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DEEP HOUSE

‘A strong cocktail of memoir, legal history and sociology … Atherton Lin beautifully captures the Bay Area at the turn of the millennium: the creeping gentrification, the tech bros, the video shops, the aging hippies. He’s also not shy in his descriptions of sex of many kinds and configurations, with all the attendant sensations’ Washington Post

‘Deep House is an argument for love unbridled by restraints’ The Brooklyn Rail

‘[A] dreamy queer romance … Jeremy Atherton Lin’s Deep House is an incisive blend of memoir and cultural history, tracing the evolution of his decades-long relationship with his British partner against the backdrop of queer legal progress’ Dazed

‘The book merges memoir with history, giving it a crackle of humour amongst the pathos. It’s also a gorgeous portrait of how gay relationships form, and where we find the time and space to insert people we love into our lives’ i-D

‘Messy and sexy, touching and enlightening, Deep House is a necessary addition to the queer literary canon’ Crosscurrent

‘Jeremy Atherton Lin artfully combines easily forgotten social history with vivid, intimate accounts of his own love life’ Shon Faye

‘Deep House is that rare and beautiful book – equally illuminating and pleasurable. Luminous … incisive … transcendently sexy … It is exactly the book we need right now’ Melissa Febos

‘Stylish, sexy, and deeply moving, this blends beautiful prose and incisive social history to stunning effect’ Publishers Weekly





and my windows might be dirty 
but it’s my house 
and if i can’t see out sometimes 
they can’t see in either

—from “My House,” Nikki Giovanni
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Shut the Front Door

It’s the pulsing I remember, not the spunk.

The first time wasn’t triumphant, pornographic. We moved like streams. I can’t recall the who-first, or how, or even if we came at all. We were impassioned but had been holding out for hours. Such a long bus ride back to your place in East London. We were sleepy. Your bedroom, wet and wallpapered, might have been quaint if it belonged to a grandma but seemed squalid occupied by a twenty-year-old with a saturnine smile. You were all elbows and knees, and ears that weren’t big but stuck out so that you looked like not just a cherub but a cartoon monkey. So skinny you were only as wide face-on as I was in profile.

You said you’d always liked the name Jeremy, at least since the Pearl Jam song. You enjoyed that our first names are alike. We’d each entertained the delightfully narcissistic fantasy of a boyfriend with the same name. We’d both been to the Jean-Michel Basquiat exhibition at the Serpentine, where we bought the same postcard: the artist with a Siamese cat on his lap. The Velvet Underground poster that hung on your wall was the exact one I had in my bungalow back in Los Angeles, where I’d been living before graduating college and traveling the Old World by train. London was the trip’s bookend; my friend Xuan and I landed several weeks earlier and were back for a few nights before the return flight.

I wasn’t looking for you. I had been—as you’d later put it when people asked how we met—fucking my way around Europe. I was looking for fun. And for affirmation that I qualified as fun to other young men.

Back in Los Angeles, I’d been looking for older. Seeking my own history in the form of a more mature man. On some preconscious level, I’d been searching for big gay brothers. So many of them were dead. Theorist Michael Warner has described it as ‘the most painfully1 instructed generation.’ He sets forth how, with the decimation from AIDS, queer cultural memory, already obscured, became violently redacted.

And I didn’t want just to pick their brains, I wanted to touch their bodies.

The search would appear in my mind, and still does to this day, as a dark hallway with no discernible end. The walls are black like in a cruise club or bathhouse. Unknown men avert their eyes and disappear behind doors. I sense these open onto intergalactic space. I do not hold the keys. Some doors are left ajar, so I’m not necessarily prevented from entering. It’s just that I’m not able to move down the hallway.

This could be diagnosed as bathophobia, a fear of depths, being pulled into a hallway (or cave, lake, well, tunnel …) and consumed by a bottomless abyss. But my hallway does not make me fearful, exactly. Harrowing, but it isn’t all about absence. I have described the image to a therapist who reminded me that a hallway also connects, so contains possibilities—of encounter, for one thing.

Now I’d found someone who seemed even more guileless than I was. Not an anonymous hunk with the guidebook, but a hormonal lad who couldn’t stop grinning. I was looking for you; I just wouldn’t allow myself to hope for it. You were sheepish, you slouched, but that face, with its helpless optimism, could not hide itself.

Still, I could not be sure what color your eyes were. They kept rolling back in your head. On the dance floor, this had been a coy gesture, at once mocking and angelic. The first words you said to me, or mouthed while the music pounded, were: I’m so embarrassed. When you were supine beneath me, your lids fluttered and there went your pupils again. I figured you felt safe enough with me to let go. Or was the upward motion defensive, like an optical cremaster reflex, an involuntary act of protecting the blue?

Of course we opened up in the afterglow, but it was embers. We were spent. Saturday morning had dug itself out from the fathoms of Friday night. I didn’t bring up the chimerical hallway. I hadn’t yet articulated it to myself. We whispered of rooms we once lived in, like my weird little place on the wrong side of West Hollywood where I’d tacked up the identical poster—THE VELVET UNDERGROUND & NICO PRODUCED BY ANDY WARHOL—that hung across from your bed. We murmured the beginning of stories we would continue to tell, with more detail and further distance, over the following months, then decades.

THERE WAS PUBIC HAIR in the wall paint. Or, I preferred to think while rolling a strand free with my fingertip, just bristles from a brush. But I kept returning to the image of a hirsute house painter, stripped-down and shedding as he hurried along with vehement strokes.

The bungalow was the first—and remains the only—time I lived alone. An unusual move for an undergrad to make: extravagant, and emotional, as if I could rewrite lonely as independent. I took the place I thought I deserved: tiny, leaking gas, with those wiry pubes clinging to the walls like the rim of a toilet. I encountered a cockroach so enormous I took it for a rat. Kids played handball in the adjacent parking lot, bouncing on the wall I slept against. I tried not to let it bother me. Waking to the insistent boing on weekend mornings was a bit like having company.

I never dealt directly with the landlord, Freddie. I later wondered if it was he who was forwarding my details on to an identity theft ring. Initially I passed over the forms and a check to a woman at a desk positioned like a barricade at the very front of an undecorated apartment. I imagined smoke-filled meetings behind the bedroom doors. It did not seem to be a space without at least one gun.

