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			To Amy Levin,

			whose love, support, companionship, and dental coverage have shown me why marriage is worth fighting for
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			Introduction

			
			

			A President Decides

			On April 8, 1996, White House counsel Jack Quinn prepared what was known to presidential staffers as a “decision memo” and sent it to the Oval Office. The Advocate, the leading newsmagazine for gay America, was planning to report that the Justice Department had begun to explore changes to immigration and tax laws that would place gay couples on the same footing as straight ones. The magazine “would like to include a statement of your position” on gay marriage, Quinn explained to the president. The communications staff was unsure how to answer.

			Others were asking similar questions. Marsha Scott, whom Bill Clinton had appointed the previous June as the first-ever full-time presidential liaison to the gay community, had been pressed for her views on “same-gender marriage” while meeting with gay activists in Boston two weeks earlier. She had stumbled through a noncommittal response, saying it was important to “ensure that those of you in these loving, long-term and committed relationships can enjoy all the same benefits” as opposite-sex couples, but “whether marriage is the vehicle to make those changes is something we are looking at.” Earlier that winter, a different writer from The Advocate, visiting the White House as part of a feature on Clinton’s troubled relationship with his gay base over the course of his first term in office, asked Scott how the marriage issue could figure in the reelection campaign. “We must not allow the far right to use this as a wedge between friends,” Scott cautioned. “We must keep focused on our final goal.”

			Scott had been forced to dissemble in part because Clinton’s position wasn’t entirely clear to anyone who spoke on his behalf. The president’s longest documented public comment on the subject was a single sentence, in October 1992, when the Democratic presidential nominee was asked as part of a written interview with Reader’s Digest whether he agreed that “homosexual couples should have the right to get married.” “I’ve taken a very strong stand against any discrimination against gays and lesbians,” the then governor of Arkansas responded, “but I don’t favor a law to legalize marriages.”

			
			Even when Clinton offered that answer, it seemed to evade the essence of the issue. No state lawmaker, let alone a member of Congress, had ever proposed drafting a law to legalize same-sex marriage. A citizen’s right to one was far more likely to be asserted by a court’s interpretation of existing law than by a legislature’s passage of a new statute. In 1992, the narrowness of Clinton’s answer hadn’t mattered; the Reader’s Digest interview passed with barely any notice by other media or interest groups. But Quinn, now the president’s lawyer, recognized the ways in which the answer was insufficient to the current moment, and he knew he couldn’t afford to have government officials improvising every time they were asked for his client’s position on such a potentially contentious topic.

			When the Advocate request made its way to him, Quinn decided that the issue merited its own set of “talking points,” a summary of the White House’s perspective that could serve as a point of internal reference within the administration. His solution was for Clinton to say he does “not personally support same-sex marriages” but also that he believed the matter was best left to “state and local governments, as well as the private sector, to consider issues like these involving community values and matters of conscience.” With Scott’s help, Quinn attempted to frame that ambivalence in terms that reflected a Clintonian theory of politics. “The challenge in addressing these issues is how to remain sensitive to the traditional values of our communities while preserving the fundamental right to live free from unjustified discrimination,” he wrote.

			Quinn assembled his three curt paragraphs into a one-page memo and sent it to the Oval Office for a decision. The president was given three options: Agree, Disagree, or Discuss.

			

			—

			In 1973, as Clinton was preparing for his first campaign for office in Arkansas, the prosecuting attorney for the state’s sixth judicial district was unexpectedly asked by the clerk of Pulaski County, which includes Little Rock, whether same-sex couples were entitled to marriage licenses. “Please be advised that the law on this question is still evolving, and there is no settled rule,” Lee Munson responded. “We feel the Arkansas Supreme Court would hold against the proposition, but the United States Supreme Court may hold for it.”

			
			Same-sex marriage landed in American politics without a natural ideological template. To the extent that politicians ever spoke about the topic, it was as reductio ad absurdum. “Homosexual marriage licenses” featured prominently in the apocalyptic warnings of Phyllis Schlafly, the conservative activist who beginning in the early 1970s marshaled opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment then moving toward ratification. Schlafly argued that forbidding lawmakers to acknowledge distinctions between the sexes would abolish a range of gender-specific roles, including husband and wife. “Militant homosexuals from all over America have made the ERA issue a hot priority. Why?” asked Schlafly’s Eagle Forum in a newspaper ad. “To be able finally to get homosexual marriage licenses, to adopt children and raise them to emulate their homosexual ‘parents,’ and to obtain pension and medical benefits for odd-couple ‘spouses.’ ”

			In a 1980 congressional subcommittee hearing, a Republican staff lawyer made a similar charge about a bill that would have made it illegal to consider sexual orientation in hiring and firing decisions. Could bill supporter Art Agnos, counsel Jim Stephens pressed, “make a distinction between prohibiting discrimination in the workplace, on the one hand, and continuing, on the other hand, the historic prohibition against homosexual marriage”?

			The few politicians who invoked the menace of gay marriage conceded that the scenario was so farfetched that they had to do so sheepishly. “The idea that this law would legalize sexual activities between persons of the same sex or the marriage of persons of the same sex did not originate with me,” Sam J. Ervin Jr., the ERA’s most vocal Senate opponent, said in 1972. Twelve years later, another chairman of the Senate’s Constitution Subcommittee convened a hearing to probe that very notion, and shared Ervin’s self-consciousness about the conjecture. “Proponents of the ERA have made great fun of critics who have stated that the ERA would render unconstitutional State laws against homosexual marriages,” Utah senator Orrin Hatch acknowledged before the subcommittee.

			“Asking whether the ERA mandates recognition of same-sex marriages is indeed the wrong question,” Raymond Marcin of Catholic University School of Law reassured Hatch as he opened his testimony in that 1984 hearing. But, Marcin went on, “it is sometimes necessary to think through the wrong question in order to arrive at the right question.”

			Even as, in the early 1990s, legal recognition of gay families penetrated the realm of the legally plausible, conservatives rarely found themselves debating the thing itself. For them, gay marriage was a benchmark, a measure of how far the culture might slide down a slippery slope toward moral relativism.

			
			“I’m not sure what you mean by gay rights,” Vice President Dan Quayle told a reporter from the New York Times aboard his campaign plane while seeking reelection in 1992. “If you’re saying we’re going to give moral equivalence to a heterosexual marriage between a man and woman and a gay marriage where you have a marriage between those of the same sex, yes, we do not recognize the moral equivalence. And I’m sure the gay rights activists will not allow Bill Clinton to say that there isn’t moral equivalence.”

