
What kind of information do you remember  
getting about sex?

ARTHUR
I remember my Dad sat me down and gave me the “birds 
and the bees” basic reproduction sex talk: guys 
and girls have sex to make babies. I was young, 
I don’t really remember my age. Most of my sex ed 
came from school, which wasn’t so great in South-
west Virginia. It started third or fourth grade, 
talking about the reproductive system and biology, 
not really talking about sex or sexuality. There is 
this heteronormative approach, because all of this 
concerns marriage and reproduction. And then I got 
into middle school and sex education concerned 
risk behaviors and alcohol and smoking and that 
kind of stuff. I think that’s really interesting 
that we talk about sex the same as we talk about 
really dangerous behavior. Definitely any kind of 
education on sexuality I received was exclusively 
heteronormative and very abstinence based. Some of 
them talked about male condoms, but I don’t re-
member there being many conversations about birth 
control. The biggest thing is that there was no 
conversation outside of a man and a woman and 
marriage.
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So did you, Joe, get the same conversation with your dad?

JOE
I didn’t have the sex talk with either parent. It 
was probably because I was the youngest child and 
I already had technology, and I think my mom and 
dad asked me, “Do you know?” and I was like, “Yes.”

ARTHUR
He grew up a little more tech savvy. I got a cell 
phone in middle school before he got one. We got lap-
tops and iPads around the same time, and we shared 
access to the same computer. Plus we had the same 
exposure to our older brother’s pregnancy scares.

Did someone get pregnant?

JOE
No, it was a text message or something about there 
being a possibility with someone he was seeing.

ARTHUR
We learned a lot from our older brother because he 
got in a lot of trouble with his girlfriend. He also 
got in trouble for sneaking girls over, sending 
pictures, that kind of stuff. I was in middle school 
when a lot of that was going on, and it opened the 
door for me to start thinking about sex. Joe was 
just in elementary school.

JOE
I never had the talk with my parents as far as 
school, I don’t remember anything about, “this is 
how sex works.” I do remember a big talk on STDs. 
We had three weeks of a unit on STDs.

Do you remember getting more information during  
high- school that was more educational?

JOE
Honestly, we did have health class but it was repeat-
ing what we had already learned in middle school. 
Our focus for that health class in Virginia was on 
drivers ed.
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ARTHUR
I had a football coach, who should not be teaching 
anything, much less health. Most of our conversations 
were about him talking about his sexual adventures. 
I’d like to forget about that. He did talk about get-
ting blow jobs on the road and shit like that.

Was it only boys in that class?

ARTHUR
Oh yeah. But most of that class was interested in 
playing games and not really talking about sex. 
Most of our sex conversations were just him over-
sharing. That would have been ninth or tenth grade, 
but for me, most of my sex ed came in middle school. 
We took it every year in middle school, but we only 
had it the first two years of high school. You don’t 
have any health classes after that.

It sounds like it was limited as far as what your parents  
might have been saying. Did your mother try to have  

any conversation with you at this point?

BOTH
No, not really.

When did you start thinking about who you  
were attracted to?

JOE
That’s tough. I really can’t remember. People ask 
me that, and I don’t know exactly when. I think 
I was a ditzy child where I didn’t realize that 
my sexual orientation was different or different 
from what was “normal.” I probably knew early on 
that I was gay, maybe around elementary school, but 
I didn’t really realize that that wasn’t the norm. 
It was just kind of how it felt.

ARTHUR
Yeah in hindsight I can think about some of my memo-
ries and say: “oh, that was a gay thought.” Our fam-
ily didn’t really talk about anything besides het-
eronormative relationships and sex education. Even 
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though we had a gay mom, I never thought I could 
have anything but a straight relationship. I always 
assumed that I would be straight. There was not any 
other option in my mind. Started dating girls and 
hooking up with girls in middle school, and I was 
having sex with girls in high school. And still, 
knowing that something didn’t quite feel right, 
I remember thinking “This is how everyone feels. 
You just need to have sex with that girl. You need 
to do that. It’ll all be fine.” I guess the first time 
that I really hooked up with a guy was senior year 
of high school. I was in Georgia visiting a college. 
And that was a really negative experience so after 
that, it didn’t really help clarify anything. It 
wasn’t until I came here and I met my ex at orien-
tation and I broke up with my girlfriend and stopped 
hooking up with girls.