This “office” was in a different apartment building, somewhere in Hollywood—a dingbat, one of those two-story structures teetering on stilts over its parking spaces, with a name on the facade like La Traviata or Lido Capri. I knew dingbats. In one, I snorted lines of crystal meth off the floor while a hooker crouched low in the empty kitchen, anticipating an imminent police raid. Then I moved into a dingbat with Xuan, considerably more salubrious but still faintly depressed.

Xuan graduated early and moved to New York City. That didn’t last long, but while she was away, I decided to look for a cheap place of my own. At a dingbat near Crescent Heights, the key was handed to me by a manager in a turban with lipstick on her teeth. A Maine Coon wandered in and out of the folds of her muumuu. Her demeanor telegraphed: I could’ve been somebody. What happened? The apartment was a shithole, so I didn’t stick around to hear. Apartment hunting on a budget was the opposite of following a Hollywood star map—a free tour of other people’s broken dreams. Prestige was presented in the past tense. One unit, I was told, had been rented by a young Mary Tyler Moore. Apparently Charlie Chaplin had lived in several of the available properties.

The place I did wind up taking, a couple blocks north of Melrose, was slummy and small, but the many windows brought in decent light. It was one of eight or ten in a bungalow court. Each poky unit opened onto a neglected central walkway, directly facing another like strangers across the table at a dinner party. It’s said that non-native palm trees were first planted in Los Angeles by Franciscan missionaries in the eighteenth century to simulate a biblical landscape, and bungalow courts possibly had pious origins, too; it’s been suggested that their design was based on groupings of cottages built in the nineteenth century on Protestant campgrounds, a communal form of architecture.

The neighbors and I were generally not communal. Several did leave their front doors open because there was no air-conditioning. An old dude hoarded newspapers in stressfully tall stacks. An actress always dressed in exercise gear kept trying to get off the phone to keep the line open for news of a callback. I was vaguely fond of the guy in the unit next to mine, a skinny young brunet in a trilby with a dodgy, horny vibe who graffitied his walls, apparently resolved to never get his deposit returned.

Bungalow courts, whether built in Spanish Colonial, Tudor, Islamic or “Japo-Swiss”2 style, aspired to an ideal of California living. Because each front door opens directly onto the world, perhaps by way of a small porch, the courts could be construed as mini suburbs. In Southern California they served as luxury rentals to vacationers from colder parts of America before being taken over by low-income residents, whose permanence lowered the tone. A hospice for high hopes.

I was telling you about the place because I wanted to tell you about the man. He must have been waiting in the adjacent parking lot, where the kids played on other evenings, but not this one.

That afternoon I’d driven Xuan around to the usual vintage clothing stores. Then we came back to mine to plan our trek through Europe after I finished my degree. We smoked pot. We agreed that Prague was a priority. Xuan promised a spreadsheet. She perched uncomfortably on the edge of my futon, then moved to the folding chair at my desk, impatiently leafing through an issue of i-D magazine that featured a London nightclub full of cute boys like you—and where indeed we would meet.

It was dinnertime, and she wanted to see her ex-boyfriend, with whom I was hopelessly in love. He could not just breakdance; he could vogue. I’d give her a lift back to her nicer, cleaner place.

Night came slowly, like waiting out unknown opening bands in a near-empty club. It was balmy, though September had come and gone.

I paid no mind to the loitering figure.

Hello, he hollered, a little too loud, as I locked the door.

Without actually looking, I got the impression he wore coveralls—one of Freddie’s lackeys fixing pipes or the washing machine.

I gave a chipper hey as Xuan and I walked to my car. I dropped her off at a Spanish Revival in Miracle Mile. She rented a place there with high ceilings and actual tableware, not just a pizza box for a plate. I drove home listening to “You Gotta Be” by Des’ree.

Back at mine, I took a couple more tokes. Figured I’d masturbate to get to sleep. Put Jane’s Addiction on the boom box, skipping ahead to “Summertime Rolls.” Switched off the blue porch light, then the bedside lamp. Between the sheets, I became more aware of my body, of being inside flesh, thick and sun-baked.

A knock at the door startled me slightly. Mostly, I was annoyed. Naked, with a semi from the weed, I wasn’t in the mood to be cooperative and helpful. I gathered myself in a blanket woven with the image of Van Gogh’s The Starry Night.

What is it?

Something-something. Have to.

Maintenance, I presumed. Pulling aside the tablecloth I’d hung as a curtain, I discerned the fidgety shape of the guy from earlier. I switched on the blue porch light.

He kept up with the prattling. I cracked the door. The Starry Night fell off my shoulders like a gown.

The man looked relieved. I’m supposed to meet somebody here? he panted.

I wouldn’t know.

A guy?

I don’t know, I repeated, starting to get it.

Bisexual?

No—I don’t know, I said in a tone at once arch and butching up.

… I come in?, he said, sharper.

I tried to close the door, but he wedged it with his foot.

Want me to suck your dick? he said, almost angrily.

I laughed at that, which slackened my control of the door. I shook my head broadly, smiling without teeth. No, I said roundly.

You want to suck MY dick?

Uh! No! I barked.

He began to force the door. I planted my weight and pushed back.

The blanket slipped down my hips.

Did I gather it back up too slowly? Was I shamefully parading my happy trail and cum gutters, the routes into me?

I can’t believe, I thought, I’m about to do what they taught the girls sophomore year in high school. Then I went for it:

NO! I commanded. GO. AWAY. NOW.

I managed the door shut; The Starry Night fell to the floor as I locked and latched. Scooped it up and crouched below the sightline of windows—so many windows—reaching up to twist the blinds shut.

I was too young to be laying down roots, and what’s more, unsure of the soil where I found myself standing. What world had I entered, inhabited by such desperate men? I went to bed as lonely as he was.

I’d remain low that night, and jumpy for days. I’d wonder if blue lightbulbs are a thing, giving off a signal of wanton availability. I’d fret that I courted the attention, presented as alluring to sex pests. My wide mouth, the unmade black hair. A descendant of abuse, but I did not know—did anyone then?—that such trauma could be wired into me.