			President George H. W. Bush had been asked about same-sex marriage for the first time as president a few months earlier, by evangelical leaders intending to test his conservative mettle. Bush’s response was tentative and tellingly unrehearsed: “I think I would be opposed to that.”

			When he announced his challenge to Bush, Clinton’s own views on gay rights were largely a mystery. The head of the Arkansas Gay and Lesbian Task Force told national journalists who inquired about his governor’s record that “in this state, he has never said the words ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian,’ and every time we have approached the Governor’s Office, we have been rebuffed.” Clinton was more solicitous to their opponents. His wife, Hillary Rodham Clinton, wrote to a retired Navy veteran in North Little Rock in October 1990 that “both Bill and I agree with you that public schools should not promote homosexuality as a life-style and I assure you that no such thing is being or will be done in Arkansas.”

			A year later, both Clintons would arrive at the Beverly Hills home of Scott Hitt, a prominent AIDS doctor, for their first sustained interrogation on the national gay-rights agenda. A circle of Hitt’s peers in Los Angeles had formed Access Now for Gay and Lesbian Equality, effectively designating themselves gatekeepers to the region’s gay political money. To them, the Arkansan was a cipher, particularly when compared to the United States senators and California governor also seeking the presidency. “You have no public record to speak of and I can’t ask friends in the community to support you without their knowing where you stand,” one of the organizers, David Mixner, warned Clinton beforehand.

			Before sitting down to lunch, attendees gathered around a fireplace and implored Clinton to take seriously the priorities of the gay community. Several attendees talked about their personal experiences with HIV and AIDS, others about standing restrictions on federal jobs available to gays and lesbians. Clinton charmed many with his unexpected ease around them and his empathy in a conversation that veered from politics to death and back again.

			
			Throughout the multihour session, Clinton was never asked about his position on gay marriage, according to several attendees. The following spring, as Clinton was moving toward his party’s nomination, a number of those who had participated in the ANGLE interview helped organize what would become the largest fundraising event ever for a presidential candidate seeking gay money, at Hollywood’s Palace Theatre. The legal status of gay couples was not mentioned there, either.

			“It would have been quite amazing had it come up,” says Roberta Bennett, a lawyer who served as cochair of the Hollywood fundraiser. “No one was talking about marriage then—it was long before the issue even became an issue.”

			They were not alone being either disinterested in, or willfully oblivious to, the idea that gay people might want to wed. The only national organization that had formally attached itself to the cause, the American Civil Liberties Union, had done so almost by accident. A vote of its national board, in October 1986, in favor of a resolution endorsing “recognition of gay and lesbian marriage” as “imperative for the complete legal equality of lesbians and gay men” passed with little notice and without impact on the ACLU’s activities. It would be nearly two decades before the otherwise litigious organization would see through a lawsuit demanding marriage rights for same-sex couples. In the meantime, its state affiliates and national gay-rights projects turned away, or simply ignored, would-be plaintiffs seeking its help.

			Clinton became the first presidential candidate ever endorsed by the Human Rights Campaign Fund, then emerging as the country’s dominant gay political action committee. The voter guide that the group distributed to its members during that primary season (titled “1992 Presidential Candidates: Where do they stand on our issues?”) tracked policy positions on eight different policy questions, none of which touched on the recognition of same-sex couples or families.

			

			—

			
			Historians have located evidence of same-sex couples cohabitating in mutually dependent relationships for millennia, across every known society, in a bewildering array of configurations. In nineteenth-century New England, platonic female friends quietly paired off in what were called “Boston marriages”; in 1920s Harlem, same-sex couples participated in sprawling ceremonies that mimicked straight weddings, even masculinizing or feminizing one of the participants’ names in the hopes of passing muster with government clerks. Acknowledgments of long-term same-sex relationships appear across the published words of Cicero, Walt Whitman, and William Wordsworth, the last of whom described two friends as

			
			Sisters in love, a love allowed to climb

				Ev’n on this earth above the reach of time.

			

			Yet even as many gay couples formed lasting bonds, few ever defined the gesture in political terms. Even those who preferred assimilation to liberation in other areas cast marriage as ridiculous. “Who would like to hear about some ‘gay’ marriage that has broken up and all the problems of some ‘queen,’ ” future San Francisco politician Harvey Milk wrote to a friend in 1961, shortly after ending a five-year relationship.

			Indeed, through much of the twentieth century’s second half, discussions of same-sex marriages served only to plumb the limits of the gay-rights fantasy. “Imagine that the year were 2053 and homosexuality were accepted to the point of being of no importance,” the self-described “homophilic” magazine ONE conjectured just after its August 1953 launch. “Now, is the deviate allowed to continue his pursuit of physical happiness without restraint as he attempts to do today? Or is he, in this Utopia, subject to marriage laws?”

			Beyond gay culture, too, gay marriage existed primarily as a part of intellectual exercise. In the 1972 documentary film Future Shock, based on Alvin Toffler’s book of that name, a gay wedding is staged purely for dystopian purposes. The ceremony—two men in white tuxedos exchanging rings at a minister’s instruction—is presented between images of communal living (including group marriages) and an end to university education, a procession of the possible consequences of rapid technological change. “Our children, will we save them from future shock? Or are they destined to suffer the same illness that rocks today’s society?” the film’s cigar-smoking narrator, Orson Welles, intones between images. “The choices we make will determine the nature of their world—there is still time.”

			On the rare occasions when gays and lesbians embraced that nuptial iconography, marriage was a kind of performance. The day before the second National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights in 1987—the movement’s largest gathering to date—two thousand couples massed outside the Internal Revenue Service to participate in an event called the Wedding. Yet during her remarks, Dina Bachelor, a new-age minister and self-described “transpersonal counselor and hypnotherapist” who led the service, never mentioned the words marriage, bride, groom, husband, wife, or spouse. When pushed, an organizer insisted that the nonsectarian ceremony should not be in any way considered a demand for recognition of same-sex unions. “It’s going to be a political demonstration of equal rights,” explained Carey Junkin of Couples, Inc. “The wedding is just a media handle.”

			
			At that time, to the extent that any American confronted “gay marriage” as an existing institution—or those words near each other in a mainstream newspaper headline—it characterized relationships that were decaying rather than being enshrined. “They had been married 10 years when Al told Jane he was a homosexual,” the Milwaukee Journal began a 1984 series, “Gays and Marriage.” “Now, seven years later, the two cling to a marriage they both admit is a shambles.” When The Advocate put the words “Choosing to Marry” in a 1981 headline, it described the dilemma of closeted homosexuals trapped in heterosexual couplings. “This secret double life comprises the major, unwritten chunk of gay history,” the magazine concluded. The Men and Wife newsletter, which served the world of what The Advocate called “mixed-orientation marriages,” even ran a story titled “Marriage Made Me Gay.”