How old were you when your mom came out?

JOE
I was in third grade.

ARTHUR
I was going into sixth grade when they divorced. 
They told us about two weeks before school started, 
but when they divorced they didn’t say why. I don’t 
remember exactly the timing but it was at least a 
few months after that.

JOE
A good six months.

ARTHUR
Then our mom sat us down and came out. Well, she 
just said “I want you to hear it from me before 
anyone else.”

Had she already met a partner?

JOE
I’ve never asked her.
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ARTHUR
I don’t really have the intention to. I’d just rath-
er not know.

Because do you think it would be too painful for her?  
Or too painful for you?

ARTHUR
I don’t really want to know after fourteen years of 
marriage when she “decided” to become a lesbian.

Do you remember how you felt?

JOE
I remember. I didn’t really think anything of it. 
I don’t think I really knew what it meant. I was 
still pretty young. I mean she said it and nothing 
changed because I just didn’t know what it meant or 
knew that it was something different.

ARTHUR
I remember that my older brother and I were in 
middle school together at the time and I remember 
he said something like: “If anybody says some-
thing about this, we’ll beat them up” or something 
like that. At best, she might have been the second 
gay person I had met, or the second person that 
I knew that was gay. We had another group of family 
friends whose parents divorced right before ours 
because the dad was gay. That went really really 
poorly for them and that was scary because when it 
became public, he got arrested for something with 
his law practice, and there was a negative conno-
tation to the whole experience. Then I started to 
realize that two of our mom’s friends were partners 
and this crap started to make sense that the people 
in our lives were lesbian. Mom didn’t really talk a 
lot about what it meant. There is something about 
the divorce being because of her being a lesbian 
that almost makes the divorce a little easier to 
handle because it takes away this idea in my mind 
of any idea of reconciliation between parents. And 
our parents got along and still get along very 
well.
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JOE
At my elementary school they had a counseling sys-
tem, there were two other people whose parents were 
going through a divorce at the same time—they would 
bring us and the other kids in to talk about it as a 
group, once a week. And they would ask us if we wanted 
our parents back together and I remember I said yes 
to that, but I didn’t know what that meant. I do 
remember that I had the elementary- school intention 
of getting them back together somehow.

Do you think that opened the door to you thinking about the 
possibility of queerness as a viable option in your own lives?

ARTHUR
I really doubt it. My mom and her relationships were 
very separate from what I thought about my identi-
ty. And it was just coincidence. Part of it might 
have been that she was attracted to girls and that 
still seemed different from being gay.

So, your (to Arthur) first gay encounter doesn’t sound like  
it was too great. What happened for you (to Joe)?  

Have you guys ever talked about this?

BOTH
No.

JOE
My first encounter was my sophomore year of high school. 
Performing arts school was definitely where I realized 
that there are other people who are gay; but I still 
didn’t even really realize that I was gay. I met oth-
er gay people my age at that school, and through the 
theater community I met a friend of a friend that 
I hooked up with. So Arthur and I were having these 
simultaneous experiences without knowing about it. We 
weren’t communicating about our dating life.

ARTHUR
I think it’s because Joe and I fought a lot grow-
ing up, so at that point if I was going to talk to 
somebody, I would have talked to my older brother, 



Down Afton Mountain 7

but I wasn’t talking to anyone about my dating or 
sex life. It makes sense that we wouldn’t have talk-
ed about it just because of the dynamic that we had 
growing up. He wouldn’t have been someone I shared 
with. I’ve never been someone who shared a lot with my 
family though. I usually go to friends before family.

JOE
I did the same. I came out to friends before I came 
out to family

ARTHUR
You came out to everybody before you came out to dad.

JOE
Yes.

ARTHUR
I came out right after I got a D— in ECON after my ex  
and I broke up. I realized that I was carrying this 
burden that had a really negative effect. I wasn’t 
able to be honest and I kept trying to sneak around. 
I got really upset when I took that ECON final and 
I got the D—and I called my mom and I told myself I’m 
just going to have to bite the bullet. I don’t know 
why I was so scared to tell her. You would think, 
if anyone would have understood it would have been 
my mom. So I just sat down and told her; but I knew 
I was going to have to tell my dad. On Christmas 
break Dad and I didn’t have a whole lot of time one- 
on- one. We had gone to see one of Joe’s shows, and 
we had come back early and I knew I needed to tell 
my dad because my mom was being weirdly pushy about 
telling him. She kept saying “you need to tell him, 
you need to tell him, you need to tell him, have you 
talked to him?” So, when I got just like two seconds 
where it was just us I told him real quick.