A surprising thought had come to me at the door: Because he had arrived, then waited, had made all that effort, was I obliged to let the man in? Being gay, was that what I signed up for? Could his brusqueness and greed force me to finally feel something? Because the big brother I’d been waiting for, the one armed with the instructions, was clearly not on his way.

The man was older, a little ugly. He had “an accent.” I was inexperienced and awkward. And while I may have been white-passing, I was non-white enough to be exiled from the gay scene. All in all, I probably had more in common with this creep than the men on Santa Monica Boulevard who fell into each other’s arms without shoving. Most of those clones were probably no more aware than me of the full extent of the collective trauma we’d inherited. But we were scorched by the residual traces. It was a part of what made such a disparate bunch into a “we,” though sometimes it seemed what I experienced most from them was hostility.

Maybe the man didn’t identify as gay, even bi. Maybe he had a wife and kids, and I represented some form of relief on the side. Maybe what he actually wanted was other than sex, and the proposition was just a ruse for another form of invasion.

But what if I’d been more passive? What if I’d been so swayed by an eagerness to please that I forgot about the boundaries that, come to think of it, nobody had taught me? Would I have let him in?

The truth is, I was flattered. Which only added to the fear—made it both stickier and less adept.

It could have been, something in me shrugged, a learning experience. I would’ve at least gotten head. That could have been the rule. Only receiving. In which case, he’d still receive what he wanted. I had my dick to give. Maybe I was learning something about my desires, then.

A couple days later, watching MTV, I became angry about the scanty outfits worn by Salt-N-Pepa in the video for “Shoop.” A woman can have a weakness (MEN!), the song goes, and that does not make her a ho. I’d known every word by heart since it came out a few years back. But suddenly I disapproved. They did look like hos, leaning against a topless convertible. Was I becoming moralistic? I decided I felt closer solidarity with Queen Latifah’s hands-off anthem “U.N.I.T.Y.” The song’s narrator wore shorts, but only because it was CRAZY HOT! Latifah herself was swaddled—in blazers, turbans, sashes, baggy basketball jerseys. I should wear more clothes, I thought. Then there was “Waterfalls” by TLC, a candidate for most cautionary R&B track ever. I’d always been slightly uneasy about the lyrics and the video. It seemed to me the aspirational, impatient, waterfall-chasing characters were held responsible for their own deaths by gun violence and AIDS. Now I found the message comforting: I had a choice not to chase an ungraspable flow. I could stay behind locked doors.

Really, though, I craved attention. I found myself biding my time, waiting for it.

Then this man’s aggression turned me prudish. Not only did I consider covering myself up—turtlenecks, no shorts—I joked to a friend that if I attacked my own face with acid, I could be sure that I wasn’t going around asking for it.

I’d been lightly harassed on the street before. On my doorstep, the man had me actually scared. And ashamed. He described my sexuality back to me as a potential site of violence. By forcing himself onto me, he also incriminated my gay identity.

He saw me, I feared, the real me, in other words, the slut. He saw an orgasm addict, a wolf cub with no pack, listening to sleazy rock, stoned, marked out by a blue lightbulb.

What kind of person would allow the thought to even cross their mind: Should I let this random man in and allow him to taste me?

It was the way he’d put it as a question. As if granting me agency, suggesting it was possible I could want it.

Because he put it as a question, saying no meant I was left to inspect its shadow, the unticked yes.

When he tried to force his way in, I closed the door. Ended an encounter I might have otherwise allowed open for longer. Out of—what? Something like empathy; at least not wanting to pass judgment where a connection might exist. Instead, I latched the door and hid.

Soon enough, I moved out. I would be given the key to other doors.

THE LANDLORD KEEPS A small room above, you told me.

It was a cupboard, basically, on the landing between floors, his refuge from wherever home was. You and your flatmate Pauley had sat there with him to arrange the lease, clocking the shelves of his smutty VHS tapes from your perch on the vinyl bench. The landlord spilled Baileys Irish Cream on a well-thumbed magazine, then held it up and licked the cover boy’s smooth midriff clean.

Could he be peeping now?

You guffawed. You seemed to be forgiving of creeps. This made me want to become one myself and handle you roughly.

You’d only just moved to London from Bath. There, you had managed to find yourself an avuncular figure. Several years older. Regaled you with tales of piss and socks. The idea of him made your dad nervous. It made me possessive just hearing about this guy, and I’d only known you for a matter of hours. But he never touched you. Maybe you were a better listener than me, so you found a better speaker.

You seemed more innocent but also somehow more broken-in than I was. You were so quiet, so nice. The type of boy that someone will always take under their wing. In a crowd, the one who is nearly overlooked, then identified as the best. As it had been with me. You made me the subject. You were so clearly the object. I had no doubt that men saw you as prey, and themselves as both predator and protector.

At twenty, you were barely legal. The age of consent had been lowered from twenty-one to eighteen just a year and a half before. I was twenty-one, so I guess if the law hadn’t changed I’d be committing an offense. Another reason why being naked together had a naughty, conspiratorial halo. We were half innocent and obscene. We’d been infantilized by our governments—our twink years prolonged. The scent from beneath your foreskin was practically an illicit substance.

The vague vice of “buggery” had been illegal in England for over four centuries when sex between two men was partially decriminalized in 1967, and then there were plenty of stipulations (no groups, not in public). The minimum age of twenty-one was far above that of straights, which had been set at sixteen (no anal, though) in 1885. Weirdly, when the age of gay consent was brought down to eighteen in 1994, it was a part of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act, mostly known (and reviled) for its clampdown on raves. (The act also, as if in a spirit of equality, legalized anal sex between heteros over the age of eighteen.) It wouldn’t be until the new millennium that the age minimum for male homosex was adjusted once more to finally match the straight age of consent of sixteen.

In certain places in America, anal and/or oral sex were still crimes no matter the age of the participants. And while such laws could also apply to straights, they had the effect of solidifying a perception of gays as a criminal class. It was seldom, though, that the cops kicked down a door to enforce them.

