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			This book is dedicated to Stephen, the first love of my life; to my sister, Joan; 
to my friend Bryn; and to everyone else who was lost during the storm.
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			Preface

			This book is my true story. I know, because—against all odds—I lived through all of it. This book is a memoir, not an autobiography, because it focuses primarily on fifteen years of my life—the years of 1983 through 1998—and not on my entire life. And memoirs have rules. In today’s Age of Truthlessness, I want to disclose the rules that I have followed in writing it.

			Most of the people in this memoir are referred to by their first names. For persons who I am certain are dead, who constitute most of the people in my story, I have used their real first name as a means of honoring their memory and legacy in my life. For persons who are still alive, or who possibly still may be alive, I have also used their real first name unless they are villains. Villains are not referred to by their names at all, only by their roles in my story. I have used the full names of all public figures. There is one non-villain whose identity I disguise in order to protect him and his family.

			I have painstakingly, and quite painfully, recreated this period of my life based upon notes, writings, interviews, photographs, home movies, obituaries, ticket stubs, invitations, scrapbook contents, Post-it notes, therapy notes, legal filings, income tax returns, address books, memory boxes in my bedroom closet and my warehouse, family genealogy research, Social Security Death Index searches, Google searches, discussions with family members and friends and former work colleagues, Billboard Magazine’s annual top 100 songs lists, and historical events (AIDS medical and social history, US history, California history, and Los Angeles history)—but most of all, my memory. I have tried to be accurate and honest and also fair, even with respect to the villains and with respect to events that portray me in a negative light, because truth-telling is powerful. My memory is much better than I thought it would be when I embarked on this writing journey, but please understand that it is not perfect and these events happened a very long time ago.

			In the passages with actual dialogue, the content and tone is accurate, but these may not be the exact words that were said.

			There is one section in which the narrative delves into fantasy, which I clearly state.

			In the sections in which I write about my inner thoughts, please know that these sections convey my thoughts at the time but also layer in a more seasoned perspective as I look back from the vantage point of an older man. After all, one of my goals in writing this memoir was to contemplate this story of my youth, examine my flaws, and to understand how my life experience shaped me into the man I am today. This process was incredible therapy for me.

			Finally, my story is just one of many stories from the AIDS generation. In it, I speak only for myself, and not in any way for the gay and lesbian community, not for AIDS activists, not for any other groups, not for anyone else. I speak only for myself and my own life experience. As you will see, I don’t look very good or even likeable in several parts of this memoir, but I admit that I am a flawed human being. This story is the way it all happened and it is my history.
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			Chapter 1

			Sun

			On a cold and clear Monday evening in early January 1984, I stood, scared, dressed in my suit and tie, at the bottom of the steps to the UCLA Delta Sigma Phi Fraternity house located at 620 Landfair Avenue in Westwood, California. Tonight, I would tell the truth to my eighty-plus fraternity brothers at our Monday night chapter meeting.

			The truth about my sexual orientation. A subject about which I had artfully avoided any public discussion throughout my childhood, adolescence, and even college, until this moment in time when I was a twenty-one-year-old senior two quarters from graduation. And for my first public discussion of this subject, I had decided that these eighty-plus fraternity brothers—close friends of mine for the past nearly four years—were the right audience. I would tell them that I was gay. A truly fateful moment in my life. Yes, I was terrified of what might happen. After all, it was January 1984, a lifetime before the greater acceptance of gays and lesbians that exists today. 1984 was just a few years after the groundbreaking gay character Jodie Dallas appeared on the television show Soap, but still long before the Golden Girls episode about Dorothy’s lesbian college roommate, long before the Friends episode named “The One With the Lesbian Wedding,” long before the groundbreaking coming out “Puppy Episode” on Ellen, and long before the gay-centered comedy series Will and Grace.

			I stood at the bottom of those fraternity house steps because of a fuse that I had lit eight months earlier, when I had come out of the closet to Kevin, a friend from UCLA student government’s Spring Sing Committee and a member of the fraternity two doors up the street from mine. Kevin was handsome, with brown hair, dark eyes, and a great smile. Kevin and I had forged a close friendship, and regularly we would get together for dinner, movies, and to hang out. One night in May 1983, Kevin and I went to see Sophie’s Choice along with Kevin’s male roommate, who brought along a male friend. During the film, I noticed that Kevin’s roommate and his friend held each other’s hands, so after we returned to Kevin’s apartment on Oakwood Avenue in Hollywood, I asked Kevin about it. His demeanor suddenly changed and he looked at me with a serious expression from across the coffee table.

			“Chris, my roommate is gay,” said Kevin. Then a pause. “I have been trying for a while to tell you that I’m gay, too.”

			I swallowed hard. “I, I um,” but he interrupted me.

			“Chris, I’m wondering when you are going to tell me that you also are gay.”

			Boom! My anxiety skyrocketed through the roof. Suddenly, the big elephant in the room occupied the coffee table between the two of us, completely unavoidable. Kevin had scored a bullseye. No amount of pivoting or tap-dancing could get me out of this situation, unless I lied. I knew that I couldn’t lie. I took a deep breath to answer him, when he added:

			“Chris, I like spending time with you. I want us to be together.”

