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Mania^e ofconvenience away
to survive for many gays in military
BtyERICSCHMITT

.®NewYork Times News Service

WASHINGTON —When anyone
«sk8, the 23-yeaiM)ld Marine Corps
coipoFBl says she met her husband

' fell in love and weremarried bya justice of thepeace in
North Carolina with a dozen office
colleagues as witnesses.

What she never says is that the
stoiy, as wdl as. the marriage itself,
is all a sham.

"It's all apne to stay alive," said
the coiporal, who has been in the
Marines for three years, hiding the
fact that she and her civilian hus
band are gay.

It is a game that hundreds, per>
haps thousands, ^ service members
awss the country play to protect
their privacy and to avoid being
drummed outof a militaiy career,
u is often openlyhostile w homosexuals, marriages
w Cdnwuienoe with partners of the
opposite 8^ who may also be gay,
liave; become a survival technique
considered worth the emotional
strain.

"I'm w afraid ofsomeone finding
outtharTm a lesbian, getting a dis-
honorabte discharee wd ruining
the rest of my life,'̂ sald the coipor
al, who, like a dozen gay troops in
terviewed, spoke on thecondition of
anonymity. *

Homosexuals say the practice is
common at militaiy bases across
the cowtiy, espkiaUy among
younger enlikeeswho would other
wise live in crowded barracks and
pe subject to searches that could
produce incriminating evidence in
the form of letters or pictures. But
top militaiy officials seem only dim
ly aware of the practice.

Althou^ President Clinton is
scheduled this week to cany out
some form ofhiscampaign promise
to liftthe banon gaya and lesbians

in tte militaiy, any chai^ is ex
pected to fall far short of many
hopes. Thus, convenience marriages
maycontinue to be popular.

Most of those interviewed live
separately from their legal partner,
and often not even in the same dly.

'Ws a charade and I
hate It.-k. Maybe I'm
breaking flie rules a
bitto accomplish
something Iraaily.

wanttodo."

Amarried lesbianMarine

To keep up appearances, though,
the couples attend militaiy ;fun<S
tions together or drop by eadi ott
er's office for lunch. Birthdays and
anniversaiy dates are observed.
Husband and wife concoct and re
hearse elaborate coui^p histories.

"It'sa charade and I hate it,"said
a 27-year-old lesbian Marine Corps
seig^t in North Carolina who
married a gay civilian man thiiM
years ago. "But if you look at the
big picture, maybe fmbreaking the
rules a little bit toaccomplish some
thing I really want to do."

Convenience marriages are not
unique to gays and lesbians. Some
heterosexual troops doit for theex
tra housing paymarried couples re*
ceive.

Militaiy lawyers say it is difficult
to prosecute such marriages. But if
a couple drawing a housing allow
ance iscaught Uving apart, they can
be charged with fraud.

For gays and lesbians in the
armed forces, disguising their sex-

uali^ behind a gold band and a
marriage certificate |s a draining
daUy driU punctuated by the coS
stant fear of being discovert.

And the convenience marriages
sometimes lead tosituations boroer-
ing on the absurd. '

KenAckerman, 24, a lesbian who
was a Marine conx)ral for four
y^ars, said thatwhen shejoined the
service, she married herbest friend,
a Marine corporal who is isay, to
g^e her an alibi.

At their wedding, Ackerman's
maid of honor was her girlfiiend*
Her husband's best maii hjg
boyfriend. When Ackerman deddei
not to re-enlist 14 montto ago, she
no longer needed the marriage an(
divorced her husband.

Picking the right partner is im<-
portant. "You need to make sure
you know that person and trus
them," said a 22-year-old Anny
derk at Fort Bragg, N.C. "It's hi?
for the government oranyone else
to say you're marrfe^ on& for the
benefits unless one of the sbouses
admits it."

A2^-vear-old aircraft g;
Pope Air Force Base, N.C., said ste
met her husband one oi^t pla^
pool at a bar.

The couple, who woiked out 9
strict prenuptial agre<»ment separate
ingtheijr finances, majrri«d in Febni*
aiy at a quickie-weflding chapel in
Dillon, S.C. "I freaked outwhen the
pastor turnedto him and said, ^ott
may kiss the bride,' but (br $400
more a month, I thought, what the
hell," she said.

they may have learned to
endure their false lifesfyles, spouses
in convenience marriages sdU hold
out hopes the ban wUI h» lifted
completely.

"The day they say it's OK to be
gay in the militaiy, my divoroe pa
pers wiU be in," said the Marine
seigeant in North Carolina.