Not long before we met, your own front door came off its hinges. This was back in Bath, where you had been living alone, too, in a studio flat in a Georgian town house. You stained the carpet with red wine. You attempted to “stain” a shelf in tasteful green. Other than the couch, which your mum had upholstered in patchwork at some point, you kept it minimalist. An Oasis poster hung above the mantel of a fireplace that did not work. You never turned on the hot water. The river Avon flowed past, hidden by trees.

On the night in question you were sleeping at the flat of your gay mentor, who was lending you a room to be with some boy. Your ex-girlfriend sometimes crashed at your place but did not have the key. When she arrived and you weren’t home, she took the door down.

How?

Sheer fury. You laughed. Shoulders.

It seemed like more than the need to enter. She was angry. You didn’t seem the type to enrage people, except for that very quality. You were inoffensive, which people find infuriating.

You and I separated for a day and a night; then, for my last sleep before departing the country, I somehow found my way back to your flat. I had a sore throat. Nothing much more than the scratch from too many cigarettes, but when I griped about it, you showed concern. You weren’t yet used to us Americans, with our nonstop updates.

I explained how when I got back, I planned to move to San Francisco, first crashing at my parents’ place an hour’s drive south of the city. I wrote their address on a Hugo Boss cologne ad torn from The Face, featuring a Juergen Teller photograph of a model who resembled James Dean. The copy read:

THE WORLD IS GETTING SMALLER. SMELL BETTER.

THE DAY BEFORE I met you, the New York Times reported that members of the United States government were plotting to keep us apart.

On page 15 of section B, just before the obituaries, in the Thursday, May 9, 1996, edition: ‘State-by-state skirmishes3 over prospective marriage rights for lesbians and gay men escalated into a national battle today.’

That week, Bob Barr (R-GA) introduced H.R. 3396—the Defense of Marriage Act, or DOMA—in the House of Representatives. DOMA would amend the United States judicial code so that no state or territory was required to recognize a same-sex marriage solemnized in another jurisdiction.

Barr was one of eighty-four Republican freshmen who’d entered Congress in a wave referred to as the Republican Revolution. Barr was highly caffeinated and ambitious. Just after being sworn in to Congress in January 1995, contrary to the usual protocol of sitting back during early sessions, he proposed a repeal of Clinton’s ban on assault weapons. He was a thrice-married, mustachioed, suspender-hoisted man who was seen, while a candidate for the Senate in 1992, ‘licking whipped cream4 from the chests [or ‘neckline5,’ as other observers attested] of two buxom women’ at a Leukemia Society fundraising luncheon.

During his first summer on the job, Barr’s office received an article clipped from the New Republic and circulated to select colleagues by a fellow congressman, a Mormon convert from Oklahoma, regarding potential ramifications of the situation in Oahu. By then, the prospect of same-sex marriage had been hot-potatoing around courts on the island for years.

The Hawaii Marriage Issue, as it became known in Barr’s office, started with a stunt. In December 1990 three same-sex couples, egged on by a highly divisive local activist, walked into the health department headquarters in Honolulu, trailed by reporters, and applied for marriage licenses. Upon rejection, they took it to court, where they lost the first round. Then in 1993, Hawaii’s supreme court vacated that decision. There’d be a final hearing, but gay marriage was a distinct possibility.

The New Republic article was entitled “No Fantasy Island.” Law professor Andrew Koppelman wrote that gay marriage on the Pacific archipelago could not play out in isolation: ‘As a general rule6, most states honor each other’s marriage laws. That’s why a heterosexual couple can get married during their vacation in Reno and have their marriage recognized back home in Atlanta.’ An exception can be made when nuptials performed in another jurisdiction contravene a specific policy of the home state. In the case of same-sex marriage, Koppelman speculated, objections ‘will be stronger in states that criminalize sodomy than it will be in states that prohibit anti-gay discrimination, but the issue will have to be litigated anew in each state. And marriage is also significant for some federal purposes, such as Social Security, military pensions and immigration.’

The notion of gay marriage may have seemed unthinkable—an oxymoron. But, Koppelman noted, the state of Hawaii was half a billion dollars in deficit. And the only proposal for solving that was based on a study, published in the Southern California Law Review, regarding the potential tourist revenue that would result from same-sex marriage.

Watchful conservatives, perceiving an impending “threat,” devised the Defense of Marriage Act as a preventative to keep it from proliferating elsewhere.

It also made a pretty great wedge issue in a presidential election year. Bill Clinton, the incumbent, had a wishy-washy track record on gay rights. Now he needed to hold on to gay and lesbian votes without appearing to be in their perverted pockets. Republicans had him in a no-win situation.

A couple weeks back, on the 18th of April, the Washington Times had run the headline CLINTON OFFERS NEW PROMISES TO GAYS: HINTS HE’LL PUSH LEGAL “MARRIAGES.”

This was apparently intended to alarm a conservative readership. ‘President Clinton,’ according to the lead paragraph, ‘is wooing homosexual voters7 and AIDS activists, who were angered by his handling of their issues earlier in his term, by making new promises to consider expanded civil rights—including same-sex “marriages.”’

Never mind that the article went on to quote a White House aide on same-sex marriage: ‘Not something we intend to espouse.’8 The administration vowed to ‘do everything we can to support’9 traditional straight marriage. Senior adviser George Stephanopoulos would later reiterate that the president was ‘against same-sex marriage.’10 It would’ve only been in private that Stephanopoulos might suggest his boss need not rush into a staunch position.

But the Washington Times leaned on some off-script lip service from Marsha Scott, a straight woman who occupied the unprecedented full-time White House position of liaison to the lesbians and gays. At a private address to ‘a homosexual group’11 in Boston, Scott commented that the government should ‘find ways to ensure that those of you in these loving, long-term and committed relationships can enjoy all the same benefits’ as straight couples, going on to specify that marriage may not be the right ‘vehicle’11 to achieve equal status.

Still, there were enough woolly words to spin into a misleading headline that put the Clinton administration on the back foot. According to journalist Sasha Issenberg, who has extensively chronicled the issue in his tome The Engagement: America’s Quarter-Century Struggle over Same-Sex Marriage, Senator Don Nickles (R-OK) picked up on the article right away, emailing his staff: ‘Interesting story in the Washington Times13 today.’ To which a member of his staff replied, ‘Sounds like an opportunity14 for us.’ Meaning the Republicans could instrumentalize the mere specter of gay marriage to force Clinton to take a position, potentially alienating a core of gay supporters or swaths of heteronormative undecideds.