			Kevin then moved closer to me and held my hand. We had been on an actual date at Sophie’s Choice and I didn’t even know it! (In retrospect, my experience with Kevin serves as Exhibit A of my lifelong challenge of having the world’s worst gaydar.)

			The situation with Kevin terrified me. You see, I had almost always known that I was gay. Before I understood sexual orientation, I simply knew that I was “different.” Different from everyone else. Different thinking, different perspectives, different interests, just plain different. Not like any others around me. A few of my differences:

			
					Breech baby, born left foot first, and delivered without cesarean section.

					Left-handed in a right-handed world.

					INTJ,1 a rare Myers-Briggs personality type.

					Easily bored.

					Occasionally stubborn.

					I play the piano by ear, and at age seven I drove my piano teacher nuts by adding notes and chords to my assigned piano recital pieces to make them sound better.

					Also at age seven, the State of California classified me as a “gifted” student after Dr. Sobel, my public elementary school psychologist, tested my IQ and I scored over 138, the highest score possible on the test he administered.

					The Pope demoted my Roman Catholic namesake, Saint Christopher, from official sainthood to “folk hero” status around 1969, far too late for my religious parents to rename me with a proper saint name. My catechism teachers at Our Lady of Lourdes Roman Catholic Church in Northridge, California, regularly pointed out my patron saint’s demotion, highlighting my difference. I was then, and I still am, different on so many levels.

			

			When puberty hit, I knew for certain that I was attracted to boys, but society programmed me to believe that same-sex attraction was wrong, so I stuffed everything deep down inside. Junior high school for me was a painful desert. By high school, I decided that I would come out of the closet someday, but not until after I finished college. I know that it sounds silly today, but I feared that if I came out, the resulting distractions would hurt my GPA and reduce my chances of acceptance into graduate school if I ever wanted to attend one. So, I bolted my closet door shut. As part of my cover, during college I even very casually dated women, including a nice young woman, Joanne, from a UCLA sorority. I exhibited all the behaviors of a hugely mixed-up gay Roman Catholic young man trying to fit into a heterosexual world in the midst of a never-ending barrage of anti-gay messages from society. A pained existence, about to crumble.

			In an instant, Kevin had come out to me, turned the tables on me, and yanked my closet door open. This terrified me. I knew that I had to tell him the truth. After all, I’m the one who brought up his roommate’s hand-holding. So, I chose to take my first step forward.

			“Yes, Kevin, I am gay. I’ve also never said this to anyone before. You are the first.”

			Then Kevin kissed me, and I spent the night at his apartment. My first sexual experience with another man, although I fumbled my way through it, was off the charts, butterflies included.

			In the morning, I stared at the ceiling of the bedroom, Kevin quietly sleeping next to me, my mind racing about the Pandora’s box that I had just opened. My panicked internal stream of consciousness raced like this: Who will Kevin tell about my being gay? Should I tell Joanne? No, I can’t tell Joanne because her sorority sister Pellie is dating Dave, one of my fraternity brothers, and I don’t want this news getting back to my fraternity. Should I just stop seeing Joanne? Do I owe her any sort of explanation? Should I tell my parents? Goodness, no. Is it possible for me to stay mostly in the closet and have no one know about this? How does this gay world work? Do I want to be Kevin’s boyfriend? Am I even ready to be someone’s—any man’s—boyfriend? Kevin is gorgeous, and smart, and funny, and kind, why wouldn’t I want to be his boyfriend? What if he wants to hold hands in front of Royce Hall? Will coming out hurt my GPA? How can I continue living in my fraternity house if I’m now out of the closet? Ugh, now I will need to move out and rent an expensive apartment. Good God, for the rest of my life Sophie’s Choice will always be my “coming out” movie. That’s so messed up! I love Meryl Streep, but why couldn’t it be a more uplifting film? I’m getting anxious. I need to get out of Kevin’s apartment as quickly as possible so that I can regroup. 

			I’m afraid I need to state what should be obvious to everyone (but apparently isn’t): people are born gay or straight. No one chooses to become gay any more than anyone chooses to have blue or brown eyes. But when you are gay, at some point you do have to choose whether you want to live a truthful life or remain bolted tightly inside the closet. Many men and women from my generation chose to live with the bolts firmly in place out of fear and self-preservation. By admitting to Kevin that I was gay, those bolts disintegrated and my closet door creaked open. Once that door opens even a crack, it nudges life into a cascading series of events that can’t be reversed, like the ripples that expand from a stone thrown into a lake. By making my choice, I could see my life already rippling beyond Kevin, and this amplified my fears.

			I stirred around in the bed enough to wake him up.

			“Good morning, I need to get going,” I said. “Last night was a big night for me, and I need some time to think about everything.”

			Kevin looked sad. His new hoped-for boyfriend was leaving him, even before breakfast.

			“Kevin, I don’t know that we can be together, at least not right away, because I need to sort things out,” I continued. “I need to figure out how this new world works for me and what it means for my life. I hope that you can understand this.”

			Kevin now looked crushed. My mind still raced. I dressed, hugged him goodbye, and left. Over the next few weeks, we spoke on the phone a number of times, but we never got together. I kept him at a distance. Our moment of possibility had passed. His calls slowed, then stopped. He graduated and went to work on a cruise ship. Eventually, we drifted apart into a distant, fading friendship. I didn’t see Kevin again until eleven years later.

