the bitter powder. It felt like someone had kicked me in the face or that my head was going to explode.

Within minutes I felt like a new person again. I was ready to go. Which I did. I went to the Zoo Party and the After Party, moving with non-stop energy for the next fourteen hours.

The following Thursday, I was severely depressed and had to close the door of my office and cry for a half-hour. Still, I didn’t relate it to the crystal. That was my first—-what they call—“black Tuesday,” when you have a major depressive episode after one of those weekends. That’s what I was having; only mine hit on Tuesday and worsened until Thursday.

 

Soon after that I went to see the therapist again, but I didn’t even tell him about my crying fit in my office. At my first session, I had mentioned to him about the big party I had been planning for Brandon. On this visit he asked, “How was it?”

I started talking about seeing all my friends and then at the end of describing how wonderful it was, he said, “Do you realize you haven’t mentioned Brandon once? Didn’t you have the fifth anniversary party for him?” It was as if he hit me over the head with a sledgehammer.

He was right. Why would that be? I’d been with this guy for five years now. No one had ever loved me so much, shown me so much tenderness and care. By the end of the session, I was crying. “What if I don’t love him?” I asked. “What if that’s what’s really going on?”

A few days later I admitted something I had been in denial about for months. I had fallen in love with a gay friend at law school, a very sexy, handsome and smart young man. I don’t know how it happened, it just did, and I had pretended it hadn’t. But I couldn’t hide it anymore. I was still in love with Brandon, but I also had these strong feelings for my friend. I admitted this to Brandon, and to my friend, as a way to hopefully deal with it all.

Brandon was crushed and my friend was kind about it but nonetheless put off by my admission. He certainly didn’t feel the same way about me, and was now worried about how Brandon, who was also his friend, would feel toward him.

How could this be? I always thought once I found the person I loved, I would love him and only him, that I would only want sex with him. Here I was, in love with Brandon, but having sex with other guys and now falling in love with other guys. What the hell was happening to me? What was wrong with me?

 

At the end of the summer of 2000, with all my concerns about my life with Brandon weighing heavily on my mind, I got the offer at the firm where I’d been interning. Financially, at least, I felt set. I landed a high-paying job. I didn’t care how much money I spent. I had taken a lot of classes in my second year of law school; I didn’t have to take as many in my third year. I could coast to graduation.

“I want to party.” I declared to Brandon. “I want to go as many parties as I can.” That was how I handled my doubts about the relationship: camouflage the problems with a smokescreen of parties. And that’s what we did. We went to the “Viva Las Vegas.” We went to New Orleans for Halloween. We went to Miami for New Year’s. In between, we were going to clubs like the Factory and the Palace in Los Angeles and Montage in San Diego, the club that had replaced my old favorite, WCPC’s.

October 2000 was a busy month, even by my party schedule. Between Las Vegas and New Orleans, Brandon and I took a trip to Illinois for Gary and Hedy’s wedding. Coincidentally, the wedding happened to be near the place where Brandon had grown up. I saw his old church and the place where his grandparents were buried. In the middle of the whirlwind parties, this was a nice, relaxing, Midwest sort of family occasion.

Gary and Hedy’s wedding was the most beautiful I’d ever seen. The autumn sky was clear and the rehearsal party was on a Mississippi riverboat. I had never been to Illinois nor had I seen the Mississippi River. It had also been ten years since I had seen autumn leaves. The wedding dinner was outdoors under a clear plastic tent. Leaves had fallen on the see-through canopy, presenting an amazing, natural fall covering over our heads. The sun shone through the leaves and the whole sight was just spectacular.

It was a military wedding and Gary and the officers in the wedding party looked incredibly handsome in their dress blues. Hedy was stunningly beautiful. I knew most of the people present but, to those I didn’t know, Hedy introduced Brandon and me as partners. I told her weeks later that their wedding was the first time Brandon and I had been formally “presented” as what we were—a couple. Most of Hedy’s family and longtime friends were midwesterners and Baptists but, on her day, no one dared make an issue of our being gay. A few people noticed the irony—although Brandon and I had become friends with both Gary and Hedy, the one gay couple present were acquainted primarily with the Marine groom, and not the Hollywood actress.

One of the few photographs I have posted in my office today is of the four of us—Brandon, Hedy, me and Gary—taken on the riverboat the evening of the rehearsal dinner. We all look as happy as four people could possibly look. If we had had any idea what the next few years held in store for us, we’d probably never have gotten off the boat.

 

For New Year’s Eve weekend 2000/2001, a group of us from Southern California met up with some friends from Atlanta in Miami. One morning Brandon told me that a bunch of our friends had been doing a drug called GHB the night before. GHB stands for Gamma Hydroxy Butyrate. It’s basically degreasing solvent or floor stripper mixed with drain cleaner. Everyone at the parties talked about it but I hadn’t dared discuss it with Brandon. People died from too much GHB. I knew he’d say no.

The first words out of my mouth were, “Why didn’t they tell me? Why didn’t they offer me some?”

“Because none of the guys wanted you to take it,” he said. “They know you can’t control yourself. If you take too much G it will kill you.”

I didn’t want to hear any of that. All those feelings of being isolated, of being left out, came back. I was already so paranoid about being excluded. Plus I’d been taking crystal, which only makes feelings like that ten times worse.

The next night we were back at the Miami Arena and I was doing the same thing—lots of “tina,” “X” and “K.” I did way too much K. I had an experience where suddenly I felt the K-hole coming on again. What I had learned to do to keep those hallucinations from coming on is that I would grab hold of Brandon. I would feel the K-hole coming on, I would grab on to Brandon, and he would be my anchor to reality and I would be fine.

He started to walk me off the dance floor. My arms were tightly around him, trying to hold on to reality, and he looked at me and said, “It’s time to go.”

All my life as a child, I had heard that Satan would not come to you with horns a tail and a pitchfork. Instead he would come to you as an angel of light. I looked at Brandon with his sparkling blue eyes and thick, shiny blond hair. He looked like an angel of light! I became convinced Brandon was Satan telling me it was time to go to hell. I thought I had died. And he took me by the hand and was taking me off the dance floor. The floor was sticky, the K made my feet feel like they weighed half a ton, and with each step I was trudging deeper into hell. Then suddenly it was as if the universe had collapsed around me. I was dead and it was now time for my judgment. I had made the decision to be gay and, because I had chosen wrongly, the universe ceased to exist and I was going to spend eternity as a body-less mind alone in empty space, existing only as a vague awareness.

Then this voice of sanity said, You know, this might just be a K-hole. I thought, “If this is a K-hole, I’ll never believe in hell again. For about fifteen minutes that’s what happened. Then I came out of it. Even when something like that happening, you’d think I would swear off the stuff. But I didn’t. But at least I was losing my fear of hell.

Pretty soon, though, hell would be the least of my worries.
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“Your grandpa died, son.”

This news was not totally unexpected, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. My dad’s soothing voice was steady and low. His father was no longer in pain. Grandma was too far gone into the darkness of Alzheimer’s to be aware that she had lost her husband, the man she had married when she was sixteen and he eighteen. The silver lining in the nightmare cloud of Alzheimer’s for Grandma was that she was spared the intense pain caused by the death of her soul mate after sixty years together.

I flew back to the South for the funeral, using a free ticket on Southwest Airlines. The nearest airport was Raleigh but that was okay because it gave me a chance to see Melanie and Carla. I borrowed Melanie’s second car and drove four hours south to Greenville.

I hadn’t seen South Carolina in the spring in ten years. I had forgotten how the robust smells caused by pollination and newborn flowers, trees, grass, and bushes could make me feel so alive—so new and regenerated. It was almost a contradiction, because I was there for a funeral, but everything else about the visit reminded me that life was really about enjoying the moment and nature. Both of my grandpas had been men who lived and worked in the outdoors and who thoroughly enjoyed having only the blue sky as their roof. Their thick, leathery skin and sweaty, dirty smell marked them to me as real men, men who loved what God had created. This visit gave me a fresh glimpse of that, even though it would be a couple of more years before I could appreciate that lesson.

I recalled how proud Grandpa had been that his grandson was a Marine officer and was about to become a lawyer. “Who would have thought that a Merritt would accomplish all this?” Grandpa would say.

“That’s only because he’s half-Schrader,” my mom would remind her father-in-law. They loved to tease each other and Grandpa Merritt had always adored his daughter-in-law.

A wave of guilt rushed over me. He wouldn’t be so proud if he knew about the porn and about the drugs, the voice said. But I reminded myself that while that was true, I had still accomplished all the rest, and he had been proud of those things. The memory of his pride in me is what got me through Grandpa Merritt’s funeral and visit.

After the funeral, my quirky Aunt Lydia accidentally put Melanie’s car keys, which I had left out on the countertop so I’d remember them, into her purse. Then, Aunt Lydia had taken off to her house, an hour away south of Ashville. Aunt Lydia’s absentmindedness meant I would have to cut about three hours out of an already short visit.

My mom was furious. She finished wiping the countertop clean and threw the dishrag in the sink to accentuate her fury. “This is just like something she’d do! For over fifty years, I’ve told her she needs to pay attention to what she’s doing! Now you’ve got to drive all the way to Ashville, get the keys, drive all the way back to Piedmont, then take off right away to Raleigh so you can catch your flight tomorrow. All because Lydia’s just stupid!”

“Momma, it was an accident, it could happen to anyone. In fact, maybe I did it. I think I might have accidentally put the keys in Aunt Lydia’s purse before the funeral, thinking it was yours.”

My mom squinted and stared at me. “You didn’t do it, either. Why are you covering up for her? No, no, somebody needs to tell her…”

“Son, I’ll drive you up to Ashville. We can take your grandpa’s truck.”

This would be the most time I’d spent alone with my dad since we ran the six-mile trail at Camp Pendleton together eight years earlier. Almost immediately, we started laughing. We weren’t laughing at my mom, necessarily, because we both loved her too much to ridicule her, but sometimes her antics were pretty entertaining, especially when it came to Aunt Lydia.

“Did you see the way she threw that dishrag down?” my dad asked as we turned onto the freeway.

“I’m surprised it didn’t chip the sink!” I replied.

“Your momma, I tell ya, she’s strong. When we ran that store together, she used to carry heavy things out to cars for people, even men, because they weren’t strong enough.”

“‘For fifty years, I’ve told her she needs to…!’” I said, laughing as I mimicked my mom’s rant. The words reminded me of another episode.

“Hey, Daddy, remember that time when you, Momma and Andy and I were in San Francisco, and we were climbing down those steps going from the Coit Tower to Fisherman’s Wharf, and Momma passed that old lady? Remember she told that woman, ‘You need to go back down’? That’s Momma—always telling people what they need to be told!”

I looked over at my dad. He wasn’t laughing and he had a puzzled look on his face. “San Francisco? I’ve never been to San Francisco,” he said. He smiled at me, but I could tell he didn’t recall the visit.

“Sure you have!” I said. “Remember? Just about six years ago.” I could tell from his expression he didn’t recall it. “We’ve got pictures, I’ll show you when we get back to the house.”

Looking back, what was happening should have been obvious. At the time, however, I was not about to admit what had just happened. I was too preoccupied with everything else.

 

I needed to cut back on the partying. Even at the time, it was clear to me that things were starting to spin out of my control. I slowed down a bit, but I didn’t stop. I didn’t go on as many big trips, but I continued to book some occasionally. I was still doing drugs during the week and hiding it from Brandon. Somehow I managed to keep my grades satisfactory but my position in the class had slipped. Which has really bit me in the ass now. The firms want you to be in the top twenty-five percent and I wasn’t up there anymore.

The weekend after Grandpa Merritt’s funeral was the White Party. It was much too big an event for me to miss now, so when the time rolled around, once again, I dragged Brandon out to Palm Springs. Especially now, I needed a distraction from the growing sadness I was feeling.

Amongst hunting eyes and shirtless torsos, we met several new guys. One of the advantages of drugs—one reason why people use them—is that the inhibitions you have, the ones created by years of living in a society that teaches you there is something wrong with you for being gay, disappear. At least that’s what happened with me. On Ecstasy, I could—and often did—approach anyone. Everyone loved me, and I loved everyone else.

One guy we met was named Josh. During the conversation, Josh mentioned he had a boyfriend.

“Where is he?” I immediately asked.

“Well,” Josh replied, “he doesn’t feel comfortable at these parties. He graduated from Bob Jones University.”

That stopped me dead in my tracks. There I was, high out of my mind, dancing with this gorgeous guy in Palm Springs, and my inescapable past once again comes roaring up to present itself, to haunt me. “Wait a minute!” I shouted over the blaring music. “Did I just say something or did you?”

“I did,” he said. “My boyfriend graduated from Bob Jones University.”

What could I do? I shrugged my shoulders, went back into my wonderful trance, shook my head, and continued dancing.

Another guy we met who we had seen around before, but this time he really got our attention. His name was Damian. In my opinion, Damian was one of the best-looking men in West Hollywood—and that’s saying a lot. Not the “pretty-boy” good looking, which I also like, but the “rough-but-handsome” manly look. He had a shaved head, an incredibly handsome face, broad shoulders, and a very, lean muscular body.

 

The next morning I darted around the hotel room. Brandon was asleep. I hadn’t even been to bed yet. Actually, at this point, sleep wasn’t a concept I was familiar with. I was doing massive amounts of crystal, staying awake, and I just figured I would deal with it all later—when I would simply physically collapse.

Rather than hang around, wired, waiting for Brandon to wake up, I went to the pool, did a quick scan, and spotted Damian. I approached him and we talked for awhile. More than his physical appearance, what made Damian so beautiful to me was his genuinely kind, thoughtful, and sensitive personality. While he was talking to you, he made you feel like a million bucks, as if you were the only guy in the world. That’s exactly how I felt. Here was this beautiful man and he was totally into me. The sexual sparks were flying, Brandon was still sleeping. What to do? Damian asked me if I wanted to go back to his room. That started that old tug-of-war in my mind. I knew right from wrong, but you know, when you’re in the moment, sometimes what’s wrong seems right. “Okay,” I said very soft and very low.

We went up to his room. We started to kiss, and touch, and explore each other’s body. I was enjoying it, the touch of new skin is always exciting, but Damian could sense my reservations.

He stopped suddenly and looked into my eyes. “You don’t really want to do this, do you?” he asked

I looked right back at him, thinking, Well, I really do, but I really don’t. Instead of saying that, though, I just nodded and we walked out of the room, leaving what had started between us, unfinished.

In the following weeks my thoughts kept returning to Damian. I wanted to see him again. Alone. Maybe even start up an affair. Little did I realize that that’s not the way Damian operated. Damian took a lot of pleasure in making a lot of other guys feel good about themselves. Making other people feel good was like a drug for Damian. And, like any drug, he needed lots of it. Settling down with one guy, even for a clandestine affair, wasn’t in the cards.

 

Meanwhile, I had been agonizing over whether or not to invite my parents to my law school graduation. Finally I decided, yes, I wanted them there. Once again I sent them a letter expressing the things I was feeling in my heart, but was too afraid to say to them person to person. “I’d love for you to come to my graduation,” I wrote. “But I want you to sit beside Brandon. Spend the weekend with him and with me. Get to know him. He and I have been together for over five years—going on six years now. We’re domestic partners, and I plan on spending the rest of my life with him.” I explained to them that Gary would be there, and they could meet his wife whom they had seen on television. Melanie would also be there, along with her mom, Carla. My mom had always liked Carla. I hoped the familiar people would entice them to make it out. I mailed the letter.

I waited. And waited.

My parents never responded to my letter. I called my mom about something else and she brought it up.

“Rich, about this graduation…”

I tried to make it easier for her. “Momma, I know that you and I have different…ideas…”

“Ideas?” she exclaimed. “I don’t have ideas, Rich. And neither do you. You know what the truth is!”

“What I know,” I yelled back at her, instantly losing my self-control, “is that when your father lay on his deathbed fourteen years ago, he was in agony wondering whether or not he was going to heaven. Now you tell me, Momma, who lived a godlier life than Grandpa Schrader? If he didn’t know he was going to heaven when he died, then who can? Now…what kind of truth is that?”

I have no idea where this came from. I hadn’t thought about Grandpa Schrader’s death in years. Maybe Grandpa Merritt’s funeral brought my other grandpa’s memory nearer to the surface of my conscious thoughts. But had I thought about it consciously for two seconds, I would never have thrown the death of her father back at my mother. But I had.

Needless to say, they didn’t come to my graduation. Actually, they never even really brought the subject up. My mom hinted that the reason was that they were “too busy,” taking care of my elderly and ailing grandmothers. Yet, I was well aware that they managed to attend my cousin’s graduation from medical school in the Midwest. That was reason enough to know that the “too busy” excuse was bullshit. Total bullshit. I tried to sympathize with what they were going through, but I was going through some shit too. I was angry.

So my parents were “too busy,” to make it to my law school graduation. Well, okay. I glossed over the matter. Brandon and some friends threw a graduation party for me in Laguna Beach a couple of nights before the ceremony. I got smashed. I asked a friend if he had some crystal. As I suspected, he did. I wasted no time in using it. It picked me up at the time but I had a major depressive episode the next day, and the next.

I still wasn’t sleeping. Even during the week. Even when I wasn’t on drugs. I would wake up, trembling, frequently in the middle of the night. I was having dreams about drugs—dreams about being caught. Dreams within dreams—until I wasn’t exactly sure what was real and what I had dreamed. Carla and Melanie Runyan flew out for my graduation, and I felt anxiety about their being with me. I thought I wasn’t being a good host but later, when I talked to Melanie, she said she hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary. Considering past events I think, when the situation called for it, I was still sometimes able to present a mask of being totally together. Yet, during my graduation I was on the edge of my seat, jittery and anxious, coming down from crystal. The political comedian, Ben Stein, of the cable TV show, Win Ben Stein’s Money and from the movie Ferris Bueller was our guest speaker. I should have loved this, but I couldn’t enjoy it. I also recalled that the last time I had seen Alan Gurd alive had been at his law school graduation, in the same red gown with the gold collar like the one I was wearing.

However, I continued to not even consider stopping the drug use. It would occur to me for a moment that I should, but then I would say, No, I’m going to just keep doing this and figure out a way to deal with it. When Brandon realized I was doing drugs during the week he started hiding them from me

He was taking a class on Tuesday and Thursday evenings. On those nights I couldn’t stand being alone for five minutes. I would need something to take away my loneliness, to pick me up. One night, after he had gone, I tore the house apart looking for the drugs and eventually I found them. When he came home and saw what I had done, he went a step further and started locking them up. I reached a point where Brandon was locking up drugs from me! And this didn’t seem totally and completely and bizarre. The absurd had become commonplace in my life.


In the middle of this chaos, it came time to study for the California bar exam. Of course I promised myself that while I was studying I wouldn’t drink or do drugs. Well, that went out the window the first day. Because of Brandon’s lockup plan, I couldn’t get to the drugs, so I had started drinking a lot of wine to calm down.

 

Meanwhile, back in reality land, I took the bar exam. It wasn’t all that bad. I mean, it was three days of torture but the three months studying for it were much worse. I would go back to boot camp before I would study for the California bar exam again.

After any period of hard work or stress, I needed a release. We had booked a gay cruise in the Mediterranean several weeks down the line. That seemed too far off. Coincidentally, the weekend following the exam was San Diego Gay Pride. We drove there and, as per usual I wanted to do drugs right away but this time Brandon wouldn’t let me. He took them from me. How dare he! “Give them to me!” I shouted. He refused. I screamed and screamed at him for not letting me do what I wanted to, but he wouldn’t budge, not at least until it was time for the party. And even then he rationed them out to me.

A week later, I was just hanging out at the house waiting to go on our cruise. Brandon went to bed. I was flipping channels on television but nothing caught my attention enough to distract me from myself. I was agitated and I was drinking—always a bad combination. Drugs were on my mind. Finally I put down the remote and got up to find some bolt cutters. After I found a pair, I broke open the locked case that Brandon kept my drugs in. I was very proud of myself for being so smart. Now I could stay up all night doing drugs.

The next day, aside from a splitting headache and a major post drug-induced comedown depression, I was feeling so guilty, I told Brandon about what I had done the night before. “Really, I swear,” I said, “I never want this to happen again.” He had heard it all before and this time he was really furious with me. That night was pretty bad. His anger was completely justified. I realized I was pushing it further and further with him and with myself. I pleaded with him to forgive me. To show him how serious I was, I came up with a plan. The way for me to stop the craziness of doing drugs in the middle of the night, tearing up the place, and cutting through locks, was to simply stop drinking in the house. Period. It made sense because I noticed that this was a pattern. I would drink until I was inebriated, then I got the craving to do drugs and, by then, my judgment would be off and somehow, some way, I would find a way to get to the drugs. For that reason, I quit drinking in the house. It wasn’t a cure but it was a patch on the symptom that worked for a long time.

 

I had a couple of months off before I started work at my firm. And the time came for Brandon and me to go on our gay cruise in the Mediterranean. We flew to Barcelona about three days before the ship left.

Brandon and I went on our Mediterranean cruise. I was assuming this was going to be just a wild sexual orgy on the boat. We didn’t talk about it. I just took it for granted. I had taken some drugs on the boat with me, which I wanted to start doing right away. Out of the two thousand guys on this boat, there was a small core of party boys. Naturally those were the guys I gravitated to. I would get wild and crazy at the late night deck dances, doing things like playing with a guy’s dick on the dance floor. One guy asked to give me a blow job and I primly replied, “You have to ask my boyfriend.” Brandon hesitantly said, “Well, I guess.” That was the entire conversation, and Brandon didn’t sound too convincing, but I bulldozed through his reservations (and my own) and, two minutes later, this guy was leading me to one of the rest rooms near the deck where he blew me.

Then there was another guy who wanted to have sex with us. Brandon wasn’t into him and left the room. With Brandon out of the picture I kind of didn’t want to go through with it. I tried to kick the guy out of the room but he wouldn’t go. Then he told me he wanted to fuck me. Well, I have to admit that sounded appealing. I wanted to be fucked so I let him. Before we started he had the decency to tell me he was HIV positive. At least I was in the frame of mind to have him use a condom.

The last night of the cruise was a white “gods and goddesses” party. For our costumes we chose to wear radiant, white, boxer briefs. I was on G and Ecstasy, and before I even knew what was happening, this guy was giving me a blow job out in the open, with the deck crew standing right behind us. The blatancy of my actions is astonishing, yet I was feeling there was nothing wrong with it, as if this was a perfectly natural thing to do. It was absurd, but that’s how those drugs make you feel. Your judgment is just gone.

Here I am, relaying all these wild and crazed sexual escapades but the truth of the matter is, I didn’t really have a good time on that cruise. I don’t think Brandon did, either. There was all this unspoken confusion going on between us—yet we never talked about anything.

 

For the weekend after September 11 happened, I had made plans to meet my parents at Lake Tahoe. Well, that was the first day planes were flying. Somehow, however, we all managed to get up there. I spent a few days with them. This is when I first realized my dad had gone way downhill. It was such a shock. His mother was in the late stages of Alzheimer’s and he seemed to be following suit. My dad and I would have a conversation and then five minutes later he would ask me something about what we had just talked about, as if he had never heard it. Something seemed to be wrong with him physically, too. I realized my mother was in denial. Other than that, the trip was relatively uneventful. I was there with my parents, whom I hadn’t seen in a long time, and I just sat at the blackjack tables and got shit-faced drunk. I couldn’t deal with my dad’s deteriorating health and, by getting drunk, I didn’t have to.

I had a lot of fear about this new job and career I had chosen. I realized that I would be thrown in with all these people who went to Harvard and Yale and Stanford Law Schools. I knew it was going to be a high-pressure environment and I was expected to bill a lot of hours in my first year.

The first day, they gave me my assignment, which the partner over the new associates, Margaret, informed me would be a week-long, nonbillable job. Well, that’s telling a brand-new, first-year associate that he would be working his first week for free. I didn’t know how to respond, what to say. Margaret explained that I’d be assisting a major partner at the firm, helping him with a book he was writing.

“If there’s a problem,” Margaret added, “you let me know.” Well, right off the bat, it was a problem for me, yet I chose not to let her know. On my very first day, this assignment added an immense amount of stress to an already high-pressure job. I asked someone exactly what it meant to be given a nonbillable assignment. I thought perhaps they’d give me some grace time, but he said, “No, your billable hour requirement starts today.”

Okay, we just spent four hours in a fucking meeting discussing how important billing was. I wanted to get started with work. Give me some billable assignments! I wanted to scream. It was just that type of place. Yet, there I was, the good little boy, the good Christian, the good Marine, who simply does what he’s told. I’ll do my duty, I reasoned with myself. This firm’s paying me all this money—a six-figure entry-level salary my first year out of law school—I’ll do what I have to do.

The chapter of the book I was working on with the partner was about the implications of the False Claims Act on the construction industry. Very dry. Not exactly exciting stuff. A week went by and the chapter still wasn’t good enough for him. He kept asking me to rewrite it and add to it. I felt as if I shouldn’t be doing this. This was a project for a fifth- or sixth-year associate. I would sit at my desk and start freaking out. How am I going to meet my billables? Yet I didn’t go back to Margaret to tell her that it was turning into a problem. I couldn’t admit defeat. I just continued to work for him—writing away my time, unable to complete my first assignment. I ended up spending my first five weeks not billing a single hour.

 

At my law firm, all the new associates from the firm’s offices all over the world gathered the first week of November in Washington, DC, for new associates’ orientation. Of course, this was nonbillable time also, but as aspiring leaders in the global legal community, we weren’t supposed to care about stuff like that.