			Among gays and lesbians in the 1970s, marriage was an issue for mavericks. In the 1980s, it became one for theorists. Only in the 1990s did it become one for activists committed to plotting social and political change. Even then, they found little money or backing from the increasingly organized gay establishment. Not a single major gay-rights group formally embraced marriage rights for its core constituency until a state supreme court had given its unexpected blessing to the cause. If anyone in the United States had been forced to articulate a coherent argument against same-sex marriage, it was the small circle of lawyers and legal academics who participated in the confidential meetings of the Lesbian and Gay Litigators’ Roundtable starting in the mid-1980s. Even before the questions about strategy and timing, they faced a more paralyzing disagreement: Would winning marriage rights for gays and lesbians push their movement forward or set it back?

			Movement organizations found agreement on priorities farther down a hierarchy of needs: making sure it would be legal for gay people to have sex with one another, and illegal for others to deny them jobs or leases based upon that activity. When gay activists won the attention of city or state lawmakers, they usually worked first to pass provisions that named sexual orientation among the identity categories—alongside race, religion, age, and gender—consecrated in nondiscrimination statutes. Such explicit protection opened up new channels for litigation, by forcing those accused of discrimination to justify the exclusion.

			
			Fractured as it was by ideological disputes and divisions along lines of class, gender, and race and ethnicity, the gay-rights movement was united in viewing marriage as a low priority. “One would think that in a movement demanding acceptance for this group, legalized marriage would be one of its primary issues,” ONE wrote in its August 1953 cover story, the first serious consideration of the issue in the nascent gay press. “What a logical and convincing means of assuring society that they are sincere in wanting respect and dignity!”

			Yet that logic failed to take hold. Instead, those who broached the question were often told that winning the right for gays to marry—exalting an ideal of mainstream domesticity at the expense of all other types of intimate relations—would undermine the generation-long struggle for gay liberation. “Why didn’t you guys fight for the right to get married instead of the right to legitimize promiscuity?” playwright Larry Kramer pushed back at fellow AIDS activists, via an onstage alter ego in his 1985 play The Normal Heart. (The character, writer and activist Ned Weeks, exchanges wedding vows with a lover as he loses him to AIDS.) Merely fighting for it would jeopardize more accessible civil-rights gains in other areas, around which gay activists and their political allies had found consensus. Those who persisted in prioritizing marriage rights were seen as at once both political radicals and ideological reactionaries.

			Marriage simply was not a matter of public debate. (Media coverage and criticism of The Normal Heart’s stage debut did not even register the deathbed wedding as a political provocation.) Those pursuing gay marriage approached the issue on two separate tracks: the fitful efforts by individuals fighting for their own interests—and usually running, all too quickly, up against local authorities and the absence of a legal strategy for getting past them—and legal thinkers whose arguments never graduated beyond the threshold of abstraction.

			

			—

			
			That changed in Hawaii. A crucial legal process set in motion there in December 1990—ultimately leading two and a half years later to the first-ever court decision to validate a claim for same-sex marriage—began to align individual aspirations with tools of civil-rights law.

			That action happened to coincide with the start of an unexpectedly placid decade in American political life. The Cold War was about to end, and conflict with Islamist terrorism had yet to replace it as the overarching obsession of the American worldview. Agreement on the core tenets of neoliberal economics was taking hold, layered with conservative doubts about the boldest ambitions of the welfare state. The grandest civil-rights projects—around race, gender, and disability—had been settled, at least as a matter of principle and major legislative action. The result was a decade of relative peace and prosperity, and a lull in high-stakes political conflict.

			Ideological détente turned out to be good for social-movement entrepreneurs. Into the breach surged two ascendant movements of the 1980s—one for gay equality and one for traditionalist Christianity—that had spent much of that decade working to win the respect of their putative ideological allies on left and right, respectively. With the biggest questions of economic and national-security policy at least temporarily settled, both parties were increasingly in thrall to their logic of identity politics. Marriage was the issue that would set the gay-equality and traditional-Christianity movements on trajectories to collide. Not until opponents feared the threat of gay marriage, and took steps to forestall its potential, did most gay-rights leaders find it worth fighting for. “Because they say we can’t do it, it makes us want to do it all the more,” said National Gay and Lesbian Task Force director Virginia Apuzzo.

			Across the void of the issue-less 1990s, the centrifugal force of cultural conflict pulled gay marriage from the nebulous margins of American life to its red-hot center.

			

			—

			On May 7, 1996, one month after Quinn sent his memo, Clinton was faced with a decision on gay marriage that he could not ignore. A handful of House Republicans were introducing a bill they called the Defense of Marriage Act; Senate colleagues would follow with their own, identical version the next day. The bill was brief, but it exposed the inadequacy of Clinton’s nearly four-year-old response to Reader’s Digest. If it passed Congress, the president would encounter not a bill to legalize gay marriages, but one that would limit them with every power that legislators believed was at their disposal. Deftly balancing paeans to the traditional family with respect for gay rights, as Quinn had proposed in his talking points, was no longer an option.

			
			Clinton should oppose the Defense of Marriage Act, argued Marsha Scott and her deputy, Richard Socarides. The president could continue to insist that he, too, opposed same-sex marriages on principle, but needed to recognize that singling them out for special legal treatment was “fundamentally unfair,” they wrote in a May 10 memo to presidential adviser Harold Ickes. “Our support for the bill would be taken by many in the gay communities as an expression by the President of deep ceded [sic] bias against gay people,” Scott and Socarides wrote, “and as caving in to Republican scapegoating as gays.”

			Among those responsible for Clinton’s campaign that November, the political calculus around the Defense of Marriage Act was self-evident. While gay activists were an important source of money and energy for Democratic candidates, they didn’t control many votes. Gay voters tended to be clustered in states that Clinton would win easily already—and besides, would gay voters ever abandon him en masse for a Republican? The few pollsters who had ever thought to ask about same-sex marriages had found lopsided national majorities opposed. Taking the other side would be a direct route for Clinton out of the American mainstream. By the time the president convened a strategy session to plot his response, his advisers understood that he saw two bad options before him. He could either sign on to a position he thought his opponents had demagogically manufactured to vex him in an election year—or nobly attach himself to an unpopular cause advanced by a marginal interest group.

			“Get on record as favoring the principle,” strategist Dick Morris told Clinton. A frequent consultant to Republicans as well as Democrats, Morris championed what he called Clinton’s “values agenda,” a series of ornamental initiatives designed to dominate election-year policymaking. Nearly all of Morris’s recommendations added up to a basic theory of centrist politics: deny your opponents the ability to caricature you as a liberal, while dismissing them as the ideological outliers. “Now the Republicans have a bill we can sign,” Morris counseled the president. “But if we wait to back it, they’ll probably tack all sorts of anti-gay amendments onto it that you’ll find difficult to sign.”