			Meanwhile, the summer of 1983 rocked my world. With no summer school, I worked full-time as a library researcher for the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner newspaper, and on evenings and weekends I learned about this new gay world that I had finally allowed myself to join. I immediately stopped seeing Joanne, of course. I discovered the gay neighborhood of West Hollywood—also known as “Boystown” or the “Swish Alps,” but not yet as WeHo—and its many gay bars, dance clubs, and restaurants. At that time, old Red Car trolley tracks still occupied the center of West Hollywood’s main thoroughfare, Santa Monica Boulevard. That summer, I gained self-confidence when I learned that scores of handsome men found me attractive, something I had never believed was true about me. I collected dozens of phone numbers from men who wanted to date me, and I saved these phone numbers in a jar on the top of my dresser. I made many new gay friends, including fellow students from UCLA and USC, and we all met up in West Hollywood’s gay dance clubs and bars on weekends. Or we would meet at the gay sections of beaches: Venice Beach, Will Rogers Beach (nicknamed “Ginger Rogers Beach”), and Laguna Beach. My new friends invited me to lavish pool parties in West Hollywood, the Hollywood Hills, Bel Air, Holmby Hills, and Malibu. These gays had incredible homes with gorgeous views! I fell in love with the Hollywood Hills and its canyons, and I dreamed of someday owning a home in the Hills with a great view, too. I danced many nights at the Studio One disco, followed by late-night breakfasts at Canter’s Deli. I saw up-and-coming vocal stars perform at the Backlot and the Rose Tattoo restaurants during Monday talent nights. I watched the hit television show Dynasty on Wednesday nights at the Revolver video bar, as its stars Linda Evans and Joan Collins would wrestle around in mud or endure some other humiliation and the entire bar packed with men would erupt into cheers. I joined and worked out at the exclusively gay Athletic Club gym, owned by the openly gay bodybuilding legend Jim Morris, alongside the fittest men in Los Angeles. A major television star from Dynasty, closeted at the time, worked out at the Athletic Club and everyone kept his secret. In the summer of 1983, West Hollywood was gay Camelot. Life was simple and sunny, and I felt so alive.

			Some of the best songs from the playlist of my life come from that summer. “Billie Jean,” “Flashdance,” “Beat It,” “Maniac,” “She Works Hard for the Money,” “The Safety Dance,” “1999,” “Always Something There to Remind Me,” “Cool Places,” “Our House,” “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’,” “I’m Still Standing,” and “It’s Raining Men.”2 Songs that instantly transport me back to my time-capsule summer of wild fun, exploration, hope, and the moment when everything in life for me, and so many others, seemed possible.

			Eventually I met Marty, a stunningly handsome blond-haired, blue-eyed man from Michigan who worked as a waiter at Restaurant Muse on Beverly Boulevard. Marty had apparently followed me a bit around West Hollywood, and finally summoned the courage to say hello to me at the corner of Santa Monica Boulevard and San Vicente Boulevard. Not creepy at all, right? I dated Marty for the second half of the summer of 1983.

			My favorite memory involving Marty: we were invited to a party on a yacht in Marina del Rey, but I couldn’t leave my work in time to get to the boat before it departed for Malibu. Marty wanted me to come to the party so badly that he asked me to meet the yacht later that day at the Malibu Pier. When I finished at work, I drove to Malibu but, unfortunately, the yacht could not dock at the pier to pick me up. So, I stripped down to my bathing suit, jumped into the ocean, and swam out to join everyone. I made quite an entrance climbing up the ladder on the side of the yacht, a wet and shirtless twenty-one-year-old, with a group of fully dressed gay men applauding me. To this day, that remains my best party entrance ever. I fell in love with yachts that afternoon, and I dreamed of owning one someday. When the party ended, I dove off the boat, swam back to shore, and drove home.

			Although I am a California and Los Angeles native, Marty was the first person I met who embodied California’s New Age spiritual philosophy. He opened my eyes to new forms of spiritual and philosophical thinking, and he introduced me to Louise Hay’s3 writings about the power of positive affirmations and to the New Age Bodhi Tree Bookstore on Melrose Avenue.

			One morning, as we lay in bed in Marty’s studio apartment on Ozeta Terrace in the hills above the Sunset Strip and the iconic Tower Records store, Marty turned to me and said, “You know, Chris, the world is about to go through huge changes. A lot of people will be leaving it. And they will serve as angels for the rest of the people that stay here.”

			It was a typical New Age Marty–style comment, but this one stuck with me. In hindsight, Marty’s comment foreshadowed the future.

			I had a wonderful summer whirlwind romance with Marty. He was sweet and kind and incredibly sexy, but not a match for me. As I began my senior year at UCLA, I stopped dating him. I also moved out of my fraternity house and into an apartment at the corner of Kings Road and Fountain Avenue in the heart of West Hollywood with Chris, a friend from UCLA, and John, a friend from USC, both of whom were gay.

			Well, that started the rumor about me. My fraternity brothers knew that Chris was gay, and they connected the dots. In early January 1984, one of them told me that a rumor was spreading that I was gay. I froze in shock and terror. I should have known that closet doors can’t be kept partly open.