While Representative Barr was drafting DOMA, Senator Nickles worked on his own bill, called the Meaning of Marriage Act, or MOMA. In the space of a brief dictionary entry, it established a federal definition of marriage as the legal union between one man and one woman, and spouse as a husband or wife of the opposite sex. Nickles had advanced this notion as early as 1993, when he persuaded sponsors of the Family and Medical Leave Act to limit the definition of spouse so that employers would not be forced to grant unpaid leave to gay and lesbian workers caring for their domestic partners.

Republicans orchestrated a merging of the drafts across the two chambers of Congress, so that in its final form, DOMA absorbed Nickles’s federal definitions. This made it more consequential: the legitimacy of gay marriage would not only vary across state lines, it would be plainly invalid at the federal level. On May 8th, the day after DOMA was brought forth in the House, Nickles introduced an identical bill in the Senate. ‘An Act,’ it trumpeted, ‘to define and protect the institution of marriage.’

DOMA, Representative Barr insisted to the press, would not altogether outlaw same-sex marriage at the state level. Yet through its rigid definitions, the bill would deny gay and lesbian couples federal rights and privileges, including immigration. When the world appears to be getting smaller, politicians find ways to draw up borders.

A lot of queers, of course, didn’t want in on the historically proprietary and patriarchal institution in the first place. But marriage affords privileges, including mobility across borders. Marriage is, among other things, a passport.

When we met, same-sex marriage did not exist anywhere, not in any meaningful legal sense. There was no civil or domestic partnership across the UK, where I found you, nor the US, where I’m from. It wasn’t against the law for us to fall in love. But if we were to forge a commitment, there didn’t seem to be any place to take it.

How was I to anticipate that if, on that Friday night in London, I happened to glance, right then, across the room, and spot you, and if you were to see me back, and feel it too, a lurch, overwhelming, and if we were to give in, it would mean we had found each other but become lost?

ON THE FLIGHT BACK to California, I wondered if I should still be pining for Piero, my pickup in Rome.

Piero had taken me back to the apartment he was subletting from an actress, where I’d somewhat lost my anal virginity to him, if you count half an inch in. He’d been gentlemanly about the stains on the sheets.

No, Xuan said as we buckled up. London is the one.

I reminded myself that it’s the reduced oxygen that makes people tear up on the plane. I’d long thought this would mark the point when I moved to San Francisco to begin my independent adult life. Now I found myself reluctant to admit that the plane was not headed toward my future, but away from you.

While we were up in the air, White House press secretary Michael D. McCurry was asked why President Clinton opposed same-sex marriage.

‘He believes this is a time15 when we need to do things to strengthen the American family,’ McCurry responded, ‘and that’s the reason why he’s taken this position.’ This didn’t deviate much from an Oval Office–approved script, but the emphasis seemed off, a little too close to the conservative battle cry of “family values.”

Soon after, David Mixner, gay rights advocate and friend of Bill Clinton’s, would state, ‘I don’t think there’s any question16 that the statement was extraordinarily political in nature, because no one in the White House can make a cogent argument about how gay people committing themselves to a lifelong relationship threatens the American family.’ Mixner concluded, ‘It is a ridiculous statement.’17

But Clinton was never going to be the gay marriage president. As the vulnerable incumbent, he needed to maintain a traditionalist image. Around the time of that damaging Washington Times headline, Monica Lewinsky, a young staffer in the White House Office of Legislative Affairs, was spotted in the West Wing after hours by a Secret Service officer. He reported this to the deputy chief of staff, and within days Lewinsky was reassigned to a junior role at the Pentagon based on ‘immature and inappropriate behavior.’18 The Post later disclosed, ‘White House officials say they engineered19 the move because Lewinsky appeared to be infatuated with Clinton.’ It’s thought their affair began in 1995. Though the scandal hadn’t broken, one might suspect such indiscretions put him on guard.

Political adviser Dick Morris counseled the president to embrace a ‘values agenda’20 and brought on author Naomi Wolf as an unpaid consultant to help connect with women voters. Clinton needed ‘an overarching, pre-emptive metaphor21,’ went a leaked memo attributed to Wolf. The memo offered this one: ‘The Good Father22,’ with a narrative of ‘building a house together23—the American house.’ That way, Clinton could state that he was willing to ‘negotiate about the shape of the house24 we are building; the design; the details; but I will not let anyone or anything touch the bedrock. I will DEFEND/PROTECT the foundation.’

I LEFT BEHIND A stick of deodorant at your place. You held it to your nose while you masturbated. We were about to begin disclosing intimacies like that—some unknowable mix of missing and imagining the other—in countless long letters. We’d reckon with absence through language. Madly proclaim and confess. In a way, I’m still writing a love letter now.

I’m also writing on the trails of those who went before us, though we had few means of knowing who they were back then. I want to learn how we arrived here together and find out who traveled first, as well as something about those who obstructed their way. Allow me to shuffle the cards that were stacked against us. But the learning does not put an end to the wanting. The wanting must be kept on like a pilot light.

Our first few years would be defined by apartness. To say feels like forever only sounds childishly impatient to others—at best, an abstraction—but that is how we would move through the next period of months and years. Eventually, we would form—force—a life in one place. It was outside the law but full and real, lived in a succession of rented apartments.

All words are just an abstraction, but my memories of us amount to home—some shapeless notion of hearth, as well as the material details. When anyone asks about the history of us, my mind goes to locations. Our love is a house.

I think of poet Robert Duncan, who married mononymic artist Jess in a 1951 ceremony in San Francisco, which of course bore no legal significance. They dubbed themselves householders. Jess referred to himself as a housewaif. Curator Tara McDowell has found in Robert Duncan’s notebooks his description of their domestic sphere as


a lone holding in an alien forest-world, as a campfire about which we gatherd in an era of cold and night—a made-up thing in which participating we have had the medium of a life together.25



I find myself returning to this line often. I’d been sure it was the image of the campfire that drew me back until I realized it is as much the phrase a made-up thing.

