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			“It was seeing death all the time in this war got me to thinking these things. Death was so common, it didn’t mean anything. That freed me to think of life. Queer, isn’t it? Death made me think of life. Before that life had only made me think of death!”

			—Eugene O’Neill, Mourning Becomes Electra (The Homecoming)
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			Introduction

		

		
			We hear the word hero all the time. This one is a hero for saving a life, that one’s a hero for rescuing a neighbor’s pet. Time after time, heroes step out of the routine of their lives to respond to an exceptional circumstance. Time after time, the heroes say the same thing: “Someone had to do it.” Nobel Prize–winning French author Albert Camus wrote in his novel The Plague that the essence of heroism is caring for others “as a matter of common decency.” It’s about doing the right thing simply because it is the right thing to do.

			Gay men, and our LGBTQ community in general, have much to be proud of in our history of resilience and survival while vastly outnumbered by those who assaulted, condemned, disdained, exorcised, insulted, lobotomized, medicated, outlawed, and threw us out of our homes. I call it “the heroic legacy” because ours is a history of men (and women) who challenged, resisted, and undermined the prevailing notion that the world belongs to straight white men.

			Early psychiatrists in the nineteenth century chalked up what we call our “gaydar” to what they considered at the time to be mental illness. Homosexuals were presumed to share the same “sickness,” and extrasensory perception was apparently one of its symptoms. But while heterosexuals preoccupied themselves with trying to figure out how best to keep us on the fringe of their awareness, gay men were building networks of friends and sexual partners, the beginnings of what we call the gay community.

			Even then gay men were passing down legends and lore, celebrating gay heroes from history, falling in love, working, and doing their part to keep America going strong. They invented coded language that allowed them to carry on whole conversations with one another in a roomful of heterosexuals who hadn’t a clue as to what they were saying. They adored the female divas of stage and screen because those ladies knew what Lysistrata knew way back in ancient Greece: withhold access to the honeypot and even heterosexual warriors can be bent around the daintiest finger.

			The secrecy and shame we were expected to accept as our lot began to give way, at last, when the Stonewall riots of 1969 erupted like a volcano into America’s awareness. The explosion reverberated loudest in the psyches of gay men and lesbians long used to living secret lives, hiding their longtime loves, and stuffing down the pain of all the trauma they had endured in their lives. Now it was out in the open, for all the world to see: Homosexuals flaunting (the preferred verb) our sexuality by—clutch the pearls!—holding a boyfriend’s hand, or—coronary—a “same-sex kiss.” And that disco music gay men loved in the 1970s? It was the soundtrack of the emancipation we proclaimed for ourselves. Hetero America didn’t know what to do with homos who wouldn’t just “keep it to themselves,” stick to the shadows, and die an early and so-sad-but-you-know-how-they-are death likely as not by their own hand.

			Then AIDS hit us, first, hardest, and most visibly in this country with the earliest reported cases in 1981. Those preoccupied with finding reasons we should be kept “in our place” saw AIDS as a godsend, “proof” that homosexuals were cursed by God, paying with our lives the wages of our “sin” of not being heterosexual—and, even more unforgivably, forcing heterosexuals to confront the fact of human diversity. Some were willing to suggest draconian measures. “Rounding ’em all up” was mentioned. So was tattooing gay men’s buttocks to “warn” potential sexual partners of their potentially being a “carrier” of HIV. That is precisely what the erudite arch-conservative William F. Buckley Jr. proposed in 1986. Gay people responded by forming GLAAD to counter the hateful and dehumanizing lies about us propagated in the media by highly biased sources, frequently of the fundamentalist Christian variety.

			But while those who crowed loudest about their religious faith continued to condemn us, we busied ourselves with taking care of sick and dying men, protesting in the streets, and demanding a voice in medical and policy decisions that affected our lives. With the help of our lesbian sisters, co-workers, neighbors, and, if we were lucky, even our families of origin, we mounted an extraordinary community response to the HIV-AIDS epidemic such as the world has never seen. Gay men with AIDS changed the world of medicine by insisting on being a partner in their care rather than a passive “patient” simply trusting that “doctor knows best.” Often in the AIDS epidemic, it was the gay men afflicted by the illness who knew much more about their illness than their physicians. We knew well that information and knowledge equals power, and that silence equals death, and all our friendship and social networks crisscrossing the country shared information and forged a strong sense of a “national” gay community.

			We were under siege on three fronts at once: assaulted by a deadly virus able to invade vulnerable bodies during our most intimate acts; a homophobic federal government that delayed even trying to figure out what was going on until thousands of gay men already had died; and, on what we might call the home front, the battle within ourselves. We gay men know how challenging it is to get past the shame that society has expected us to feel simply for being different, for loving and being attracted to men. The fact that AIDS hit gay men so hard, that HIV in the mind of America to this day is so closely identified with gay men, added to the struggle to break through the layers of psychological oppression and find true gay liberation in our own hearts and minds.

			Gay men who lived through the darkest years of AIDS don’t need to be reminded of the terrible, traumatic experiences of those years. We all went through what psychologists call an “off-time life event,” forced by circumstance to deal with the mortal illness and death of our friends and lovers. We talked about growing old before our time because we lost so many friends our age within a short time and lived in a constant state of grief. Outside of wartime young men don’t tend to die en masse the way our brothers did. Those of us who carry on have been forced to live into our middle years and beyond with the loneliness so many of us carried from our boyhood, compounded by the loss of friends with whom we expected to grow old. We laugh alone at reruns of Golden Girls, trying only to recall the happy memories of the friends we used to watch it with in the 1980s who are no longer alive.

			Trauma for so many of us has been a recurring theme in our lives. It’s shocking to realize, as researchers have found, that nearly half of gay men are sexually abused as children. Then there are the schoolyard bullies, and nowadays the online bullies driving vulnerable gay kids to suicide. Pile on discriminatory laws, religious condemnation, and it’s not hard to understand why some of us grow up not feeling the kind of easy self-confidence that so many heterosexual men exude. Too many of us grow up into men who find ways to dissociate from our trauma. It’s not coincidental that alcoholism and other substance abuse rates are higher among gay men than among heterosexual men. It’s not coincidental that sex takes on exaggerated importance for men who don’t have a sense of their own lovability and value beyond their ability to attract and please a partner.

			But one of the most stunning findings from recent research on gay men is that the overwhelming majority of us do not abuse drugs or engage in high-risk sex (defined here as condomless anal intercourse), that in fact we are extremely resilient. A 2013 report from the National Institutes of Health’s LGBT Research Coordinating Committee said that understanding resilience—how it develops, may protect health, and buffers against the stigma that sexual minorities risk turning upon themselves—should be a cornerstone of future LGBT health research. Dr. Ron Stall, a medical anthropologist who directs the University of Pittsburgh’s Center for LGBT Health Research, has found that even gay men who had several mental health challenges did not engage in high-risk sex. He calls gay men’s resilience an “untapped resource” in protecting gay men’s health, avoiding HIV, and building a strong community. 

			I first encountered Stall’s and other behavioral research when I got to thinking about my own resilience after my 2005 HIV diagnosis, at age forty-seven, knocked me for the biggest loop, ever. All of my life’s traumas—the deaths of my father, “second mother,” the “big brother I wish I’d had,” and so many other friends and colleagues to AIDS and cancer; my own lonely boyhood as I sought escape from a dysfunctional family; the bus stop bullies in junior high—all seemed to come to a head in this singular moment when my doctor called to tell me what I, being a journalist after all, began to call “my news.” 

			Two years after my diagnosis, I moved back to eastern Connecticut, where I grew up. I wanted a change after twenty-two years in D.C., and I thought a smaller city would be nice. So I returned to Norwich, the hometown I’d fled in 1976 to go away to college, the only person in my immediate family to do so. When I used to drive my Jeep out to the foothills of the Blue Ridge in western Virginia, I would ache inside for the hills, old farms, and country roads of the area where I grew up. I was a New Englander at heart, and I had long dreamed of returning to the region I loved so well.

			Unfortunately, I returned to Norwich just as the Great Recession was unrolling in 2007. Boy did it hit hard in eastern Connecticut. Hundreds and hundreds of foreclosed homes. More and more people relying on social service agencies to help them through the hard times. There are many Trump supporters in an area that in some ways is the image of “American carnage” with its crumbling old mill buildings, ruins of America’s lost manufacturing businesses and jobs, though most of the left-behind working poor are white.