			I could have ignored the rumor, avoided my friends in the fraternity for the next six months until graduation, and disappeared into the UCLA woodwork. After all, UCLA was a huge school with over 40,000 students. I couldn’t live, however, with running away from my friends with whom I had shared so much. That’s not my style. I decided that the best course of action, even though it absolutely terrified me, was to tell everyone in my fraternity the truth, in one fell swoop, at a Monday night chapter meeting, knowing full well that it could go incredibly badly. The fuse that I had lit eight months earlier had finally burned to its end.

			So now, on this cold, clear night in January 1984, I stood, scared, at the bottom of the steps of my UCLA fraternity house, facing the moment of truth. I looked up to the stars above me for courage and then nervously climbed those steps one last time. I knew that, one way or the other, when I descended these steps I most likely would no longer be a member of my fraternity. Even in Los Angeles in 1984, it was extremely unlikely that any fraternity would allow an “out” gay man to remain a member. My fraternity brothers and I would go our separate ways with our separate identities, just like Los Angeles had done earlier that month when the entire city split into two separate area codes with distinct identities. After tonight, I would be “213,” and my fraternity brothers would be “818.”

			In the chapter room packed full of over eighty young men, I approached Dave, our president, and asked, “Would you mind if I make a quick announcement at the beginning of the chapter meeting? I need to leave early and head to the library.”

			Dave gave me the floor to speak. I took a deep breath and started.

			“Hi, everyone, I have an announcement. It has come to my attention that a rumor is going around about my being gay, and I just want you all to know that it’s true. Yes, I am gay.”

			Our fraternity meetings always operated with an undercurrent of side conversations, mumbling, joking, and other distractions. Not so tonight. Complete quiet now engulfed the room. You could hear a pin drop, all eyes fixed on me, and many mouths agape. I continued.

			“Being gay is relatively new to me, and I’m figuring things out, but I hope that all of you understand that I’m still the same person whom you have known for the past four years. I’m still an English literature major. I’m still involved in student government. I’m still on the Dean’s List. I’m still your friend. I’m just gay. I have known this almost my entire life, I just didn’t act on it until a few months ago. I have tried for a long time to date women, but there just were no sparks for me. But with men, I have sparks. This is the honest truth. I hope that you won’t judge me for anything but our friendship over the past four years.”

			The room still completely quiet, all eyes fixed on me, and mouths agape. Dave, our president, looked stunned but he didn’t stop me. I kept going.

			“Now, I know that because I’m gay, I probably shouldn’t be a member of this fraternity anymore. It would be awkward for all of us. I fully expect for you to kick me out or to ask for my resignation, and so I hereby offer you my resignation.”

			The room still completely quiet, all eyes fixed on me, and mouths agape. It was turning entirely too serious. Think quickly, Chris. Then an idea popped into my head. I continued.

			“Okay, then, that’s my announcement. Oh, there’s one more thing that I forgot to mention. Just in case you’re all wondering—none of you are my type.”

			Suddenly the packed room roared with laughter, and then applause, and cheers, and the snapping of fingers. A huge icebreaking relief for everyone in the room. Especially me.

			Then one of my fraternity brothers stood up and said, “Wow, Zydaman (my fraternity nickname), that took some real balls for you to say,” which sent the room into groans and more rounds of laughter from his poorly timed sexual innuendo. Several more brothers stood up and took their turns to say encouraging words of support for me.

			Then one of them proposed that instead of expelling me from the fraternity or accepting my resignation, they should vote me into “alumni status” instead, a creative solution. That way, I could come by the fraternity house whenever I wanted and still be part of the group, but without the normal obligations of membership. In an instant, the group voted me into alumni status, and then they all cheered and clapped for me as I left the meeting.

			I couldn’t believe the group’s reaction—in 1984! Facing my fear and telling the truth that night turned an absolutely terrifying situation for me into an intensely exhilarating and uplifting moment of my life that I will never forget. I was on cloud nine. I learned an important life lesson: truth-telling is powerful.

			I descended the steps of my fraternity, and continued my walk into my new life. I didn’t set foot in that house again until nearly thirty years later.

			Yes, these were sunny days for me.

			As an English literature major, I had set my career sights on writing in Hollywood: movies, television shows, plays, novels, everything. I grew up in Porter Ranch in the San Fernando Valley, a conservative upper-middle-class suburb of Los Angeles with the entertainment industry all around me. Movies and television shows filmed regularly in my family’s neighborhood, including E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial. In the famous scene where Elliot and E.T. and their friends escape on flying bicycles, they, in fact, at one point fly right over the office of Dr. Sloan, my orthodontist. Classmates of mine from elementary school through high school worked as extras and actors. In school, we made films as class projects, and we learned how to shoot scenes, edit, and even create soundtracks. Once we had our drivers licenses, on weekend nights my friends and I would drive our parents’ cars to the Mullholland Drive overlooks to watch the twinkling lights of Hollywood and downtown Los Angeles far below us, and we would cruise Sunset Boulevard to see its distinctive movie billboards and the interesting nighttime pedestrians who walked the infamous Sunset Strip.