While it can feel safe inside a household of our own making, there is always the threat of invasion. I’m writing the threshold. And the terror of having made a thing worth protecting.
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Between Two Faggots

In a Tonight Show monologue broadcast in the spring of 1975, Johnny Carson mentioned a man who approached the county courthouse in Boulder, Colorado, with his horse Dolly. Incensed at the news that the office had begun issuing marriage licenses to same-sex couples, he intended to make a point by applying to marry his horse. ‘Now, you can make up your own jokes,’1 Carson said. (He did offer up a few, such as: ‘Y’know, this could be the first time that a husband will ride his wife to the wedding reception.’)2

The initial gay marriage in the mountain state was between two men both named Dave. In Colorado Springs, where they tried first, the Daves were told they’d have a better chance in Boulder. Two years before, the Boulder City Council had passed one of the country’s first declarations protecting gays and lesbians from discrimination (though it had since been repealed by voters). The newly elected county clerk, Clela Rorex, wore her hair long and her skirts short. Her campaign brochure unfolded like a piece of origami. She was low-key in nature but used the newfangled honorific Ms. She drove a car with the license plate MS1 and a YES! EQUAL RIGHTS bumper sticker.

The hopeful couple arrived at her office in late March 1975. Clela was careful about procedure. Her father had been a county clerk, too, and her mother was a teacher. She made the relevant inquiries and was told by the assistant district attorney that nothing in the Colorado marriage code specifically prohibited providing a license to two women or two men. It was her call. On the 26th of March, Clela issued the two Daves a license, and they wed the next day.

A few more queers showed up, prompting the New York Times to dub Colorado ‘a mini-Nevada for homosexual couples.’3

Clela began to suffer migraines as she was attacked with hateful phone calls. She was a single mother, and her young son sometimes answered the phone, only to be exposed to indiscriminate vitriol.

Then came the guy with the horse. ‘He had a line all prepared4,’ Clela recounted to documentarian Thomas Miller. ‘If a man can marry a man, and a woman can marry a woman, why can’t a tired old cowboy like me marry his best friend Dolly?’

Clela was at a loss—until she came to the question of Dolly’s age and the man replied that she was eight. She laid down her pen and said, ‘I’m sorry. Dolly is underage.’

TONY SULLIVAN AND RICHARD Adams were watching The Tonight Show at their place in Tujunga, a neighborhood in the foothills of the Angeles National Forest. The couple had read a brief report on Boulder’s same-sex weddings in The Advocate but dismissed it. How long could that possibly go on? Now that the situation had been brought up on national television, they realized that licenses had been issued openly and unimpeded for nearly a month. Maybe this was the moment they’d been waiting for.

Tony and Richard met on Cinco de Mayo 1971 at a Los Angeles gay bar called The Closet. They made a date to rendezvous the next day at Greta Garbo’s star on Hollywood Boulevard. Tony was a globe-trotting Australian passing through on his way to England. The next year, he returned to California, and continued to form a deeper love with mild-mannered Richard, who was born in Manila and was a naturalized US citizen.

With no recourse in the States, they planned to move together to Australia, where a flamboyant young Tony had been brought up in a privileged yet troubled household. In Thomas Miller’s documentary Limited Partnership, Tony recalls his mother planning to have him lobotomized.

Tony went to the Australian embassy in Los Angeles to apply for a visa for Richard. ‘Everything was going along blissfully fine5 until I happened to mention he was born in the Philippines,’ Tony later told on the history podcast Lost Highways.

The consulate rep declared that if Richard was Filipino, his visa would not be approved. Though the White Australia Policy, a group of rules obstructing the immigration of nonwhite people, had recently ended, the bureaucrat took it upon himself to continue its enforcement.

‘And then he said, Filipinos shouldn’t complain. They’re the worst of the lot.’

Tony got hitched to a female friend two days before his visa expired in January 1974, but flubbed the green card interview by refusing to pretend their marriage had been consummated. It was annulled.

He developed the routine of going to Mexico and back every three months, though by 1975 he and Richard were wary about the accumulation of stamps in his passport, an obvious sign that he’d found a workaround to prolong his stay in the States. In March the two were wed at the gay-affirming Metropolitan Community Church, for whatever that was worth.

The pair didn’t want just a symbolic exchange of rings; they needed a legal loophole. So after The Tonight Show bit aired, Tony and Richard flew to Colorado, with two MCC ministers in tow, and showed up at Clela’s office.

On the 21st of April they received their license, wed on the spot in the corridor outside the office, and returned immediately for their certificate. They later held a ceremony in Denver, wearing open-collared white shirts. They went back to their hotel room, then emerged for a press conference to declare that this time the marriage had indeed been consummated. Like other gays before them, they made the most of secondary gains.

After all the scheming, adrenaline, and publicity, it was only when they were back home in Tujunga that it sank in. As his husband put the key in the lock of their front door, Tony realized that they were actually married.

Along with Annice and Violet—who received their license the same day—they were among the last of six same-sex couples to be married before the Colorado attorney general ordered the licenses to cease. These half dozen marriages were declared invalid, but slipped into a strange limbo, never specifically nullified by the state.

THOSE WERE NOT THE first same-sex marriage licenses issued in the United States, nor the first to enter into an indefinite state of uncertainty.

In the most famous story, Jack Baker met Michael McConnell on the weekend before Halloween 1966 at a barn party held near the college town of Norman, Oklahoma. The place was jumping with young gay men, many of them students at the university. Jack and Michael were introduced by a mutual friend, as if rolling two socks together from a pile of fresh laundry. They were both twenty-four years old and blue-eyed, stood right around six feet tall, wore the same shoe size. A ‘matched pair6,’ Michael later wrote, like ‘salt and pepper shakers.’ Or salt and salt. Side by side, they look like a dictionary image of the prefix homo. But in the early days Jack had a neat flattop, making Michael, whose own hair fell across his brow, suspicious he was a suit—a repressed married man with a secret penchant for the gay college scene. Jack soon loosened up his look.