			Adviser George Stephanopoulos urged patience, as rushing to embrace the Defense of Marriage Act would unnecessarily antagonize Clinton’s liberal supporters. Avoid committing to a position right away, he told the president, and wait to see how both the legal and political dynamics play out on Capitol Hill. “I think we can work it out,” Stephanopoulos said, “but we need some time to smooth it out.”

			
			“Well, I get a vote, don’t I? I mean I’m the president, so I get a vote, don’t I? Don’t I?” Clinton exclaimed, according to Morris’s recollection. “Well, my vote says I’m going to sign that bill, and I want to announce it right away so there’s no confusion about my position.”

			Clinton’s circle had seen an issue materialize, seemingly from nowhere. Perhaps if they refused to engage opponents on their terms, it could just as easily wither from neglect. “They thought it would head off the bill, it would fizzle if the president says he’ll sign it,” says Socarides. “The strategy was to say: no problem here, keep moving, nothing to look at here.”

			

			—

			There wasn’t anything to look at, and then there was, and then it was hard to look at anything else. Over the course of a few months in 1996, gay marriage transmogrified from a thought experiment on which few Americans had ever had reason to formulate a position into a subject that no one in political life could escape.

			As is often the case in American politics, each side imputed more strategy to the opposition than either was capable of. Those on the right assumed gay-rights advocates had intentionally conceived a multiyear lawsuit in Hawaii as a back door to the mainland, using the Constitution’s full-faith-and-credit clause to compel the nation as a whole to adopt a local court’s liberal reinterpretation of marriage. The same gay-rights advocates who laughed at such a claim nonetheless believed that the Defense of Marriage Act had been concocted by Republican Party officials as, in the words of Human Rights Campaign executive director Elizabeth Birch, “a ploy by the floundering Dole for President campaign to drive a wedge between the gay community and President Clinton.”

			It was not until the following decade that either side developed anything that could properly be considered a national strategy, or worthy of the specific paranoias of their opponents. Once Vermont created civil unions in 2000, bestowing upon same-sex couples every equity except the word marriage, both sides realized a battle would be inevitable and ongoing. Only at that point did the infrastructure of the perpetual campaign—single-issue groups, multiyear plans, purpose-built tactics—emerge to scaffold the intense debate.

			
			The first efforts to professionalize the politics around gay marriage, starting in the mid-1990s, were secretly cultivated in dueling power centers of the Mountain West. Within the gay community, a galaxy of covert donors orbiting around Denver software millionaire Tim Gill remade the gay-rights movement in their own image, ideologically conservative and strategically radical. Five hundred miles away, in Salt Lake City, they found their match in a yet-more-clandestine cadre of officials at the Church of Latter-day Saints, whose well-funded political operations were—at least in the context of its own traditionalist movement—strategically conservative and ideologically radical.

			Before 1996, gay marriage’s rise to prominence was driven by smaller-scale factors: principle, hubris, rivalry, opportunism, individual initiative, and institutional incentive. It was not only the major historical shifts of the 1990s that created opportunity for outsider movements and lone political entrepreneurs, but minor serendipities, many of them recognizable only in retrospect. In fact, without a series of coincident actuarial quirks one-fifth of the way around the globe from Washington—including an unexpected death and the arrival of a seventieth birthday—no president might have had to contend with the thorny question of same-sex marriage for decades more.

			The notion of an issue thrust on the power centers of American government from its periphery via shortsighted machinations and fortuitous timing was so foreign to the political class that its members lacked a language to describe it. Clinton’s first public statement—“This has always been my position on gay marriage,” he would eventually say at a May press conference two weeks after the bill was unveiled—gave a misleading impression that it had been a perennial concern throughout his career. Bill Clinton hadn’t always had a position on gay marriage any more than he had always had positions on bailing out the Mexican peso or going to war in Bosnia.

			The Engagement is the story of the birth and life of an issue. It is the tale of those on both sides who conspired to invent, elevate, and war over a change in policy, and the country transformed along with that debate. In a quarter century, gay marriage went from being a test of the moral and political imagination to settled policy in fifty states and a simple, even banal, fact of everyday life. Many younger Americans today have difficulty understanding what the conflict was all about.

			Pollsters regularly observe that they have never seen public opinion on a single issue move as dramatically and swiftly as it has on same-sex marriage. At the time Bill Clinton pondered the politics of the Defense of Marriage Act, barely one-quarter of Americans said they supported the rights of gays and lesbians to marry. Over the next fifteen years the number of those who embraced what the gay-rights movement has successfully branded “marriage equality” would nearly double—an unimaginable shift in attitudes thought to be set deeply in the everlasting values of religion, family, and tradition.

			
			The speed with which Americans became invested in the issue is a prime example of what the political scientist E. E. Schattschneider called “the tremendous contagiousness of conflict.” What had begun as a jostle for primacy among Honolulu activists for control of a single event-planning committee expanded—through both strategy and happenstance—to ensnare interest groups, state governments, religious denominations, national political parties, and even the presidency. “So great is the change in the nature of any conflict likely to be as a consequence of the widening involvement of people in it that the original participants are apt to lose control of the conflict altogether,” Schattschneider observed in his 1960 work The Semisovereign People. “A host of new considerations and complications are introduced, and a multitude of new resources for a resolution of conflict becomes available; solutions inconceivable at a lower level may be worked out at a higher level.”

			Barack Obama’s announcement in the spring of 2012 that he was among those who had undergone an “evolution” ensured that his would be the third consecutive White House to have its bid for a second term molded by its handling of gay marriage. In 1996, Bill Clinton had the Defense of Marriage Act shoved at him and embraced it apologetically, aware there was only one place where a mainstream politician could afford to land on the issue. Midway through the presidency of his successor, George W. Bush, Massachusetts became the first state to authorize same-sex marriages. Bush found political advantage by recasting the matter as a three-sided issue, championing a Federal Marriage Amendment to the constitution, which he knew his Democratic opponent couldn’t possibly support. (The amendment would have precluded states from recognizing a right under their own constitutions for gay couples to marry.)

			Eight years later, Obama swung fully in the opposite direction, first by ordering his Justice Department to treat the Defense of Marriage Act as unconstitutional and cease defending the law in court. Then he went further, saying that he believed states should be free to marry gay couples, a position no serious candidate for president had ever before been willing to espouse. (As a senator seeking the presidency, Obama backed civil unions for gay couples but not marriage.) By then, the physics of the issue had been so upended that critics accused him of having adopted the stance to win votes.