			My dream of working in the entertainment industry began in 1977 when I was fifteen years old and my friend Karen, whose father worked as an executive at 20th Century Fox Studios, invited me to join her for a special screening of the original Star Wars movie at the studio lot in Century City. My first Hollywood screening, and it electrified me. From the moment that the opening credits rolled through the end of Star Wars, I sat there mesmerized and enchanted, and I vowed right then that someday I would work in Hollywood, even though my parents desperately wanted me to become a medical doctor. Star Wars changed my life. Coincidentally, my birthday, May 4, later became known as “Star Wars Day.”

			By my senior year at UCLA, I realized that I had some talent for creative writing. I had some early writing successes that encouraged me. I wrote the script for a student film that won first place in a film competition. I wrote the book, music, and lyrics for a musical that was selected for production by the theater arts department and the show received good reviews. In one of my screenwriting courses, I earned an A on my final screenplay, called The Restitution, in which mother Earth fights back against humankind’s endless destructive environmental abuse by unleashing a gigantic and powerful storm to destroy humanity and reclaim the planet—long before climate change became a topic of global concern. I interned for Joan and Rima and Nadine at the Writers and Artists Talent Agency in Brentwood, where I learned the ropes about how to market film and television scripts. The UCLA English department selected me to work as an English composition tutor for other students. In that job, I advised on term papers, tutored members of the UCLA football and basketball teams in English composition, and critiqued and edited essays for graduate school applications. For students who asked, I even ran a side business in which I took a more active role advising them on their graduate school applications. I also worked as an entertainer, playing the piano professionally at parties, weddings, restaurants, and bars throughout Los Angeles. I still worked part-time in the library at the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner newspaper, filing and researching information for articles. I had a file box filled with index cards of story ideas for films, television shows, plays, and novels. By 1984, nearly everything in my life focused on creative writing and on a writing career after college. I had even decided that I would hire Joan at the Writers and Artists Talent Agency to represent me when I landed my first big writing project. My future brimmed with exciting dreams and possibilities.

			Interestingly, I earned the best grades of my college career during my senior year. Coming out hadn’t hurt my GPA after all. Instead, it had cleared the distracting white background noise from my subconscious and I was able to perform at my peak, thereby securing options to attend a good graduate school if I ever wanted. But I certainly didn’t plan on going.

			Sunny days, indeed.

			Then again, in the words of John Lennon’s song “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy),” “life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.”

			

			
				
					1  The Introverted Intuitive Thinking Judgmental (INTJ) personality type, also referred to as “the architect” or “the mastermind,” appears in approximately 2 percent of the population according to the Myers and Briggs Foundation.

				

				
					2  Throughout this memoir, I reference songs, particularly ones from the 1980s and 1990s, to provide a contemporaneous musical context to my story for the reader. My mind fuses songs with my memories, so the inclusion of them in this memoir also helped me remember details of my story.

				

				
					3  Louise Hay is known as one of the founders of the “self-help” movement, and published Heal Your Body in 1976, and You Can Heal Your Life in 1984. Both bestselling books discuss the connection between the mind and the body and how positive thought patterns can help reverse illness and improve health.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Clouds

			The first time that I learned about the acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) was during that carefree summer of 1983 when I worked at the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner. As a researcher in the newspaper’s library, part of my job was to file the newspaper’s articles and photographs in hundreds of cabinets that occupied two cavernous, windowless rooms bathed in fluorescent lighting at the Herald-Examiner’s Mission Revival headquarters in downtown Los Angeles, built for newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst by his architect, Julia Morgan, who also designed his famous “castle” in San Simeon. When a reporter needed background on a particular subject or person, I gathered the relevant information and delivered it to the newsroom. When the editors needed photographs, I provided a selection of relevant file photographs to consider. To do my job well, I had to read every article that ran in the newspaper each day so that I could quickly provide research on the latest breaking news stories. One of those stories was AIDS, a disease that was exploding in gay communities across the country. One Herald-Examiner reporter voraciously covered the AIDS beat, and I filed dozens of his articles and related photographs. Since I had recently come out of the closet, I read each AIDS article with a particular sense of dread, learning about a disease that was not some abstract news story but something that threatened my new world. Clouds on the horizon.