On his twenty-fifth birthday, Jack asked Michael to move in with him. To become lovers, in the parlance of the time, meaning to set up home together. Michael agreed, with the stipulation that they get married. ‘Legally.’7 Since his playground days, he’d shared the dream of the two girls he counted as his best friends: ‘a sparkling new house8 with a handsome husband.’ Jack and Michael had a traditionalist streak, a belief in doing things the right way—albeit with bending. ‘We outfoxed them9,’ Jack told the New York Times years later. ‘That’s what lawyers do: make the law work for them.’

The pair moved to Minneapolis, where Jack enrolled in law school at the University of Minnesota and Michael accepted an appointment as head of cataloging at the campus library. It was there that they realized the state law’s definition of marriage did not mention the sex of the spouses. In 1970 they applied for a marriage license, commonly considered to be the first such request by a same-sex couple in the United States. The Hennepin County clerk denied their application. (Two months later a pair of women applied for a license under pseudonyms in Kentucky, also unsuccessfully.)

In light of the press coverage, the university regents refused to proceed with Michael’s hiring. He sued, won, then faced the regents’ appeal. Meanwhile the pair battled through the state court system in pursuit of their marriage license. Their photographs appeared in Look magazine, alongside text like ‘Not all homosexual life10 is a series of one-night stands in bathhouses, public toilets or gay bars (those queer, mirror images of the swinging-singles straight scene). Some homosexuals—a minority—live together in stable, often long-lasting relationships, like Baker’s and McConnell’s.’

The editors apparently failed to recognize that a happy home life and free love are not mutually exclusive. Jack and Michael’s engagement was not a whim, but neither was it a cage. ‘We love each other11; we don’t own each other,’ as Michael has put it. They sometimes slept with other men. Michael knew gay bars and bathhouses where sex was ‘usually the evening’s entertainment.’12 Some visitors, he noted, sweetly judgment-free, ‘just enjoyed feasting their eyes13 on all those good-looking male bodies.’

As their case wound its way to the Minnesota Supreme Court, Michael adopted Jack—a not unheard-of means for a gay couple to qualify for inheritance rights and tax benefits. Hurling yet another wrench into the system, Jack changed his name to the gender-ambiguous Pat Lyn McConnell. Then in August 1971, staying with friends in Blue Earth County, Michael applied for a marriage license again, this time stating his intent to wed Pat Lyn. A clerk in the town of Mankato granted the license; Michael recalls she was ‘just as friendly as she could be.’14 In early September they held a seven-minute ceremony with a few pals present. Both had grown their hair out and donned lacy white headbands. They looked earthy and wholesome. When they kissed, they really went for it.

Weeks later, in the oral argument of the 1971 Minnesota Supreme Court case Baker v. Nelson, one of the justices rotated his chair—literally turning his back on Jack and Michael’s lawyer (and housemate) Mike Wetherbee, a bright mind associated with the Minnesota Civil Liberties Union. The justice needn’t have been so performative. The court’s decision ruled unanimously against the couple on the grounds of a ‘sensible reading’ of marriage law, citing references to gender-specific language elsewhere in state law and describing marriage as the sole provenance of a man and woman to be ‘as old as the book of Genesis’15—in which Jacob marries Leah and her sister Rachel, too.

Jack and Michael advanced their appeal to the Supreme Court of the United States. Meanwhile, Michael’s job discrimination victory was reversed, putting an end to his agonizing bid to keep his eleven-thousand-dollar-per-annum job. They later discovered the university had spent twenty-five thousand dollars to keep him from working there. A half year later their marriage case, Baker v. Nelson—a breakthrough in gay legal proceedings, as journalists Joyce Murdoch and Deb Price have observed, in that it was ‘about love, not sex16,’ and the first to stake a claim for equal citizenship rather than respond to an allegation or punishment—was dismissed by SCOTUS for failing to bring a substantial federal question.

Michael took to calling it a ‘landmark indecision.’17

What precedent had the Supreme Court established, exactly? By turning away Jack and Michael’s case, it sustained the Minnesota decision that the two had no claim to a marriage license. Yet the highest court in the land didn’t take the opportunity to codify such restrictions. So even as SCOTUS denied Jack and Michael, it had not erected a broader obstruction on the legal path to gay marriage.

In 1977 the Minnesota statutes were amended, adding to the definition Jack had found on the books—‘Marriage, so far as its validity in law is concerned, is a civil contract’—the words ‘between a man and a woman.’

But Baker v. Nelson specifically addressed the pair’s initial license rejection in Hennepin County. In Blue Earth County, local bureaucrats might have balked at Jack and Michael’s marriage certificate—it was never officially recorded—but the pencil pushers never bothered to have their license annulled. As with Richard and Tony’s marriage four years later, the license remained in limbo. In 2018 their 1971 marriage would finally be declared by court order to be ‘in all respects valid.’18

AMID THE MEDIA HUBBUB surrounding the wave of gay marriages in Colorado, news of Richard and Tony’s nuptials wasn’t met only with felicitations. Richard was fired from his job. Tony was disinherited. A letter from his mother in Australia read:


I can endure no more. Perversion is bad enough but public display never.19



Richard immediately requested spousal classification from the Immigration and Naturalization Service, who had begun deportation proceedings against Tony. When they learned that their INS interview was, weirdly, to include FBI and CIA agents, they refused to attend.

The INS wrote their decision that day. When it arrived in the post, Tony opened the letter on the spot. Because he couldn’t believe his eyes, he asked the mailman to also take a look. The denial read:


YOU HAVE FAILED TO ESTABLISH THAT A BONA FIDE MARITAL RELATIONSHIP CAN EXIST BETWEEN TWO FAGGOTS.20



A revised letter refrained from dropping the f-bomb, but stated explicitly that two males cannot be considered married because neither ‘can perform the female functions21 in marriage.’

Tony was told by an activist friend that, though his comrades loved him, a push for old-fashioned marriage wasn’t a part of their revolution. It wasn’t the couple’s chosen cause, either. ‘Right from the beginning, Richard and I22 were opposed to the discrimination brought about by marriage laws,’ Tony has made clear.