			
			Like his two predecessors, Obama’s machinations were shaped by both personal principle and political expediency. The explanation for his shift acknowledged how otherwise nimble politicians struggled to catch up with a country that had changed around them in ways they couldn’t fully understand or explain. “What you’re seeing is, I think, states working through this issue—in fits and starts, all across the country. Different communities are arriving at different conclusions, at different times,” Obama explained in May 2012. “And I continue to believe that this is an issue that is gonna be worked out at the local level, because historically, this has not been a federal issue, what’s recognized as a marriage.”

			Stunningly, it would be only another three years until Obama put the weight of the United States government behind the proposition that the rights of gays to marry should be a state issue no longer. In the four cases bundled together as Obergefell v. Hodges, the Supreme Court accepted the solicitor general’s argument that the country could not sustain a range of conflicting opinions reflected in local law.

			That decision arrived just ten days after Donald Trump announced his candidacy for president in 2015. Yet over a seventeen-month campaign—a revanchist enterprise that preyed on nearly every identity-based grievance except those involving sexual orientation—Trump barely acknowledged the momentous ruling and, after the election, declared the same-sex marriage debate moot. “It’s irrelevant because it was already settled. It’s law. It was settled in the Supreme Court. I mean it’s done,” Trump told Lesley Stahl of CBS’s 60 Minutes in his first interview as president-elect. “And I’m fine with that.” One of the most formidable challengers to emerge against Trump’s reelection in 2020 was an upstart politician whose marriage to another man was almost entirely incidental to his political identity.

			The timeline to that tidy resolution was beyond the wildest hopes of gay-rights activists just years before. When, in 2005, a group of political operatives and litigators convened at the urging of Tim Gill’s donor circle to draft an aspirational long-range strategy—a confidential document that would guide much of their activity—they outlined a path toward a Supreme Court affirming what they called the “freedom to marry.” They set a goal of 2025.

			Once this end was in sight, participants in and observers of the battles to defend, define, and expand marriage in America worked to shoehorn the narrative into familiar paradigms, in which civil-rights movements slowly build an intellectual and political critical mass to power the legal tactics and political reforms necessary for change. Activists stuck in such deliberate, plodding work often find solace in Martin Luther King Jr.’s observation that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”

			
			Against that backdrop, the American debate over marriage will appear infinitesimally short, a meteor that gathered the stray matter and floating detritus of a country’s messy politics and grew so fiery that it singed bodies in its path before abruptly burning out for good. But in its day it seemed capable of illuminating the entire moral universe.

		

	
		
		
			
			Part One

			 

			THE LOVE THAT ATE AN ISLAND

			(1990–1996)

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			 

			Seeking License

			Genora Dancel never thought she would get married. She had first suspected there was something different about her around the age of five, when she realized that she preferred holding hands with girls rather than boys. In the schoolyard demography of 1965 she saw herself from a young age as an outlier: the boys concerned themselves with trucks and blocks, the girls played kitchen. Genora was drawn toward the domestic scene, but she resisted the expectations of femininity that accompanied it. I’ll go play with the girls, she thought, but I want to be the one who brings home the bacon. As that inchoate instinct took shape as romantic, and then sexual, self-awareness, Genora envisioned a future that would defy norms, even if it was the only thing that to her felt normal. “I was going to have girlfriends instead of boyfriends,” she recalls. “I always thought that was going to be something I had to deal with. I even thought, I’m going to have to get surgery, but I thought, I’m just a kid, why am I worrying or thinking about stuff like this? I always thought I was going to work it out.”

			Her family of Filipino immigrants did little to impose their will on Genora and her two siblings. When Genora turned seven, her mother threw a birthday party and invited all the kids from their Honolulu neighborhood, half of whom she did not know. A march of unfamiliar faces to her front door not only failed to cheer the birthday girl, but actually unsettled her. Afterward, her mother asked Genora if she had had a good time. “I guess so, but I don’t want a birthday party again,” she said. “I just didn’t like having all these strangers in my house.”

			A few years later, the family moved out of the city to Ewa Beach, closer to the Navy base where Genora’s father worked as a munitions specialist. On the weekends, while her sister puttered in the kitchen and her brother was out practicing martial arts, Genora would help her father. She learned how to replace a carburetor, fix the family television, and shortwave radio. She took an interest in mechanics. On Mondays, she would return to school and, when exchanging weekend recaps, match classmates’ “I went to the beach” with “I fixed my dad’s car.” “That’s not interesting to a lot of girls,” she recalls.

			
			As she entered adolescence, Genora found it easy to delay the inevitable reckoning with her sexual identity. The family was Catholic and, although the Dancels did not regularly attend church, they sent their children to catechism class. Yet as Genora grew up there wasn’t much of a sense of sexual morality imparted to her, and—despite the image of carefree bodies frolicking on beaches—the archipelago seemed to embody a conflicted view of libertinage. The significant influence of Asian cultures tamped down public demonstrations of intimacy, all while a live-and-let-live island mentality promoted a quiet tolerance of what on the mainland had come to be described as “alternative lifestyles.” When Elton John came out as bisexual, a teenaged Genora was jarred by the nationwide backlash among his teenage fans. “Let him be who he wants to be,” she told friends.

			In high school, Genora grasped at any possible framework for understanding herself. She would turn down men who asked her out, happy to bluntly inform them that “I’m not that interested in you.” She did not attend her prom, telling friends she did not care to spend the money. At one point, she thought she might be asexual. None of this seemed to worry her parents. In fact, a teenaged daughter who didn’t seem at all distracted by boys meant one fully devoted to her studies.

			After college, Genora dated women. She moved in with one girlfriend for nearly two years; after Genora left, the girlfriend eventually settled down with a man, satisfying her parents’ expectation of grandchildren. It became a familiar pattern among Genora’s exes. “I knew that these women were seeing what they wanted to do. They would try it out, but they weren’t really serious about it,” she says. “I knew in the back of my mind that these women wanted to be married to a man and have kids.” The cautious Genora made a quiet resolution of her own, to avoid any “serious relationship in my twenties because I’m still developing.”