			I had a hard time of my own, and it went beyond “merely” living with a potentially life-threatening illness. The coffeehouse I wanted to open didn’t happen because, as I discovered, even people in the area with money to invest are risk-averse, particularly in a recession. Decades of supporting myself on my enterprise and entrepreneurial drive in Washington, D.C., hadn’t prepared me for what awaited. Living hundreds of miles from my consulting contacts in Washington, and providing writing and editorial services that were among the “extras” that organizations I worked with cut in the recession, I saw my income plummet to its lowest levels since I worked part time in college. My professional accomplishments and educational pedigree couldn’t even get me a job interview at Starbucks or Lowes. It was astonishing how quickly I became another HIV-positive American living below the poverty line! I moved in with my elderly mother because, after supporting myself in major cities for three decades, I was unable to afford my own place back in my relatively inexpensive hometown. As Mom moved into her early eighties, our housemate arrangement became increasingly an elder-care situation as I have also become one of the growing number of middle-age gay men in this country helping to care for an elderly parent—many of them men who, like me, returned to their hometowns after years in major cities.

			I realized at some point that the experience of returning to the place I started out my life, and becoming impoverished once again—after working exceptionally hard my whole life to escape the shame I felt about my family’s poverty—has actually been the catalyst for my own biggest breakthrough in understanding and healing my own traumas. Being once again around family members and others I know in Norwich, the years I spent in therapy and Al-Anon groups have enabled me to clearly see the reasons I couldn’t get away from there fast enough when I was seventeen years old. I see the dysfunction, threatening to pull me in if I will allow it. All around me I see people who are victims of depression yet refuse to take action to improve their lives, blaming everyone and everything except their own poor choices—particularly the choice not to acknowledge the problem and get proper help. I don’t much relate to that mindset. I have always preferred to function at my highest level, even when it might mean taking medication to do so, as it certainly does for someone living with HIV. I have accepted responsibility for all my choices, even when they have had harsh consequences for me. As an openly gay man who has written in the local newspaper, and beyond, about living with HIV, I have never once blamed someone for infecting me because I know that whoever he was, I was a willing participant.

			Judging from my financial picture, I “looked” a lot like the many other people in Norwich without much money. But inside, I knew I was fundamentally different—and not only because I am gay or dressed better (thanks to Marshalls’s clearance rack). Yes, the difference had to do with being well educated, living in major cities for decades, and traveling many places within and outside the United States. I’ve lived an extremely different life from anyone in my family and everyone I know in Norwich. But I’ve realized that the real difference, the one that matters and sets me apart, is that I choose not to see myself as a victim. 

			I decided the best use of my time, energy, and talent amid the exceptionally challenging circumstances I found myself in was to do what I have always done: rely on my skills and ability to cultivate writing assignments. I wrote a weekly column for the Norwich Bulletin, the local daily newspaper, without any compensation. I saw the accountability I called for and the economic development ideas I introduced from “outside” experts as my contribution toward helping my old hometown’s faltering efforts to reinvent itself for the postindustrial era. I convinced a couple of foundations to put up a few thousand dollars to let me update and expand my 1999 book Victory Deferred: How AIDS Changed Gay Life in America. I revised my 2001 book Hot Stuff: A Brief History of Disco. In 2014 I self-published Wilhelmina Goes Wandering, a “fable for kids ages 5 to 105” that has been called a “classic” in Connecticut where the true story it’s based on took place. I blogged, free, for the Huffington Post and wrote a bunch of several-thousand-word feature articles for TheAtlantic.com, highly praised by my editor, which paid me a paltry $125 apiece. Twenty years earlier I was already being paid $1 per word. It didn’t begin to compensate me for the time it took to develop the articles, the hours spent researching online, reading and annotating journal articles, arranging and conducting multiple interviews, writing and polishing the story to a sheen. But I accepted the low wages because I knew that affiliating my by-line with Huff Post and The Atlantic would be beneficial for my career. I hoped it would help me land a book contract. In my fifties, I was paying my dues all over again, reinventing—or perhaps refurbishing—myself. Unlike the first time I paid my dues, in my twenties, this time I was fighting to reclaim my place back in the middle class I had worked so hard to become part of since becoming a first-generation college graduate decades earlier.

			Somewhere around the time I was writing “The Power of Choosing Resilience” for The Atlantic in 2013, the springboard for this book, I had an epiphany. It really did seem to hit me upside the head. I realized that I was extremely proud of the man I had become. I was proud that I took responsibility for myself and didn’t blame others for my troubles. I was proud that I was open about being gay, right there in my old hometown. I wasn’t living in a safe, urban, gay neighborhood anymore. I was proud that I wasn’t simply whining about my difficult circumstances, like so many around me in Norwich, but was actively working to improve them. I can’t begin to describe how challenging it has been at times to live in a place where even family members have a hard time understanding that what I do is actually work because I don’t punch a time clock. I also understood, and affirmed for myself, that the choices I made along the way that eventually put me in the path of HIV were not the only choices I had made in my life; in fact I had made many excellent choices. Where inside me did those smart choices come from?

			I began to reframe my own life story in my mind. Instead of looking back across my life and seeing only the traumas I suffered, I chose to focus instead on how I had survived them—to think of myself as a survivor. And not merely a survivor, but one whose challenges had provided what the gardener in me describes as the pruning I needed to survive the harshness of winter and blossom again in the spring. Facing a life-threatening illness, I chose not only to take care of myself, but also to squeeze every drop of joy and wisdom I can from my life’s experiences, including the hard ones. I literally stop and smell roses, inhaling deeply, with my eyes closed in ecstasy.

			I was taking pocket change to the Coin Star machine simply to have a few bills in my wallet. It was that tight. Yet I was savoring the simplest pleasures in my life: hiking at Bluff Point, in Groton, where I first hiked as a boy; laughing out loud as I rolled my Jetta up and down the rolling hills of eastern Connecticut; gazing out across the nearby ocean on a gray misty day. My big vegetable garden, in the backyard of one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, kept me sane and hopeful and connected to a sense of deep, long American history during those challenging years. I did a lot of “self-talk” to silence the shaming voices in my head and to pull myself upright after feeling I’d been knocked off my Libran balance since my diagnosis in 2005.

			In my journalism work I have always picked subjects I want to learn about, and then pitch an article on the subject to my editors. I like to say I have the absolute best “continuing education” because I can quickly develop a fairly high level of knowledge and expertise with focused but extensive background reading and interviewing the top people in whatever area it is I’m writing about. When I wanted to learn more about resilience—so I could share it with readers and apply it to my own life—I knew there was a book in it. I describe Stonewall Strong as the bookend to my earlier book Victory Deferred. Where Victory Deferred documented gay men’s suffering and the extraordinary outpouring of support that built the LGBT political movement, Stonewall Strong celebrates what AIDS, history, and our lives’ other traumas have taught us of our own power. Its dominant theme is the liberating power to be unleashed by framing our personal and community stories as tales of triumphing over the obstacles put in our way as we pursue our own heroic journey.

			Part I of Stonewall Strong, “Growing Strong in My Broken Places,” is a series of ten chapters recalling experiences from my own life that challenged me to find my own resilience. My sources for this section were my notebooks and the journals I have kept since 1980, the year I graduated from college. I felt I needed to share from my own experience of trauma and resilience if I wanted you to trust my guidance through the other gay men’s stories that follow in the rest of the book. I’ll admit I am a bit anxious about opening my heart and my history for public scrutiny. But I am choosing to go with a slogan I learned long ago in Al-Anon: “We are only as sick as our secrets.”

			The second part of the book, “The Heroic Legacy,” explores moments in gay history of the last century from a very different perspective than the more common one that focuses on gay men’s victimization. I found that when you look at how our gay forbears in the decades before Stonewall managed to share a vibrant, mostly “hidden” subculture—and could pick one another out of a crowd even back then—you find amazingly strong resilience. Once gay people rejected the closet as their inevitable destiny, and dared to live “openly gay” lives, we saw the emergence of what a gay community might look like. We created political clubs, community centers, hotlines, drag houses, motorcycle clubs, and even sex clubs. When AIDS hit in the 1980s, gay men and our supporters showed the world what “traditional values” look like when they are practiced rather than preached. We also showed the world that we love, cry when we are sorrowful, and celebrate our life’s important moments, just as all humans do. Sharing our humanity, pointing out our similarities, propelled the LGBT movement for equality. Helping heterosexuals to reframe their image of us, to think of us in different terms than they themselves likely grew up with, advanced our equality movement—leading to the repeal of the military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy and, most astonishingly and significantly of all, the equal right to legal marriage.

			In the book’s third part, “A Home in the World,” I examine the role of families and adult role models in rearing healthy young men, gay and not, and how young gay men who don’t have the good fortune of a
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