			The early history of the AIDS virus that I learned from those 1983 news clips was both sketchy and terrifying.4 The disease seemed to begin around June 1981, when two doctors reported that five gay men in Los Angeles (ages twenty-nine, thirty, thirty, thirty-three, and thirty-six) developed a rare opportunistic infection called pneumocystis carinii pneumonia around the same time as another group of gay men in New York City and Los Angeles developed an unusual and also rare cancer called Kaposi’s sarcoma.5, 6 At first, the disease was called the “gay plague,” “gay cancer,” or “gay-related immuno-deficiency” (GRID), even though the disease also affected intravenous drug users.7, 8, 9 By the end of 1982, those disease names were dropped in favor of AIDS, and according to the American Foundation for AIDS Research (amfAR), out of 771 reported cases in the US, 618 of them—a staggering 80 percent—had already died.10,11 By 1983, AIDS had infected women, babies, hemophiliacs, and a seemingly large number of Haitians and Africans, too. Although AIDS didn’t only infect gay men, gay men overwhelmingly bore the brunt of the disease’s stigma. Total known AIDS infections at that time were still relatively small in number, but growing exponentially. In 1983, researchers discovered a retrovirus that likely caused AIDS—initially thought to be part of a virus family known as the Human T-cell Lymphotropic Virus, and was called HTLV-III—and they studied this virus in a laboratory.12 In 1983, no one knew exactly how the AIDS virus was transmitted, but intimate sexual contact seemed highly suspect. Misinformation and fear ran wild. Discrimination quickly followed against people with AIDS, and also against the health professionals who treated them. In fact, the first US AIDS discrimination lawsuit was filed in 1983 by Joseph Sonnabend, a physician and AIDS researcher threatened with eviction from his cooperative apartment building because he treated AIDS patients—in, of all places, Greenwich Village, New York City, steps away from the Stonewall Inn, the birthplace of the US gay liberation movement in 1969.13 The first safe-sex brochure, Play Fair, published by the San Francisco Order of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, appeared in 1982,14 followed by a more comprehensive safe-sex pamphlet in 1983, How to Have Sex in an Epidemic: One Approach.15 AIDS charities, medical research foundations, and support groups quickly formed in major cities, including New York City’s Gay Men’s Health Crisis, founded in January 1982, and AIDS Project Los Angeles, which held its first board meeting in January 1983. In stark contrast, President Ronald Reagan and the US government did virtually nothing to respond. In 1983, no AIDS test existed yet, so people did not find out that they had the virus until the disease presented actual symptoms. In 1983, AIDS had no effective drugs or treatment protocols. As a result, AIDS killed people quickly, sometimes within a few months. People simply just disappeared. 

			Imagine, for a moment, the terror of being a twenty-one-year old gay man like me in 1983, or a gay man of any age at that time, and absorbing this barrage of devastating news about the AIDS virus. As I filed those articles in the Herald-Examiner library, my sense of dread skyrocketed because the gay community—my community—was ground zero for AIDS. I feared that AIDS would touch me someday. It would. AIDS would become the storm to land a direct hit on my life and the life of everyone around me. A superstorm caused by a virus that would alter my dreams and life forever. Because of all those terrifying AIDS articles, I made one important decision in the summer of 1983: I stopped having unprotected sex.

			For me, the prospect of having sex in 1983 quickly became analogous to the predicament of the male black widow spider, who, more often than not, dies after he has sex. Before the first AIDS cases appeared in 1981, just like the poor male black widow spider, no one knew they could die from having sex. It did not require a science degree for me to observe, through obituaries, that in the early years of the AIDS epidemic, a large portion of the men who died from AIDS were in their late twenties or slightly older. I thought to myself, why so much older? Why not eighteen-year-olds? Or twenty-one-year-olds like me? How come we aren’t dying from AIDS, too? This suggested to me the possibility of a long AIDS incubation period. I thought to myself that if a large portion of the men dying from AIDS in 1983 was in their late twenties or older, and if people generally became sexually active during their mid-to-late teenage years, then perhaps the incubation period for AIDS could be quite long, maybe five or even ten years.16 But, if my unscientific theory were true, then it meant that everyone who had lived through and indulged during the 1970s sexual revolution potentially could be a metaphorical male black widow spider, a human ticking time bomb carrying the fatal AIDS virus, with no way of knowing it. Men, women, gay, straight, old, young. If people had been unwittingly transmitting the AIDS virus to each other for several years, then my unscientific theory might also explain the disease’s already exponential growth by 1983. It also might mean that the known cases in 1983 were only the tip of a giant iceberg of AIDS diagnoses to come. AIDS cases ultimately might number in the thousands, or the tens of thousands, or the hundreds of thousands, or maybe even the millions. Again, terrifying. I hoped that my unscientific theory was wrong. In hindsight, it wasn’t.

			Gay men who were just becoming sexually active were lucky: we could take some precautions to protect ourselves in the face of the storm. Everyone else had the odds stacked overwhelmingly against them. These men may have felt perfectly healthy. But so does the post-coital male black widow spider.

			As a result of all my reading of Herald-Examiner articles, theorizing and worrying, not only did I stop having unprotected sex in 1983, but I also quickly became a lifelong hypochondriac and germophobe.

			In January 1984, one evening at The Athletic Club Gym in West Hollywood, about a week after I came out to my fraternity brothers, I was brushing my teeth after I finished my workout when a handsome and muscular man with brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and a beautiful smile walked up to the bathroom sink next to me and said:

			“It’s nice to see someone in the gym taking such good care of his teeth.”

			I nodded and smiled at the man with my mouth full of toothpaste and continued brushing. I had seen him working out before at The Athletic Club.

			“Hi, my name is Stephen,” he said.

			After I finished brushing, I introduced myself to Stephen with a proper handshake and we talked for a while. I learned some basics about him. He was born in New York City and raised in Washington, DC. An only child. He was an attorney and economist who had attended Yale University, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and Yale Law School. He spoke five languages in addition to English: French, Spanish, Italian, Latin, and ancient Greek. He was thirty-three years old, twelve years older than I was. He lived in the upscale Windsor Square/Hancock Park/Fremont Place neighborhood of Los Angeles, where he was renovating a house. He worked at one of Los Angeles’s most prestigious law firms. I could tell instantly that Stephen was a brilliant man, and I have a special weakness for brilliance. Brilliance is my kryptonite.