			Genora was already deeply committed to a career as a broadcast engineer. When she was about seven years old, she had attended the taping of the children’s television program Checkers and Pogo at a local CBS station and was immediately distracted by the group of men cracking jokes off to the side of the soundstage. Throughout the taping, her eyes remained locked on to the crew, who operated heavy machinery in an air-conditioned room and had fun doing it. Genora had attended a two-year technical school in Washington State, and upon graduating she took the test for a Federal Communications Commission broadcast license. She abandoned the goal of teaching after her first job interview, at a California community college, where she was asked to explain luminescence and after doing so was told: “That’s pretty good for a female.” Instead, Genora applied for jobs with television stations and became the first woman to integrate the control rooms at a sequence of Honolulu affiliates. She committed to as much work as she could find, and for six years she held two full-time jobs at different stations, a series of eight-hour shifts starting at midnight.

			
			The busy schedule helped ensure that Genora didn’t date much. When she did, however, Genora kept quiet about it, because in Honolulu and Hawaii—like all but a handful of very progressive jurisdictions—it was still legal to fire someone because he or she was gay. Even so, the studios’ macho environments meant that Genora spent more time fending off approaches from male colleagues than feeling obliged to address her sexual identity around them. “She was just this hot gorgeous girl with this incredible smile, and was very pleasant to everyone,” says C.J. Baehr, who helped launch an educational-programming unit housed at the PBS station, “so of course the men were hitting on her.”

			One day in the summer of 1990, Baehr was getting out of her daughter Ninia’s car in the station’s parking lot when Genora appeared before them. “Oh, that beautiful woman Genora is my friend and I think she’s a lesbian,” C.J. told Ninia as she exited the vehicle. “And I think I’d be happy if she were your friend, too.” Ninia, who had just returned that month to Hawaii after years on the mainland, was eager to meet people in the place she would again consider home. She had been out of the closet her whole adult life, and was not at all bashful about approaching women who interested her. The next time Ninia returned to the station she announced herself at the front desk. The receptionist paged Genora over the loudspeaker: “Genora Dancel, C.J. Baehr’s daughter wants to meet you.” Everybody knows C.J. Baehr has a daughter who is a lesbian, Ninia thought.

			Genora was among them. A year earlier, she had played board games with C.J. during an office bridal shower, and the two talked at length for the first time about their families. In the parking lot, spotting a woman her own age with fair skin—a telltale sign of a recent arrival from the mainland—in the driver’s seat of the car transporting her coworker, Genora made the connection. Now, sitting in a control room with a colleague, she was startled to hear her name announced on the public-address system, summoned by the woman who had caught her eye earlier. Wow, she’s beautiful, Genora had thought. Why would she want to meet me? She could have anyone.

			
			She exited the control room, tentatively. Upon making eye contact with the woman, who had long straight hair and wore a burnt-orange dress with thin shoulder straps, Genora nervously stumbled in reverse, backing into a wall. “I’m C.J.’s daughter, and I just wanted to meet you,” Ninia said. The two exchanged a few words as others in the office surveilled the awkward scene. Ninia handed a phone number to Genora, who said she’d call. That night the two spoke for hours, concluding with plans for lunch on Saturday.

			They headed to a TGI Friday’s and realized quickly that they had been born only four days apart at hospitals not far from each other in Honolulu. But from there, their lives had diverged significantly, and each found herself taken by the unfamiliarity of the other’s biography. Genora, who had barely left Hawaii, was impressed as Ninia recounted her cosmopolitan upbringing: the daughter of lefty academics, she had grown up in Tennessee, Colorado, and Pennsylvania, and overseas in Norway and American Samoa. She had lived most recently on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, working at both a rape crisis center and the women’s-erotica store Eve’s Garden, for which she traveled throughout the summer selling its sex toys at women’s-music festivals. She had returned to Hawaii with a plan to return to school, and hopes of settling down. “I’d see like 8,000 naked lesbians in a weekend and talk to them about their vagina size, and I would think to myself, Wow, I’ve met thousands and thousands of lesbians and there isn’t one for me,” Ninia recalled. “I was just so lonely, thinking I was going to be alone for the rest of my life.”

			Genora knew solitude, too, yet as soon as she started recounting her life story Ninia realized how different their two notions of loneliness were. Ninia appreciated that her lunch companion was someone who rarely had the opportunity to open up around other gay people and was discovering an alien comfort. “I felt I could tell her anything,” says Genora. “You can be friends with someone who’s straight, but it’s more interesting to talk to someone who has the same understanding as you about living the gay life, or how life has been for you.”

			After lunch, Genora drove Ninia up an extinct volcano to the ridge locals call Tantalus, which in one direction looks out upon the dominant monument on Oahu’s natural landscape—the massive volcanic cone known as Diamond Head—and in the other over the skyline of downtown Honolulu, with its emblems of Pacific modernity. Surrounded by tourists whose eyes remained fixed on their cameras’ viewfinders, Genora took little interest in the panorama. Instead she was excited to show off her silver Porsche 928, explaining how she had fixed up the used vehicle herself and opening the hood to reveal its engine. She could tell Ninia had little interest in cars, but thought she was being a good sport, and the two retreated afterward to Kailua, near Ninia’s mother’s house, where they bought a pizza to share on the beach. Their lunch date ended up lasting nine hours.

			
			Baehr and Dancel started scheduling dates to meet with their motorcycles. They would circle the island counterclockwise, a trip that took two and a half hours, unless there was a surfing event on the North Shore, when traffic would back up next to the shrimp trucks, and without accounting for a brunch stop at the Turtle Bay Resort. Dancel was proud that she rode only a BMW, a heavier, shift-driven bike that guaranteed a smoother ride; she looked disapprovingly on Baehr’s preference for a smaller Kawasaki, which allowed the rider to rest both feet on the ground. It didn’t much matter, though: Baehr seemed more comfortable straddling behind Dancel on her bike as they went for a ride. “I think she wanted to be the passenger more than a rider,” Dancel said.

			When it came to politics, those roles were reversed. Genora had always kept her distance from advocacy, out of both lack of interest and a shyness that predisposed her against putting herself in the center of attention. When they first started dating, Genora attended one of Ninia’s talks and sat in the front row with her eyes fixated on a Nintendo Game Boy device on which she played Tetris. “She hunkered down, almost disappeared, because she was afraid she’d have to say something public,” recalls Ninia’s mother.

			Ninia and Genora amounted to a striking couple. Genora stuck to collared shirts and had a boxy visage, demarcated by a strong, orthogonal jaw. Ninia preferred sinuous floral-print dresses and kept her hair in a bob rounded along the contours of her teardrop-shaped face, a set of aesthetic choices that happened to match their communication styles. Ninia was an expansive speaker who used flowing sentences; Genora was often hesitant and halting in conversation. But they felt completely at ease with each other. Pretty soon, Ninia, who was still living with her mother, began staying regularly at Genora’s home in Waipahu, on the other side of Honolulu. During her overnight shifts at the Fox affiliate, Genora would sometimes sneak away from the control room for an hour when her station went off the air and drive to Kailua to see Ninia. When Ninia took a job as codirector of the University of Hawaii’s women’s center, Genora would often walk up the hill from the television station at midday to bring her girlfriend lunch. Within their first two weeks of dating, Ninia told her mother she had “this feeling I’m going to be with this woman for the rest of our lives.”

			
			That fall, less than three months later, Genora reached the same conclusion. She had traveled to Washington, DC, for a two-week course at George Washington University on satellite broadcasting. Afterward, she would fly to San Jose for a one-week training in Sony Betacam technology. It was the first time the pair had found themselves apart since meeting, and as Genora wandered alone through a shopping mall one afternoon, a ruby ring caught her attention. Ninia had mentioned her fondness for rubies, and Genora entered the store and had one sized to fit her lover’s ring finger. Days later, Genora sat in her hotel room, clasping the ring in one hand and a phone in the other, as she proposed to Ninia. There wasn’t a language for what she was asking or offering. “I just wanted to have a life with her,” Genora says. “I thought our love could prevail over anything.”

			Ninia said yes, but the word carried little weight beyond the phone call. There was only one place in the world where government recognized vows between people of the same sex. In May 1989, following a forty-year campaign by activists, the Danish parliament had approved “registered partnerships.” The designation afforded gay and lesbian couples many of the legal entitlements and responsibilities of marriage—with the notable exception of the right to adopt—while pointedly omitting the word marriage. When Genora returned to Hawaii and handed Ninia the ring, the two thought they had entered into little more than an “emotional agreement” with each other, as the latter put it, and didn’t even tell their friends or family about the commitment they had made.

			Three months later, events gave shape to that commitment. One day, Genora returned home from work to find Ninia moaning in pain. She had been suffering from an earache, but her university health coverage had yet to take effect, so she endured it without seeking medical attention. When Genora saw her partner’s glassy eyes, she insisted that Ninia could hold out no longer and needed to see a doctor. Genora drove to a local hospital, where Ninia had the infection promptly treated, and was given a bill. Genora actually had two insurance packages, one through each of her employers, but there was nothing for her to do besides ensure that Ninia had enough cash to pay for the treatment. “I wanted to take care of her—and I couldn’t,” Genora recalls. She felt helpless.

			The previous year, in 1989, when Ninia was living in New York, Mayor Ed Koch issued an executive order extending bereavement leave to gay and lesbian partners of city employees. Afterward, Ninia had attended friends’ signing parties, as couples tried to elevate the bureaucratic formality of completing the requisite paperwork into an ersatz wedding ceremony. Such domestic-partnership arrangements, as they were known, represented the frontier of governmental recognition of unmarried couples. West Hollywood, California, was the first city in the country to adopt one, in 1985, extending not only insurance for companions of city employees but hospital and jail visitation rights to any pair who registered. By 1990 there were fewer than ten cities—representing a predictable assortment of coastal metropolises and inland college towns—that had established similar legal frameworks. Each offered slightly different combinations of benefits and privileges.

			
			Once she had recovered from her ear infection, Ninia looked up the number for the Gay and Lesbian Community Center and called to ask whether Honolulu offered any legal measures that would allow her to apply for medical coverage under her companion’s plan. The man who answered the phone introduced himself as Bill Woods, the center’s executive director. He informed Ninia that Honolulu had no domestic-partnership statute, and that Hawaii had taken no action to formally recognize same-sex relationships. But he had been looking closely at the Hawaii constitution, Woods said, and thought it might not explicitly restrict marriage rights to heterosexuals. In fact, Woods went on, in a few days he would lead a group of committed gay and lesbian pairs to the board of health to request marriage licenses. He already had two couples ready to go. Would Ninia and Genora like to be the third?

			Ninia was taken by the idea. Woods did not seem to know with confidence exactly how things would go, but it seemed to Ninia that there were two possible outcomes. She and Genora could be awarded licenses, allowing them to begin the process of sharing health insurance and the other material benefits afforded to married couples. Otherwise their application could be denied, positioning them to challenge a set of policies Ninia thought discriminatory, excluding an entire class of people from a civil institution based solely on the gender of the people they loved.

			Ninia was a feminist advocate by profession, and something of a scholar of the movement as well. She had just published a pamphlet, Abortion Without Apology, that served in part to excavate what Ninia saw as the submerged stories of heroism from a forgotten generation of advocates for women’s reproductive rights. She was instinctively drawn to the place where the personal and the political entwined naturally. In her pamphlet, she had written about the abortions she had had, a recurring subject of her occasional public talks.

			
			But Ninia knew marriage would have to be Genora’s decision. She was still in the closet to many of her friends and coworkers, and rightfully worried about the workplace consequences once it became known she was gay. Ninia gave Genora’s phone number to Woods and told him to make the case to her.

			That weekend, Genora was working an unusual Sunday shift at the Fox affiliate when Woods called. She sat alone in a darkened control room as he laid out what he had told Ninia days earlier, only with a new urgency. He had already lined up media coverage for a march to the marriage-license bureau the following morning, and he gave Genora a blunt deadline: she had twenty minutes to let him know whether she and Ninia wanted to take part, because he needed to prepare a press release.

			Genora said yes. Her time with Ninia had made her happier than she had ever been, and the timing was right. (Both women had celebrated their thirtieth birthdays that summer.) By validating their casual compact in the eyes of the state, Genora believed she could solemnize the duties along with the joys. “I realized what relationships really were—the responsibilities of it and the whole aspect of building a life together and actually falling in love with somebody you actually wanted to marry,” says Genora. She called Ninia and said she was ready to get married, or at least to try.

			The next morning, the pair drove together to the Fort Street Mall, a busy, pedestrian-only thoroughfare carved out of Honolulu’s downtown. Genora carried glasses, a halfhearted protection against easy recognition. They had been instructed to wait outside the old Blaisdell Hotel, where they would meet the other four people who had joined Woods’s appeal to make history on December 17, 1990. None of them seemed to have made more than a token gesture toward dressing up for the occasion.

			If Ninia and Genora felt like they had embarked on a shotgun wedding, impulsive with the buzz of both romance and revolutionary purpose, the other couples’ stories testified not only to the durability of gay relationships, but to their eventual banality. For nearly a decade, Antoinette Pregil and Tammy Rodrigues had lived together on Oahu’s rural western coast more than an hour away, eventually raising ten foster children together. Yet the law refused to see Toni and Tammy, as they were known to friends, as equal parents to any of them.

