
By CHRISTOPHER MARQUIS

WASHINGTON,April 17— Forget
the lavish hugs dockslde, the bands
and cameras and teary-eyed
spouse% This couple's reunion will be
different.

They will meet at the end of the
month in an Asian port and seclude
themselves at a hotel away from
most other sailors. After five months
separated by the buildup to war and
then the conflict Itself, they will have
the moment they have ached for, but
It will be one of caution.

"1 do have some concerns about
it," said a San Diego woman whose
lesbian partner has been on a ship in
the Persian Gulf. "The rest of the
crew will be In the area."

At a time when thousands of
Americans are planning for the re
turn of their loved ones from the
Middle East, there Is a subset that
remains largely Invisible. The gov
ernment's "don't ask, don't tell" poli
cy, which forbids gays In the military
to be open about their sexual orienta
tion, has caused an unknown number
of couples to have their farewells
behind closed doors, to plan similarly
discreet homecomings and, in the
time between, to resort to sterile or
anonymous messages as a way of
staying in touch.

With their heans and lives In up
heaval, the gay partners of troops In
the gulf voice frustration that they
have not received the benefits that
married couples get, or the same
level of emotional support. Several
such people — male and female, who
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agreed to be Interviewed only if their
names were withheld, out of concern
that their partners In uniform could
be traced to them —also complained
about a lack of support among other
gay civilians, many of them skepti
cal about the armed forces.

A chief concern of gay service
members Is that they will confide
unwisely, fall prey to overzealous
superiors or simply feel compelled to
tell the truth and, having run afoul of
"don't ask, don't tell," find them
selves in discharge proceedings.

"The paranoia Is justified," said
Sharra E. Greer, legal director of the
gay advocacy Servlcemembers Le
gal Defense Network, whose current
clients include five who were just
months short of 20 years' service,
and resulting pensions, when dis
charge proceedings were brought
against them. Gays In the military,
Ms. Greer said, "have to be invisible
to keep their jobs."

The number of discharges for ho
mosexuality declined last year, as It
typically does In a military preoccu
pied by war. Across all branches,
there were 906 such discharges,
down from 1,273 In 2001. Some drew
criticism from advocates of a more
liberal policy on the ground that they
compromised readiness; the Army,
for Instance, discharged seven lin
guists trained In Arabic despite a
critical shortage of such specialists.

The partners of troops at war say
the need for secrecy strains their
ties. "It's hard to maintain a rela
tionship unless you're talking to each
other in an open way," said the San
Diego woman, a former Navy offi
cer, who was discharged last year
after Informing her commanding of
ficer that she is a lesbian. Her part
ner, who has not declared her sexual
orientation. Is due to end her tour
later this month when her ship
reaches port In Asia.

The two women communicate
each day by e-mail, taking care to
use an account that does not reveal
their names. They write about every
thing — the monotony of drills at sea.
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that birthdays and anniversaries
would be missed. The soldier ordered
a box of candy well in advance so
that his partner would have sotper
thing on Valentine's Day. They sp^t
a quiet last weekend together^d
said goodbye in February.

"It wasn't a goodbye kiss at the
base like I saw on TV for so many
other people," the lawyer said.
"We've learned to make adjust
ments."

When they are both at home, those
concessions are easy enough. They
do not hold hands in the street, and
are careful about discussing the sol
dier's profession. But they share a
one-bedroom house, go out on week
ends and vacation together. They
have a network of gay friends, some
in the military.

Yet since the soldier departed for
the gulf, where he is in a noncombat
role, the lawyer has felt left out.. At
his law firm, people whose spouses
are overseas receive supportive e-
mail messages, and packages for
those spouses are prepared.

"It's been really amazing," the
lawyer said, "to see how they've
rallied around straight people.".

He is also critical of some gay
friends and acquaintances, who ei
ther avoid asking about his partner
or are remiss. He thinks this may
have to do with their opposition to the
war or a suspicion of things military!

"Once you get outside the sphere
of your closest friends," he said, "I
think there's a real absence of stip^
port within the gay community." '̂ -

The lawyer was plainly eager to
tell his story, but spent several min
utes making sure that any account
he gave a reporter would be
scrubbed of dettiils that could identi
fy the partner.

In daily e-mail messages, the law
yer said, he must choose his words
carefully, and avoid gender refer
ences. He does not end those mes
sages with his name.

"I write it and I censor it as I go
along," he said. "But I say *1 love
you.'"