			When we finished our conversation, Stephen gave me his telephone number and I walked home from the gym. I had recently moved from Kings Road to an apartment on West Knoll Drive, just south of Santa Monica Boulevard and almost directly across the street from The Athletic Club—an apartment that had gorgeous views from its tiny third floor rear balcony: in one direction, a giant billboard of a pink Corvette occupied by Angelyne, who invented the idea of being famous for being famous, and in the other direction, the smelly trash bins behind the ultra-expensive L’Orangerie Restaurant on La Cienega Boulevard, a place where I could not even afford an appetizer. Instead of adding Stephen’s phone number to the pile of phone numbers in the jar on my dresser, I set his phone number aside and decided that I would actually call it. I had just met the man who would sweep me off my feet, become the first love of my life, and be my life partner for the next seven and a half years.

			Stephen and I had a whirlwind romance during the winter and spring of 1984. On our first date on January 27, 1984, Stephen cooked dinner for me at his house: grilled bacon-wrapped filet mignon. Although he was quite handsome, it was his high intelligence that made me fall head-over-heels for him. He was so impressive to be around. So young, and already so successful. So worldly, sophisticated, well-read, and well-traveled. He had everything going for him and had seemingly everything together. He could intelligently debate me on any subject, and sometimes even get me to concede. I had never met anyone like Stephen before in my life, and I found him irresistible. I admired him, and in many ways I wanted to be like him. Stephen was quite the catch, and he fell head-over-heels for me too. He told me that he loved my confidence, my sarcastic sense of humor, and the fact that I wasn’t afraid to tackle the inherently risky career of writing.

			With my academic schedule and his law firm job, we struggled to find times to date. We bonded over John Milton, whose literature I studied during winter quarter 1984. Even though he worked intense law-firm hours, Stephen actually bought his own copy of Milton’s Paradise Lost so that he could read and discuss it with me. Who does such a thing for the person they are dating? He wanted to share Milton with me and that required serious effort! He often met me at Ben Frank’s Coffee Shop on Sunset Boulevard or at Duke’s Coffee Shop in the Tropicana Hotel across from The Athletic Club to read and critique my essays and term papers. He intensely proofread my capstone Milton paper, struggling to find anything to edit. He finally found one word in my paper that made sense to change.

			We worked out together at The Athletic Club. Stephen took me to dinner at Chasen’s and Jimmy’s and The Palm. I took him to dinner at the much-less-expensive and lower-brow Hamburger Habit, the Greenery, Tail O’ the Pup, and El Coyote. Or, when I could afford to splurge, I took him to the slightly-more-upscale-but-still-inexpensive French Market Place. We saw Terms of Endearment, the classic film and 1984 Best Picture winner about a mother who makes peace with her daughter who dies from cancer, and together we bawled our eyes out. We went to the Groundlings and saw the comedian Phil Hartman perform before his career launched into the stars. We went to Palm Springs for spring break, back when Palm Springs still allowed spring breakers. I was so infatuated with him that I actually wrote a poem pining for him when he went out of town on a business trip. Such an English literature major cliché! The songs from newcomer Madonna’s first album served as the playlist for our romance.

			Stephen and I enjoyed long conversations and debates about economics, politics, religion, literature, theater, and life. His intelligence was off the charts and acted like a drug for me. I learned that Stephen was a conservative Republican, both economically and socially. At the time, I also was a registered Republican, influenced heavily by my parents’ Roman Catholic and conservative beliefs. In 1984, I was a fiscal conservative but socially quite liberal, and I certainly questioned all things political. Since political parties change over time, it’s important to note that a Republican from 1984 would likely not be a Republican today—they would very possibly be a mainstream Democrat, or an Independent without a party, like me.

			Stephen faithfully read conservative author William F. Buckley’s National Review magazine, to which he subscribed, and I read each issue too so that I could point out Mr. Buckley’s flawed logic and spark spirited debates. Stephen was quite religious, and attended St. James Episcopal Church on Wilshire Boulevard every Sunday and served on its vestry committee. In contrast, I stopped attending church immediately after my Roman Catholic confirmation. At twenty-one years old, I already mistrusted organized religions, and specifically my own, the Roman Catholic Church, even though I am spiritual and believe in God. I had listened intently in the catechism classes of my youth, but I asked too many questions and debated my teachers’ answers. I disagreed and argued when I heard that my Jewish friends, classmates, and neighbors would not go to heaven because Catholicism was the “one true faith.” I pondered how the Virgin Mary could get pregnant without having sex. I questioned how Mary’s husband Joseph must have felt when he learned that God got her pregnant with Jesus, which sounded to me like adultery, an act specifically prohibited by the Ten Commandments. I wanted to know why Popes throughout history killed so many people in the name of the Roman Catholic Church when the Ten Commandments also prohibit killing. I asked how Jesus could hang around with Mary Magdalene, a prostitute, but now the Roman Catholic Church condemned prostitutes. I even questioned the Ten Commandments. Why just these ten? As my young mind grappled with the faulty logic of the Church, my curiosity drove my catechism teachers at Our Lady of Lourdes nuts and I spent a fair amount of time seated on a chair outside Monsignor Stroup’s office, not for misbehaving in class, but for asking questions.