			Another couple, Joe Melillo and Patrick Lagon, had been together even longer, and each looked as though he had grown into the other’s company, with complementarily ursine frames and tufts of facial hair that appeared to have been applied with the same brush. Joe had been born Joseph in New Jersey, but had assumed the Hawaiian given name Kealapua when he arrived at the University of Hawaii in 1966 to study food sciences. After teaching home economics and culinary arts at the university, he became a chef at Washington Place, the onetime imperial palace converted into Hawaii’s governor’s mansion. He moonlighted as a dance teacher. He met Pat one day when another instructor invited the twenty-one-year-old to teach disco after him on the floor of a local club. “I was busy with the students,” Melillo recalled. “Then I turned and looked at him, and he looked at me. We instantly fell in love.” Patrick had grown up in a Hawaii family of ten children, and his parents treated Joe like another son. “When you’re born Catholic, it’s bred into you that you will meet someone, fall in love, and get married,” said Pat. “And that’s the way we wanted it to be.” But with time the two men also learned the transactional value of a marriage certificate. When Joe and Pat opened a screenprinting workshop, they imagined it as a mom-and-pop operation. Disqualification from marriage, however, compromised their ability to share benefits the heterosexual proprietors of a family business could.

			
			Standing around the bench, Woods explained to the six what it took to get married in Hawaii. State law detailed a two-step process, plainly separating the bureaucratic element from the romantic pageant and solemn spirituality of a wedding day. First, one had to apply for a marriage license in person before a designated license agent. The one-page application form asked couples to inscribe their full names, dates of birth, places of residence, names of parents, and a description of when, where, and how the most recent of their prior marriages ended. Any two people in Hawaii, either resident or visitor, were eligible to apply together. As long as they were unmarried, unrelated, over the age of sixteen (or, with a family judge’s waiver, fifteen), entering into the arrangement consensually, and not “afflicted with any loathsome disease concealed from, and unknown to, the other party,” they were entitled to a marriage license. There was a reference in state marriage regulations to “the husband” and “the wife,” but no specific indication that there had to be only one of each or requirement that together they be capable of reproduction. In fact, in 1984, the state legislature had removed a clause excluding those “impotent or physically incapable of entering into the marriage state.” Couples who qualified would be immediately given a license and could head to a ceremony to solemnize their vows before an authorized officiant. They had thirty days to leverage the license into a marriage certificate before it expired.

			
			There were registered license agents scattered across Hawaii, including government officials and even employees of large resort hotels that catered to wedding parties. (The agents received a portion of the $25 application fee.) But Woods selected the most highly trafficked of the available locations: the one attached to the health department’s administrative headquarters in Honolulu’s downtown. The choice had symbolic power (it was across the street from the state’s striking Bauhaus-style concrete capitol) and practical value (it wasn’t far from local television stations and the city’s two daily newspapers). But Woods also understood the state bureaucracy well enough to know that going to the department’s main office meant that the state’s top health officials would be just a short walk away. Woods explained the office’s designs and protocols to the three couples, as though preparing a team of robbers for a heist, and then led his new coconspirators down Beretania Street toward their target.

			A cluster of journalists who had been summoned by a Woods press release had massed beneath an oleander canopy that shaded the health department’s entryway. Genora, wearing her glasses, left Ninia’s side in the hopes of denying news cameras the chance to catch them in the same frame. When journalists approached Genora, she asked to be described only as “a woman employed in television engineering.” “My mother has pretty much accepted it, but I’m not so sure about my father,” the anonymous Genora explained to a reporter from the Honolulu Advertiser. “I want to protect my father.”

			The pack entered the lobby. There a high table used for completing forms was dwarfed by a large sand and cinder mural depicting the history of public health in Hawaii, centuries of smallpox outbreaks and mass immunizations sketched in drab clumps of greens, grays, and taupes. With Woods looking on, each of the three couples took an application and completed it. In sequence, they entered through a door marked marriage license, greeted by a woman at a desk to whom they presented their completed forms and $25 fee. The clerk calmly said that given the unprecedented nature of their request she could not summarily approve the applications the way she would if heterosexual couples had submitted them. She directed the six applicants and their chaperone toward the back of the office, to speak with her boss.

			To this point, Woods had staged everything, but he still did not know what the outcome would be. The seven visitors crowded into the small office belonging to Robert Worth, the state’s acting chief health status monitor, who despite his sympathy for the couples’ ambitions said he couldn’t act on them without further legal guidance. “We will hold your applications until such time as the attorney general gives us a ruling about these specific applications,” Worth told them.

			
			Woods exited and declared to reporters that they had not been granted licenses but intended to push on. Then he led his charges back down Beretania to the Hawaii headquarters of the American Civil Liberties Union, where upon arrival each was handed a two-page “Application for Legal Assistance.” With a blue ballpoint pen, Ninia checked five of the nearly fifty categories of injustice listed on the form, including both gender and sexual-orientation discrimination and infringement of her reproductive freedom. The Department of Health, Ninia wrote beneath, “will not grant us a marriage license because we are both women.”

			No one knew what would happen next. “It was all over by lunchtime, and we all went our separate ways,” recalls Genora. Joe and Pat headed to work, Tammy and Toni to their home. Ninia and Genora retreated to the TGI Friday’s where they had begun their first, epic date just six months before. The two ordered cheeseburgers and reflected on the dizzying sequence of events. “What was that?” Genora asked Ninia, whom she had just committed to marry, pending the looming bureaucratic decision, potential legal battle, and unimaginable political conflict that would end up triggering a quarter century of social upheaval. “What did we just do?”
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			Only One Man Marching

			The history of gay activism in Oahu, Hawaii’s most populous island, was largely the story of William Everett Woods’s coming-out. Woods first saw Hawaii while accompanying a friend and her husband on vacation, and the next year transferred from his small Illinois Presbyterian college to the University of Hawaii, studying psychology as an undergraduate before seeking a master’s in public health. Island life offered a new start, and from the moment he touched down he decided, for the first time in his life, to be open about his sexuality.

			Soon Woods’s public profile was inextricably linked with his status as a gay man. In 1973, he founded a gay social-service organization he called the Sexual Identity Center because he didn’t think the prominent, straight psychologists and lawyers whose involvement he sought would flock to serve on a board with a name bearing an explicit reference to homosexuality. (Woods would eventually change it to the Gay Community Center and later include the word Lesbian, as well, but he continued to send its newsletter in unmarked envelopes.) Woods used the position to place himself at the forefront of everything within Hawaii’s emergent gay community. In 1974, when Oahu held its first gay-pride parade, a curiosity to onlookers along a Waikiki sidewalk, Woods was there. Years later, he became the first openly gay person to testify before the Hawaii legislature, then the first to address a state Democratic Party convention. But Woods proved more skilled at creating new institutions
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