The firm had arranged for us to attend a professional basketball game while in Washington.

“Oh my God,” squealed my good friend, Britney. Britney had been in the same section in law school; we had studied for the bar exam together and now worked together at the same firm. We had grown very close over the previous years.


“Michael Jordan’s going to be playing for the Washington Wizards and we’re going to get to watch him play next week at orientation!”

Britney was so cute; I almost hated to burst her bubble. Actually, she was always in such a good mood I didn’t think that was possible.

“Ich verstehe nicht, was du sagst. Verwendest du bitte eine Sprache, die ich verstehen kann.”

“Rich, what are you saying? You know I don’t speak German, or whatever that is. Don’t you want to see Jordan play for the Wizards?”

“Britney, we’ve had this conversation before. I’d honestly rather watch pigs fuck. The best thing for me about coming out of the closet was that I no longer feel the need to pretend that I give a damn about watching stupid straight guys throw a ball around.”

“But I know gay guys who like sports.”

“So do I, including many of my closest friends. I, however, am a much more traditional fag. Offer to sell me a ticket to a Cher concert and I’d sell you, my mom, and Mother Teresa’s bones into white slavery to pay for it. Sports…I’m sorry but I’m just missing that gene.”

“Okay, then, can you explain Cher to me?”

“No. If Cher has to be explained to you, then you wouldn’t understand her,” I said. “Besides, I’m going to visit my brother and aunt and uncle that night. They live in Anapolis and I’m going to rent a car and drive up there for the night.”

Jimmy had moved to Anapolis to work for my aunt’s swimming pool construction company a year earlier. He hadn’t been able to make it to Lake Tahoe with my parents, so this would be a good chance for me to see him on the firm’s dime.

My evening with Jimmy and my aunt and uncle started off well. My uncle, the same uncle who had confronted me about being gay three years earlier, was direct about telling me how much he loved me and that Brandon would always be welcome in his home.

“But you’d have to sleep in separate bedrooms,” he said, “because that’s the same way I treat my daughter and son. No bedroom sharing unless you’re married.”

“That’s so typical of you Republicans,” I said, a little perturbed…and getting drunk off the expensive red wine. “First you make it illegal for us to marry, then you say that, because we can’t marry, you’re going to hold us to the standard of unmarried couples. Well, Brandon and I have been together over six years. As far as I’m concerned, we’re married!”

“Okay, calm down, I see your point.” I calmed down and we talked about some pretty deep topics into the night. When my uncle opened the third or fourth bottle of wine, after a dinner out with plenty of margaritas, my aunt grew angry and went to bed. So did my cousin. Only Jimmy, my uncle, and I remained awake.

I started sharing about how I’d been in therapy and had learned all the ways my mom had used me for emotional support because she wasn’t getting it anywhere else. How that had put too much pressure on me as a child.

Suddenly, Jimmy blew up at me. I don’t recall much about the incident because I was way too intoxicated, but I recall that he was tired of hearing me blame my problems on my parents. I took his anger to mean that he didn’t accept me being gay. I became hysterical and was going to drive back to Washington, but my uncle refused to let me. We called a cab and I took a taxi from Annapolis to DC, a very expensive trip.

Back at the hotel, it was past midnight, but I called Britney. She came and sat with me until I went to sleep. The next day all the associates flew back to their respective cities. I had stayed to spend time with my relatives, but I called Rob Jones instead. He drove me to Anapolis to get my rental car.

“This is really bad,” said my therapist. He shook his head.

I didn’t say anything, but inside, I was thinking, No shit. I just had a fight with my brother, my only sibling, and all you can say is ‘this is bad’?

 

All the nonbillable hours had set me back at the firm, obviously, and when the end of the year rolled around, I had decided that in 2002 I wasn’t going to drink or do drugs. I was just going to work at getting my billables back up.

At the start of the year, I felt I was doing okay. Brandon was turning forty, and I was going to throw him a huge party, cater it, and have it at some friends’ house in LA, where we would soon be moving. I told my doctor I wanted an antidepressant, so he prescribed me Paxil. Yet even without the illegal drugs and alcohol, and even with the Paxil, my anxiety didn’t go away. I could not sleep. In desperation, I got a prescription for Ambien. I began taking Ambien every night. But I didn’t consider Ambien “drugs” so I was proud of myself in that respect. I had stopped using drugs.

At the same time, American Lawyer magazine came out, with my law firm on the cover, ranking it the top litigation firm in America. Of course, my firm was making a big deal about this. The very day I saw the magazine I got called into Margaret’s office. My billables were low, she said. “In fact,” Margaret told me, “You’ve dug quite a hole for yourself.”

I was shocked. “I was given this assignment,” I said, incredulously.

“Well,” she replied, “You could have come to me. Now, my advice to you is don’t take anymore nonbillable work. Just get your hours back up because this is going to be a problem.”

I walked out of that office, shaking my head, completely dumbfounded. Why was I given a nonbillable job for my first assignment? Why didn’t I go to Margaret when the assignment was prolonged? How was I going to rectify my situation? I was cursing myself, feeling as if I already failed at this high-profile, high-stakes career.

I looked through the American Lawyer magazine and I discovered one of the most successful partners of the firm had R. J. Reynolds as his top client. I started thinking of the firm as evil. They’re tobacco lawyers! Yet I’m not good enough to be here.

My therapist informed me that I had caught myself in a vise. I’m too good for this place. On the other hand I’m not good enough to be here. And the vise started squeezing in tighter and tighter on my head.

Brandon’s birthday party was coming up. I had told myself I wasn’t going to drink. True to form, I was sloshed before the party started. I had not had a drink for four weeks and suddenly I totally blew that period of dryness.

I was coherent enough, though, to offer a very sweet toast. I said “When it’s my turn to hit forty—in about eleven years—it won’t be so bad…because growing old ain’t so bad when you’ve found the person you want to grow old with.”


After the party we went out dancing. I did some coke that night too. After that came that old familiar guilt. I’m doing it again! I’m drinking. I’m doing drugs. I’m hiding. This year is going to be just like the last.

By February, I was taking two Ambien a night without letting Brandon know about it. I mean, he thought I was occasionally taking something to help me sleep, but he had no idea of the extent of my reliance on the drug. It was easy to hide it from him because the firm had started sending me away to Santa Barbara often for work. But I was taking the Ambien at about 8:00 p.m. so it would knock me out until morning. I didn’t want to have to deal with the pain of being away, of being alone. That took care of the evenings but I started to feel as if I needed something to help me make it through the day. I had a friend whose boyfriend was a doctor. He would write out prescriptions for her, for instance for birth control and so forth. I asked her if he could get me some Xanax. She said, “Sure,” and she got me some.

While I continued to slide into despair, I felt an overpowering need to find out about the truth behind my friend Alan’s suicide. Dena had been his roommate at the time of his death and was as close to him as anyone. Now she was a professor at a law school near my office. I called her saying, “Dena, I need to talk to you about Alan. About why he died. Why he did this.”

We made an appointment to have lunch that Thursday.

I braced myself for what I was about to hear. Over lunch Dena told me that on his last day, Alan went to work as usual, but once there he just couldn’t complete an assignment. He couldn’t finish a memo he had been asked to write. He was so ashamed. That was the last straw. He didn’t want to be a lawyer. He wanted to be a triathlete but had blown out his knee years before. He just couldn’t deal with it. After discovering that he could not finish this memo, he left work, came home, drank a lot of alcohol, took a bunch of pills, and tied a bag over his head. Dena came home and found him like that. She said he had had problems in the past. I took it to mean he had tried it before. “But,” she added, “we thought he was over it. That he was out of the darkness.”

She went on to say that Alan had been in the midst of changing medications. I thought about the Paxil I was taking. Not through a psychiatrist, but through the general practitioner who had given me the Ambien. I told Dena that.

“Alan was changing medication on his own,” Dena said. “That was when he killed himself. We didn’t know that till after the fact.” Dena also said he couldn’t deal with being gay and being Christian. That much I had suspected.

I thought back about the Alan I had known. I met him my first day of law school. He was so handsome and wonderful and outgoing. I viewed Alan not only as a friend but a role model, a teacher. Yet, I had begun to suspect that he might have something wrong with him. We would make plans and then he would cancel at the last minute or he wouldn’t show up at all. I could have just written him off as another southern California flake, but I knew he was not. He came from an Irish-Protestant family. Very rigid. Very structured. Both of his parents were doctors—superdemanding and professional. He was very much a guy who kept appointments on time. So I knew that wasn’t quite it, but I just didn’t analyze it.

It was absolutely crazy, sitting across from Dena, hearing her describe the reasons why one of my best friends killed himself, while almost everything she was saying was parallel to the exact place I was in my life. Just like Alan, I couldn’t finish my own work. I was sitting in my office all day hating it. I came from a rigid Christian family and I had never reconciled that. But here I was, having lunch, and outwardly telling Dena, “It’s so good to hear this because I’m finally coming to terms with it. I’m going through this process and getting closure on it.” That’s not what was happening at all.

That Friday night I took a bunch of work home with me, trying to catch up, and I started popping the Xanax as if it were candy. I must have slept about twelve hours that night. I woke up on Saturday and Brandon looked at me and asked “How many Ambien did you take last night?”

“One,” I lied. My mind had once again started its unrelenting campaign of torment: I’m lying to him. I’ve always lied to him. I’ve always cheated on him. I’ve always hidden things from him. I’m never going to stop that. Never!

It was still early in the day, but I had already taken a number of Xanax, plus some remained in my bloodstream from the night before. I sluggishly sat down at my desk to continue with the work I had brought home and I just couldn’t touch it. I didn’t like the work. I didn’t like the firm. I had passed the bar exam at this point and had been sworn in as an attorney. As I was sitting there, with a pile of work in front of me, I was looking at my future and absolutely hating it. But I had no idea what to do. What can I do now? I’m deep in debt. I spent all this money and all this time on my career and I didn’t know what else I could do now. All these voices were racing through my head. I tried to quiet them down with medication.

Obviously the idea of getting any work done in this state was out of the question. I thought, if I could be productive—get things moving—without taxing myself too much, at least I’d get the feeling of some type of accomplishment for the day. I decided to answer e-mails. I had been putting that off. Amid the growing list in my “un-read” mailbox someone had forwarded me The Advocate for that week—on the cover was Dan Pallotta. It was an article slamming Dan over the funding issues behind the AIDS rides. I thought of Dan’s dead lover—my friend Alan.

The irony was overwhelming because I had been to lunch with Dena on Thursday and on Saturday someone forwarded me this e-mail with Dan on the cover and I just…well…I just hated my job. I hated my work. No one in my family spoke to me anymore. My own parents wouldn’t even come to my law school graduation. Jimmy and I weren’t speaking to each other after our fight in Anapolis. I hated my life. I was stuck. And here was The Advocate. They were doing it again. Alan’s voice popped into my head, “This is what’s wrong. This is why gay people will never get ahead. Look how they treat each other.”

And I said, “I’m going to join you.”

I had thought about suicide over the last year or two anyway. Thoughts like, If I were to kill myself, how would I do it? Hypothetically speaking. This day I told myself, I’m going to do it.

Over the previous years, one thing that had stopped me from thinking about suicide was what the Bob Jones people would think or say about me. Ironically, in all my therapy, I had really worked through that. I honestly no longer cared what those people thought of me. I heard a wise saying and took it to heart: “What you think of me is none of my business.”


But the downside of that was, I no longer cared if they used me as their example of the wayward young man who had ended his life. All the barriers were gone.

I decided that after Brandon went to bed that night I was going to commit suicide by asphyxiating myself in my car. I would take Brandon’s car out of the garage and pull in my car, because he loved his BMW too much—I didn’t want to ruin it for him. That was the way my mind was working at the time. I was sitting at my desk planning my demise when I thought, What if the gaps around the edge of the garage door are too big and the carbon monoxide escapes? I didn’t want to fuck this up.

Well, the solution came to me very quickly. I’m Southern. Anything can be fixed with duct tape. I went to the kitchen drawer where I knew Brandon kept things like that, and sure enough there was a big roll of duct tape. The sensation of unwavering uncertainty was now lifted. Taking an affirmative step like that toward suicide is monumental. I can’t describe it but, just sitting still thinking about it is one thing, even thinking you’re going to do it is one thing, but when you actually physically do something as part of your plan, you’re entering into an entirely different frame of mind. You break a barrier, a barrier that you can never rebuild.

I sat back down and I felt so calm, so serene, and so peaceful. The only time in my life I had ever felt this peaceful was when I had been certain I was going to die in the back of the helicopter General McCorkle was piloting on our way to Yuma. I thought, Wow. Maybe Alan discovered this. This is a way to eternity. Death is really the only path to complete serenity.

The rest of the day I kept popping Xanax while I was answering the overdue e-mails. As if, you know, nothing was wrong. Finally about 4:00 p.m. I was so sleepy from all the Xanax, I passed out in bed. About five thirty Brandon woke me up. He was angry again. “Let’s go eat!” He was saying, “What are you doing sleeping again? You slept twelve hours last night! What’s wrong with you?”

I shook myself awake. “Fine,” I mumbled, “let’s go eat.”

We went to BJ’s Pizzeria. I had three big beers to wash down my pizza. The whole time I was thinking, When I get home I’m going to go through with this. I was feeling really good at this point from a combination of the Xanax, the alcohol, and the setting of my plan in motion.

When we got home I drove my car to the station to fill it up with gas. I would hate to start killing myself and run out of gas in the middle of it. At the gas station I bought a six-pack. Well, I hadn’t been drinking at home since I promised Brandon I wouldn’t. It was one of the few vows I had kept.

I brought the beer into the house while drinking one. Brandon saw me and became furious. He snatched the rest of the beers from me and poured them down the sink. While he was doing that I sat down and started writing a note. But I was so out of it at this point I couldn’t even write. I was acting as if I were angry. I was angry. Everything was getting hazy but I executed my plan with surprising discernment. I went to the bathroom cabinet and grabbed the Ambien and the Xanax, and then I got the duct tape. I had already switched the cars when I came back from the gas station. I made sure there was a bottle of water in the garage so I could swallow all the pills. See, even though I was groggy, I was so damned determined.

Because Brandon was mad at me, it made my plot all the more easy. He was not talking or paying any attention to me at all by this point. He went into the bedroom and lay on the bed as if he were going to watch TV. It was nine thirty or ten. We always had to get up really early. We always went to bed early. I thought he’d just go to sleep. I made it look like I was storming out to go somewhere.

I went down to the garage, opened the door, went in, started the car, and closed the garage door. How simple, I thought. How incredibly simple the answer is! I got the bottle of water. Reached for the pills. Swallowed a bunch of them. Hazily, I started to duct tape the gaps in the garage door. Then I blacked.

The next thing I remember is a feeling of intense rage.

At some point Brandon had come to the garage looking for me. I recall clutching the bottle of pills and Brandon prying my fingers to get the bottle away from me. But it was all happening in a fog.

 

The next thing I remember is coming to in an emergency room. I had a hospital gown on and I seemed to be attached to a lot of wires. I had black stuff all over me—which I later learned was charcoal. Instead of pumping my stomach they had given me charcoal to induce vomiting to get the pills out of my system. I opened my eyes a little more.

Brandon looked at me with hurt in his deep blue eyes and said, “So much for growing old together, huh?” His tone was sarcastic and bitter.

“We are going to grow old together,” I replied, gently. That was my first coherent thought.

Then I realized where I was and I fell back into my haze—where it was safe. The rest is a jumble of thoughts. At some point I fought violently with a nurse. They carried me in an ambulance from the emergency room to another hospital. I was still groggy, yet I had taken a class in mental health law and somewhere in my brain I realized what was happening.

“Absolutely not!” I declared. “I’m not going into the loony bin for three days.” They sent in a psychiatrist in to see me. “You don’t understand,” I said. “I have depositions to take this week.”

She looked at me with her dark eyes and said with an Indian accent, “Well, you did not care about your depositions when you tried to kill yourself.”

I thought, Don’t use logic with me, you bitch.

I was involuntarily committed. I refused to sign, thinking that I would get out sooner. They put me in the high security area—with the crazy people. Of which, of course, I was one. Everything was so cloudy. I went back to sleep. When I woke up it was Sunday afternoon. I looked around and began quivering with humiliation. They had made sure I couldn’t try any funny business again. I didn’t have a belt. I didn’t have any laces in my shoes. There were no razors, no scissors; the glass was not breakable. There were mental patients all around me. This wasn’t a movie. This was real life. My life. I took a shower, cleaned myself up. That night quite a few friends visited me. Brandon came of course, and five other friends; all these guys were there for me; it was really terrific, to discover so many people cared for me. That it mattered to them if I lived or died. I hadn’t felt that before. Which is ridiculous because all these people always had been in my life with just as much care and love, but because of depression and substance abuse, I wasn’t able to see that.


I still hadn’t begun to deal with the enormous ramifications of what I had done. Right after they left I went back to sleep. Monday morning I woke up and went into the shower and cried and cried and cried. What is this? How am I here? I’m a decorated Marine officer. I graduated with decent grades from one of the best law schools in the country. Passed the California bar exam my first time. I’m with the top litigation law firm in America. And I’m in a fucking mental hospital!

It helped to recite my résumé to myself, to remind me that while it might seem contradictory to my present situation, I really had accomplished all those things. I just needed to figure a way out of the space I was in, both figuratively and literally. After I got all of that out of my system, I figured, I was there, I might as well make the most of it. Then a fraction of a second later I thought, That’s the same as life! I’m here, I have to just make the most of it. I don’t know a whole lot more than that.

So I gathered my strength and made up my mind to cooperate. I talked to all the counselors, the therapists, the social workers, and the psychiatrist as much as I could—you only get fifteen minutes a day with the psychiatrist, but the others are usually always around. I watched the other patients closely at the group therapy sessions.

I think the social workers liked talking to me because they said, “Yeah, every once in a while we get someone like you in here.” I thought they meant that they get someone who isn’t seriously mentally ill but who’s on the seventy-two-hour suicide hold for having made a bona fide suicide attempt. Then again, suicidal thoughts constitute a serious mental illness.

All three nights, different friends came by to see me. One evening about six guys were crammed in my room. I had this roommate who collected empty milk cartons and little packets of Sweet ’N Low and sugar. He kept them in the drawer between our beds in his collection. He was a nice guy, a little crazy, of course, but hey, look at where we were. He said, “I’ve never seen someone with so many friends.”

Jake, a good friend who also happens to be a social worker, came to see me all three nights. “What’s going to be different when you get out of here?” he asked.

“I am not going to forget that I have you guys,” I said. “And from now on I’m going to call, I’m going to visit, I’m going to write. I’m going to reach out. Promise.”

That’s what I’ve tried to do since. Nothing happens overnight, though, and like everything else in life, it’s two steps forward, one step back. There would be many major periods of depression ahead, but I couldn’t think about that now. What I learned through all of this is that the love that I have for and from my friends is worth living for, no matter how bad everything else seemed to get. That’s what I had to hold on to as I left the hospital.

I also talked on the phone to Carla back east. She said she had spoken to Brandon a lot. “Rich, I have never seen anyone as shaken up as Brandon is right now.”

But Brandon was there for me. I had been so wrapped up in my own pain I forgot about all the shit that he was going through at the same time. He had been told he would be getting laid off in sixty days. He was selling his condo and we were going to be moving to Los Angeles, where he would have a better chance of getting a job. His whole world was changing and he had just turned forty. And then I tried to kill myself. Obviously, Brandon was shaken. Incredibly shaken. And he internalized everything—he didn’t deal with things outwardly at all. And what I had just put him through had no doubt hurt him more than he had ever been hurt in his life. I had been incredibly, shamefully selfish. His love meant so much to me, yet I was willing to give it up because of my depression.
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SIGNS OF HOPE



When I got out of the hospital, I knew things would be different. They had to be. There is no way to put a positive spin on a suicide attempt. There’s also no way to keep it a secret.

Not that I’d want to. When Brandon came to pick me up, I felt exhilarated and exhausted at the same time. A lifetime of charades had worn me out. It was one thing to pretend to be a model Christian school student, or even to fake being a heterosexual Marine. It was quite another to try so hard to convince all of your friends that you weren’t suffering from deep and chronic depression. Now they all knew. And most were surprised.

“Damn, Rich, you’re the last person on earth I’d expect to hear this about,” said Manuel, a friend in Laguna Beach. “Now if I’d heard the same thing about Jake Hirsch, I’da said ‘what took him so long?’”

Manuel’s irreverent humor was refreshing at this point. He asked, “What are you tryin’ to do? Take the title of Southern Drama Queen away from me? I think you just might have succeeded!”

Bossy expressed slightly less sympathy. “This is SO like you to try to take all the attention for yourself.”

When my friend Jim asked me how I was doing, as most friends and even casual acquaintances ask each other every day, he didn’t let me get away with a glib “fine.” He grabbed my arm and said “Look at me, Rich. Are you really doing fine?”


I wasn’t fine after being released. No one is after what I’d experienced. Unfortunately, I didn’t know of any prescribed plan for straightening out what had gone wrong. I sought help by changing therapists and even went to an alcohol and drug abuse support group meeting a couple of times. As in the past, however, I reasoned my way out of sticking with it.

“I’m not really an addict,” I thought, “I just suffer from depression. Once my depression is cured, my problems with drugs and alcohol will disappear.” For a while, I abstained from alcohol and drugs.

 

I didn’t tell my family about my suicide attempt. My mom and dad had their hands full taking care of both of my grandmothers, one of whom was in the horrible late stages of Alzheimer’s. Grandma Merritt was in a full-time treatment facility, and my parents took care of her affairs and visited her frequently. My mom had also said my dad’s back was giving him major problems and he was having some difficulty walking. He also got tired more quickly than he used to.

“But that’s probably just because he’s getting older,” Momma said.

I suppose the main reason I didn’t tell my parents was that I feared what they might say.

“Well, that’s what happens when you choose to live a life of sin,” I could hear my mom saying. “How can you be happy when you won’t put your faith in God to change this…this thing that you call being a homosexual?”

To hear my mom say this would plunge me right back into the pit of depression. So I didn’t tell them that I had tried to kill myself. I also quit calling them at all. Talking to them wasn’t helping me, and I knew that if I didn’t get better, I wasn’t going to be any good to them, or to anyone else.

 

I told Gary what had happened. He had gotten off active duty although he still flew the F/A-18 in a Marine reserve squadron. He and Hedy had purchased a house together in Burbank, near the studios. For a full-time job, he was flying for FedEx. If he had a day off during the week, he’d take the subway to the station across the street from my office. Very un-LA, but it was convenient. One afternoon, we went to lunch at a British deli called Chesterfield’s.

Gary had been my confidante for many things over the years and I knew I could draw on his strength to recover. Despite being a tough Marine Corps fighter pilot, Gary always seemed to understand me better than I did myself. Not only did I tell him about the suicide attempt, but I also told him about the porn and The Advocate. As he had always been in the past, Gary was sympathetic. I don’t guess that he necessarily approved of what I had done, but he was practical: the past was the past and I was his friend. And he was the most loyal of friends.

“It seems like a magazine like The Advocate would have been on your side,” he said.

“Don’t get me started,” I replied.

“You know what, Rich,” he said, with the twinkle in his eye he always got when he came up with what he thought was a bright idea, “you should write a book. I think that’d be good for you.”

“Well, I’ve been working on a novel…”

“Fuck the novel!” Gary exclaimed. “Write about your own life. What you’ve just told me is way more exciting than fiction.”

“Yeah, some friends have been trying to get me to do that for a couple of years.”

“Well, listen to your friends,” Gary said. “Make sure you send me copies as you write it.”

An idea popped into my head. “I could call it I Was a Born-Again Gay Marine Porn Star Mental Patient!”

“How about Psycho Lawyer Marine Porn Fudge Packer?”

We laughed about that, and it felt very good to laugh.

“Just one thing, Rich,” Gary said, giving me a serious stare.

“What’s that?”

“Don’t add anything else to that title. Promise me you’re through with the drama, okay?”

 

I went back to work the day I got out of the hospital. Except for a few close friends who I confided in, like Britney, the attorneys I worked with at my firm thought I had just been out sick for a few days. Of course, nothing at work had changed. Legal work for first-year associates at a large law firm manages to be both tedious and stressful at the same time. There’s a lot of reviewing of documents, legal research, and more document review. Depression robbed me of the ability to see that this was ever going to change and so my sadness and anxiety at work returned almost immediately.

As expected, Brandon was laid off from his job in Long Beach. That’s the nature with his business and he had had a good run of continuous employment for many years. He was damned good at his job and we fully expected that he would begin a new project in LA, but that wouldn’t be for a couple of months. He sold our house in Long Beach, we packed up everything we owned, and moved to West Hollywood. Buster was getting up there in years, but he enjoyed the backyard at our new house. Brandon had been promising him that his whole life.

I was excited by the move. To me, it represented a clean start, a new home that Brandon and I could build together. Brandon, though, didn’t see it that way. He was now renting a house rather than owning, and he was unemployed. He was also a forty-year-old gay man living in West Hollywood, the land of perpetual youth. He wasn’t happy.

Our roles were reversed. I was now drawing a huge salary and he was drawing unemployment checks. Psychologists say that role reversals put a lot of strain on a relationship. Quite often, they are fatal.

Back at the firm, I worked for a senior associate with whom I had become close, but there was one weekend when I couldn’t finish my assignment. I kept thinking about what Dena had said regarding Alan and his inability to complete a legal memorandum he had been assigned to write. And how that had triggered his suicide. I sat in my office all day Sunday and couldn’t think of a word to write. I felt myself running out of air, as if someone were strangling me. My pulse raced and I felt dizzy. Through all the anxiety, I struggled to churn out four pages of what I knew was crap. I stuffed the assignment underneath the other papers on her desk and prayed the case would settle before anyone read my brief.

The associate called me into her office the next day and reprimanded me for doing such a shitty job. I stiffened with shame. Before I could burst out crying I got up and left, muttering, “I gotta go.” It was like in the fifth grade all over again, when I would lose a spelling bee and I would burst out crying uncontrollably. Only now I was twenty-five years older and my emotions were a real problem.

I went and got Britney and said, “I need to be with somebody right now.” I told her what had happened. She said, “Rich, you need to take some time off.”

Then I went to see my friend Garrett, the associate, the gay guy who I had had the first episode with two years earlier when he made the comment about me not being able to salsa dance. I was in his office crying. I told him the whole story. I said, “Garrett, I tried to kill myself.” He was very helpful. Throughout all of my experiences, I was fortunate in that I was always surrounded by supportive, understanding, and compassionate people. From my battalion commander in the Marines when the New York Times Magazine came out, to the partners I worked for at this high-pressure big international law firm, people were kind. Most people, anyway. The fundamentalists at Bob Jones were the exception. They had been unnecessarily harsh.

The firm, with my doctor’s recommendation, gave me three months’ disability leave. I felt a little guilty about being on “welfare,” especially this early in my new career. But I also understood that, if I didn’t get better, I would always be a detriment and burden.

 

Brandon and I were at a restaurant and bar one night. I wasn’t drinking but I wasn’t feeling very good. He sensed my unhappiness and made a comment, “I need you to hurry up and get better.”

I had been thinking about this a lot recently and was still not sure about how to heal from depression. “Brandon,” I said, “I might not ever get completely better. It might all be a process of getting better. What if this is as good as it gets?” I chuckled, thinking I was being funny, quoting the title and the line from the movie with Jack Nicholson and Helen Hunt.

But I saw something change in Brandon’s eyes. Something had changed anyway. He wasn’t happy. He was never joyful anymore. He was down all the time now. Because he was unemployed and I was on disability leave, we spent a lot of time together at the house we were renting in West Hollywood. It was not a fun time.

As strange as it seems to me now, though, I felt like I should be getting better, so I told my doctors that I was getting better. As if I could will myself out of depression. They began to wean me off the medication. Looking back, this was a huge mistake.

Finally, in the beginning of June, I couldn’t take the tension anymore. I pressed Brandon to tell me what was wrong.

Without looking at me, he said, “I…I think…let’s just put the relationship on hold.”

BAM! I was in a state of shock.

What the fuck is this? I thought. A telephone call? You don’t just put a relationship on hold! There either is a relationship or there isn’t.

I wasn’t prepared to accept any kind of sudden, drastic change. “Let’s go to therapy,” I suggested. He agreed to attend some sessions of couple’s therapy. At last Brandon started opening up and voiced a whole lot of things he had been holding back. He told me that something changed between us when he saw me in that hospital bed, helpless and out of it, and then fighting with the nurse.

During my disability leave, I had begun toying with the idea of giving up my law career. That had pushed him over the edge. And I can’t blame him. I was not same person he had fallen in love with.

“After that night in the hospital, I could never look at you the same way again.” he said. Then he asked, “Do you love yourself?”

“No, I don’t,” I replied.

“Well, it’s impossible to love someone who doesn’t love himself.”

I had to let that sink in, painfully, for a few seconds. “You don’t love me anymore?” I asked in disbelief. He just looked straight ahead, not uttering a single word.

 

In the middle of all this I had to go on a previously planned trip to Washington, DC, and New York. I had bid on—and won—a lunch with Senator Diane Feinstein, to be held in the Senate dining room inside the Capitol. Even though I wasn’t looking or feeling my best, I didn’t want to cancel that. In the preceding months I had grown fat. I had put on twenty-five pounds, from a combination of things—the medication I was on, eating unhealthily, and not working out. On top of that, I had shaved my head. I was growing a beard. I was going through some weird shit and in some ways taking it out on my appearance.

Brandon and I flew to Washington, DC. We had just broken up and had started seeing a therapist and here we are attending this lunch with Diane Feinstein, as if we were California’s happiest little gay couple ready to take on Washington. The only people included at the lunch were Brandon and me and Feinstein’s chief of staff. Once again, I was trying to be “Mr. Together.”

Senator Feinstein is not exactly the most personable woman to begin with. Still, I tried my best to charm her, just like I had tried to please Mrs. Hand, Momma King, Mrs. Langston, Miss Denham, and all the women in my life, including my mom. But it was obvious her mind was on more pressing matters—like running the country or making policy for her subcommittee on counterterrorism.

I tried to break the ice by complimenting the efficiency of her staff on how well they had handled arranging our visit, but this backfired. She glared at her chief of staff and said, “That’s not the way I want the front office handling phone calls,” she said. “I don’t want the interns screening out constituents. They put the call right through to the scheduling secretary.”

Fuck, I thought, I am really not connecting with this woman.

My first memory of Diane Feinstein was like many of my first memories—sitting in chapel at Bob Jones University. It was the early eighties and she had just been reelected mayor of San Francisco. Dr. Bob Jones III had used her as an illustration to make a point in his sermon. “San Francisco has a woman for a mayor,” he chuckled. “When men become feminized and refuse to take their rightful positions of leadership, women are forced to step up to the plate and take those positions, just like this Diane Feinstein has.” He stressed her first name, as if mocking the sound of a woman’s name as mayor of a big city.

I had read several accounts of Senator Feinstein’s rise to power in San Francisco politics in the tumultuous seventies and eighties, and wanted to discuss that with her. Like what it was like to hear gunshots in City Hall and rush over to the mayor’s office, only to find Mayor Moscone and gay supervisor Harvey Milk dead. To face and survive a recall election. To barely lose the governorship to Pete Wilson and then barely beat Michael Huffington, only to find out later he was a closeted homosexual. Did her campaign know that? If not, why not? If they did, why didn’t they use it?

But she didn’t want to talk about any of that. I suppose politicians have to be forward-thinking and not dwell on the distant past. Like the lesson that Trent Lott learned. So I changed the subject. I asked her where she had been during September 11. She said she was getting her hair done at the time. Finally, I decided to be bold and discuss my old familiar topic.

“Well, Senator,” I began, “you know the Service Members Legal Defense Network is mounting a campaign to overturn ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell.’”

She looked aghast. “Why are you doing that? The military has never been more popular than it is right now…now’s not the time.” I saw her point. We were at war and Republicans were in charge of all three branches of government. But she was one of the ones on our side. If she didn’t think we had a chance, things must really be bad.

At the next table was Hillary Clinton. It was exciting. Arlen Specter was in the room, as well as Chuck Hagel. Half of me was saying, I love this! I’m a political junkie. The other half was saying, I don’t want to be here.

Senator Feinstein took us back to her office. We got to ride on the subway that only senators get to take. At this point, I had given up trying to wow her with my knowledge of politics or her history, so I switched to safe, innocuous topics.

“Do you miss San Francisco?” I asked.

Her mood noticeably brightened. “Yes I do, very much,” she said. “But we just bought a house here, so I enjoy that as well. I enjoy gardening and taking care of my flowers.”

“That must be therapeutic for you,” I said reflexively.

Finally, her eyes caught mine. I had connected with her. I understood the importance and the need every human has for something to take their mind off the chaotic and tortured world out there. And I had communicated to her that I understood she was human and had the same needs the rest of us had. Or maybe she just liked gardening.

The following morning I attended a California constituent’s breakfast for about one hundred people hosted by Senator Feinstein. The day before the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals had handed down a ruling that the phrase “under God” was unconstitutional in the Pledge of Allegiance. I sort of agreed with their decision, although I had never much thought about it. When Senator Feinstein entered the room for the breakfast, she put her hand over her heart and had everyone say the “Pledge of Allegiance” with her as she placed special emphasis on the phrase “under God.”

I stood with the crowd, placed my right hand over my heart and recited the pledge along with the senator. And she’s one of the liberals was all I could think.

 

After we left DC, Brandon and I went to New York for Gay Pride and the Pier Party. It was my first circuit party in a very long time. I didn’t enjoy it at all. Brandon wanted to do that. I didn’t want to go, but I went with him, maybe for old time’s sake. Would he ever love me again?

We returned home to California and I went back to work, as my disability leave was up. The two of us attended therapy a few more times, but I realized “we” were over. Brandon did not want to be with me. He said I had effectively ended our relationship a year earlier on the cruise in the Mediterranean when I wanted to have sex with all those other people. Through therapy I learned that he had a lot of resentment toward me. That was a surprise to me. For someone who prided himself on being as sensitive to other people as I did, I had sure missed a lot of obvious clues about my own husband…now ex-husband.

I’ve read that a relationship has a personality. I don’t know if that’s just total bullshit or not, but I do know that, as with some people, you sometimes can’t tell a relationship’s cause of death without an autopsy. After the breakup, I realized just how much my identity was totally wrapped up in being half of the Brandon-Rich partnership. I think we both may have lost ourselves in the relationship and, in the end, that was a big cause of why it ended. We suffocated ourselves with each other and ultimately we asphyxiated the relationship.

When Brandon told me he wanted to break up, I plunged back down into the deepest depression I’d ever been in—even before my suicide attempt. It was that bad. In retrospect I realize a huge mistake I made is that Brandon and I continued living together. Sleeping in the same bed.

Finally, one day in August I said, “Brandon, you’ve got to move your desk out of the spare bedroom (where he had his office set up). I’m going to start sleeping in the spare room on the futon.”

I went to bed that first night by myself. I was too depressed to even cry. But I didn’t sleep. I was surprised when Brandon came home and knocked on my door. I hoped that maybe he was about to admit what a big mistake he had made and that he wanted me back. Maybe our breakup, symbolized by the separate bedrooms, was too much for him.

Instead, he was hysterical. “What’s wrong with Buster?”

“Oh no!” I cried, jumping up. I found Buster lying on the kitchen floor. I scooped him up in my arms and I could tell he was about to die. He had been ill recently, and I suppose we had known it was only matter of time, but he had been so important to us, neither of us wanted to admit it. He had an appointment with the vet the following week, but we could tell that would now be too late. This little guy wasn’t going to make it. Brandon was up against the wall crying his eyes out, otherwise immobilized by shock and fear.

I held Buster in my arms, petted his little head, and said, “Buster, we love you.” And he took his last breath.

I thought, There are millions of people in the world who have much worse problems than I have. But I don’t see how I could feel much more awful than I do right now. This little dog had gotten me through so many dark days. I had named my column after him, the column that had started this whole process from my progay piece, to the New York Times, to The Advocate.

When he died, something in me changed. I thought, You know, if this little dog, so full of enthusiasm and vitality, could enjoy life the way he did, then I can find a way to do it, too.

 


Statistically, people who attempt suicide are much more prone to attempt it again. According to the Centers for Disease Control, the first indication that someone might be suicidal is that they have previously attempted it. I understand that now. When you try to kill yourself, you cross a line in your mind. You break through a barrier that will be gone forever. The next time is infinitely easier than the first.

I had crossed this line. I was no longer afraid of death. I had discovered just how fucking simple it is to end it all. How wonderfully easy it is to know that with one quick—and if done correctly—painless action, I can end all my problems at once. It just seems so easy after the first try. That becomes a powerful thought.

But after Buster’s death, I now started to feel an opposite force—a new desire not to kill myself, not to give in to this inner pain. It was a daily struggle, and some days were worse than others. And when I thought that I wasn’t going to make it, I began to see how God, who I would come to know simply as my Higher Power, or HP, was taking care of me.

I still wasn’t ready to resume my relationship with my family. I hadn’t spoken to my parents or any of my relatives in months, and just the very thought of it depressed me. I would call my mom and we would talk on and on about her problems and she would ask me about my job, but my job was all we could talk about in my life. She didn’t want to know anything about my personal life, so we never discussed it. It’s as if all I did was work. Which was turning out to be true these days.

She sent me an e-mail that consisted solely of a joke someone had forwarded her.

“A lone Marine stood at the exterior gate to the White House,” the joke began. “An elderly vet in his World War II uniform walks up to the Marine and says ‘Son, I want to see Mr. Clinton.’ The Marine says politely, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but Mr. Clinton no longer lives here.’ The old vet walks away. The next day the vet returns to the same Marine and says the same thing. Again, the Marine responds, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but Mr. Clinton no longer lives here.’ Finally, on the third day, the crusty vet approaches the same Marine and repeats his request. The Marine, growing slightly impatient this time, responds, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but as I told you yesterday and the day before, Mr. Clinton no longer lives at the White House.’ The old vet smiled at the young Marine and replied, ‘I know that, son. I just like hearing you say it!’”

I was livid. In June I had politely asked my mom to refrain from communicating with me because Brandon and I were having difficulty, a request she had never acknowledged. Now, she sends me this piece of garbage. Because my doctors had taken me completely off my medication at this point, my emotional reaction bordered on the hysterical.

Angrily, I pounded on the computer keyboard. “Two months ago I explained to you that I was having problems with my relationship. Communicating with you doesn’t help so I asked you to give me some peace for a while. INSTEAD, you send me an e-mail which you KNOW I will find offensive! Let me say it again, Mother, don’t write me, don’t call me, don’t e-mail me, don’t come visit me!”

Without a second thought, I hit the “send” button. Maybe I would never see my family again, I thought. Right now, I couldn’t think about that. There was just too much else in my life stressing me out. I still didn’t like my job, my relationship was dead, and so was my dog. And I was fat.

 

By Labor Day weekend, I hadn’t left the house in over two months except to go to work or to see the shrink. Needing to get away, I hopped in my Mazda and drove to Laguna Beach to visit my friends there for the long weekend. Jake Hirsch, my friend who had visited me when I had been in the hospital, had invited me to spend the weekend with him and his boyfriend, Chris.

We stopped at the grocery store to pick up necessities for the beach. While standing in line to pay, I suddenly remembered something.

“Shit, I forgot to bring anything to read.”

“Why do you need anything to read, girl, when there’s hot boys to look at on the beach!” said Jake.

Truth was, I didn’t want to look at men. I was too unattractive to draw any men to me, so why look at what I couldn’t possibly have. I grabbed a copy of a tabloid.


“The Globe?” asked Jake. “Three years of law school and you’re going to read the Globe?”

“Hey, it’s got Madonna, Cher, and Whitney, all on the same cover. I’d lose my gay card if I passed this up!”

Having satisfied Jack with that answer, we proceeded to the beach. We passed by our good friend Dante. He looked at me and exclaimed, “My God, Rich, what have you done to yourself? Why did you let yourself go like this?”

“Gee, thanks, Dante!” Jake said on my behalf.

I laughed it off. “Don’t worry about it. When I get to be seventy, I’m going to say whatever comes to my mind too.”

Dante grabbed me in a bear hug and laughed. “You know I love you, right? But hey, you gotta get to the gym! While you’re still young! I mean look at me, I go to the gym, and I look pretty good, but not as good as I did a few years ago!”

I walked across the beach where hundreds of southern California’s gay men were gathering to bask in the sun for a day. Dante was right. I didn’t have too many years left where looking young and attractive was an option. I looked down as my gut jiggled over the waistband of my swimming shorts. Yuck! I looked hideous.

I plopped down in the middle of my friends and hoped no one I knew would come by. I knew how vicious these queens could be.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a hot guy passing from right to left along the edge of the surf. Shit, I thought, where’d he come from?

Jake saw who I was looking at. “He’s headed this way.”

Crap! I buried my face in the Globe. There’s no way this six foot tall, blond muscle man was going to come over to me.

“He’s almost here, Rich.” Jake squinted to block out the sun. “You know who he looks like, don’t you?”

I nodded.

“He’s a supersized version of Brandon!” Chris agreed.

Supersized Brandon dropped down on the sand three feet in front of me. He didn’t have a towel or backpack or any other beach supplies, just a tight bathing suit. He took off his shirt to use to lie on, in the sand.


He faced me, positioning his back to the beach. I glanced over the top of the tabloid and saw him staring with a half-grin.

“The Globe?” he asked. “Are you seriously reading the Globe?”

I liked the tone in his voice. He sounded smart and confident, but not in a cocky or egocentric way.

I gave him what I hoped was a handsome smile. “Well, yes. I mean, did you know that Whitney Houston has snorted so much coke that she has a hole in her nose? If I hadn’t read this, I might have missed out on that priceless piece of information.”

He laughed and looked around the beach. “Whitney sounds like some of the gay men I’ve known.”

“I think she might actually be a gay man in drag. Notice how you never see her and RuPaul on the same stage at the same time? And only a gay man would take all this shit from Bobby Brown.”

To my shock, the guy moved closer to me. He extended his arm. “Hi, my name’s Troy.”

 

Troy was two years older than I was but had been so successful in his real estate business that he had retired. He lived in Florida but was in California for a diving trip to Catalina Island. To occupy his time in retirement, he was studying to be some kind of a therapist and was going to begin a rehabilitation clinic or program at an established clinic for gay men with sexual addictions. I wondered about his experience with this issue.

“Every guy I’ve ever been in a relationship with me has cheated on me,” he said. “And I want to know why. I want to know why they do it, and why I am attracted to them.” His pain was obvious.

For a reason unknown to me, I decided to bare my soul to this handsome stranger. He seemed sincere and trustworthy. “I tried to kill myself earlier this year,” I shared. “A large part of it was the guilt I felt over the times I had cheated on my partner of seven years. I want to know why I would cheat on someone I love so much.”

Troy gave me an intense but knowing stare. “Ah, that’s why I was drawn to you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I call it the ‘psychic limp.’”


I’m sure I looked as perplexed as I felt.

“You know how someone who’s been injured in the leg limps and someone else who has the same injury can spot it because of the same limp. Well, with emotional issues it’s like that. Our unconscious minds spot the same limp. You and I have suffered a similar emotional injury, albeit on opposite sides.”

I was silent, letting this information sink in. He told me what he was doing about his problem and his next announcement caught me off guard. “I vowed to be celibate this year while I figure it out.”

“Hmm,” I replied. “I’ve been celibate, too…although it wasn’t because of any vow!”

Troy laughed again and we talked for several more hours. It was one of those amazing conversations where a total stranger tells you your past, that what you’ve gone through is similar to what others have gone through, and there is hope. Things will get better. But you have to be the one to pull yourself out of the darkness. No one else can do that for you.

“I call those people Angels,” said my co-worker and friend, Kali, the following day at the office. “Usually I find them on airplane trips. I’m glad you met your Angel.”

“For all I know he could be a serial child molester with hacked-up bodies buried in his backyard and stored in his freezer,” I replied sarcastically, trying to minimize the three-hour beach conversation I had enjoyed the day before.

Kali gave me an exasperated look. “So what if he is? To you, he was an Angel.”

Meeting Troy on Laguna Beach was a life-changing event. Or rather, a continuation of the life-changing process that had begun with Buster’s death. Partially because a hot man had paid attention to me, but mostly because he had said—and I had heard—exactly what I needed to hear.

Things do get better.

But only I can make that happen.

 

Kali also had her own piece of advice for me. “Rich. Why do gay men always think that normal rules don’t apply to them? You’ve got to get away from Brandon or you won’t even begin to heal!”

I knew she was right. “But the lease…”


“Forget the lease! Just get away from him. Leave! Or make him leave. When people split up, they have to separate, or they don’t get over the other person. Even gay men.”

Kali was right. Brandon had no intention of leaving, so that meant I had to move out. But where would I go?

When I had been in Laguna Beach, I had visited the law office of my friend, Derrick. Derrick had his own practice in a quaint, tastefully decorated office three blocks from the ocean. The office consisted of one large open space with a high ceiling. That’s where the attorney and paralegal worked. There was a loft where the files were kept and the part-time office administrator worked. A small conference room and makeshift kitchenette underneath the loft completed the space. I had casually mentioned to Derrick that I’d like to work in a place like that, doing mostly plaintiffs’ work. I liked the thought of suing the big bad evil corporations like R. J. Reynolds and Exxon Mobil, rather than representing them as my big firm in LA did. I assumed, however, that Derrick had no use for a second-year associate.

In October he sent me a short e-mail. “Were you serious? I’ve got two trials and a half dozen mediations coming up and I need some help.”

The question caught me off guard. Was I serious? How could I be serious? I couldn’t leave the security of this big law firm, with my huge salary. I had too many student loans from law school, and too many credit card debts from my days of partying on the circuit. So what if I was miserable here at this firm. I suspected I’d be much happier working in the comfortable environment I had seen in Laguna, but there was no way Derrick could pay me nearly as much as I was making now.

What was more frightening was that, if I worked for Derrick, I’d have to leave LA, meaning I’d have to move away from Brandon. And moving away from Brandon would mean that it was definitely over with him. Forever. Derrick’s offer made me realize that I was holding out hope—faint hope, but still hope—that there was a possibility that Brandon and I could get back together.

My choice was clear. I could continue earning a huge salary but I would have to continue living in a city I didn’t care for and working at a firm I didn’t like. Or I could go to a place I loved, working with supportive friends who cared deeply for me, and I’d be doing a job that was more meaningful to me. But I’d have to admit that Brandon and I were over forever.

 

I didn’t respond to Derrick right away. As I drove out of the garage under the fifty-story building and turned onto the busy downtown LA street, all I could think about was this choice I had to make. After the last few years, my judgment no longer seemed solid to me. I couldn’t trust myself to make the right decision on my own. How was I going to make such a monumental decision with judgment as flawed as mine has proven to be?

My thoughts took me back to a lunch a few days earlier, where many of my law school classmates had expressed how unhappy they were in their new profession. How working at these big downtown law firms was lonely, impersonal and grueling. What would make me happy? I tried to think of friends who were happy being lawyers. Only one name popped into my head, and he was working at a small plaintiffs’ firm in Orange County, just as I would be doing if I went to work for Derrick. Casey was the only one I knew who sincerely seemed to love his work.

The light at Fifth and Grand turned red. I stopped and instinctively resorted to an age-old tool I hadn’t used in years. I closed my eyes and prayed, “God, what the fuck am I supposed to do? Because I sure as hell don’t know. I need a sign.” The driver behind me blew his horn. Startled, I opened my eyes and saw that the left-turn arrow was green.

I spun my steering wheel to the left while still thinking about how Casey had told me how much he loved representing his clients, working in a small office, playing David versus the corporate Goliaths. I liked that idea. But I needed a sign.

The car in front of me hit his brakes and I hit mine. To my immediate right was a sign in front of a restaurant I had visited for lunch a couple of times.

 

CASEY’S BAR AND GRILL

 

Only Casey seems genuinely happy with his law work.

It has to be just a coincidence. But I had prayed for a sign. Not only had God given me a figurative sign, it was in the form of something that was—well, literally a sign!

I recalled the first time I had at eaten at Casey’s Bar and Grill. When I was a summer associate, some of the senior partners at my firm had taken all the summer associates to Casey’s for a two-hour lunch one Friday. It was supposed to be an enjoyable “get-to-know-each-other” type of affair. Unfortunately, I had been trapped next to a summer associate from Stanford who had already declared both her dislike of this firm and her desire to go to work for the liberal activist lawyer, Gloria Allred. To my right was the unpleasant and gruff head of the firm’s litigation group, who also happened to be one of the top donors to the California Republican Party. Neither person was shy about expressing their views on anything. It was one of the more miserable and uncomfortable moments of my life and it had given me my first negative impression of the firm I eventually went to work for.

Still, I wasn’t going to allow this “coincidence” or this “sign,” depending on how I wanted to look at it, determine my fate. Okay, I decided, I’d ask Derrick how much he could afford to pay me. After doing my budget, I decided on an amount. If he offered me at least this much, I would go to work for him. I didn’t expect that his offer would be this high, but if I could negotiate up to this amount, I’d be okay.

Three days later, Derrick sent me an e-mail with the same number I had decided would be my minimum “automatic accept” number. Plus I would make a percentage of the contingency cases that I brought to the firm.

“I can’t believe it,” I told Kali. “While it’s not nearly what we make here, this is a lot more than junior associates are paid at plaintiff’s firms.”

“He must be serious about bringing you to work for him.”

It felt very good to know that I was wanted. I hadn’t felt that way in a long time.

 

I accepted Derrick’s offer and gave notice at my firm. Brandon was angry that I would be breaking our lease but I drafted what I felt was a reasonable compromise agreement for our “separation.” Grudgingly, he agreed. I also mailed in the form “de-registering” us as domestic partners.

I saw my therapist in Santa Monica for the last time. I wasn’t sure how much help he had been, although at my very first visit he had observed the need I have to find a God I could love.

I recalled that visit clearly. “With your background,” he said, “it may not be an option for you to believe in nothing. But the God of your parents and of Bob Jones doesn’t work for you. So you will have to find your own God, or some sort of Higher Power to believe in.” I had thought about this observation while walking to my car after that first session. As I started my ignition, the license plate of the car in front of me caught my attention.

 

2ND CMNG

 

What the hell could that mean? I wondered. Then I noticed. The license plate guard had text on top that read “Are You Ready for the” and on the bottom it read “of Jesus Christ?” With the vanity number on the plate it asked drivers behind it, “Are You Ready for the 2nd Coming of Jesus Christ?”