JOE
And left?

ARTHUR
No, I think like y’all came back or something
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What was his reaction?

ARTHUR
Both my parents were pretty surprised. Part of 
it, I think, was because I had had girlfriends. 
He had walked in on me having sex with a girl-
friend. He brought that up when I came out. He was 
like “that time that I walked in on you and your 
girlfriend” and I was like “yeah, that happened.” 
But I think a big thing they were both really con-
cerned about was that I was in a really bad place 
at the point.

Part of you being in that place was you dealing  
with that relationship and identity?

ARTHUR
Yes. I think while I was still dating girls I thought 
maybe there was some potential for me being bisex-
ual. But my ex and I hooked up that first night of 
college. From there, I wasn’t really set on what my 
identity was, but after that I would go to bars and 
I had no interest in hooking up with girls. It just 
wasn’t something that appealed to me anymore. There 
was some confusing time but once I started to find 
guys that I liked, there was no turning back. I took 
one of my friends to formal with me, and I still 
make out with chicks at like a bar or something like 
that, and she was trying to hook up and I was like 
“You’re a pretty good friend. You know me. What’s 
going on? This isn’t going to happen.” And that was 
the first time I had even been in that kind of situ-
ation and thought about that and thought “hell no!”

JOE
For me, I dated girls but I had never really been 
attracted to them. I never hooked up with them.

ARTHUR
You’re a gold star gay.

JOE
Yeah, I dated girls and everyone was doing it in 
middle school. The goal was to be the person who 
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could date the prettiest girl; but I never really 
had the attraction or desire. Well, I don’t know 
if middle school counts, because I did have middle 
school girlfriends, but I only have one girlfriend 
in high school. And I guess there wasn’t really a 
switch for me just because there wasn’t the origi-
nal heterosexual experience in the first place. And 
so when I came out to my family I told my mom first, 
just via word vomit, and then my mom told me about 
Arthur. We were driving back from Charlottesville 
from dropping Arthur off after break and we were 
going down Afton Mountain towards Roanoke and she 
turns off the radio and says “I need to tell you 
something” because she was trying to get him to tell 
me the entire weekend apparently.

ARTHUR
Yeah my mom was weirdly pushy about it. For someone 
who had come out I had expected her to be a little 
more respectful.

JOE
She turned off the radio and got real serious and 
told me about Arthur and at this point I had al-
ready hooked up with that guy and I started crying 
and was like “me too.” That’s how I told her and 
she pulled over because she was like “holy shit!” 
She was a little overwhelmed. I mean she was very 
good about it. She immediately said “that’s great, 
we’re accepting of that. I’m happy for you” but it 
was just kind of weird because I didn’t really have 
the intention of telling her, but for some reason 
I did. Because she had just told me about Arthur 
and I didn’t expect her to tell me that at all. So 
that’s when I told her and I think she just told 
her wife. Again, she pressured a lot to get us to 
tell our family.

Had you guys told each other yet?

BOTH
No.
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So when did you end up telling Arthur?

JOE
We were in Farmville visiting my mom’s wife’s fam-
ily and I remember my mom was telling me I needed 
to tell people and we were just driving somewhere 
and I said “hey, by the way, I need to talk to you 
about something.”

ARTHUR
I was terrible. I was an asshole. I was hungover. 
I didn’t want to have a heart to heart so I was 
like “oh yeah, cool.” I’m not going to lie, I had 
an idea, a suspicion. I was just kind of waiting on 
the time.

But you guys weren’t really communicating that  
much as brothers by this point anyway, right?

ARTHUR
Yeah, so I think I said, “yeah, I know.”

JOE
I don’t think I ever came out to our older brother. 
He just found out and then one day. . .

ARTHUR
Really?