			I admit that I am a smartass and enjoyed questioning my teachers to make them squirm. For example, I queried the obvious overpopulation problem of purgatory, the Church’s designated “waiting room” between this earthly world and heaven, after one teacher explained how each one of our good deeds would shorten our time there by perhaps a few days, but each one of our bad deeds or sins, even minor ones, would add hundreds or thousands of years to our purgatory sentence: “I don’t understand this math, does this mean that no one is in heaven today because everyone is still stuck waiting in purgatory?” Prior to my first communion, another teacher required everyone to conduct a practice first confession before making our first real confession with an actual priest behind the screen. For our homework, she asked us to think of some made-up sins that we could confess to her so that we could get the hang of the process. She acted as the priest behind the screen. I prepared thoroughly, and brought a list of ten sins, one from each of the Ten Commandments. I only got to confessing my fourth made-up sin before my teacher figured out what I was doing, lost her temper, and shouted at me from behind the screen, “Christopher Zyda, get out of this confessional right now! Your penance is 100 Our Fathers!” So much for the anonymity of the confessional booth!

			I scrimped and saved to buy twenty-five-dollar tickets so that Stephen and I could attend a Joan Rivers comedy show at Studio One in West Hollywood on March 11, 1984. A fairly expensive ticket for me at the time, but her show raised much-needed money for the recently founded AIDS Project Los Angeles. Rivers took a huge career gamble in doing that show. In 1984, no other celebrity would lend their name to any sort of AIDS-related cause. But Joan Rivers did. She was the first trailblazer from the entertainment industry to help the gay community fight AIDS, even before Elizabeth Taylor, and for that Joan Rivers deserves eternal gay sainthood status. I knew that we had to support Rivers, her show, and most importantly the work of AIDS Project Los Angeles, and so I surprised Stephen with the tickets as my first birthday gift to him. I still have my receipt for the tickets. Robert, one of my closest friends from junior high and high school and also gay, joined Stephen and me, as did my sister, Joan, and we all arrived early so that we could sit in the front row of seats arranged on the disco’s giant dance floor and hopefully be picked on by Ms. Rivers. It worked. She skewered us mercilessly, and then gave us the potted plants from the stage for being such good sports.

			One night in those early weeks of dating Stephen, my friend Bryn showed up at my apartment door. When I met him, Bryn and I instantly became close friends, but we never dated. Bryn was the natural, effortless bright light of every room that he occupied. He hailed from Minneapolis, was my age, and worked as a waiter at the Hard Rock Cafe at the two-year-old Beverly Center shopping mall. The Hard Rock Cafe featured the iconic eye-catching rear-end of an old turquoise blue Cadillac sticking out of its roof, as if it had just crashed there, turn signal still blinking. I ate at the Hard Rock Cafe often after class so that I could hang out with Bryn during his breaks. Stephen and Bryn coincidentally shared the same, fairly uncommon, middle name: Barrett.

			Bryn lived by himself in a large, nicely furnished one-bedroom apartment on Larrabee Street just north of Santa Monica Boulevard, quite an unusual living situation for someone of his age and occupation. Bryn did not seem to want for money. For his birthday party on New Year’s Eve in 1983, Bryn hosted a lavish catered celebration at his apartment where we all watched a midnight screening on his large screen television of Michael Jackson’s newly released blockbuster Thriller music video on MTV, the two-year-old Music Television Network cable channel. Because of Bryn’s affluent lifestyle, I assumed that he came from a wealthy family since I met him through my former roommate Chris, the descendant of a family fortune minted during the Gilded Age. As soon as Bryn entered my apartment, I could tell that he had something on his mind.

			After the usual niceties, Bryn said, “I’ve never told you where my money comes from.” 

			I joked back, “You don’t need to, I already know that you’re a trust fund baby just like Chris.”

			“No, not a trust fund baby,” Bryn replied. “Most of my money comes from doing something that’s not legal.” Bryn tested out the waters with me before proceeding further.

			I squinted and asked, “Like drugs? Are you a drug dealer?” This would have shocked me because Bryn had been my friend for almost a year and I never once saw him use drugs, or even talk about drugs.

			“No, not drugs,” Bryn responded. Then a pause. “Chris, I’m a gay male prostitute. A call boy. A gigolo.”

			What a curveball. I never suspected for a minute that Bryn could have been a prostitute. He was so handsome, so tall, so blond-haired and blue-eyed, so muscular, so clean cut, so all-American. Then it dawned on me: so…marketable! No wonder Bryn had so much money at the age of twenty-one. Everything suddenly fell into focus for me.

			In addition to my Milton course at UCLA, I was enrolled in a course in George Bernard Shaw’s literature and I had recently finished reading Shaw’s classic play about prostitution, Mrs. Warren’s Profession.

			I exclaimed, “You’re Mrs. Warren!”

			Bryn, looking confused, responded, “I’m who?”

			“Mrs. Warren, the main character in George Bernard Shaw’s play about prostitution,” I said. I was excited to share my new knowledge about the world’s oldest profession. 

			“Mrs. Warren is the heroine of the play! