
Ain’t it Queer 
by Steve Walker 
 
College was over and to show for it I now had two degrees and no job. The parent, 
unpressured by anything other than mere parentage, took in this MU refugee. But I’d 
been decamped from the quarters to which I was accustomed; the little brother had taken 
over the big bedroom in the dormer. The Todd Rundgren and David Bowie posters had 
been scraped from the walls (it was like I’d never existed) and replaced with fetishistic 
close-ups of motorbikes and mag wheels. I got the room the runt had had. The torch had 
been passed. 
  
The return to Kansas City after five and half years in Columbia had returned my ear, 
helped in no small part by a couple seismic shifts in the music industry. Bowie and 
Rundgren were still tagged relevant, but the Foreigner and Styx LPs had lost their cachet. 
Elvis Costello (the biggest influence after “My Aim is True” was previewed on the 
college station KCOU), Blondie and the Clash became the usurpers with dark roots. 
Several months of “Night Fever, night fever…” and a girlfriend from St. Louis proved 
defenseless against “Radio, Radio” and the young men who took her and any other 
females’ place on the libido roster.   
  
Resumes were flying out the mailbox like Baum’s winged monkeys. Interviews were 
weekly, sometimes three in a day. This went on for two months and then an offer. Within 
two days, an apartment. It was the first floor of a house five blocks north and five blocks 
west of the hole in the wall on Troost that become the requisite haunt; The Downliner. 
  
A college graduate with a mohawk and a dog collar would have very little career 
opportunity, so I adopted a style influenced by the Mods, enshrined by the Who on 
Quadrophenia; white shirt and skinny black tie tucked beneath a thrift store suit jacket. 
Literally became my evening. If punks and Mods where fighting it out in Brixton, in 
Kansas City they were one of a kind, making their bodies their canvases. They converged 
in this constant performance space on the street, some derisively called the black curtain, 
separated east side of the tony Country Club Plaza, and the western fringes of what 
sociologist would term the ghetto. 
  
During the day, the Downliner was like a kind of sad sack terrarium. At the bar, old guys 
in no danger of being tagged gentlemen, absorbed house bourbon and Pabst. It was a 
scene Charles Bukowski might have made up, if it wasn’t so pungent and real, between 8 
and 9 p.m. These beings, tired of the day, would disappear like vampires in reverse. In 
their place more drinkers, certainly, but of a younger stripe: writers, artists and students 
leaving lipstick traces in the glorious chaos of punk in 1980. 
  
I would often venture there alone after meeting preppy college friends for a few rounds 
somewhere less cacophonous. The fact that they hadn’t caught on, that they were still 
listening the Kool and the Gang, didn’t make them any less worthy. It was just that after a 
certain hour, the small talk was less interesting than the possibilities. The Downliner 
beckoned; only my radar was picking up.  



  
Sid and Nancy notwithstanding, punk was kind of sexless. But the scene on Troost 
emitted a charge. Pretty boys with black eyeliner would get a little drunk and become 
prettier boys with black eyeliner. Though my posse knew I was a freshly minted queer, 
Downliners weren’t prone to deconstruct or ask banal questions like “when did you 
know?” Downliners accepted it as one smudge on an oily palate. No more or less 
representative that what new albums I had purchased or what band I had seen. 
  
The ritualistic Friday night substance abuse that had started in the dorms and continued 
unabated into the eighties made it easier to concoct and then serve the pick-up line. The 
booze adrift in my head made it permissible to cup someone’s crotch and wait for the cue 
to go further. One guy who could be seen in the Sunday paper modeling clothes in The 
Jones Store advertisements bantered about what was occurring - my hand down his pants 
- and then made a move backwards and to the left that severed my grip. I didn’t see him 
at the Downliner ever again. 
  
The gay bar of the time that I would occasionally visit was the Dover Fox. A couple I had 
met in graduate school, Derek and Donny, had taken me there one weekend while I still 
lived in Colombia. The bar was at once thrilling and sad, dangerous like the feeling of 
any newly adopted sin. But the canned music and homogeneous crowd - that is, the 
homogeneity of gay upon gay - couldn’t compete with the hit-and-miss queer encounters 
of Downliner traffic. 
  
At a Pretenders and English Beat show at the Uptown, I met Lisa. The beer I had 
consumed (once again) makes the flow of the evening foggy; I remember it in 
disconnected chunk. We ended up at the Downliner after the show, where most members 
of the two bands (minus Chrissie Hynde) had descended. The Beat’s singer wasn’t being 
bothered as he played pinball. Pretenders’ guitarist Pete Farndon was there with a 
beautiful black woman. Lisa and I were somehow invited to their hotel. Lolling on a bed 
with his girlfriend coiled at his waist like a loyal pet, he passed around a stunning amount 
of cocaine. When she gave the signal that they wanted to be left alone, Lisa and I excused 
ourselves to sit in her rusty Beetle, not believing what had just occurred. Less than a year 
later, Farndon was dead. 
   
Having shared this star-fucker moment, Lisa and I were bonded. My preppy friends 
thought she was weird. I thought she was fabulous. She wasn’t all that fazed by my hunt 
for boys, shunning the stupid queries for observations like, “He’s cute.” She admitted to a 
curiosity about sleeping with her own sex yet, ended up dating the  (male) bass player for 
a third tier local band who shared her bisexuality in thought only. A combination 
confirmed my own status as a heat seeking sexual minority who sane people never 
question. In silence, I was asking, “Is everybody gay?”   
  
Certainly everybody was not. Gay people were making news more than ever, but for no 
other accomplishment than the fact that a virus was killing them on the coasts. Punk was 
diluted into the peppier New Wave, which melted into the pansy showmanship of 80’s 
bands like Culture Club. Blondie went dance and the prophecy of the L.A. band X, “Will 



the last American band to get played on the radio please bring the flag” was, despite their 
pessimism, sort of coming true. Pop acceptance was killing the edge, convoluting with 
the dark sides.  
  
By this time, the Downliner had seceded to the Music Box down the street, which never 
quite caught on with the same fervor. The queer part of that earlier melting pot seemed to 
stiffen and separate. As the music cast a wider net, the odds climbed that the guys I’d 
want to do in my car weren’t biting. I was more and more attracted to homogeneous clubs 
like Trax and Starz and if I wasn’t at all promiscuous, nor was I content to look but not 
touch. If I had to listen to Diana Ross to get laid, so be it. 
 