JOE
I never sat him down and said “hey . . . by the 
way . . .”. I think I brought my boyfriend up to 
UVa and we stayed with him and his girlfriend and 
he figured it out that way. He had known because my 
dad or my mom had told him; but I never really had 
the conversation with him. I think eventually I was 
like . . . oh yeah, I guess he figured that out.

What was his reaction?

JOE
He was fine with it. At no point was he unsupportive. 
He just thought it was normal—acted as if nothing 
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was different which was nice. And then for dad, Ar-
thur pressured me to come out to him.

ARTHUR
In all fairness, you had told a lot of other people 
in the community. There were a lot of other people 
that knew, and it wasn’t a big secret and I didn’t 
want dad to hear this through the grapevine. That 
would have been really bad for him.

JOE
When I came out to him I was at my dad’s for a week 
and I was getting ready to go to my mom’s because we 
switch every Monday. And I just said to myself “I’m 
doing it” and right before we left I say “Hey dad, 
we need to talk” and then I told him and he was great 
about it. He got a little teary- eyed and was just 
like “thank you for telling me. I love you. It’s to-
tally fine.” And then I left for a week so I didn’t 
have to deal with it. I will say I planned that well 
so I didn’t have to deal with the awkwardness.

ARTHUR
Did you ever come out to dad’s wife?

JOE
No.

That’s not something you would have told her?

ARTHUR
I mean, we probably should have.

JOE
We should have.

ARTHUR
We’ve had *other* conversations about it since.

What does that mean? Arguments?

JOE
One day I was getting ready to go to the grocery 
store for her and she came in and she closed the 
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door and told me I needed to change the way that 
I acted and dressed because I was “too gay” for the com-
munity I lived in. She didn’t want it to hurt my future. 
And I left the house for a couple weeks after that.

ARTHUR
She lived in New York for ten years and she’s been 
around more culture. And I think it was just very 
selfish of her. Maybe she was afraid people were say-
ing things . . . it was tennis court gossip.

JOE
Yeah, it was tennis court gossip. My senior yearbook 
quote was “Of course I dress well. I didn’t spend 
all this time in the closet for nothing.” And ap-
parently one of her tennis friend’s daughters went 
to my high school and she told her and she said it 
was an inappropriate thing to put in the yearbook.

ARTHUR
Yeah she tried to get me on her side that you needed 
to be less obvious and be less gay. She was asking 
would I want my sister dressing sexually. And I was 
like “I think you’re missing the point.”

In terms of masculinity, how do you feel like you’ve  
made sense of being two gay men who are both in  

fraternities and do more stereotypically “manly” things?

ARTHUR
I have to laugh because we’re very different. Joe’s 
very fashion conscious.

JOE
And I don’t like sports. Dad would take us fishing 
or canoeing every summer and that was one of my fa-
vorite things. But that’s it.

ARTHUR
My friends joke that I’m more of a stereotypical 
lesbian. I like to go out in my flannel and my Chocos.
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JOE
That’s very accurate.

ARTHUR
I’m wearing my Chocos right now. When we were in New 
Orleans we went to a gay bar but I was in my Chocos 
and flannel and I had glitter all over me and I was 
thinking “Is this the kind of gay that I am?” I don’t 
like going to the theater, which I see as more stereo-
typically gay thing, nearly as much as Joe does, but 
I have had gay friends who have given me shit about 
not liking stereotypically gay things. I was proba-
bly closer to my mom than my dad and I was surrounded 
by lesbians growing up and masculine straight men and 
I think it makes sense, that’s that where I fall in 
line. Because our aunt is also gay—and she and all of 
her basketball coach lesbian friends were always at 
the lake house. As of late, I tried to be a “better” 
gay, I felt like I wasn’t doing it right. But then 
I just gave up because I don’t have a good fashion 
sense. I can’t do it. I got some tighter pants and 
that was about it. I still like khakis.

JOE
I really haven’t thought about masculinity. I don’t 
consider myself non- masculine. The theater thing is 
definitely looked upon as gay, more so in high school 
than now.

ARTHUR
I will say, in my fraternity, I don’t know anyone 
who has done drama, which I think it’s a good thing 
you’re able to do. I was curious to see how people 
reacted to you in theater at college.

JOE
I guess the “drama thing,” more in high school, was 
stereotyped as the more gay thing to do. I definite-
ly do sports. We did tennis. I quit, mainly because 
I hated the coach that we had. And then I just quit 
after that.
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ARTHUR
But even when we were younger you didn’t care for 
the sports we did like soccer.

JOE
I think I’m more interested in it now, to go play 
for fun, than I was back then. Our dad always 
brought us to football and basketball games. He 
always knew stats and the names of the players. 
I would come to the games and go hang out with my 
friends or talk to my grandma or go eat some food. 
I liked the social aspect, but not the game. I try 
not to care what the standard is: that I have to 
like sports or be good at sports in order to be 
masculine.

Is Arthur winning the game of being the “Appropriate Gay”?

JOE
I think so, he’s the acceptable gay to my dad’s wife 
and I’m too gay for her.

Because Arthur is more of a “Guy”?

ARTHUR
I don’t feel like I have to prove anything. I can 
express my sexuality however I want to. Because 
there is a pressure to be more masculine in the 
Greek community; but as I’ve gotten to know more 
and more gay people there’s also a pressure to be 
more gay.

That’s got to be a little hard, to navigate spaces like that. You 
have to act a certain way in one context and a different way in 

another context

ARTHUR
I felt like I was trying to navigate that for a 
lot of college. And now I just make jokes and I’m 
willing to make people a little uncomfortable when 
I talk about my sex life. I know it makes a lot 
of my straight guy friends uncomfortable. Now I’m 
like . . . fuck it, I’m going to do me.
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JOE
When you were joining the fraternity, you tried to 
fit into by being more masculine and now when my 
pledge class makes a gay joke I like to make them 
so uncomfortable. Some guy walked into a room where 
we all were and said “hey gay boys” and I just say 
“hi!”

Tell me about your fraternity experience. Fraternities are not 
known for their sensitivity and there’s a lot of homophobia  

in the context of hyper- masculinity. What moved you to  
be in that space, Arthur, since you’re older. And then I was  

surprised to hear that you, Joe, have pledged as well.  
What led you to make that decision?

ARTHUR
I think a big caveat is that the fraternity that 
I pledged has changed a lot.

Before Joe were you the only out gay person?

ARTHUR
When I joined there was a big macho- meathead who 
had come out as gay. Now he’s this big New York gay 
and he kind of terrifies me. He keeps asking me to 
come visit and I can’t handle it. He has all these 
stories and I’m like “that sounds terrifying.” He’s 
a really awesome guy, but he and I are very differ-
ent. And his presence in the frat was kind of to my 
detriment. He would call himself a faggot and he 
would put up with that stuff. I remember, there’s 
a night in the frat where the little brother will 
haze the big brother. When they hazed the gay guy, 
they made him eat a whole bunch of really phallic 
substances and made him drink a fifth of Mt. Gay 
rum. And I wasn’t really down with it. And I real-
ized that I was going to have to start being more 
vocal about it not being okay to say things like 
“faggot.” And there has been some positive change. 
I was the first guy who brought a guy as a date to 
a date function or formals and I think that’s been 
a positive change. But there’s still a lot of work 
to be done. Like Joe said, there’s still a lot of 
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issues, particularly with language. It’s frustrat-
ing because I can seen that people are conscious of 
it when they’re around me; but I don’t want them 
to not just say it when I’m around, I want them to 
understand why it’s bad.

You’ve been involved for a long time. Have you seen some of 
the changes in the language that they use?

ARTHUR
The guys are more aware of it when I’m around. But 
there’s a few in particular and they’re not bad 
people but they just can’t remove the word “faggot” 
from their vocabulary. I don’t really know why; but 
it does frustrate me. And as a fourth year and being 
older I do call them out on it, give them a shove, 
stuff like that.

JOE
For guys in my pledge class, when they say “faggot” 
I always say, “hey, come on” and they always apol-
ogize. I think part of why Arthur said that it’s 
hard is that you get new people each year and it’s 
difficult to start again each year with it. So far, 
I haven’t seen too many problems. When I was picking 
fraternities, I was considering one that is known 
to be a little more accepting.

But why be in that space?

ARTHUR
Why join a fraternity?