Fuck. So much for a God I can love. Or maybe this was a joke? I thought about it a bit. The God I would love HAD to have a good sense of humor. Maybe this was His—or Her—way of playing some cosmic metaphysical joke on me. That’s the way I chose to interpret it. The God of my present—the God with the bitchy sarcastic sense of humor like mine, was playing a joke on me by invoking a memory of the awful humorless insensitive God of my past.

Leaving this therapist for the last time, I thought, “Okay, God, if you’re real, I want to see that same license plate on the car in front of me again.” I chuckled at the thought of mortal me testing the Almighty this way. Just by the improvement in my attitude, I had to admit this therapist probably had helped me out a lot. But it would be nice to have a third sign that I was making the right decision. The first had been the Casey’s sign, the second had been Derrick’s offer. This would have nothing to do with the move, but I would view it as God’s way of letting me know I was doing the right thing.

I arrived at my car, a little nervous. What if…? I looked at the license plate of the car parked by the one-hour metered spot in front of mine. Nope, it wasn’t the personalized plate I recalled from nine months earlier. I was disappointed, but my newfound faith remained unshaken. At some point, I reasoned, we have to learn to go it on our own, deciding what the right thing to do is without the benefit of signs.

The street was narrow and with my limited steering radius and bad driving, a three-point turn was required to turn the car around to get back to Olympic Boulevard. I turned my wheel to the left as far as I could and made a sharp turn out of the space I was in. I stopped with the front of my car inches away from the rear of the car parked across the street.

A chill went up and down my spine.

 

ARE YOU READY FOR THE
 2ND CMNG
 OF JESUS CHRIST?

 

This was the exact same car I had seen nine months earlier, on the same street. Maybe this driver had an appointment at the same time as mine. No, I recalled, I had changed appointment times since then. What are the odds that the one fundamentalist Christian in West Los Angeles would be parked in the vicinity of my car, and at this time? These were timed spaces, after all, and cars parked here all day would be ticketed. There was no explanation.

Quit rationalizing and fucking accept it already, said the voice.

I laughed aloud as I drove home, more confident than ever that I had made the right choice.
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BAD FAITH; GOOD FAITH



“How’s your grandma doing, Manuel? Has she shot any more husbands yet?”

“Kind of. She shot at her boyfriend, but missed. I think her eyes are goin’ bad. Either that or she was just drunk.”

Manuel had become a close friend and confidante as well as co-worker. His Louisiana family was arguably more drama-prone than my own. We often traded stories from our past…or present.

“Here’s to 2003!” said Derrick, raising a glass of champagne. “Let’s hope it’s better than 2002.”

“Amen to that,” said Manuel, Derrick’s paralegal and close friend. It was December 31, 2002, and the four of us at Derrick’s law firm—as far we know, Orange County’s first all-gay law firm—were celebrating New Year’s Eve at the Sundried Tomato Café.

“I had a pretty good 2002,” said Joel, another of Derrick’s employees. “How about you, Rich, how was your year?”

“Let’s see. My husband divorced me, my dog died, and I was involuntarily committed to a mental hospital. Other than that, it was okay.”

“Ha-ha, you win,” said Derrick.

My New Year’s toast had been with iced tea. I was back in one of my frequent periods of not drinking or drugging. I had had too much to drink at Thanksgiving and had devolved into a depressive drunken mess. Despite my stubbornness, it was getting harder and harder for me to deny the link between alcohol and other drugs, and depression. I cut out the booze and other “party favors.” So far, so good and I was getting back into shape. I celebrated New Year’s Day 2003 with a nice long run on the beach.

The move to Laguna had turned out to be a great transition for me. I had been lonely at first in an apartment of my own. After so many years of living with Brandon, it was painful to come home each evening to an empty place. Slowly, however, I learned to enjoy the peace and tranquility offered by Laguna’s isolation from the rest of the world.

Most people think of Laguna Beach, California, as a tiny congested beach town with bad traffic and crowds. But that’s pretty much limited to the summer. In the winter, it is relatively deserted, and even in the summer months, not many out-of-town visitors venture to the magnificent hilltops overlooking the town, beach, and ocean. I visited the place called Top of the World frequently, for both meditation and jogging.

I lived three blocks from our office, which was also three blocks from the ocean. Every morning I would walk to work, dressed in my blue jeans and sweatshirt, stopping by the beach. There I would pray. This was my morning ritual. I’d stop at Starbucks and get my coffee and walk to the office, where Derrick would be burning incense and playing comforting New Age tunes on Internet radio. My depression was beginning to heal.

 

One weekend at the end of January, I had been looking forward to getting out of town seeing my old group of friends in the Long Beach area. After Jim and John had broken up years earlier, I had developed a separate friendship with John. Fortunately for our tight-knit group, Jim and John remained good friends and now we had all expanded our group of friends by adding Jim’s new boyfriend and his friends.

John and I had grown a lot as individuals in the eight years since I had vainly tried to pick him up at the now-defunct West Coast Production Company in San Diego. We had both been so harsh and judgmental back then. Not only on everyone else, but also on ourselves. Together, we had learned to let go of a lot of the resentful and critical shit that drags a person down in life. We laughed frequently about how ironic it was that John had spurned me for Philip but that now, years later, John and I were such good friends.

None of us had a clue what had happened to Philip.

A couple of years ago, John had met a guy in Florida and, after doing the long distance thing for a couple of years, his boyfriend had just moved in with him. We were going to surprise him with a party for his fortieth birthday. Unfortunately, John called that afternoon to say that Mickey had been having violent stomach pains. We would have to postpone the celebration.

That sounds strange, I thought. I was really disappointed because I had been looking forward to this, and I don’t like having my plans changed at the last minute. I felt myself beginning to pout.

This isn’t about you, shithead, said an inner voice. Your friend isn’t feeling well, and you’re just upset because now you have no plans on a Saturday night. Get over it.

These voices of sanity were starting to happen more frequently. At first it had been a little unsettling, but now I was getting used to it. It seemed…normal. And it always put things in perspective. Not surprisingly, this voice of sanity sounded just like John.

 

Late one Thursday afternoon, my cell phone rang. It was my parents’ number. Although one of my resolutions had been to reconnect with my parents and my extended family, it was six weeks into the New Year and I still hadn’t written or spoken to them. I let the phone go to voicemail. A minute or so later the indicator light signaled that I had a new message.

I pressed the button. Upon hearing my dad’s voice, I felt a shock. My dad never called. What if something had happened to my mom? How could I have been so insensitive over the last year not to call them?

“Hey, son,” said my dad’s, slow, soothing voice. “Your momma wants you to call her. Your Grandma Schrader has had a heart attack. They don’t expect she’s gonna make it through the weekend.”

 

My mom picked me up at the Greenville-Spartanburg Airport the following afternoon. It had been almost a year and a half since I had seen her and my dad at Lake Tahoe. I hadn’t been to South Carolina in almost three years.


She looked the same to me as she always had. Momma didn’t seem to age much. She quickly caught me up on all that happened with Grandma, who was still hanging in there, although the doctors said her heart was so weak, they didn’t see how she could last much longer.

Relatives were coming in from all over, although I had flown the furthest distance. Aunts, uncles, and cousins were driving in from Maryland, Louisiana, Tennessee, and Florida. Momma drove us directly to Greenville Memorial Hospital, where Grandma was in a temporary room just off the ER. It was as if the past year hadn’t happened. Right now all that my mom and I were focused on was Grandma and what was best for her.

Momma had warned me but that still didn’t prepare me for Grandma’s appearance. She was ghostly white and her hair was a mess, something that NEVER happened with her three daughters around. She had wires attached to her arms and face, and her gown barely covered her frail body.

“Stay with Momma,” my own mother said to me. “I’m going to see about getting her a regular room.”

Grandma recognized me and smiled and, in a voice so faint I could barely understand her, asked about my trip. I patted her on the head and tried to smooth out her hair and her gown. She kept tugging at the tubes attached to her arm, complaining that they irritated her.

Much to my surprise, Aunt Martha walked in. I wondered if the seemingly endless feud between her husband, Uncle Herbert, my mom’s older brother, and the rest of the family was over.

My mom returned to Grandma’s tiny, windowless room. “Now Momma,” she said in her “take charge” voice I recalled so well, “they got you a room. But you’re going to have to share with another woman. And you can’t request color.”

For a split second, I thought my mom meant that Grandma would not be able to request the color of her room. Why would Grandma care… then the realization of what my mother had said sank in. Grandma would not be able to insist that her hospital roommate be a white woman.

Aunt Martha leaned over and said to Grandma, “Don’t you worry, Miz Schrader, I know people at this hospital and, if there’s a problem, I’ll take care of it!”

Toto, we’re not in California anymore, I thought. I can’t believe I am related to these people.

In a stroke of poetic justice, soon after Grandma was settled in her room and feeling better, hospital orderlies wheeled in a woman. An African-American woman. Because Grandma was closer to the door, the other woman’s visitors had to walk past Grandma to see their patient.

I knew Grandma was feeling better when she whispered to me, “Richie, reach over there and hide my bag for me, won’t you?”

Much to our relief, Grandma seemed to have survived the heart attack. X-rays showed however, that she had had a series of heart attacks that had gone undetected. Because of the scars on her heart from these attacks, it was only a matter of time before it finally gave out completely.

I had been mistaken about the reconciliation between Uncle Herbert and the rest of the family. The feud had something to do about my late grandpa’s land, that was now Grandma’s and a house and God-only-knows-what else. And it was still ongoing. They had tried to time their visits to Grandma in the hospital so as not to overlap, but I didn’t care about that. I had flown three thousand miles to see Grandma and I wasn’t going to leave because the elder generation couldn’t get along.

Of course, I still felt the tension. I guess Uncle Herbert did, too. I knew that everyone in the family, including him, now knew I was gay, and of all my family members, he and his son were the most homophobic. Still, like good southerners, we were pleasant once in each other’s company. We also didn’t want to disturb Grandma.

As I drove to dinner with them, Uncle Herbert tried to lighten the mood. “Hey, Richie, what’s a cryin’ shame?”

Goddamn, Uncle Herbert, you are in dire need of some new material!

“I’ve heard you tell this joke before,” I said while smiling politely.

“Oh…you have?” He remained silent for a moment. “They got some crazies out there in California, don’t they!”

“Well, I’ve lived all over the country, and there’s pretty much ‘crazies’ everywhere.”


“I guess you’re right.” More silence. Thankfully his daughter, Amy, my cousin and friend, showed up, with her husband, my college friend Colin, and their two darling little girls. Their presence rescued Uncle Herbert and me from the need for any more attempts at conversation.

“Rich…Rich Merritt…Melissa said that she saw you.”

I spun around and saw my old friend, Sam Thompson, standing in the hallway near my Grandma’s room. I hadn’t spoken to Sam since he called me after I had been uninvited to our Bob Jones Academy class reunion eight years earlier. Sam was visiting his father-in-law who was also a patient in the cardiac ward.

If I had to run into anyone I knew from Bob Jones, I’m glad it was Sam. After all, he had been the only one to contact me after the school “dissed” me in 1995. I gave him my card and said I hoped we’d keep in touch. I knew we wouldn’t, but it seemed like a friendly gesture.

The saddest part of my visit had nothing to do with Grandma. On Friday my dad came to hospital after he got off of work. As he entered the hospital room I had to sit down due to the shock. He had aged ten years in the eighteen months since I had seen him last. He was hunched over, his movements were stiff and he walked very slowly, with obvious difficulty. Even more shocking than his appearance, however, was his personality. He wasn’t himself.

My dad had always been cheery and friendly. He made people feel good about themselves. At first I thought he must be in pain, but he didn’t seem to be. Instead, his friendliness and cheerfulness were almost bizarre, to the point where he was flirting inappropriately with Grandma’s nurses. He had never done that. My dad had always been a man who recognized proper bounds of behavior. On more than one occasion, my mom got onto him for making a nurse feel uncomfortable. He laughed and gave me a look like you would expect from a schoolboy who’s been caught making mischief.

Considering my other grandma, my dad’s mother, was in the late stages of Alzheimer’s, I feared my dad was starting to succumb to the same fate.

As I said good-bye to her before returning to California, Grandma said, “Richie, now I want you to promise me that you’ll become a preacher.”


Knowing that this might be the last time I ever saw her, I was faced with a choice: Do I lie to my grandma to humor her? But then, that would be lying to my grandma on what could be her deathbed. I wanted to curse her for putting me in this predicament.

I couldn’t think of a witty diversionary nonresponsive answer so I simply said, “No, ma’am.”

On the return flight to Laguna Beach on Monday, thoughts of my family raced through my mind. It was sad to see them get old and frail, but something more than that was happening to my dad. He wasn’t even sixty yet.

Worrying about my dad’s health didn’t do any good, though, so I put it out of my thoughts. Instead, I thought about my family in general and how different I was from them. Of course, I reminded myself, they weren’t the ones who had changed. They were just like they had always been. I was the one who had changed.

Why did it bother me so much that they didn’t approve of me? Of who I was, a gay man? Of what I had done—gay porn? Did any of them even know? Had The Advocate reached the corners of South Carolina? Besides, what was wrong with porn? Consensual sex with another adult. So what? Instead, their attitudes were discriminatory, racist, bigoted….

Who the fuck are you judging, Rich? How many times have I heard you say, “Judge not, that ye be not judged”? You don’t want them judging you; it’s pretty hypocritical of you to judge them, don’t you think?

I looked up and down the aisle of the plane to see who was saying this. No one. Ah, I had begun to listen to God, to my Higher Power. Now she was talking to me. And she was right. My relatives believed what they needed to get them through their day, just like I did. My heart began to feel lighter with this realization. I began to lose the need for their approval and acceptance.

 

After several months of diet and exercise, I started to look good again. This was always a dangerous place for me, as the validation gay men give those who look good can be overwhelming to those not accustomed to it. And I had not been accustomed to it for a number of years. I first noticed it one Sunday afternoon at Woody’s By-The-Beach, a popular restaurant and bar along Pacific Coast Highway just south of downtown Laguna.


It was a warm Presidents’ Day weekend and the place was packed. My local friends, who I had come to regard over the years as my true family, had met there after weeks of being cooped up after the holidays. The early summerlike weather added to the already festive mood we were in.

“Damn, Rich, you’re getting cruised all over the place!” said Cory.

Cory was right. This was the first time I had been out in a very long time and it was nice to draw attention. I looked great and felt great and felt like I looked great.

“Hey, there’s a nice guy who’s been looking this way. Why don’t you let me introduce you to him?”

As nervous as I felt, I wasn’t about to say no. Cory’s acquaintance was cute. I had to get back into “the scene” soon enough.

Cory introduced me to Doug. “Rich, Doug is from North Carolina, too.”

“Well,” I corrected sheepishly, “actually I’m from South Carolina, but that’s a common mistake.”

Doug laughed. “Actually, I just moved here from Kentucky…and that’s not a common mistake.”

“Wait. Is that where they have the Kentucky Derby?” said Cory, sipping his third margarita of the afternoon, “I knew it was someplace like that.” Cory walked back to the group, having done his deed for the day.

“Okay,” I said to Doug, “what we’re having right now is known in Laguna is known as a ‘Cory’ moment.”

“He’s one of the first people I met when I moved here a few weeks ago. Good thing he’s pretty. But he should be blond instead of me.”

I laughed in agreement and slurped the last of my Diet Coke through my straw.

“I’m going to have a margarita. You want one?” Doug offered.

I’m feeling great, I thought, I’ve almost met my fitness goals. Sure, I thought, why not? What the hell. The phrase from hell. Instead of ignoring the red flag, I charged directly into it, just like a crazed bull.

“Sure,” I said, “I’ll have one.”

Just like that, my “sobriety” period was up after three months. All because of a cute guy.


Doug and I went out a couple of nights later. To say I was nervous would be an understatement.

“I’m sorry if I seem so tense,” I said.

“No problem,” he said. “I understand. I think it’s kind of cute.”

I should have left well enough alone. “It’s just that, the last time I went on a date with a guy, I spent the next seven years with him.”

Not a good thing to say on the first date, I learned. Oh well, at least I was back in “the scene.” That felt good.

 

Not everything about my new life was tranquil. The very nature of litigation is contentious and stressful. As my depression lessened and I began to see my life more clearly, it was becoming undeniable that my personality was antithetical to what was required of a good litigator. I crave harmony and resolution; a trial practice is perpetual warfare. Great attorneys love this kind of life; good ones, like I was becoming, learn to tolerate it while doing a job well. But I didn’t love the work.

I did love the environment we worked in and that’s what made me want to keep things like they were. We all felt that way. The four of us at Derrick’s firm believed that there was nothing better in life than to spend all day with people who care for each other, and to spend it in a beautiful place. So we worked hard to keep it going. Also, part of me still missed Brandon and, by pouring myself into my work, I could forget about him. It was an old strategy for me, and once again it seemed to do the trick.

We had a trial coming up in March that we expected to be difficult, but, if we were successful, we had the potential to get a large amount of punitive damages. Because Derrick took cases on a contingency basis, if we were victorious, we got a percentage of the amount we won for our client. If we lost—and I couldn’t even think about that—we essentially worked our asses off for free.

Our clients owned a building that had been damaged in an accident. However, their insurance company refused to pay to have it repaired. We sued the insurance company for what is known as “bad faith” denial of a claim. If the jury decided for our client, which I believed they would, we could win—big time. I was letting my imagination run away with me. The more I poured myself into this lawsuit, into this case, the more I started thinking, Wow, Derrick could really make a lot of money here. And I trust him to take care of me. Because if he makes a lot of money we wouldn’t have to work as much. We could take cases that we want to take. If we win a whole lot of punitive damages maybe he’ll give me a huge bonus. And I’ll be comfortable and I could pay off my debts. All these thoughts were tempting me and I was trying to clamp down on them. During the trial I was attempting to hold back the thoughts and fantasies but I let them go wild.

They’re called “trials” for a reason. It was grueling. Every day the other side threw something at us. We thought the judge was on our side, then he’d come up with some ruling against us that we didn’t even see coming. We had juror misconduct: A juror in another courtroom overheard our jurors discussing the case in the courthouse cafeteria, a major violation of the rules. Our judge called the other juror in before the lawyers and asked him what he had overheard our jurors say. He said, “One of the women said that she never looks at Mr. Merritt because Mr. Merritt is just Mr. Schwartz’s sidekick, and all he is there to do is gauge our reactions.”

The judge laughed and said that if that is all they were talking about, that didn’t constitute misconduct. For the rest of the trial, I was known as Derrick’s “sidekick.”

We were almost at the end of the trial and jurors were starting to snipe at each other. Tensions arose. It was obvious that there was a huge disagreement among the jurors how our case should go. Jurors started going to the bailiff saying that other jurors were calling home and talking about the case on their cell phones. The judge wouldn’t hear of it. There was a threat that the whole thing might end in a mistrial and it was just awful, awful, awful. But I kept thinking if we made a lot of money, I wouldn’t have to deal with all of this.

After the trial was over the jury deliberated for five days. They came back with a decision in favor of us. But they awarded only a very small amount in damages. It would have taken fifty times that amount just for our clients and Derrick to break even. So essentially we lost. This is what is meant by a Pyrrhic victory. You win…but so what?

That was a Thursday afternoon, just before Easter weekend. I had already decided I was going to the White Party’s Sunday afternoon tea dance. Once again I declared myself well enough. The White Party tea dance was still a couple of days away. I didn’t want to wait that long to feel good. I was angry, bitter, and fearful for our future. Derrick had sunk a lot of money into that case. I had serious doubts about whether he could keep me employed.

After the verdict we drove back to Laguna. I wanted to get drunk. I felt I deserved to get drunk. It’s funny now, to remember I said, “I deserve to get drunk.” Getting drunk is a bad thing! But then I was thinking that this was something good I had earned.

We went to Woody’s and I got shit-faced drunk with Derrick and Manuel and a bunch of the other guys. A group of our friends were there to cheer us up. After two or three hours of drinking, I remembered that I had ordered some Ecstasy for the weekend. I asked myself, Why don’t I just go get it now? I told a friend who had met us at the bar that I knew where to get some Ecstasy. He was all for it, so we set off to get it. We got it, took it, and were ready to party. I hadn’t taken Ecstasy in over a year so it felt like the first time again.

We wanted to find a happening bar. We went to the Boom Boom Room, a block from Woody’s. It was dead. We went to Fire Island Bar, in Long Beach. It was dead. We went to the Faultline in LA, in Silverlake. Dead. Finally I said, “Let’s cut through this bullshit, let’s go to the Hollywood Spa,” which is a bathhouse in Los Angeles, the same one I had been to ten years earlier when I had first arrived in southern California.

And finally, after a long evening of searching out excitement, we ended up at the Hollywood Spa. It was an awesome, awesome night, well, at least while I was in it. I had a new body, since I had been working out a lot in Laguna, and guys were hot for it. They had some drugs, and I added more to my already buzzing system.

After the first encounter, I was about ready to leave. I was starting to come down. Then this really cute guy said, “Come on in.” Enough never being enough, I went back to his room and we smoked some crystal. He had GHB and I took that as well. Everyone seemed to be with someone and this guy had a really good-looking, older friend with him. And I let the guy fuck me without a condom—in a bathhouse. He also had another guy in there named Daniel who I was really into. After a little orgy, Daniel and I took off and went into his room. There we had sex and he fucked me without a condom too. The most attractive thing about Daniel was that he was really into me.

“Oh my God, you’re the hottest guy,” he kept saying.

After our intense sex session, I said, “I’m going home.”

“Where do you live?”

“Laguna.”

“Well, I’m going to be there,” he said. “I’m going to Laguna.”

I was, like, Oh my God, somebody thinks I’m hot. I gave him my address and I went back to Laguna. On Friday afternoon this guy showed up at my door and he had crystal. We did crystal and had sex all afternoon. It was incredible. The best sex I ever had. At least that’s what I was thinking at the time. We went to Woody’s and had some dinner. There I started drinking. I got absolutely polluted. After dinner we took off to the Boom and I blacked out. I started mumbling about how much I missed Brandon. I went into this major depressive downward spiral.

We arrived back to my apartment and I remember him saying, “I’m leaving. You’re a freak!”

Suddenly I was alone. I was drunk. I was coming down from crystal. And once again those old familiar feelings of self-hatred bubbled up to the surface.

During the trial I had started taking Xanax again to relieve the extreme stress I had been feeling. Of course, I had taken double the prescribed dose. I had only three left in the bottle. I took all three of them and tied a bag around my head, just as Alan had done. Thank God I was too drunk to do that securely because it had a hole in it.

I came to the next morning. Still alive. That didn’t dissuade me. Saturday I was incredibly depressed over the fact that this guy I met at a bathhouse thought I was a freak and that it had made me suicidal. I wrote him a long, sobby letter, telling him how sorry I was. I had gotten enough information from him to find out where he lived using the online research services available to attorneys. It was a freakish thing to do. I was in a freakish state of mind.

 

Gary Fullerton was coming down Saturday afternoon to visit me. I was a mess and I was so ashamed of how I looked and how I was. What would Gary think of me now? Gary had been my first new friend after I was banished from Bob Jones University and ostracized by everyone I’d known. Gary had encouraged me to get in shape when we were at Clemson, had motivated me to finish Officer Candidate School, and had been accepting of me when I “came out” to him ten years before. I was real proud of myself today, that’s for certain! I sure looked like a fine specimen of a former Marine captain, all tweaked out and bleary-eyed.

It was a beautiful afternoon and we took a walk along the top of the cliffs overlooking the ocean. I wasn’t the only one out of sorts today. Gary wasn’t his usually confident and upbeat self. He listened as I told my story and expressed his concern over my unhealthy activities. But I could tell something was really bothering him.

“It’s Hedy, isn’t it?” I asked.

Gary’s own relationship was headed south and he didn’t know what to do. For a guy who was so accustomed to being completely in control, his fiery but erratic wife was a mystery to him. I pointed out that all the women he had dated had the same full-of-life but unpredictable personality. What was it about him that attracted him to them, yet confused him so much?

I could tell he loved Hedy the most. But he was clueless about how he was supposed to be around her. Things weren’t going well.

It was difficult to see Gary so out of sorts. When we were in college, he had been my anchor, stabilizing me in the middle of my own wild mood swings. He had always listened to me, but now it was I who was listening to him. Despite my own self-directed ego at the moment, it felt good that he wanted my advice, like I was returning the favor after so many years. I offered some advice, based on my many sessions in therapy.

One of the times when Gary had broken up with Tami I had been angry over the way he had done it. I recalled a part of the angry conversation he and I had had about that.

“Do you remember that time when you said, ‘I don’t have needs! I don’t need anything! The only things I need are food, water, and air’?”

He smiled and even laughed a little bit. Nodding, he said something Gary Fullerton rarely said: “I think I might have been wrong about that.”


“You’re a human being. A pretty damn strong one, but all humans have needs. Besides food, air and water. It’s clear you have a real need to have a vibrant, crazy, wild, and exciting woman in your life.”

The other thing that was troubling him was that he had just been grounded from flying the F/A-18 in the reserves. He could still fly jets for FedEx, but not his beloved F/A-18. He had a medical problem that was affecting his balance.

“You know, Gary,” I said, “maybe it’s time we quit this whole game of trying to see how tough we can be. We should accept being human and not keep trying to be supermen all the time. I mean, I chose the Marines and then I chose litigation because I think I’m not tough enough and I wanted to prove I was. Well, I’ve proven it, you know? Maybe it’s time you and I quit driving ourselves so hard with this constant macho bullshit. You wanted to fly F/A-18s and you have for many years. You’ve taken out targets in Iraq, you’ve seen the world, you’ve made the rank of Major. Why do you need to keep doing it?”

He stared at the ocean, and the fog bank that was slowly rolling back toward the shore. “I guess I don’t,” he said softly. “Maybe you’re right.”

 

You’d think by now I would have learned a lesson or two but guess what? I decided to go to the White Party in Palm Springs the next day anyway. The Sunday tea dance. Nothing was going to stop me. I had gotten more Ecstasy. A friend and I headed out like Thelma and Louise across the desert.

We didn’t even get out of Laguna before the battery died in my car. God is telling us to stay in Laguna. We didn’t care. We went back and got my friend’s car and headed across the desert once again. Well, because I had taken the Ecstasy on Thursday, I had used my brain’s supply of serotonin and it just wasn’t working today. I couldn’t get high enough. I had been so looking forward to being back in the scene, back in the action, back at the party. I wanted to show everyone that I was back! Better than ever!

But none of my friends wanted to see me there. Some of them had visited me in the hospital after my suicide attempt and now they were in shock and disbelief to see me at something like this, doing drugs, knowing better than I the effect it would have on me. They were, like, “Rich, what are you doing here?”

That made me angry. “YOU’RE HERE! I have every right to be here! You’re high. You can use drugs! Who the fuck are you to tell me not to be here?”

I asked a friend for a hit of Ketamine. He looked at me and said no. That brought me crashing down. I was in a cold fury. After the tea dance, I went to the late party. I looked across the room and I saw Brandon with some guy, deep-kissing on the dance floor. Of course, I grabbed the nearest guy who had been paying attention to me and I spent the next four hours making out with him. Seeing Brandon had been painful and I didn’t want to feel any pain. My drugs weren’t working well enough to stop the pain, so I figured I’d use the next best thing…sex.

But I was spent. The party hadn’t even ended and I felt over it and left. I said good night to the guy I had been dancing with and I went back to the hotel room. My friend was there and I suggested we go back to Laguna. It was about five in the morning.

I had hit bottom and I knew it. When I got out of the mental hospital, I attributed that to clinical depression and felt that, someday soon, I would get better and I could return to my life of fun—which in my mind included drinking and parties. What this weekend had finally shown me was that the drugs and the parties and getting drunk might be fine for some people, but not for me. Drinking and drugging for me meant doing it to excess and doing it to excess was only going to lead me to kill myself. I had to find a better way to live.

What was exciting about this moment that had been missing before, though, was that, somewhere inside me, despite the pain of knowing how badly I had fucked up this weekend, was the will. I could really feel it now. The will to live, no matter what it took. Not to prove anything to anyone, not out of spite to the fundamentalists at Bob Jones, not to spare my parents from pain.

I had the will to live, simply because I wanted to. True free will—my choice.
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APOCALYPSE



“My name is Mary, and I am an alcoholic.”

What the fuck am I doing here? I thought. This room is full of losers who can’t fix their own problems.

Didn’t your own best reasoning land you in the mental hospital?

Don’t look for differences between them and you; look for similarities.

I heard the voices of wise people I’d spoken to that week. Looking around the room, about all I could tell that seemed similar was that we were all gay or lesbian or something. It wasn’t a very pretty crowd. Not like the hunks at the circuit parties and the clubs and Hollywood Spa who made looking good into an art and a science.

That’s not what I’m here for, I reminded myself. I’m through with that chase for validation that I and so many gay men fall into. At least I hope I am.

A big difference I noticed between me and the people in the crowded room around me was that they all—or most of them—seemed genuinely happy. It was almost eight thirty on a Friday night and this was their happy hour, albeit a sober happy hour. But I wasn’t happy, I didn’t know anyone, and I wasn’t about to call myself an alcoholic or a drug addict. I’d much rather be at home, going through my usual Friday night ritual of watching back-to-back Sex and the City reruns on HBO.

The leader of the group, Mary, asked if there was anyone in the room with under thirty days of sobriety. A few hands went up on the other side of the room. Then she asked them to introduce themselves.

Hell, no!

The other newcomers introduced themselves. Without looking at my side of the room, Mary returned to her script.

“Wait a minute,” someone near me shouted. “I’m in my first thirty days.” A cute youngish-looking guy sitting near me, in an apparent fit of conscience, introduced himself. Everyone in the room clapped and cheered.

“Any second thoughts on introducing yourself, if you are in your first thirty days of sobriety…consecutive days that is.” Everyone laughed at her joke.

I could have sworn Mary was looking right at me. And she kept looking at me and waiting. How the fuck did she know? Of course she knows, I thought, I’m a stranger in a room full of friends and I look scared as hell.

“My name’s Rich and I’m an alcoholic.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to say “drug addict” as well, because I still wasn’t convinced of that. Baby steps, Rich.

“Hi, Rich!” everyone said in unison as they clapped.

I wish I could say that I felt a hundred pounds lighter, but I can’t. I was uncomfortable and angry with myself for being here, or rather, for having to be here. Also, the people in the room were having a very good time, joking, talking, cutting up, and it wasn’t very serious at all, not like I’d expected. I didn’t fit in.

Suddenly, I noticed a drop of water fall from the ceiling. The meeting was held in the basement of a hospital. I looked up to see a leak forming overhead. The water starting dripping faster and faster and splashing up on me. I slid over a seat, but the drops turned into a virtual waterfall.

“Maybe it’s vodka!” screamed a queen sitting against the wall behind me, laughing at his own inappropriate humor. Several people jumped out of the way and the meeting broke down into a rambunctious mob.

“Let’s go on a fifteen-minute break, and somebody go call maintenance!” Mary shouted above the roar. Her announcement was unnecessary, however, as men and women were already headed for the door, some of them with their cigarettes and lighters, ready to go.

Fuck this, I thought. I’d find a way to stay sober on my own. I didn’t need the stress of a crowd added to the pressures in my life. I looked at my watch. Nine fifteen. I’d already missed half of the first Sex and the City episode but, if I hurried home, I could still catch the second one at nine thirty.

I started to leave the room. Before I could get to the end of my row, a guy who had introduced himself to me just before the meeting said, “Hey Rich, there’s a meeting Monday night in this very same room at eight o’clock.” Without looking back, I nodded and darted out of the room, raced up the sidewalk, and hopped into the comfortable anonymity of my car.

Pacific Coast Highway was not very crowded and I made it to my apartment with time to spare. I popped some popcorn, put on some comfortable shorts, grabbed a blanket, and turned on the television just in time to hear the familiar theme music announcing that I had successfully made it just in time to catch my favorite television show in its entirety, at least the second episode.

There she was, my small-screen counterpart. Everyone said I was just like Carrie Bradshaw. Except she got to smoke. Hmmm, maybe I could take that up again. I had quit smoking years earlier, well, mostly, only because of Brandon, but hey, now that he was out of the picture…Ouch, a guy standing on the sidewalk threw a cigarette that hit Carrie! She recoils from the pain. He talks to her.

Wait a goddamned minute! I thought. I know this episode.

This was the episode where Carrie dates a guy who is recovering from alcohol abuse. I just laughed at the “coincidence,” looked up at the ceiling, and said, “Okay, God, I get your fucking point. I’ll go to the Monday night meeting, okay?”

 

Besides reaching out to others for help staying clean and sober, I decided to fill my time with social activities. Back in high school I had been in band, chorus, orchestra, men’s quartet, and a small vocal ensemble. I had taken piano lessons, had played the piano in church and, after I left Bob Jones University, I found I could make good money playing pop music in bars and at special events for people. Music had been a major part of my life and over the last ten years I had let that part of my soul dwindle.

Derrick was general counsel to the Orange County Gay Men’s Chorus that had just been founded a couple of years before. I joined as a second tenor and attended rehearsals in preparation for the summer concert. Like the people at the meeting, the men in the chorus were very different from the hot-bodied men I had partied with just a couple of years before. With the circuit boys, it was all about looking good and feeling good, but for me, that had become as much of an addiction as the chemicals I had been using. “Wearying and empty” was how I had disparagingly described it all to the New York Times Magazine. My judgment had turned out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy for me.

Immediately I felt relaxed around these guys. Many of them had similar backgrounds to my own. The director, accompanist, and financial director had all been “excommunicated” from fundamentalist churches. Rather than wallow in hopeless feelings of victimhood as I had done for too many years, they banded together and put their remarkable talents to work for good. In the most conservative Republican county in the United States, these men created a large and vibrant singing group made entirely of openly gay men.

I had a one-line solo and I was one of a few dancers to Madonna’s “Vogue.” It was definitely the gayest thing I’d ever done…with my clothes on. The last number was “It’s Raining Men” and six of us came out at the end under umbrellas wearing nothing but board shorts. Here I was, parading my body in front of a thousand people. But it was fun, and it felt so good to be having wholesome fun again!

Dante and his partner Jock sat in the front row. Afterward they approached me. Dante gave me a big hug and squeezed my biceps. “See? What’d I tell ya? It’s nice to have the old Rich back…not the fat Rich like you were last summer.”

Jock smirked at his husband of thirty-plus years. “Don’t listen to him. You do look great.”

 


In addition to the chorus, I started attending charitable events again, like the AIDS Walk and the fund raisers for the Service-members Legal Defense Network. I drove to San Diego to an event at a private home hosted by a major donor to the organization. It was good to see everyone again after being out of it for so long. These were good people, doing a wonderful thing for gays and lesbians…and everyone else in uniform. It was obvious to me now that it had been my wounded pride and huge ego that had made me feel abandoned by them when The Advocate article came out.

A guy I had been chatting with pointed to an elderly gentleman nearby. “Well. There’s Rick Ford…also known as Dirk Yates. Ever hear of him?”

“Who hasn’t?” I asked. I spun around. There he was, the man who had hired me to do porn eight years earlier. He looked the same. Well, at least some of the money he’s made off my ass has gone to a worthy cause. That was little consolation.

I spent the weekend in San Diego. Old friends introduced me to new friends. I really do love this town, I thought. The only reason I didn’t move here after law school was because Brandon couldn’t get a job here. Maybe someday I’ll be able to live here. I started visiting my new friends in San Diego almost every weekend.

 

I’d been in Laguna for seven months and, except for the trial, it had been mostly a time of peace. But six weeks after the trial ended, everything else did, too.

Derrick called Manuel and me in to the little conference room that doubled as his office.

“I’ve got some bad news,” he said. “We’re just not making it.”

It took a second or two for this to sink in. Not making it. What does he mean?

“I’ve tried everything I can think of, even merging with a larger firm. But nothing’s worked out; I just can’t keep it going like it is now.”

Oh my God! I thought, I’m being fired!

“I could go a couple of months without pay,” I said, frantically trying to deny the news I was hearing. I was full of shit, too. I was living paycheck to paycheck right now.


Derrick shook his head. “No, I’d hate to have you hang on a couple more months and then not be able to pay you back. I just don’t see where the money’s going to come from right now.”

This should not have been a surprise. It really wasn’t. I had suspected it ever since the verdict in our trial but, just like most unpleasant things in my past, I was the supreme master of denying what I didn’t want to admit. Now denial was no longer an option.

“Rich, I feel so bad about luring you away from your firm in LA, considering what you were making up there.”

“Derrick, no, no,” I said, hoping to make him feel better. I knew this was as hard for Derrick as it was for Manuel and me. “I would never have left there except to come work here and getting me out of that place was the best thing anyone ever did for me. So don’t worry about that at all. I’ll be all right.”

 

I left the office feeling scared and angry. Oddly, I didn’t feel depressed. I put on my running shorts and shoes and drove to the Top of the World park overlooking all of Laguna. Before my run along the scenic ridge line, I sat in a secluded spot with a 360-degree view of mountains, city and coastline and cried. I cried and I just started talking to God, as I had not talked to her in years. Actually, at this moment, I wasn’t thinking of God as a man or a woman, but as the invisible source of the warm breeze that was bringing me so much comfort despite my fear.

“I got sober!” I said aloud, “And this is what happens?”

Aren’t you glad you’re sober? said the wind. Think how much more difficult it would be to find a new job if you were still partying. How easy it would be to fall into that abyss again.

“Good point,” I replied. “Thank you.”

I wiped my face and meditated for a few minutes, clearing my mind of any thought at all. A calmness washed over my soul and I knew the promise I had to make. I hadn’t been sober long enough to know a lot of the jargon yet, but I knew what I felt in my heart.

All I can do is the make the best choices. Period. I knew there would be times that I would fail, but now I knew what my focus would be through the difficult days that lay just ahead of me. With a new surge of hope racing through me, I stood up and started off on my five-mile run.


 

“You’re moving to San Diego?” asked Brandon. “Where will you work?”

“I don’t know,” I replied into my cell phone. I was pissed that Brandon didn’t instantly share my enthusiasm. Halfway through my run, the realization of what I should do almost knocked me off the mountain. I’ll move to San Diego! I practically screamed it from the Top of the World.

Now Brandon was really pissing on my parade. “What if you can’t find a job?”

Motherfuck! He was always so…practical.

As soon as I had moved out, Brandon and I had been successful in establishing a meaningful and close friendship. I couldn’t imagine not being friends with him. He knew me too well and we had shared too much. But now we were falling right back into our old roles. I knew exactly what I wanted to do and just had faith that the plan would follow. Brandon, on the other hand, ever the scientist, didn’t take a step without a well-thought-out blueprint.

“I’ll find a job,” I practically shouted into the phone. “I think the important thing is that I finally move to the city I’ve always wanted to live in, where I know I’ll be happy, and find a job once I get there.” It made perfect sense to me. I was already packing boxes.

“Well, what’s wrong with Laguna?”

Why did he have to be so difficult? “Noth…nothing’s wrong with Laguna, Brandon, it’s just…it’s just…”

“Well?”

“It’s not San Diego!”

“Three years of law school…and that’s the best argument you can make?”

“Okay, Laguna’s, well, it’s kind of slow. And there aren’t any jobs here, and it’s expensive. How about those arguments?”

We were both laughing at this point, having realized how easily we had slipped into our old roles. And we also knew it didn’t matter. I was going to do what I wanted, and would find a way to make it happen. I had always been envious of how much Brandon had it all together. But now I liked my own brand of spontaneity…and faith.

“Well,” he said, signing off, “good luck.”


 

“You sure do move a lot,” my mom said, responding to my news. Considering she had lived in two houses less than five miles apart in fifty-eight years, my twelve moves in twelve years probably did seem a little excessive.

“This is going to be it. I’ve always loved San Diego and it’s where I plan to stay a while.”

She didn’t respond and over the telephone I couldn’t tell why. Grandma was doing better since her heart attack; I had made it a point to call my parents several times a month.

“Your daddy’s not doing too well,” she finally said, revealing the cause of her distraction. “You know how he’s been treated for rheumatoid arthritis for three years; well, it looks like he don’t have that at all. It’s most likely arthritic spurs in his back. These doctors, they don’t know anything.”

I recalled my dad’s appearance when I had been home six months earlier, hunched over slightly and walking so slowly. But that wasn’t what had concerned me the most. How could I bring this up?

“Momma,” I said softly, “I think you need to take Daddy to see a neurologist.”

“I know,” she said sadly. “I’ve thought about Alzheimer’s too. But I just don’t think I could take it right now, not with your Grandma Merritt the way she is.”

 

The move to San Diego was easy. Within a couple of weeks I found a job, an apartment and a roommate. My new roommate was Mick Frasca, a law school grad whom I admired for never having made the mistake of going into practice. Instead, he followed his passion and founded his own Web site, www. nakedfrathouse.com. We had an endless stream of aspiring porn stars through our townhouse in Hillcrest. Mick’s Rottweiler, Diesel, and I hit it off instantly. Old friends started appearing out of nowhere and I felt totally at ease around new ones. My new friends and acquaintances knew me only as the sober, relatively in shape person I was now.

I was out getting coffee with a new friend, when someone came up to me and said, “You’re Rich Merritt. I know you from years ago. I met you at the El Toro Air Show and you were shit-faced drunk. Do you even remember it? I remembered you because it wasn’t long after that I read about…about your…notoriety.”

My friend looked at me and said, “I can’t imagine you being drunk.”

I barely noticed the stranger or his comment. I was too focused on my new friend, a person who was very important to me, who couldn’t even imagine me drunk or high out of my mind. For once, I was speechless…and happy. Knowing how messy I had become in recent years, hearing a friend make this comment was like angelic music.

The job wasn’t the greatest and it didn’t pay that much, but it would do for now. Considering the shape of the economy that summer and the fact that San Diego was a notoriously bad job market for general litigation attorneys, I knew just how fortunate was to have something.

San Diego Gay and Lesbian Pride weekend was the last weekend in July. In the past, San Diego’s Pride festivities had been my favorite, but I had missed it the year before because I had been too depressed over my breakup with Brandon to leave the house. I barely remembered the Pride weekend from two years ago because I had been too high celebrating the completion of the bar exam. I was a little nervous about going through the weekend sober, but I was in such a good mood overall, I didn’t worry about it.

It turned out to be one of the best Pride weekends ever. I had rediscovered what Pride weekend was about. True, there was always going to be a lot of drinking and other celebrating—that’s what comes with “liberation”—but for most people, that’s okay. For me, it wasn’t, but I had a good time anyway, without really even being tempted.

Brandon was there and it was good to see him again, along with our other friends from Long Beach.

“In my next lifetime, I’m going to ask that all my friends live in the same county,” I said when I greeted my old friend John.

“Don’t forget, in this lifetime you’re supposed to make millions of dollars so I can be your pool boy,” John laughed. “Well, I’m still waiting.”


John’s boyfriend, Mickey, was nearby, but did not appear to be enjoying the party. Mickey had been having stomach problems on and off since he had missed his fortieth birthday party in January. Unfortunately one of his episodes happened to hit on Pride weekend.

 

Six weeks later the telephone rang. It was John. He sounded very somber.

“We don’t know yet how bad it is,” he began, “but Mickey’s got stomach cancer.”

Cancer. But Mickey was only forty. He didn’t smoke, he worked out, he took such good care of himself. What the fuck? I didn’t know anything about cancer. Like most gay men, I was familiar with HIV and AIDS and knew a good bit about the fairly complex science behind the virus and the disease. Cancer was just something I always heard about. My parents were always telling me about someone they knew who had it. Grandpa Merritt eventually died from it. But other than Grandpa, I didn’t know anyone who had it.

I read everything I could on the Internet and learned that this wasn’t good. I assumed John and Mickey had read the same things. Stomach cancer was one of the worst kinds a person could get. And almost no one as young as forty ever got it. This was too much.

Mickey underwent surgery almost immediately. His operation was at the nearby Scripps Hospital in La Jolla. I hadn’t known Mickey long, but had liked him the minute I met him. He was kind and sincere and best of all he made my friend John happier than I had ever seen him. This was just too awful to be happening.

Brandon and some of our other friends came to the hospital. We all arrived early to wish Mickey well as he went into the operating room. I returned to my office in downtown San Diego while the others waited at Scripps. A couple of hours later my phone rang.

“He’s got three to six months,” Brandon said.

 

Over the next week, I visited Mickey in the hospital almost every night. I knew that once he returned to Long Beach, I wouldn’t be able to see him that much. John stayed in the hospital with him while he was in La Jolla.

The elation I had felt just weeks before over finding a new job and moving to San Diego was now gone, replaced with the realization that I was truly back in the tough world where bad things happen for no reason to good people, people that I loved very much.

Depression wasn’t a part of what I felt, now, though. Maybe it was the meds, or the therapy, or the sobriety. Probably a combination of all three. But it was more than that. The previous year had been a rough one for me internally, but I had come through it. Now I really felt stronger than I had before going through those things. And I could be here for my friends, for whatever they needed from me.

On my way from work to the hospital one evening, I called my parents. I told my mom what had happened to Mickey.

“Well, God put you in his life so that you can tell him about the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ, so that he can have a chance to be saved before he dies,” my mom stated.

I almost drove my car into the guard rail that prevented northbound I-5 traffic from falling onto Interstate 8 below. I was speechless. I was in pain, my friend was dying, and this was all she had to say to comfort me.

I wanted to scream into the phone, “Why can’t you be a mother to me just once in my life?”

Why do you still need her to be? asked the voice. I thought you said you were over that?

No! I thought. I’m in pain, dammit! I need someone to… Then I stopped and reconsidered my thought. That was my problem. I needed someone to make me feel better, and because they weren’t doing it, I was turning into a victim again. A victim of someone else’s thoughtlessness and neglect. Poor me. Fuck. It was Mickey who was in the hospital, dying, according to the surgeon. And I’m feeling pity for myself.

“Well, Momma, I need to get off the phone before I wreck my car. I shouldn’t even be talking on a cell phone while I’m driving,” was my response. I hoped I didn’t sound angry or hurt. But I couldn’t keep talking to her right now. I had to save my emotional energy for Mickey and John.


 

“You’re my fifth therapist,” I said to the stranger sitting in front of me. “And that’s not even counting the couple’s therapist that Brandon and I saw, or the three psychiatrists I’ve seen since I got out of the nuthouse. I’m beginning to feel like a California cliché.”

I gave a brief synopsis of my history, from Bob Jones University to the Marine Corps to the porn to the magazines to drug abuse to sobriety. Then I dove right into telling him about Mickey’s recent prognosis and my mom’s comment.

“I’ll be thirty-six next week,” I said in a tone that could only be called whiny. “Every time I think I’ve gotten past letting her get to me, she says or does something else that just…pisses me off! Why does my mother’s comment like this still get such a reaction from me?”

He chuckled, “I’ve got news for you, Rich, many men…and women, much older than thirty-six, still get reactions like that from things their mothers say to them. It’s not your mother’s voice, though, that does it to you. Ultimately it’s your own. As you say, though, you’re ‘therapy-savvy’ enough by now to know this.

“But this notion of hell…you’ve heard that your entire life. Not just from your parents, but from Bob Jones. It sounds like it’s created in your own mind a very punitive self. Like you still punish yourself daily just for being who you are, despite, as you say, five therapists and three psychiatrists. It’s not surprising. Being gay in the Marines was just like being born with a sinful human nature at Bob Jones. You’ve had a lifetime of external emotional and psychological torture. It’s called ‘spiritual abuse.’ It doesn’t get talked about much, but it’s an interesting theory.”

He recommended some books about the concept of people who use God the way addicts use drugs. It all began to make a lot of sense. We all needed something to help us deal with the pain, and some people use their external God the way an addict uses an external chemical. It keeps us from feeling what we don’t want to feel. The problem in both circumstances, of course, is that the source of the pain remains.

In my case, the source of the pain had always been the intense self-loathing I had developed early on in fundamentalism and had reinforced in the Marines. God couldn’t take it away and neither could Marine Corps discipline. The excitement and risky daring of making porno films had felt good for a while. Then I had turned to the love of my life to make me feel better, and that worked for a little, but there’s no way one person is going to make you feel good about yourself for very long if you don’t love yourself. The excitement and validation that came from attraction from and sex with other men besides Brandon were the next step in this pattern. Then there was sensory overload provided by the circuit. But ultimately that didn’t make the pain that comes from self-hatred disappear, and Ecstasy, crystal, and alcohol sure as hell only made it worse.

What I felt was finally sinking in was that my parents, my extended family, and even Bob Jones and his fundamentalist crowd, were doing exactly what I was doing now—believing what they had to in order to get through life. I didn’t know how much stock I put in this theory of “spiritual abuse,” but right now God was not my poison. He was their problem.

“No matter what else, just give yourself credit for staying sober,” he said at some point in each session. So I did.

 

It was two weeks after Mickey had been given the terrible news from the surgeon. I stepped out of my office and walked across the street to the Starbucks next to the trolley stop downtown. I forgot to take my cell phone with me and when I returned to my office the indicator was on signaling that I had a voice mail. It was from my mom. I recalled that my dad’s neurology appointment had been this afternoon.

Bracing for the news I expected, that my dad had Alzheimer’s, I returned the call.

“Three to five years,” my mom said. I was shocked by the numbness in her voice, no emotion, no sadness, no cheerfulness. My mom wore her emotions on a badge just as I did. For the first time, I didn’t sense any emotion in her. I was frightened.

Then the substance of her message began to sink in.

What did she mean by three to five years? Our family was learning from our experience with Grandma Merritt that Alzheimer’s lasted a lot longer than…


“He’s got Lou Gehrig’s disease,” my mom said. “There’s no cure. Almost everyone dies within three to five years. Some people live longer, but not very many.”

“ALS?” I asked. That was the extent of my knowledge about Lou Gehrig’s disease. It’s scientific acronym was ALS. I had no idea that ALS stood for amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, but I immediately began searching for it on the Web on my office computer.

“We went to your daddy’s uncle’s funeral this afternoon. I don’t know why we did that. That was a huge mistake. As soon as your daddy saw the casket, he started crying and broke down saying ‘I’m gonna’ be next.’ Now everyone will know…”

“Momma, there’s no point in keeping something like this a secret,” I said. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Within seconds of searching the Web, I began to realize how horrible this diagnosis was. While I listened to my mom, I read that ALS destroys the motor neurons that connect the brain to the muscles, slowly rendering the person immobile. It affected the feet and legs and hands and arms but it also affected breathing and swallowing. Very soon my dad would become a quadriplegic requiring a breathing device and a feeding tube. For someone who wasn’t even yet sixty, who had lived life to the fullest by water skiing, working out, jogging and cycling, this seemed worse than death.

I told my mom I would call her back later that evening, but right now I needed to get out of the office. I felt like I was suffocating. I called a friend who worked across the street and he met me downstairs. What was different now was that I was not at all afraid to reach out for help when I needed it, and more than anything in my life, this fit that description.

 

I awoke one Sunday morning a few weeks later ready to go for a jog through Balboa Park. Running was when I felt the closest to God. My mind focused on nature and on the inner workings of my body and what a wonderful mystery the body was. How my dad’s body was no longer functioning properly. Considering all the microscopic things that had to be in perfect harmony, it was a miracle any of our bodies ever worked.

I had to hurry with my run because Gary Fullerton’s cousin was getting married at an outdoor spot by San Diego Bay that morning. In a bizarre twist of events, Gary’s cousin had met Hedy’s brother at their wedding in Illinois three years earlier. Their romance had blossomed and today was their day to join in holy matrimony. Both families would be regrouping for the occasion.

I had spent the previous Friday evening with Gary and his family at their rented beach house, coincidentally next to the condo I had rented in Oceanside with Raul. It was always good to see Gary and his relatives.

“Things are definitely over, then?” I asked as we munched down barbecued hot dogs. The beach was fogged in and Norah, Graham and Gary’s younger brother and I were all wearing sweaters out on the deck of the A-Frame structure.

Gary and I had chatted about his failing marriage over the phone, but this was the first opportunity I’d had to discuss it with him in person since the spring. “Yeah, so far everything’s going smoothly. No need for you blood-sucking lawyers to get involved at this point,” he joked.

“Good. Make sure it stays that way,” I advised. Changing the subject slightly, I said, “It’s probably too early…but here’s an idea. Why don’t you find you a nice, professional, thirty-six year old woman who has a definite career who’s self-secure and not too needy but wants to be with someone she can have a good time with? She probably knows that her chances of getting married at this point are less than her chances of getting struck by lightning.”

“You’re exactly right, Rich,” said Norah, “that’s what I’ve been trying to tell him.”

I thought about the women attorneys I had worked with and began matchmaking in my mind.

“Let’s just get through this weekend, okay?” Gary said. I had forgotten the obvious. Hedy would be there for her brother’s wedding. Gary’s first visit with his wife in months would be at a public ceremony where they would both be expected to put on a happy face for their relatives.

“Shit, Gary, I hadn’t thought this thing through. You gonna be okay?”

He smiled and looked at me. “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”

 


As I finished replaying the memory of my visit with the Fullertons in my head, I hurriedly laced up my running shoes and stepped outside. It was immediately obvious that something was seriously wrong. There was a strong burning smell in the air, the sky overhead was a dark gray, very unusual for 8:00 a.m. A wind blew something in my face which stung.

It’s the fucking Apocalypse!

I ran inside and turned on the television. San Diego was on fire! Wildfires were raging out of control at the northern and eastern parts of the city. The Santa Ana Winds were blowing the smoke and ash directly over the city. This must be what it was like at the edge of hell, I thought. Soon afterward my family called to check up on me and I told them I would be fine.

The wedding went forward, however. People had flown in from all over the world, from England, from Israel and with a Jewish bride and a Marine groom, they were bound to persevere. The bride looked lovely and acted as if the sky overhead were as blue as the Alps in The Sound of Music, despite the hot ash raining down on everyone. In the distance across the bay, the wedding spectators watched one of the fires burning on a hilltop. My eyes stung, but I pretended I was just crying because of the wedding.

“If she can make it through this and still smile,” I said to Norah, Gary’s mom, “She can make it through anything, regardless of her fears about her new husband going off to war in Iraq.”

“It looks like war here,” Norah replied. At this moment, San Diego resembled Baghdad on the first night of the war.

“I hope she’s not superstitious,” I said. “Bad weather for the wedding doesn’t have to mean a bad marriage. Maybe it’s the opposite. I mean, Gary and Hedy had perfect weather.”

“Right,” chuckled Norah, “and look how much good it did them!”

Inside, after the reception dinner, one of Gary’s aunts whispered in my ear. “Rich, why don’t you go ask Hedy to dance?”

I looked around the room and felt sympathy for Hedy when I saw that she was the only person sitting at the head table. Almost everyone else in the room was dancing. She had her face buried in the wedding program, pretending to be oblivious to her isolation.

I had always liked Hedy and had wished things had worked out with her and Gary. When she was “on,” she was fun, sensitive, loving and had a wicked sense of humor. The distance that had grown between us since the couple had begun planning their divorce hadn’t changed my fondness for her. Gary had just needed me to be completely on his side. But now, knowing all too painfully well what it felt like to be alone and excluded, I could relate to Hedy.

“Would you like to dance?” I asked, smiling.

She smiled sweetly and stood up from the table. “Yes, Rich, I would. Thank you!”

We danced slowly. I leaned over and said, “I’ll bet you’ll be so glad when this day is over, won’t you?”

She laughed. “You have no idea!” I laughed with her.

“Poor thing, I know this isn’t easy for you.”

The DJ began playing “Unchained Melody.” “Oh my God,” Hedy said as she started crying. She leaned her head on my shoulder. “This was the first song that Gary and I danced to at our wedding.”

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” I said. Just then, I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“Mind if I cut in?” I spun around and there was Gary, stunningly handsome in his dress blues.

“No, of course not,” I said. I let go of Hedy and put my arm around Gary’s shoulder.

The two of them looked at me dumbfounded for half a second then I said in mock surprise, “Oh…I see…you want to dance with her…okay.” I took a step backward.

The three of us laughed loudly and as Gary took his wife in his arms to dance, she said softly, “Thank you, Rich.”

Despite the fires, it was good to see Gary again. His affect on me had always been to keep me grounded, ironic considering he was an aviator. I realized that after living and working in gay-friendly Laguna Beach and then in Hillcrest, at an all gay law firm, with almost all gay friends, singing in the Gay Men’s Chorus, my life had become pretty much all gay. It was easy to forget that there were other perspectives. Gary was always a comforting reminder to me that differences weren’t necessarily bad, in fact, I might not always even be right. I liked having that reminder.


 

“Daddy turns sixty on November 18,” I reminded my mom. “I’ll fly home for that. Let’s plan a big birthday party for him and surprise him.”

Having something to plan for my dad was exactly what my mom needed. She got to work, making the preparations and sending out flyers.

The week before I flew home for my dad’s sixtieth birthday celebration, my mom called with devastating news.

“Your Grandma Merritt died,” she said. It wasn’t a surprise, as the doctors had removed life support a while earlier. And in light of what we were about to face with my dad, Grandma’s death would make things easier. It seemed so horrible to think that, but it was true. Grandma hadn’t even recognized me the last time I’d seen her. She no longer recognized anyone and had been living her own private Alzheimer’s world.

Because of my trip the following week, I wouldn’t be able to make the funeral. It was more important for me to be there to celebrate my dad’s life.

I flew into the Greenville-Spartanburg Airport for the second time of the year. My mom greeted me inside the airport but said my dad had waited in the car because he didn’t have the energy to walk from the parking lot into the terminal.

“We got here a little early,” she continued. “We were waiting out by the curb and the security guard told us we had to move. Your daddy got so mad I thought he was going to try to jump out of the car and hit the guy.”

That was unusual behavior for my normally mild-mannered dad. I had heard stories that when he was a teenager he had displayed a temper, but I hadn’t seen it and it was hard to imagine an airport security guard triggering him off.

“The guard was as nice as he could be,” she said. “I think he got upset because I told him to do what the guard said.”

At the car, I noticed my dad’s condition was significantly worse than just nine months before when I had flown to South Carolina after Grandma Schrader’s heart attack. His personality continued to change. Everything I had read about ALS said that it didn’t affect the mind, but I didn’t see how a diagnosis like that couldn’t have an impact on someone’s emotions, psychology, and thought processes.

He was still fuming about the security guard incident. Momma sat in the backseat and I climbed in on the passenger side. Considering my dad’s condition and temperament, I was anxious about his driving. After a quick stop to see Grandma, we came to a stop sign in downtown Greenville where we had to turn left onto a busy street. Looking left, I saw we’d have to wait a while before an opening to make the turn. To my horror, I felt the car lunge forward across the highway, swerving left and oncoming cars blew their horns in both directions. Instinctively, I shouted directions, telling him to pull over the least crowded lane.

“What the f…!” Fortunately I stopped myself before the “f” sound was audible.

Dad laughed as we proceeded on our way home. “Did you see that woman?” he asked, referring to the driver of the car that had come closest to hitting us. “Women drivers!” he declared with obvious contempt.

This was not the dad I knew. While my dad’s opinions about gender were to the right of my own, I had never known him to be a sexist. We made it to the house safely but I promised myself I’d never again ride in the car with him.

I saw my brother Jimmy for only the second time since our heated and drunken argument two years earlier. We didn’t have much of a chance to talk in February when Grandma was in the hospital, but now we both decided to go on a shopping trip together to get our parents a new television and DVD player for their Christmas gift from the two of us.

“Listen,” I began, “what happened in Annapolis…that was just…that was just from too much alcohol. I don’t have any hard feelings toward Momma and Daddy. I’ve come to understand over the last year or so that they did the best they could. I don’t blame them for anything.”

Jimmy didn’t say anything, which was pretty much the way he responded to most things. He was driving his truck and I was sitting in the passenger seat, so it was hard to tell what he was thinking without being able to gauge his facial expression.

“I’ve quit drinking,” I said, “and using drugs. I’d done some of that, too, but I stopped all of it. It just stopped being fun. After Brandon and I broke up it was hard, real hard, to deal with everything. But things are going better now. But only because I just stay completely away from beer, and anything else like that.”

Jimmy commented that he realized he had a drink or two too much occasionally. His comment was meant to bridge the gap between us, or that’s how I took it. When it came to expressing emotions, I took after our mother’s family. I laugh a lot, I cry openly, I pout and throw temper tantrums, and am just generally very dramatic. Jimmy, on the other hand, was just like the Merritts. In other words, he didn’t express his emotions much at all, at least not readily.

“Daddy’s doing real bad,” he said. “What do you think is going to happen?”

“It’s only going to get worse,” I answered. “But honestly…I don’t think it’s just the Lou Gehrig’s disease. I think something else’s going on. Everything I’ve read says that ALS doesn’t affect the mind.”

“I’ve thought the same thing,” Jimmy replied.

We chatted a little about his job, about how new owners were buying the swimming pool construction company from our aunt. If they didn’t want to keep him on as a manager, he would probably return to the Carolinas. It would help our parents if he were closer.

Returning to the topic of our dad and his health, I said, “He shouldn’t be driving.”

“Do you want to be the one to tell him to stop?”

Dad wanted to continue working as long as possible, but the problem was that the only way he could do that was to drive his car fifteen miles up Interstate 85 to the factory where he worked. Only five years ago, Dad had made Grandpa Merritt surrender all the keys to his cars and trucks. Dad said that was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. At the time I hoped it would be thirty more years before I had to go through that. Unfortunately, God or nature or just plain fucked-up fate had a different plan.

Jimmy and I decided for now to let our mom handle the driving issue.

Our dad’s party was a success and he broke down and cried when he realized what we had all done for him. Only twice in my life had I seen my dad cry, and that was at Elizabeth’s funeral and at my Grandpa Merritt’s funeral. It was unnerving, but a reminder that the future was going to require every bit of strength I could manage. It was comforting to see how the people from my parents’ church rallied around them at this time. This was what churches were supposed to do.

Well over a hundred family members and friends from the Piedmont, South Carolina, area showed up. Mostly, they were conservative Republicans and fundamentalist Christians, the kind of people who had made George W. Bush the president. For so many years I had looked at these people as “the enemy.” I almost chuckled at the thought. None of them were very wealthy, attractive, in shape, or sophisticated. Why was it again that I feared them? I couldn’t remember. My dad’s condition put things in perspective and our differences didn’t seem important now, at least not to me. Republican or not, all I knew was that now these people were all here to help my parents in their time of need. For that, I loved them all dearly.
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OUTSIDE THE PERIMETER



“It sounds regressive.”

Obviously my therapist didn’t approve of what I had just said. “Regressive” was never a positive endorsement of any plan.

“You have this tension between what you’ve been taught, and what you’ve experienced.”

No shit. I’m paying you to tell me this?

“Look at you—you’ve traveled the world, been a Marine, a general’s aide, you’ve commanded Marines—the toughest of the tough. You were an attorney at a tough firm, still are. You’ve had worldwide publicity, on the cover of the New York Times Magazine. You’ve been around powerful men; you know what it’s like to be a powerful man, a man in control. Yet you want to go home to your mother and father.” He frowned and gave me a puzzled expression.

“Well, when you put it like that,” I said, a little disappointed. “I’ve just been worrying about my parents so much…”

“Your parents are going to be fine; I mean, your dad has your mother, they’ve got insurance, they can get help. But you…you’ve built a wonderful adult life for yourself here.”

The therapist leaned closer. “You’ve got to learn how to live with this tension between your past and your present. You cannot correct what you perceive to be the mistakes of your past. I think that, by going back to South Carolina, that’s exactly what you are tying to do.”

Perhaps he was right. I had been frustrated with my job and my low salary and had not had any luck finding anything better. I had looked into buying a house in San Diego, only to discover that the only thing I could afford was a one-bedroom condo in a shitty part of town. On top of that, what if I still had some residual guilt, over not doing what was expected of me, as a good son? I had never gotten married and produced grandchildren for my parents. I hadn’t become a Baptist minister. But I could go back now and right some of that wrong by helping out.

“You’re right,” I said. “I would be going back for the wrong reasons.”

I didn’t feel any better, though.

 

I worked throughout most of the holidays and spent the time in southern California with friends. I saw Gary Fullerton once the Sunday night before Christmas. We ate dinner at the In and Out Burger in Oceanside, where he was house-sitting for his cousin.

He no longer seemed depressed over his separation from Hedy, and the imminent divorce. As far as the stages of grief went, he was definitely in the anger phase.

“I think that, someday, she’s going to realize just how much and what I did for her,” he said. “And she’s going to wish that she had taken our marriage a little more seriously.”

I listened sympathetically. No doubt, Brandon felt the same way about me.

“But, Gary,” I started. How to say this? “It sounds to me like just maybe you’re partly hoping that something happens down the road…something bad happens to her—she goes bankrupt, or her career doesn’t pick up, I don’t know…but you can’t take that forward with you. You’ve gotta let go of this resentment, or else it will eat you alive. Take it from someone who knows.”

We ate our cheeseburgers in silence for a minute or two, and he finally admitted, “Yeah, I guess you’re right. This is going to take some time, though.”

“It always does but, knowing you, you’ll get over your resentment a lot faster than I’ve gotten over mine.”

 

It had taken me years, but I could tell I was nearing the end of any resentment I still harbored toward my family, at least toward my parents. I couldn’t stop thinking about what they were dealing with. The new year started but I didn’t feel festive. I kept picturing my dad, getting weaker by the day, his muscle strength slowly ebbing away. My mom would be taking care of all of his needs soon, even more than she was doing now.

Jimmy told me that the new owners of our aunt’s pool company wanted to hire him on and even give him a small percentage of ownership. For Jimmy, it was an ideal situation. But it would mean that he would remain in Maryland, almost six hundred miles away from our parents.

My mind raced back and forth between the pros and cons of returning to South Carolina. There were a million arguments I could make against retuning to a place where I had felt so unwelcome, misunderstood and unappreciated. Where I was condemned for being born a certain way. Where the mosquitoes came out in force every summer.

Was I wanting to do this because I was basically an unhappy person who always had to keep moving looking for satisfaction somewhere else? Was this just because I didn’t like my job and I hadn’t been able to find one I liked, so I wanted to run home for Momma and Daddy to take care of me, but to use my dad’s illness as an excuse to cover my true motivation? Was I just trying to correct the mistakes of the past, still trying in vain to gain the acceptance and approval of a family that was never going to give me either?

Fuck. I’ve had way too much therapy.

 

As the weeks progressed, the importance of the only “pro” I could think of for returning to the South grew and grew. My parents needed me. I had spent most of my adult life resisting what I felt were the emotional needs my mother had placed on me as a child. But now, this wasn’t an irrational, clingy emotional need. This was real. My dad was losing the ability to move, to eat, and to breathe, and my mom simply could not take care of him all by herself. She was a strong woman, but what lay ahead of her would take the strength of a small army.

If there was ever a time to rally as a family, this was it.

I looked online and found a position for temporary contract attorneys two hours from my parents’ house in Columbia, South Carolina. I talked to a recruiter who said I would be ideal for the position. I could live in Columbia during the week and visit my parents on the weekends, and maybe even work from their house as I needed to. Much legal work is online now and can be done anywhere there is Internet access. The South Carolina bar exam would be given in a few weeks. Maybe I could walk in and…

What are you doing? You’re finally where you want to be, and now you want to give this up to return to a place where they hate people like you?

I wanted to fire the committee that was holding this meeting inside my head. Since I couldn’t, I did the next best thing. I went for a run through Balboa Park. It was the middle of January and sixty-eight degrees—perfect running weather. I even ran with my shirt off and got a few stares from hot guys as I ran across University Avenue in Hillcrest.

How can I give this up? I couldn’t decide what to do. On my run, I prayed a little bit, asking God for her guidance. I trusted myself more these days and had stopped relying on signs, but this might be one occasion where a little divine help would nudge me in the right direction.

I finished my run back at the townhouse Mick and I shared. He had just arrived home and was really pissed about something.

“Look at this! This is bullshit. Auntie Joan has really gone overboard this time.”

Auntie Joan was our nickname for the Wicked Witch of the West, also known as the property manager for the townhouse we were renting.

He handed me a sheet of paper.

“An eviction notice?” I exclaimed. “What the fuck is this about?” We were on a month-to-month lease and the eviction notice gave us thirty days to vacate the premises.

“Well…the security guard claims that Diesel bit him one night when we were both out and he was on the patio.”

I looked across the room at the Rottweiler. “Okay, that’s fucked up,” I said. I walked over and petted Diesel’s head. He lowered his eyes as if he knew he was the cause of something bad. “This is the sweetest dog I’ve ever seen.” It was true. Diesel had disproved everything I’d ever heard about Rottweilers being mean and vicious.

Mick and I both suspected that the guard was merely trying to set the association up for a lawsuit, but we also knew that, with a month-to-month to lease, thirty days notice was all it took to force us out of there.

Hello, shithead, weren’t you asking for a sign?

I almost dropped the eviction notice. Now I had to move. I needed a new job. I couldn’t afford a place of my own. I didn’t have a boyfriend. What is keeping me in San Diego?

Other than the fact that almost all of my friends were in southern California and I was licensed to practice law only in California, I had no concrete ties to San Diego. Except that San Diego was where I wanted to be.

But not right now.

Over the next two days, I sought advice from many people whose opinions I respected. I wanted to make sure I was doing the right thing.

“This is the last thing I ever thought I’d hear you say,” my mom said. I could hear the joy in her voice. I began to feel a calmness—a peace I hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Rich, the people in South Carolina don’t get you.” As expected, the therapist seemed to disagree with my decision. He looked out the window for a brief second. “Columbia…how far away from your parents is Atlanta?”

Atlanta’s in Georgia, I thought. My parents were in South Carolina, a whole state away. Then I realized what he was saying. Why hadn’t I thought of this? All at once, I knew exactly what I should do.

“Two hours,” I said. “The same distance as Columbia. I just hadn’t thought about Atlanta, because, well, I don’t know why!”

“Atlanta’s a progressive city, with a vibrant, supportive gay community. In Atlanta, there will be people there you can turn to. Drive two hours on the weekend, see your parents, be there for them, but then you’ve got a real home to go to…a home with the right kind of environment for you. Plus the jobs are better. Besides, Atlanta is a town with ambitious, energetic people. Much more so than San Diego. People move here because of the weather. Because they don’t want to be bothered and stressed out. Move to Atlanta.”

In my mind, I was already there. But it would be a temporary move. That was a promise I had to make to myself. Someday I’d return to San Diego. I couldn’t think about that, though, because that wouldn’t happen until…until…circumstances permitted. And that meant only when my mom no longer needed me to help care for my dad, something too horrible to think about.

I spent my last week in southern California driving to all the places I’d lived and worked and saying “good-bye for now” to almost all the people I’d become so close to over the previous eleven years. It had never been clearer to me what a fortunate person I was to have so many fantastic people in my life. It was impossible to see everyone in six days.

One person I didn’t see was Gary Fullerton, but we chatted briefly on the phone.

“Hey, Gary, I’m moving before you get back from your trip, so I won’t see you before I leave.”

“Well, I’m sure I’ll fly into or near Atlanta soon enough,” he said. “We’ll get together then.”

Gary also had some other good news. “I’ve met someone. Not sure where it’s going, but I just like being with her, you know?”

I recalled our conversation in the fall when he’d agreed with me that he needed to find a nice, stable, career-oriented thirty-six year old woman. I asked him to tell me about her.

“…well…she’s twenty-four…two kids…”

Goddammit, Gary! I made a mental note that when I saw him in person, I’d gently revisit this subject and remind him of our conversation on the beach with his mom and dad, about finding a thirty-six-year-old professional…but he was going to do what he wanted. And I would support him, just as he had always supported me.

 

I sold my car, rented a fifteen-foot moving truck, packed up my meager possessions and headed east.

The western deserts are endless and I had more than enough time to think about what I was doing. I brought some books on CD, including Homer’s Odyssey and The Life of Pi to occupy the time. Between CDs I had some time to think about all that had happened in my life since I had driven west on this same interstate highway eleven years earlier.

Back then I had been more and more ecstatic with each mile I put between me and South Carolina. I loved the fact that there was nothing visible—no exits, no gas stations, no sign of any civilization for lengthy stretches of asphalt. No one would come after me, no one would pursue me, and, for the first time in my life, I could do whatever I wanted without looking over my shoulder to see if any of the fundamentalists were trying to catch me breaking the rules.

Considering I was gay and in the Marines at the time, it had been ridiculous for me to think that I wouldn’t continue hiding a big part of who I was from the rest of the world. Even with an entire continent between me and the fundamentalists and my family, I would continue hiding something for a very long time, whether it was hiding my homosexuality from the Marines, my depression from my friends, or my drug use from anyone who might find it objectionable.

But for a fledgling gay man, southern California, in a bizarre way, had been a place of relative safety, a place where I could explore the newness of being semi-openly then openly gay. Surrounded by people who generally were more supportive and tolerant of differences, I had been given the chance to rebuild myself from the ground up. Now, the time had come to go back out into the “mission field,” my mission field. That’s exactly how I felt as I crossed from California into Arizona, New Mexico, and then Texas, right into the heart of the Bush-loving “red states.”

I liked the desert because you couldn’t hide much in the desert. Of course, you couldn’t stop and take a piss just off the highway as you could along the heavily vegetated East Coast inter-states. Not without other cars, trucks, and buses passing by and catching a glimpse. The West was majestic and open. It had the self-confidence not to care that everyone could see everything else.

The South was different. Large oak trees dominated the landscape along with countless other types of thick leafy vegetation, especially the ubiquitous kudzu vine. Much of the year the foliage hid everything from plain sight. From a distance, it all appeared pastel in the spring with an occasional flower or blossom, green in the summer and reddish-brown in the autumn. But looking behind the leaves always revealed something else, something that you weren’t supposed to see. Only in the winter when all was old and decayed and frigid could an observer see most of what was going on. By then no one cared.

I must be breathing in gas fumes, I thought. Where was I getting these absurd analogies? The West was the West and South was the South. There were secretive people in both places and very open people in both places. The scenery was different but both places were beautiful in their uniqueness.

There was just way too much time to think driving this route alone. Damn, Texas is one big-ass state! I remembered a play I had seen a couple of times in West Hollywood, by Del Shores, called Southern Baptist Sissies. Del had captured in the play a lot of what I had felt growing up. He had set the play, and his hilarious movie, Sordid Lives, in Texas. Both were about the conflicts created in the lives of gay men who grow up in the South.

Southern Baptist Sissies ends with a line by a gay boy in the church who grew up to become a drag queen. He looks at the sun shining through the stained-glass windows in the church with its multicolored panes and wonders that maybe that’s how it’s supposed to be…that we’re all different, and that’s what makes the world a beautiful place. “Maybe we’re all right,” he says, meaning that maybe the gays are right, but that his fundamentalist preacher is also right.

I have to be inhaling something, for sure. Okay, enough with the psychobabble.

After a weekend visiting a former Marine buddy in the relatively liberal and gay-friendly Austin, I left Texas and crossed the Louisiana line. I called my friend Manuel.

“I just entered Louisiana and I’m pretty sure I saw your grandma out hitchhiking waving a cigarette in one hand and her leg stuck out in the road.”

Without missing a beat, Manuel replied, “Well, I hope she at least shaved her legs.”

I thanked God for the modern conveniences that allowed me to be no more than a quick phone call away from the people I loved. And I also thanked God for one thousand “anytime” minutes each month with free nationwide roaming. I would desperately need them in the months ahead.

Crossing into Mississippi wasn’t quite as funny. I was less than ten miles into the home state of Trent Lott when I saw the flashing red and blue lights going off behind me.

Fuck! I thought as I pulled my bright yellow rental truck over to the side. Maybe the cop will be hot. Ooh! A hot Mississippi cop stopping me… My mind raced to the beginning scenes in more than one porn film I’d seen.

“Let me see your license and rental agreement,” the very hot cop said in a thick Southern accent.

I pretended to look for the rental agreement while I thought of a way to explain my California driver’s license and rental agreement showing my state of origin in California.

“I’m just moving back after being stationed at Camp Pendleton in the Marines,” I said. “I’m moving back because my daddy’s real sick.” I tried not to overplay my latent natural Southern accent, which had been watered down after years on the Pacific Coast.

The hot cop didn’t show any expression as he examined the contract I had with the truck company. “Well,” he said, “we’re looking for a yellow Ryder truck…but it’s not yours.”

Then he added, “Welcome home. And drive carefully. It’s raining up ahead.”

I know it is, I thought.

 

Lake Hartwell separates Georgia from South Carolina along Interstate 85. Entering South Carolina was surreal. I couldn’t recall the last time I had driven this route. The lake brought back memories of happy childhood summers where my dad taught Jimmy and me and our cousins how to water ski. We even had home movies of me sitting on Dad’s shoulders while he water-skied. Lake Hartwell also reminded me of the skinny-dipping episode at Clemson those drunken August nights with the football coach’s son.

I exited to get to Piedmont and the road almost seemed too small for the huge truck I was driving. I felt a sense of panic rush over me.

Ha, said a voice from my distant past, you’ve become the prodigal son!

I thought about that story and in lawyerly fashion, I made all the distinctions between its facts and my own.


So I had some wild times, by most people’s standards. Doesn’t mean I am crawling back home, sorry for my sins.

Quite the contrary, my years away had enabled me to gain the strength to be able to make this journey back to South Carolina. Without the support and love of friends who knew me and understood me, and didn’t care what I had done, I would not be anywhere near capable of doing what I was doing today. And I didn’t need to ask anyone’s forgiveness for anything. Okay, maybe I owed some people some amends…but that was different than the fundamentalist notion of forgiveness.

 

I drove the truck around to the back of my parents’ house where I would be storing some furniture. Oddly my parents weren’t around. I walked inside the house and heard a noise coming from the laundry room. My mom rushed out, smiling, and gave me a big hug. But I could tell she was distracted.

“Your daddy was trying to get his shoes from the closet and he fell. He can’t get up. Stay here while I go help him. He’ll be so upset if the first time you see him he’s like this.”

Tears welled in my eyes and there was nothing I could do to stop them.

 

Two young men from my parents’ church helped me move some of my things into storage at the house. My mom also had large items that needed to be taken to the dump the following day. Before I returned the truck, my dad rode with me to take care of this errand.

The elderly attendant at the trash dump walked up to the back of the truck to see what I had to drop off. I explained that I had just moved back to South Carolina after being away for over ten years.

Seeing the California license plate on the back of the truck, he said “With all them queers getting married up in San Francisco, I’d leave that faggot-loving state too!”

I’m baa-aack!

My dad didn’t hear what the man had said. I thought about giving the guy a sharp retort but stopped. I looked at the man and thought, You’re seventy years old and working at a garbage dump. Obviously, life has not treated you kindly. I don’t need to say anything.


 

Interstate 285 is sixty-five miles long and forms a complete circle around Atlanta. Georgians refer to it as the “perimeter.” During my first week in town I regressed to my days in northern Virginia and referred to I-285 as the “beltway.” I was soundly ridiculed.

A new friend gave me a piece of advice. “Most of these queens wouldn’t dare be caught OTP.”

“What’s OTP?” I asked.

“Outside the Perimeter,” he laughed.

“In LA we refer to the same as being ‘eight-one-eight,’” I replied; 818 was the San Fernando Valley’s area code and most West Hollywood types view “the Valley” with nothing short of derision.

“As long as you’re inside the perimeter,” he said, “you’re safe.”

That sounded just like the military. In the field, the “perimeter” represented the farthest line of a secured area. As long as you were “inside the perimeter” you were relatively well-protected from an enemy ground assault. If you were going “outside the perimeter,” however, you needed to be fully armed and wearing a complete set of body armor.

My new life became exactly like that. In Atlanta, inside the perimeter I felt like I could be myself and let people get to know the real me. Outside the perimeter, I put up my guard, the defenses and shields that I hoped would protect me from a potential attack.

It was a tale of two cities. I usually spent my weeks in Atlanta looking for work and my weekends in Piedmont with my family. Four million people live in the metropolitan Atlanta area. Four thousand people live in Piedmont. Piedmont is 93 percent white; within its city limits, Atlanta is 62 percent African American. Atlanta is a vibrant city filled with youthful people doing youthful things. My visits to Piedmont consisted of visits to hospitals, nursing homes, doctor’s offices, funerals, and tending to my ill father. In Atlanta, I saw plays and movies, and ran through the crowded park on the warm days that periodically happen during southern winters. In Piedmont, with my parents in their living room, I watched the Gaither family singing hymns on television. I felt the contentment in both places that can only come being exactly where you need to be.


I was back to being heavily in debt, with law school loans and credit card bills from the years of partying. Because of three moves in two years and long periods of unemployment, I had not managed to pay down that debt. I also could not afford a car. I borrowed the Toyota truck Grandpa Merritt had left my dad, at least until I could get a job and afford one of my own. In my previous life, I would have been humiliated to be seen driving a truck that wasn’t even mine. But too much had changed and I had too much serious shit going on in my life to care. My dad’s illness and the lessons I had learned put something temporal like an automobile in perspective.

Admit it. You’d still rather be driving a BMW. I had to admit this was true.

Someday, I thought. When I can honestly afford it. No need to rush it. Plus, driving my late grandpa’s truck reminded me of him and how proud he had been that one of his grandsons had been an officer and then a lawyer.

Atlanta had a Piedmont Avenue and Piedmont Park, and South Carolina had my hometown of Piedmont. My life revolved around the beautiful Appalachian foothills. Surprisingly, except for the rain, heat, humidity, and lack of a visible ocean, Atlanta reminded me a lot of San Diego. Midtown was Hillcrest, the LA Fitness Gym was like the 24-Hour Fitness; each gym had a Starbucks right outside its doors and Piedmont Park was like Balboa Park.

During my first venture into midtown Atlanta’s Piedmont Park one Sunday afternoon, I saw two shirtless guys, each with huge chest muscles and ribbed abs, holding hands with each other. I was shocked. I had never expected to see something like this in the South. Not the South I knew. This was not an unusual thing to see in Piedmont Park.

I assumed that being a gay former Marine would make me a big hit here. I joined the “gay” LA Fitness as I had been advised, and at the beginning of my first workout, a guy came up behind me and said “Ooh, rah, devil dog!” I spun around to see a handsome well-built guy a little younger than me, sporting his own USMC tattoo. This former Marine—and his boyfriend—were two of the friendly, genuinely helpful people I met in my first months in Atlanta.


During one workout, another good-looking guy noticed my tattoo and asked, “Weren’t you in a magazine a few years ago?”

Shocked, I replied, “No one’s asked me that in years!”

Ironically, we discovered later that he didn’t recognize me from the issue of The Advocate where I was on the cover. Rather, he was a huge George Michael fan and had kept the issue containing the first Advocate story about me. He was surprised when I told him about the porn and the second issue where I was on the cover.

My plan was still that this was a temporary move. I kept my cell phone with my San Diego area code. I maintained my San Diego post office box. I told recruiters that I was looking for a temporary legal position. I still couldn’t think about the reason for saying that my move was “temporary” because that was too horrible to think about, so I just got into the habit of saying it, very remotely, that eventually I wanted to return to San Diego, but I had no idea if that was going to be in a year, five years, or ten years.

“It would be best if you just told people that your move here was permanent,” said a partner at a large old Atlanta law firm during a casual luncheon. I followed his advice as I met with legal recruiters and had interviews at law firms.

“What differences do you expect to find between practicing law in California and practicing law in Atlanta?”

Without thinking I spoke from my heart. “I hope that in Atlanta, being a gentleman isn’t perceived as a sign of weakness.” In my legal practice, I had found the same problem that I had run into in the Marines. Gentility was often confused with timidity. Volume is mistaken for competence. I hoped that for me as a Southerner, practicing law in the South would be a better fit.

I thought this headhunter was going to cry and hug me. “It would be an honor for me to help you find a job.”

 

Dad was still working, but on several occasions, the manager of the company had sent him home because of health-related problems. Once they had even called an ambulance for him, but he refused to ride it once it arrived, claiming he was better and didn’t need to go to the hospital. The problem was the ALS had already affected his lung capacity and the dust in the plant made it too difficult for him to breathe.


He had to be hospitalized in February after one breathing attack that was especially bad. The manager of the plant told Mom that Dad would not be allowed to work in the factory anymore. After seventeen years, my dad had become something of an institution at the company, and they would always find a job for him somewhere, but not in the manufacturing area.

After his stay in the hospital, Dad appeared rested and more relaxed, but it was clear to me that he would never work again. This was as strong as my dad would ever be.

“Barney said he would find me a desk job in the front office,” Dad told me proudly, “as soon as I’m strong enough to come back to work. Until then, he’s going to keep paying me my regular pay. He said I’m the best employee he ever hired.” For a man like my dad who had been a workaholic his whole life, that faint bit of hope and gracious compliment meant a world of difference.

Dad wanted to go to the plant the following day and have lunch with a friend and clean out his workstation in the back of the factory. “I don’t know where they’re gonna put me in the front yet, but we’ll just get my things out of the back.”

I told Dad that we would leave at ten-thirty the following morning but I made a mental note to be ready to go at ten. Dad had been punctual his whole life and now that his personality was changing, he was even more that way, often annoyed when my mom wasn’t ready to go ten minutes early. The main reason, however, was I wanted to be sitting in the driver’s seat of the car, ready to go so that he could quietly slip into the passenger’s seat without a direct confrontation. I didn’t know if I could deal with that.

Unfortunately, I am notoriously slow at getting ready in the mornings and I didn’t finish getting dressed until ten twenty. By the time I emerged from the bathroom, Dad was nowhere around.

Fuck! I looked outside and saw that Dad had pulled the car out of the garage. He was sitting in the driver’s seat with the motor idling, semipatiently waiting on me to hurry up. This was it. We were going to have the confrontation. I was not about to acquiesce and let him drive; his safety, my safety, and the safety of every motorist on I-85 northbound through Greenville, South Carolina depended on me being firm.

Resolute, I walked out to the car and opened the passenger door. I leaned over and as gently as possible I said, “Hey, Daddy, why don’t you let me drive?”

Without hesitating or uttering a word, he got out of the driver’s seat and slowly walked around the car, getting in on the passenger’s side. Once we were on our trip, it was as if nothing had happened. Quite often in my life I had felt peaceful after doing the right thing, like when I had decided to return to the South. This, however, was not one of those times. I had done the right thing, but still felt miserable.

My mother didn’t have it quite so easy when she began insisting that he let her drive soon afterward. I supposed that it’s not as emasculating for an old-school Southern gentleman like my dad to have his son drive him around. To have to be escorted everywhere by his wife, however, is a different story. He protested and rebelled and continued to give my mom a difficult time when she drove him.

At the plant, Dad and I entered the front office and several ladies jumped with delight and hugged him as he walked around the administrative area. He leaned precariously against the sides of the cubicles as he chatted. I stood close to him so he could steady himself by placing his hand on my shoulder as he needed to. We put on some protective eyewear and walked into the manufacturing area. Men and women alike walked up to him everywhere we went, many of them talking about how he had been so friendly and nice to them all the years they had been there. Most of the women and a few of the men had tears in their eyes as we walked away.

“Oh, Barney’s promised me a position in the front, so I’ll be back soon,” he said to each one.

At one point, I had to excuse myself to go to the restroom, where I cried for a few minutes after being overcome with emotion. My dad had worked continuously at various jobs in his life since he was twelve years old. Today we would be leaving his work-place for the last time of his life. I couldn’t handle it. But I had to. I dried my eyes and washed my face with cold water on a paper towel, and returned to where my dad was still leaning against a table, joking with a small group of people about events of the past.


We went to his workstation in the back of the factory. He took down the small pictures he had of Jimmy and me in our dress blues and the picture of our mother from their days in high school. He opened the drawer and picked out a few personal items, including an old well-worn Bible. I placed the items in a box and carried them out of the building.

We had lunch at a hot dog place nearby with a friend of his who insisted on picking up the tab. In the world I operated in, picking up the tab was customary business practice depending on who was sucking up to whom. For my dad, this little gesture from his friend was extraordinary. At first he refused, but his friend insisted.

On the ride home Dad said, “I led him to the Lord when he started working here. He’s really turned his life around since.”

I smiled, nodded and sincerely said, “That’s wonderful, Daddy.”

He smiled and replied, “Yes, it is.”

I meant what I said. Just a few years ago I would have cringed at the very mention of someone’s “born again” experience. What was different now? Had I finally come to realize that we are all different, but that’s okay? That there’s nothing wrong per se with someone accepting Jesus Christ as their Lord and personal Savior if that’s truly what they want for their life? Maybe I had finally internalized all that I had been preaching for the last eleven years—that people should accept one another and truly love each other.

Maybe it’s the medication finally working, jackass. I laughed. Or the therapy, or sobriety, I replied to the voice inside my head that I was beginning to recognize as my sarcastic God’s voice.

Dad remained silent the rest of the trip and went to sleep as soon as we got home. Our two-hour adventure had sapped him of his dwindling supply of energy. We had a hard road ahead of us. God help my little family. Make us stronger because we are going to need to be.

 

My mom called early one morning. “Your grandma’s had another heart attack,” she said. “Of course, they don’t know what’s going to happen.”

As I raced the truck up the interstate, I recalled all that had happened in the thirteen months since my grandma’s first heart attack. Then it had seemed such shocking news. Now, with my dad’s sickness, my other grandma’s death and Mickey’s cancer, it was just one more thing to be strong for.

“Grandma, you pull this stunt every year just so the family will get together and pamper you, don’t you?” I joked, but Grandma was not yet ready to laugh. She was still weak and looked more fragile than I had ever seen her.

To help out my mom, I agreed to spend two nights in the hospital with Grandma. We didn’t want to leave her alone and, if I stayed, Mom could be home to take care of Dad. Fortunately this time, Grandma was in a room by herself. My aunts or cousins would arrive in a couple of days if Grandma stayed in the hospital that long.

The first night went okay. I slept a little bit on the little pullout sleeper chair provided for overnight visitors. The following day, I was a little short-tempered from the discomfort of sleeping on the pullout chair. My cousin Alice, who was a little older than I was, arrived to relieve me for a few hours.

Alice and I chatted some then she asked, “Richie, why did you move to Atlanta?”

Her tone was not pleasant. I simply replied, “To be near Momma and…”

“No, I mean why didn’t you move to Piedmont?”

Ugh, she could be so infuriating. “Well, for professional reasons, Atlanta is a better market…”

“But your momma needs you here!”

Fuck. That was it. I was tired. I had had enough. “You know what Alice? You need to quit telling everyone else what they need to do and let them figure that out for themselves.”

Alice jerked her head back and I realized my tone had been a little harsher than I intended. But hey, what was I going to do? I went home and got a little rest, but not enough.

 

By the second evening with Grandma, I was still exhausted and at least a little bit cranky.

There’s a stereotype that Southerners are not nearly as direct as people from other parts of the country. Alice’s earlier comment aside, Southerners often won’t say what they’re thinking, leaving the other person to guess. Between Southerners, this is understood and both individuals know what the other means by indirect comments and interpretive actions and gestures.

After so many years in the Marines and living in southern California, my skills at interpreting Southernosity were somewhat rusted. And Grandma Schrader was the epitome of the Southern stereotype. Trying to figure out what she meant could be exhausting and by the second night of the hospital stay, I was depleted of energy.

“Richie,” she began, “don’t you think you might get cold without a sweater or something to put over your shoulders a little bit?”

Many people could safely understand this bit of communication to mean nothing more than that their grandmother was concerned about their level of comfort. With Grandma Schrader, things were a little more complicated than that.

“Grandma,” I said a little impatiently, “I’m fine. But if what you’re trying to tell me is that you are cold, just say so, and I’ll gladly go turn the heat up for you.”

She smoothed out a wrinkle in her hospital gown. “Well…if that’s what you want to do.”

I got up from the little sleeper-chair and walked across the room to the thermostat. Why couldn’t she just state what it was that she wanted? I knew that she was cold and that she wanted me to turn up the heat. Why didn’t she just say that?

Why do you care? You know what your grandmother wants. Just do it. Ahh, the voice of sanity emerged from its slumber.

“You can watch what you want on the television,” she said when I returned to my makeshift bed.

I knew she didn’t mean this. It was almost time for Will and Grace. I flipped through the channels to see if there could possibly be any mutually agreeable shows. Considering Grandma’s home television was perpetually glued to the local religious channel, I doubted it.

“That friend of yours, what’s his name…Gary? Is he the one that’s married to the girl on the TV shows?”

Damn, she had a memory. The only time I could remember that she had even met Gary was at Amy and Colin’s wedding thirteen years earlier. My mom must have mentioned Hedy’s many television appearances to Grandma over the years, reminding her that she had once met the actress’s husband. Grandma had an extraordinary capacity to recall anything remotely connected to her family.

I sighed, recalling the most recent conversation I had had with Gary. “No, I’m afraid they’re getting divorced.”

Grandma scrunched up her face. “Aw, you say not! Well, I declare…it’s just too easy nowadays for people to get divorced. They oughtta stay together!”

Shut up, Rich, just keep your fucking mouth shut. Unfortunately, the voice of sanity was as tired as my body was. Against my wiser, saner judgment, I found myself talking.

“That’s not true, Grandma. If two people are making each other miserable and they’ve tried everything else, like Gary and Hedy have, then it’s best for them to get divorced and get on with their lives.” Why the hell did I just say that to an eighty-seven-year-old woman in the hospital who had lived by the strictest interpretation of Scriptures her entire life? I had to be the stupidest person alive right now.

Grandma looked horrified. “Oh, no, Richie, you know better than that!”

I glanced at the hospital monitoring devices to ensure Grandma’s vital statistics remained within safe parameters.

She raised her hands in the air and looked at the ceiling. “It says in the Bible that people ought to trust God and live for Jesus, or they’ll go to hell!” She closed her eyes and moved her lips, mumbling a semisilent prayer to her Deity.

“There is no hell, Grandma.” Okay, now you’re the stupidest person who has ever lived. Period.

Her prayers were now audible, as if to drown out my heresy. “Oh, Jesus, Jesus,” she exclaimed. I thought the nurses might come running in any second. “I want all my children and grandchildren to live for You so won’t none of them go to hell!”

Just damn the in-laws, huh, Grandma. At least I didn’t say that out loud.

By now, even my insane voice that had dominated my consciousness for the last few minutes was out of energy. Grandma resumed her silent prayers and I turned the television to channel 16.

A woman with very large hair held a microphone close to her lips. With her eyes closed and one hand raised toward heaven, she proclaimed, “If you love the Lord and appreciate the message of the Gospel that we here at this station bring to you twenty-four hours a day, then call the toll-free number on your screen below and make your tax-deductible gift to Jesus…”
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THE HEALING



“Your daddy’s got Alzheimer’s, too,” Momma said over the phone. “The ALS doctor in Charlotte confirmed it.”

Since 2001 I had suspected my dad had Alzheimer’s, so this diagnosis wasn’t shocking news. Because my family had just been through ten awful years of Grandma Merritt’s Alzheimer’s, though, it was devastating to hear a doctor say openly what we had secretly feared.

“How can he have both?” My mom started crying. “I just don’t understand it.”

Three hours later I was back at my parents’ house.

“Can you believe that doctor in Charlotte said I had Alzheimer’s?” my dad asked with obvious contempt. “He just said that so I’d keep coming back to see him. All that money he gets and he don’t do a thing for me!” He shook his head. “Alzheimer’s…I’d remember if I forgot anything. I don’t forget anything!”

As if to prove his point, Dad began telling me stories from his past. But an hour later, he’d repeat the same stories, forgetting that he had just recounted these tales to me. Finally, after several days of denials, I decided to tell him what I had feared.

“Remember that time at Lake Tahoe,” I asked, “when we drove around the lake, and we talked about the narrow but high waterfall coming out of the rock? Then fifteen minutes later, you saw the waterfall again and started talking about it like we had never seen it. I was afraid you had Alzheimer’s back then.” Immediately I regretted having said this.

It was clear my dad didn’t recall ever having visited Lake Tahoe.

A few days later, my dad apparently forgot the doctor had given him the Alzheimer’s diagnosis, and we didn’t see the need to ever bring it up with him again.

My memories started to come into focus. When I had visited my parents at Christmas 2000, my dad had made some sharp and angry comments to me over our differences regarding issues like the disputed presidential election, racial profiling, and Hillary Clinton. That had been uncharacteristic of him and, looking back, perhaps that had been an early symptom of the changes in his personality. Five months later when I had returned for Grandpa Merritt’s funeral, Daddy had completely forgotten about our 1995 trip to San Francisco. His memory had always been sharp. These incidents stood out in my mind.

In the months leading up to his diagnosis, my dad had become short-tempered with my mom. Several other relatives had privately commented to me about the difference. Now I was able to explain to my mom that it really wasn’t my dad who was losing his temper with her, but the disease that was eroding his brain. The husband she had known for forty years was who my dad really was.

“You know, maybe it’s a good thing,” more than one well-meaning friend said, trying to be comforting. “The Alzheimer’s will mean he won’t know what the ALS is doing to his body.”

“Perhaps,” I’d reply. Maybe down the road that would happen, but right now, he knew exactly what the ALS was doing to his body, but the Alzheimer’s seemed to be preventing him from processing it completely. The mental disease had him stuck somewhere between anger and confusion over the ALS and he couldn’t get past those stages.

After one particularly heated tirade against my mom, I decided to have a talk with him.

“Daddy, you’ve got to be nicer to Momma. She’s doing all she can for you. And for Grandma. And she’s trying to keep working full-time. You’ve got to be more understanding, okay?” I tried to sound as gentle as possible yet communicate my meaning.


It seemed to work. My dad broke down in tears, a hard thing for me to watch. He started telling me stories I had never heard.

“Bobby James told me I needed to go up to McNeely Pentacostal Church and see this girl he had met. That’s what he told me. We were just barely teenagers. So I did. I drove up to the church. That was the first time I saw your momma. She was so pretty. I asked Mr. Schrader if I could come up to church on Sundays and sit with her. Finally he said I could.”

The following weekend, Momma asked, “Did you say something to your Daddy last weekend?”

“Yes. Why?”

“He’s been so sweet to me all week long,” she said, smiling. “Except when I drive him around. That still bothers him.”

Mom had stopped letting Dad drive anywhere, but we had heard that he had driven his car one day while Mom was at work. She confronted him about it and he admitted it. When he went to sleep she hid his car keys and he never mentioned driving again.

 

Gary called to give me several pieces of news. His divorce would be final in a couple of months; he had purchased a new house in Oceanside, California; he was still seeing the twenty-four-year-old; and best of all, he had started flying the F/A-18 again with his reserve unit. From my perspective, the best thing was that I detected no sign of resentment in his voice. Not surprisingly, a guy as “together” as Gary had quickly moved beyond the past and was looking only toward great things ahead.

“You bastard!” I said, recalling our conversation over a year ago when I thought we had agreed we were beyond the “macho bull-shit.” But Gary sounded happier than he had in a very long time. It was so good to hear him sound like this, I wasn’t about to say anything to dampen that. “Good for you, man. When are you coming to Atlanta? I haven’t seen you in six months.”

“Well, I’ve got my two week reserve commitment in July, so it will have to be after that.”

“That’s good,” I said, “I’m working on a political campaign and the primary election is in July, so I’ll be tied up until then. After that sounds perfect.”

“You’ve been in Atlanta only three months and you’re already working on a political campaign? Now that’s the Rich I remember!”

“Plus there’s someone I want you to meet,” I added.

“You’ve met someone? That’s awesome, Rich. I’m very happy for you. Can’t wait to meet him.”

Ah, it was good that my friend and I were both back on the right track in our lives. We agreed to get together sometime in August or September. A few weeks later, he e-mailed some photos of him, back in the cockpit of the F/A-18.

While Gary had returned to flying his F/A-18, I had little room to speak about us being over the “macho bullshit.” I went to work at a large law firm, back in the litigation department. I was also in a strange, new, exciting town, meeting people, knocking on hundreds of doors, trying to get people to vote for the candidate I was volunteering for. I guessed there was nothing wrong with macho, if that’s what we really wanted to be!

 

At the annual dinner for the Human Rights Campaign, I had been introduced to another attorney, Russ, who I thought was handsome. But I was not ready for a relationship and made that perfectly clear. My plans did not include a boyfriend. I had too much going on.

If you want to make God laugh, tell her your plans. Anne Lamott’s writing echoed in my head. It didn’t take long for me to recognize what a wonderful, sensitive and caring man Russ was. And he seemed to be wild about me, despite my zany, wild, and offbeat personality.

When someone this good offers you his love, take it. That voice was loud and clear. I didn’t need to be told twice. Once again, I was hooked. And very happy about it. When I met Brandon, I had wanted to get out and show the world what a cute boyfriend I had. I wanted us to be the king and, well, queen of the social circuit. I wanted to be on the A-list, whatever the fuck that was.

With Russ, I wanted nothing more than to just cuddle up on the sofa and watch a movie. So did he.

“Now, don’t laugh at me now,” he said one evening, “but I always cry when this part comes on. I love ‘Singin’ in the Rain.’”

I almost cried myself. “Laugh at you? Are you kidding? When I was a kid, I used to pray that God would send me one guy friend who I could watch musicals with and read the same books and talk about them. And I just realized…that prayer has been answered.”

 

Atlanta is a networking-oriented town and, through helpful connections, the job I got was ideal for me. I started working as an attorney at my fourth law firm in three years. I’d have to take the Georgia bar exam, but that was many months away. Perhaps an asteroid would collide with earth in the meantime sparing me the nightmare of another bar exam.

I could do my new job remotely on many days, meaning that, as my dad’s condition worsened, I’d be able to spend more time with him while working from my parents’ house. It was obvious to me that if all this bad stuff had to happen, at least some metaphysical force was looking out for me.

Dad’s condition slowly worsened. He spent more and more time in bed each day, and his mobility decreased to the point where he could barely walk from his bedroom to the living room. Once he was seated in his recliner, he would gasp for air, the short walk having taxed his limited lung capacity. He stubbornly refused to use the walker my mom obtained for him, saying he “wasn’t about to give up yet.” But despite his protests, the two diseases ravaging his mind and his body were taking their toll.

“There’s people coming in my room at night,” he informed me on one weekend visit. Mom had warned me about his night visitors. I listened intently.

“One guy messes with that flower your momma’s got on the dresser. Another comes over and prays for me. One night there was four little girls sitting on the foot of my bed, with three women standing over them talking to them. I can’t figure it. It just don’t make any sense.”

He spoke matter-of-factly and I paid attention the same way.

“The doctor says I’m hallucinating, but I think I’d know if I were hallucinating.”

The nature of my dad’s hallucinations wasn’t surprising. He loved children and he was a man of prayer. He had also always been amused by the meticulous way my mom had arranged every detail in the house.


“I got up to talk them one night,” he said, “but when I turned on the light, they disappeared. So I figure they must be angels.”

“That’s what it sounds like to me,” I said.

“I just can’t figure why your Momma can’t see them.”

I thought about this for a minute. “Hmm. Maybe only people with Lou Gehrig’s disease can see them,” I said. “Maybe God sends them to people with ALS for prayer and comfort. They must be ALS angels.”

“Must be,” he said smiling, his voice trailing, “but I still can’t figure it. It just don’t make any sense.”

As his energy declined, his mood mellowed considerably. He seemed to be coming out of the anger phase and maybe headed toward the acceptance phase after all. I was glad that with the visits from his angels, his religion seemed to be providing him some comfort.

People from the factory where he’d worked and members of his church visited sometimes. I walked into the middle of a gathering one Sunday after my mom returned from church. An elderly lady said, “Well you sure are good-lookin’! Why aren’t you married yet?”

Wow, I hadn’t gotten that one in a while. It wasn’t like I was in my late twenties anymore, when the question had seemed more appropriate. At the age of thirty-six, obviously there had to be something seriously wrong causing a man to be a bachelor. At my age, people didn’t dare ask why. At least not to the bachelor’s face and especially not in front of his mother.

“I’m just not,” I said smiling. My mom looked about as uncomfortable as I’d ever seen her look.

“Well you know Christie Casper, don’t you?” the woman persisted.

“Yes, I do.” My smile remained frozen.

“Well, she’s gotten married, but she’s got a cousin who’s almost as beautiful as she is who’s single.”

“Is Christie’s brother married?” I asked. I thought my mother was going to fall out of her chair.

“Well…no, he’s not,” the perplexed woman replied.

Hmm. Christie’s brother was my age. Never married. I departed, leaving a roomful of confused—or maybe not so confused—visitors at my parents’ house.


 

Interstate 85 South had become my own personal “trail of tears.” I’d save my crying until the two-hour trip back to the city. I’d think about how sad it was that all of this was happening to my parents and how helpless I felt about not being able to do anything for them.

Our differences in the years past seemed minuscule now. We still never discussed my personal life, or anything remotely gay or gay-related. We avoided talking about taboo topics, such as religion or politics. But that didn’t matter to me anymore. I loved my parents, and they loved me, and now was the time for us all to pull together and be a family. Events had put things in perspective for us.

The only argument occurred when I put a “Kerry–Edwards” bumper sticker on the truck. I debated about this for weeks before doing it. This would really upset my mom, and technically the truck was not mine but belonged to my dad. But I was driving it, and I felt entitled to express my opinion. I could just buy the damn truck from them if it came to that.

“Do me a favor before we go out to eat,” my mom said angrily. “Turn that truck around so I don’t have to look at that bumper sticker you’ve put on that truck!”

I tried to be calm, but I could feel my blood pressure rising. “No, I’m not. I shouldn’t have to hide…”

“Well I just don’t want to have to see…”

“I’m a thirty-six-year-old man. I should be able to…”

“It’s a direct slap in the face to me!” she shouted.

“This has nothing to do with you,” I shouted in response.

And that was it. Just like that, the argument died down and she and I went out for dinner with Grandma. Maybe she understood finally that I had not become a liberal Democrat just to spite her. Hopefully she was on the path to that understanding at least. If she were, there was still hope for other things. Like the fact that I hadn’t chosen to be gay, and that even if I had, it would not have been to rebel against her.

Hello, pot…kettle.

That’s original, I replied to my inner voice. I knew exactly what it was saying to me.


Just because this asshole on the road in front of you has a “W ’04” sticker on his fucking SUV doesn’t mean that he wishes all homos would die.

He might, you never know.

He might, but probably not. It’s not always all about you, remember?

Ah, what a liberating thought! It’s really not about me, is it?

 

“Vote Danny Verdin for South Carolina State Senate,” exhorted the campaign commercial over my truck’s radio as I drove from Georgia into my native Palmetto State.

Holy Shit! I thought. I know that guy. I “googled” the politician’s name on my mom’s computer. Sure enough, there he was, my fellow Bob Jones Academy student. He was an incumbent State Senator seeking reelection. Danny’s sister and I had been classmates and friends for twelve years. Danny had been an Academy senior when I was a freshman and both us had been band officers. He and I had been friends and I had followed in his footsteps by joining the same literary society, Alpha Omega Delta, at Bob Jones University. We were frat brothers.

From the information on his website, Danny was the kind of politician I had grown to despise over the last decade. Republican and very religious, the sort of “red state” resume that makes my “blue state” friends roll their eyes. Danny even had “Sons of Confederate Veterans” listed. My assumption of course was that he is also a homophobic religious bigot.

But I knew Danny. I recalled the times I had visited his family farm for hayrides or when we had both been involved in after-school band officer sessions or concert rehearsals and other extracurricular activities such as student body practice sessions. He had been hot-tempered and impulsive, but in an endearing sort of way. Once I made the mistake of referring to the “Civil War” in front of him. Although my comment was pro-Southern, Danny corrected me.

“It’s not the ‘Civil War’,” he said. “It was the War of Northern Aggression.” I laughed and agreed. Because most Bob Jones students were from the North or the Midwest, on the issue of Southern heritage, Danny Verdin and I had been staunch allies.

He looked the same on his website, just a little older. He still had that same “Opie Taylor” aw-shucks friendly face. I wondered how his sister was doing. Like the Biblical Walls of Jericho, the great wall between my sharply segregated worlds was beginning to come tumbling down.

“I remember his sister,” my mom said after I told her about Danny Verdin, “she seemed like a very sweet girl. Your school-mates are Senators already? You sure are gettin’ old, son!”

Later during that visit my mom warned me, “I’m going to watch Bush’s acceptance speech at the republican convention, just so you know, in case you want to go into the other room.”

“No, I don’t need to go into the other room. Unless you’re going to do cartwheels and lead cheers,” I joked.

“Hmph. I don’t like him that much,” she said.

Amazingly, my mom and I sat there calmly. There were no shouting matches, nothing was thrown across the room and we even had an intelligent conversation about tort reform during the speech. I think we both impressed ourselves. My mother and me, behaving like two adults. God does still perform miracles.

 

Early in the fall my mom and I signed our family up for a walk-a-thon to raise money for the ALS organization that would be helping us as my dad’s condition worsened. The nearest event was in Decatur, Georgia, just east of Atlanta. Although two hours was a bit of a haul for my dad, it would be good for him and my mom to get out of the house and take a trip somewhere. Plus, it would be good for his spirits to see others in his condition in someplace other than a hospital. And I knew my friends would be generous.

“How much do you think we should set as our goal?” my mom asked as I was creating the Web site to use for soliciting donations and raising awareness about the disease.

“How about a thousand dollars?” I proposed.

“A thousand dollars? How many people do you know?” she exclaimed.

Sometimes it frustrated me how my mom never inquired about my personal life. As a result, she had no knowledge about the wonderful quality of the people I had befriended over the previous twelve years. But then again, I had also chosen not to include her and my dad in that life. The choice had been mine to put up these walls as much as it had been hers. I couldn’t blame her because I had decided to keep so many things about myself a secret.

After I glanced at the “to” list of addressees, I said, “Why don’t we make it twenty-five hundred?” and I entered that amount underneath the fund-raising “thermometer” symbol.

“I don’t know about that…” she said, trailing off and shaking her head as she stepped into the kitchen.

Within minutes after sending the e-mail, donations began streaming in. The little thermometer on the site displayed the names of the donors. My aunt, uncle, and cousin donated the largest amounts, but an even greater total was given in smaller contributions from my friends, some of whom I hadn’t seen in a year or more. I’m sure it wasn’t lost on my mom as she checked the site that a few of the donations were from couples identified as Jennifer and Stephanie, or Bill and David.

Within a week we had exceeded our goal. Members of her church and some of the people my dad worked with donated. My mom asked me about one of the donors.

“Who’s this Robert Jones?”

“That’s Bobby.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize he went by…oh well, I guess there’s already a Bob Jones, so that would make sense.”

At this point it occurred to me that as much as I bitched, moaned and whined about Bob Jones University and fundamentalism, look at what I had gotten out of it. A close friendship with this wonderful, amazing, and generous person. I had to admit that with a kid like this, the parents couldn’t be all bad.

“Don’t forget about me,” Melanie said, “and Mother. We’d never have been friends with you if we hadn’t gone there.”

“That’s not true. We met at Tabernacle kindergarten, remember?”

“Oh Lord, don’t remind me about that place. And please don’t remind me that we’re old enough to have been friends for over thirty years!”

 

One morning about seven-thirty, as I was driving to work, my cell phone rang. It was my mom.

Too many times over the last year a call from my mom at an odd hour had meant horrible news. “This is it,” I thought. “The call I’ve been dreading.”

I braced myself for the news I expected to hear. “Hey,” I said.

“Richie,” she began, “have…has Amy called you this morning?”

That was weird. I was stopped at a traffic light about to make a left turn. “No, she hasn’t.”

“Where are you?” she asked, her voice noticeably shaking.

The green turn arrow lit up and I turned the wheel as I answered. “I’m on my way to work.”

“Can you pull over?” she asked.

Fuck. My dad was dead. This was it, I knew it. But wait a minute…why had she asked if Amy had called?

I pulled into the parking lot of a Chinese restaurant. Oh my God! Something horrible has happened to one of Colin and Amy’s girls! That was too much to think about.

“I’ve pulled over, Momma, what is it?”

“I…I don’t think I can…can tell you this,” she was crying now.

The suspense made me angry. “Just tell me what it is!” I said loudly.

She inhaled. “Gary was killed last night in a jet crash. Mrs. Fullerton called Colin and Amy and told them just now.”

I couldn’t breathe. It felt exactly as if something had kicked me in the stomach and knocked the wind out of me. I leaned forward and almost vomited my breakfast.

“Are you okay? I knew you weren’t expecting that…but I didn’t know…”

“I’m going to have to call you back. I’ll call you back in a little bit, okay Momma?” I pressed “end” and closed the phone.

My cell phone then indicated I had messages.

“Hi, Rich,” said a woman’s voice in a thick Scottish accent which I instantly recognized. “This is Norah. Can you give me a call? Okay, Rich?” Gary’s mom sounded like a zombie. The two of them had been as close as any mother and son I knew.

This can’t be happening, I thought. It just can’t be.

The second voicemail was Amy’s. Somehow I had missed them both that morning.


I called Russ to share what had just happened. “You never even got to meet him,” I said. “I wanted you to meet him. He was going to make it to Atlanta next month or September.” That’s when I started crying a little bit. I thanked God more than ever that I had Russ in my life. Someone I could turn to. But I knew my pattern. The heaviest tears would come much later. Right now there was business to take care of. Necessary business that served the dual purpose of distracting me from the pain.

By the time I arrived at my office, Amy, ever the epitome of efficiency, had contacted my secretary, another epitome of efficiency. Amy had informed her that Gary and I had been close friends for seventeen years and that I would need some time off. My secretary had already informed the partners I worked for.

Once again, I was in the right place at the right time and felt someone was watching out for me. Everyone at my new firm was sympathetic and told me to take as much time as I needed to take.

But why wasn’t someone watching out for Gary? In intense pain, I wondered why his time had come up so soon. He loved life as much as anyone I’d ever known. Now his was gone.

Amy filled me in on some of the details. Gary had been wrapping up his two-week reserve commitment. Two F/A-18s had collided over Oregon and Washington’s eastern border the night before.

I called Norah. Her voice sounded like she was still in a state of shock.

“I just saw it on the news,” she said. “They said one of the pilots ejected safely. You don’t suppose they could be mistaken, and Gary got out, do you Rich?”

I choked back the tears that wanted to come rushing out. How desperately I wanted to believe that there had been a mistake. That the Marines in dress blues who had visited Gary’s parents the night before had gotten it all horribly wrong. But I knew better.

So did Norah. “No, I know that if Gary had made it out, he would have called by now.”

I told Norah I would call people who would want to know and that I planned to fly to California the following day. Gary would be buried at the military cemetery at Fort Rosecrans, on the tip of Point Loma in San Diego. Despite the military’s best intentions, I knew all too well from my time as the General’s aide how complicated matters become when federal laws, state officials, shocked military units and grieving families all got involved. There were duties I could carry out here to help prevent a tragic situation from also becoming a logistical or administrative nightmare.

First, I called Brandon. It was only 5:30 a.m. in Los Angeles, but I knew he got up early to go to work. He and Gary had been fond of each other and of course he was shocked to hear the news. I accepted Brandon’s invitation to stay at his place for a couple of nights while I was visiting in LA. I called Hedy. As expected, she was in a complete state of shock. I told her I’d be there in two days.

After calling other mutual friends, there was one person I knew would want to know about this. By calling information, I obtained the home phone number of Tami, Gary’s high school and college girlfriend, the friend who had flown out to Camp Pendleton twice to play the role of my “beard” eleven years earlier. Tami was married now with two kids but her devotion to Gary had been intense. I had spoken to her only a couple of times in ten years but I had to call her now.

Fortunately Tami wasn’t there, but her mother was at the house, babysitting. Tami’s mom and I had met on many occasions when we had been in college and I had a tremendous amount of admiration for her. She was stunned by the news but said she would inform Tami in a half hour or so.

The trip to California was surreal. Coincidentally, the day of Gary’s burial was also the Friday of Gay and Lesbian Pride weekend. I tried to visit as many friends as possible, but it’s difficult to be around people when you and they are in opposite moods. I had hoped the festivities would take my mind off of the tragedy, but my mind insisted on grieving, and, if I had learned nothing else over the past years, it was that when my mind needed to experience a genuine emotion, the best I could do was let it.

Tami decided to fly out for the funeral, along with a half dozen of our old gang from Clemson, including Colin and Donnie. Seeing all these guys, so many years later, in Pacific Beach and on Point Loma was a visual demolition of the barriers I had carefully constructed between my worlds. Gary had been one of the few people who I had allowed to cross those barriers, and now all these other people were doing it. On many levels, the whole experience was extreme emotional overload.

But it was all very real. Too real. The pain was so intense. I feared to guess how much worse it would have been without the antidepressant medication I was taking. The meds didn’t stop the pain; they just put a floor under it. I was still feeling it, big time.

At the visitation the evening before the burial, Tami said to Norah, “He was my first love. I will never forget that. What I learned from the years I spent with him is what has allowed me to become a loving wife and mother now.”

Norah hugged Tami then turned to greet other visitors. Tami leaned over and whispered to me, “And I know you loved him as much as I did.”

Tears welled up faster than I could wipe them away. “You don’t know how good it feels to hear someone acknowledge that.”

I arrived at the cemetery an hour before the service was scheduled to begin. Point Loma is a long, narrow peninsula that juts southward to the west of San Diego. The tip of the peninsula, where the Fort Rosecrans military burial site is, forms the natural barrier protecting the harbor and the city from the onslaught of whatever forces lurk out over the Pacific. The grave plots, with their little headstones, are aligned across the rolling hilltops overlooking both the city and the bay on one side, and the Pacific Ocean on the other. They form perfect rows and columns of white against the beautiful green landscape. It’s as if these veterans continued to watch over the country from the southwest corner of the forty-eight contiguous states.

It was ironic, but when Matt Mahurin, the photographer for the New York Times Magazine, had photographed me for the cover six years ago, one of the first places I brought him was to the Cabrillo National Monument at the end of the Point Loma. The scenic views from Cabrillo are spectacular, but the views of the Pacific and of San Diego had not impressed Matt nearly as much as the presence of this military cemetery.

I had never paid much attention to the military cemetery, deliberately avoiding the unpleasant topic of death. Matt, however, with his photographer’s eye, had recognized the mystical beauty of the spot and took a few photographs of me there. I was merely an unrecognizable shadow against the vivid image of the grave plots. Ultimately the Times art department decided not to use any of those photographs because the image muddied the theme of the story. Even then, I hadn’t been certain of what message the captivating-yet-eerie image conveyed.

Now I understood it perfectly well.

Jennifer Egan’s article had portrayed an image of me and the others in the story as men and women forced into lives of loneliness, isolation and secrecy by the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. The photographs that were chosen for inclusion in the story drove home that idea.

The photographs of me in the cemetery carried the opposite message. No matter what discriminatory laws we pass, in the end, death is the final equalizer. Death scoffs at our vain attempts to sort by class. Gay men and women have died in combat, serving their country just like straight men and women have. And as long as we send people off to fight, it will always be that way.

I walked down to the lower part of the slope overlooking San Diego. It was now eleven a.m. and the marine layer was still present forming a stringy grayish-white mist between the city and sun. There was a small tree near the road that wound through the cemetery. I sat on some steps underneath the tree and began to feel the full impact of what was about to happen.

My tears flowed freely now. I cursed for the lost opportunities, for not doing whatever had been required to spend more time with this man. I recalled my childhood prayer, asking God for a friend to share life with. Someone to watch musicals with, to run with, to tell me when I was out of line. God had answered that prayer many times over. I had asked for a friend who would always be there for me, who would understand me, who would help relieve the intense feelings of loneliness I felt even at the age of nine.

Gary had been my first true friend after my devastating expulsion from Bob Jones University. After him, I was able to rebuild a life. God had been so good in answering that prayer that I had taken it for granted that these friends would always be there.

The mist lifted and the sun broke through just as the service began. The funeral director was running behind because there had been so many flowers, he needed an extra van to carry them all to the site. Resorting to my officer days, I approached a Marine.

“Staff Sergeant, do you think you can get a working party over here to help the director get these flower arrangements in place before the family gets here?”

“Yes, sir!” The Staff Sergeant called to some of the members of Gary’s squadron and within five minutes the flowers were in place, just in time for the cars with the Fullerton family to arrive.

The Marines brought the casket to the front. I couldn’t believe my friend was in there. I expected that any minute he would appear, to tell us that while everything looked good, it would be better if we just practiced a little more and worked a little harder. And of course we should have fun while we were doing it. But there was nothing fun about this. This was the hardest thing I had ever gone through. I couldn’t even imagine what it felt like for Norah, Graham or Gary’s brothers.

In a way, I was fortunate. Gay men who were thirty-six years old ten years earlier had no doubt attended countless funerals for their friends. Many of them attended those funerals wondering if they would be next. Thanks to science and medicine, none of the dozens of gay men close to me had died from AIDS-related causes.

I thought of Alan, who had taken his own life almost five years earlier now, and even myself. AIDS was still a problem, but so was suicide. Then there was slow suicide, by addiction, with crystal meth and GHB overdoses claiming more and more lives. And of course, there would always be accidents. Stupid, awful, freak accidents. All it took was a second, an error and countless lives were forever changed.

The service was definitely a Marine Corps ceremony and Gary would have been proud. Despite the misgivings he had had about the Corps toward the end causing him to resign his active duty commission, he had always been a Marine first. A friend delivered the eulogy in dress blues and most of the Marines attending wore the same uniform. He told story after story of Gary demonstrating his toughness, showing off his bravado. I had known that side of Gary first, and had almost been turned off by it completely. But then I had seen a different side of Gary, the sensitive and loyal friend, who, even if he hadn’t approved, had understood and accepted his crazy gay Marine porn star friend.

Thoughts raced through my mind as I studied the crowd of Marines. No doubt some of them knew about my past. Before, I had been nervous being around Gary’s Marine friends because when The Advocate had outed me, the story had been e-mailed around the Marine Corps. Maybe it was pure vanity and no one knew of my controversial past, but today it all seemed so pointless. In the big scheme of things, when your body is in the box, so many things won’t really seem to matter all that much. All you can leave behind is the love you demonstrated to your family and friends, the type of genuine love that only shows itself by action and not just talking about it. Looking around the crowd, Gary had left a lot of that behind.

The Marines folded the American flag that had been resting on the top of Gary’s casket into a neat triangle and presented it to Norah and Graham. As the bugler played taps, four F/A-18s came roaring across the sky from over the city in a perfect “missing man” formation. They broke away as they flew out over the ocean. Gary would have been so proud at this moment, and somewhere I have to believe he approved and was deeply honored by the way we tried our best to show how much we loved and respected him.

It was at this moment, with the chills still racing up and down my spine from hearing “Taps” and seeing the F/A-18s, and the tears flooding my face when I realized that, at long last, the demons of fundamentalism were gone from my mind forever. If Bob Jones were right, Gary’s soul was burning in hell right now. Nothing could be more false. Bob Jones was wrong. I still had no definitive idea what was “right” but I knew it wasn’t my former religious masters. I felt a final bit of weight rise from my shoulders and smiled. Gary had given me a priceless gift from the grave—total freedom from the internal tyranny of fundamentalist dogma.

Most of the crowd met at the officers’ club at the Miramar air station later that afternoon. I joined them for a little while, but alcohol was not an option for me. Several people said that if there were ever a time to drink, this was it, and I knew they were right. For people who don’t normally drink too much, it’s a perfect way to get through a day like this. For me, though, there was never a time to drink. I had to feel the total impact of this pain.

There was a spot on the Silver Strand, just below the beach where the Navy SEALs train on Coronado Island that I knew would be deserted. The spot was just a few hundred yards south of where Gary had gotten engaged less than five years before. He had sounded so proud and happy that night!

It was dark and I drove to that part of the beach specifically to be alone. This was the sharpest pain I had ever felt but now wasn’t the time for reaching out. I had to feel this. This was real; this was life. I couldn’t let anything or anyone numb it. I lay on the beach and wailed and moaned and wept until there weren’t any tears. After a period of time I was completely exhausted. It was dark, but I looked to the right across the bay and sensed I was staring directly at Gary’s grave off in the distance.

Gary was given one of the last burial plots in the cemetery. Tami and I had visited it just before leaving the ceremony earlier that day. Immediately to the left of his plot was the final resting place of an enlisted Marine, a corporal who had recently been killed in Iraq.

Gary would have liked the fact that the person next to him was an enlisted Marine.

Gary had been egalitarian to the extreme. Although he had been proud to be an officer of Marines, neither he nor I had bought into the bizarre concept that an officer should be respected just because he was an officer. Respect had to be earned and it was earned by treating everyone with fairness, dignity, and respect, no matter what their rank. That was how Gary had lived his life and how he had conducted himself professionally as an officer of Marines.

That was how he had treated me, even after I came out to him.

As I drove away from the beach that night, I recalled the stories I had heard people tell over the last few days. Everyone I spoke to said that because they had known Gary, they were better people. They were better friends, better Marines, better spouses, and generally better human beings in many other ways. They left the cemetery that day and would carry the things they had learned from Gary with them and share those same things with the people they came in contact with. Gary’s spirit would live on and on that way.

That was the real lesson I learned from my friend. We’re all connected. There was no need to feel isolated, rejected, excluded, or lonely. Gary had taught me that. Regardless of the differences I had with my family, with my co-workers or with anyone, and regardless of the things in our pasts, I could still be instrumental in their lives.

We are all connected.









EPILOGUE



When I started writing this book, I expected it to be a story about me. I honestly did. About the feelings of loneliness, isolation and exclusion that had haunted me my whole life. It was an attempt to discover why and how these feelings had driven me to do crazy things like rejecting my family, doing porn, hiding my real self and feelings from my friends, abusing drugs, and attempting suicide.

Instead, it turned out to be a story about many, many people. It’s the story of every gay or lesbian in the military who thinks they are the only one like them. It’s the story of people who feel inner rage at oppression, and who decide to act out in ways that may be unhealthy or risky. It’s the story of anyone who has ever been sucked into drug and alcohol abuse by the promise of euphoric “togetherness,” only to find they are lonelier and more isolated than before. It’s the story of any child who has ever been forced to grow up according to someone else’s dogma, with the ultimate threat of eternal damnation hanging over their every move.

It’s also the story about my family. No matter how wacky and dysfunctional they might seem to me, they’re still my family and we love each other. We have to. I’m sure I seem wacky and dysfunctional to them. But now that doesn’t seem so important. Only love does.


Most of all it turned out to be a story about my friends, about this group of guys and how we all stuck together, and how we always tried to be there for each other.

Because in the end, that’s all that really matters.
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