‘When people get married in the US23, they become officially special’ is how author Bella DePaulo has put it. ‘With their marriage certificate in hand, they automatically qualify for the benefits and protections of more than one thousand laws—and that’s just counting the ones at the federal level.’

Richard and Tony opposed this systemically while also objecting to their exclusion from those laws. After their matrimony was ruled invalid by the Board of Immigration Appeals, the pair went to US district court; Adams v. Howerton marked the first lawsuit seeking recognition of a same-sex marriage by the federal government. In 1979, armed with their marriage certificate and the aid of constitutional lawyer David M. Brown, they filed suit against the acting district director of the INS. (The pair found Brown through the American Civil Liberties Union, whose willingness to invest in gay causes had been arguably inconstant.) Richard and Tony lost in district court in 1980 as well as in another round at the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals in 1982. Significantly, the latter opinion held that, in respect to immigration law, the term ‘spouse’24 indicates an opposite-sex partner in a heterosexual marriage.

Unable to afford the funds to get their case to SCOTUS, Tony and Richard each filed a pauper’s affidavit. Richard put down his total estate at a hundred dollars and a Peugeot nearly two decades old. Tony claimed his worth to be seventy bucks plus his old Ford. With that, they sent their petition to SCOTUS in the spring of 1982.

The Supreme Court justices hadn’t heard oral arguments in a gay-related case for fifteen years. In the last instance—the 1967 case Boutilier v. Immigration and Naturalization Service—the majority decided that a Canadian man could be booted out of the country because being a homosexual is equivalent to being psychopathic. When Adams arrived at SCOTUS, the justices declined to hear it, as they had with Baker.

Meanwhile, the pair also fought Tony’s deportation on the basis that the separation would qualify as an emotional hardship. An INS court ruling disagreed and declared Tony deportable. Sullivan v. INS ultimately made its way to future SCOTUS justice Anthony Kennedy, then at the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals. In a 2–1 decision authored by Kennedy in 1985, the court decided there was no ‘extreme hardship’25 in dividing the two lovers, because the Board of Immigration Appeals had established that Tony was not ‘a qualifying relative’26 to Richard.

A month before Christmas 1985, Richard and Tony flew to Heathrow Airport in London. They drifted around the continent using a Eurail pass gifted by a friend, traveling in the coldest temperatures recorded so far that century. They ended up in Ireland, living in a damp abandoned house just below the border with Northern Ireland. They didn’t have much money. They felt somehow dead.

In October 1986, figuring they’d rather be back in Los Angeles, illegal but warm, they reentered the States via Mexico. Their friend Jeremy drove Tony through the border inspection station. Tony was unshaven and sported ‘a cap like someone from Bakersfield27 would wear.’ He held a can of Coke as the finishing touch. The officer peered into the car, then waved the men through based on their all-American look.

Or could it be, as Tony long suspected, that the officer was gay, knew exactly who he was and opted to be complicit in their reentry?

With that, Tony was back home—albeit now completely, even notoriously, illegal.

AIDS was ravishing their friend group. Their lawyer David succumbed. So did Jeremy, who told the couple before his death that driving Tony through border control had been the proudest moment of his life.

Tony was now unable to leave the country for fear he would not get back in so easily the next time. He and Richard set up house together in Los Angeles again. They painted, cooked and bickered. They smoked too many cigarettes. They would go on to watch the same-sex marriage debate unfold on TV news.

They would see the Defense of Marriage Act implemented, followed by a mind-boggling number of state and federal battles through the early years of the new century. In California a majority would vote against gay marriage on more than one occasion. Renegade weddings would take place in San Francisco around Valentine’s Day 2004, and marriage laws would relentlessly flip-flop in the wake. In December 2012, Richard would die of cancer. The following year two gay-related Supreme Court opinions would be announced on the same day: one legalizing same-sex marriage in California and the other striking down Section 3 of DOMA, the federal definition of marriage as between a man and a woman. Finally, in 2015, the decision in Obergefell v. Hodges would require all states to issue licenses to consenting same-sex couples.

The deciding vote in Obergefell would be from Justice Anthony Kennedy, the very same who ruled in 1985 that it would cause no extreme hardship to tear Tony and Richard asunder. Perhaps he never forgot that. Kennedy authored the majority opinion in Obergefell. ‘The nature of injustice28,’ he wrote, ‘is that we may not always see it in our own times.’ But I’d be loath to call this redemption when other people do see the injustice, and are dealt it.

After Obergefell Tony would write to President Obama, seeking an apology for the faggot letter sent four decades before. The head of the US Citizenship and Immigration Services would duly issue a formal apology for that hateful language and offer condolences on the loss of Richard. In 2016 Tony would finally receive his green card on compassionate terms, as the widower of a deceased American spouse. That decision was dated the 21st of April, suggesting that immigration officials were deliberately marking the forty-first anniversary of his marriage to Richard.

Tony would die in 2020. Clela Rorex, who took the risk of issuing their license, would pass away in 2022, while I was writing this.
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Homostupid

It was becoming a whole thing. By the time I landed back in America, gay marriage was a huge political story, due less to impetus from gay activists than to Republicans who thought they had President Clinton cornered. In addition to the Defense of Marriage Act, several states were debating bills to inscribe a definition of marriage as between one man and one woman. May 1996, the month that we met, turned out to be a pivotal period, setting the course for two decades of war over same-sex marriage.

Two days after my return, the 15th of May, was an especially eventful date in national politics.

Majority leader Bob Dole (R-KS) announced his resignation from the Senate, where he’d served since 1969, to devote his energies to his campaign against Clinton. Dole’s colleague William J. Bennett, author of The Book of Virtues and The Moral Compass, urged him to highlight his role as cosponsor of the Defense of Marriage Act: ‘Presidential election years are the time1 to talk about big issues, and this is a more important issue than the gas tax.’

Lawyers for Clinton filed a Supreme Court appeal to delay the sexual harassment suit against him by his former clerical employee Paula Jones, who was seeking seventy thousand dollars in damages, alleging that Clinton, then governor of Arkansas, made ‘crude sexual advances’2 toward her in a Little Rock hotel room in 1991.

And the House Judiciary Subcommittee on the Constitution held its hearing on the Defense of Marriage Act
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