Yes, particularly when it’s typically such a  
hyper- masculine space

JOE
For me, I didn’t really have guy friends in high 
school. I enjoyed having guy friends who, being 
stereotypical here, wanted to do other stuff than 
go shopping or watch movies. Guys that wanted to go 
fishing, and I didn’t have that in high school and it 
was something that I wanted to find in college. That 
was probably the biggest reason I wanted to join. 
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Going into the fraternities, that was something 
that I was looking for. But I think that homophobic 
culture is hard not to find everywhere because it’s 
just how people talk. It’s something you can’t re-
ally get rid of. For the most part, I joined a frat 
because it was just something I didn’t have before 
and it was something that I wanted to try out.

Is it cool to be in the same fraternity?

JOE
I don’t really see him that often. He doesn’t spend 
as much time there.

ARTHUR
I usually do my own thing and then pop over to the 
fraternity. I don’t really do the mixers and events 
where people try to hook up with chicks.

JOE
This is actually one of changes that we were talking 
about. Trying to have mixers that aren’t just with 
girls. Maybe joint fraternity things.

ARTHUR
We’ve been talking about that for a while . . . but 
it’s not happening.

But the emphasis on “Getting Laid” is a pretty  
big part of it, right?

ARTHUR
Yes.

Do you think that you communicate more now that  
you’re older? Do you get guidance from each other?  

Dealing with identity, you’re able to support each other?

ARTHUR
I think of it in the fraternity context, it’s been 
helpful.

JOE
Yeah, that’s been helpful.
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So how are you feeling today? How do you make  
sense of it all?

ARTHUR
I always thought I was going to be straight because 
that’s what was expected and what I would do. And 
so even though I was in a pretty supportive set-
ting it was a lot to deal with because it was never 
something I thought would happen. I definitely want 
a life partner. And I’m content with being the gay 
in flannel and Chocos and I’ve found peace in not 
having to conform to a stereotype either way: like 
hyper- masculine or trying to fit into a gay group. 
And finding someone who can balance that. Someone 
who likes Lady Gaga just as much as they like sports 
and shit.

How are you feeling about the future, Joe?

JOE
I just got out of a relationship so I don’t know. 
I haven’t thought about the future. But I remember 
that I still have my third and fourth years left at 
UVA. And I don’t know if I’ll be in a relationship 
or just hanging out and having fun. As far as the 
future, I don’t know if there’s anything more I can 
figure out.

Some other people have talked about this: If all you were get-
ting was limited hetero- normative sex education, how did you 

figure this out for yourselves? Being a sexual being?

ARTHUR
There’s a big issue that nobody talks or teaches 
that gay sex is a thing. I was talking to a girl 
about this, and she was talking about having anal 
sex with her boyfriend and saying that it hurt so 
much. And I asked how much lube she used and she 
was like “you’re supposed to use lube?” Young gay 
kids don’t know how to have anal sex and it can 
sometimes be dangerous for their bodies. I think 
it’s something that we should pay more attention 
to, teaching the youth about it. I guess hooking up 
with older people sometimes helped; but the only 
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other thing is porn and you never see the lube being 
used in gay porn. It’s never made an obvious thing. 
I think it’s bad that people think they can learn 
sex from porn because it’s not real, it’s acting. 
Right now, the culture is just leaving gay kids out 
by the road to figure that shit out. The scary thing 
is that people think they don’t need to use condoms. 
There needs to be more discussion about it.

JOE
I had no education about gay sex in school or from 
my parents. So I learned by experience, hooking up 
with people. I wouldn’t say that the internet was 
too great a help. I didn’t really seek the internet. 
But like porn doesn’t promote what safe and real sex 
looks like. It was mostly experience.

Last question. What’s something that you might  
say to young gay men today?

ARTHUR
Based off my experience particularly in Greek life, 
there are varieties of spaces to be out and be you 
even when it might seem scary at first. Your sexu-
ality doesn’t need to restrict you from being able 
to pursue the interests you want to pursue or join 
the groups you want to join. I think it’s really 
important for kids to know they’re not going to be 
excluded because of that.

JOE
I second that. Do what feels right for you, what 
makes you happy and don’t try to fit to the standards 
to be a part of something else. You shouldn’t have 
to change who you are or what you are to be a part 
of anything or to make people happy. Be who you want 
to be, to quote Kinky Boots.




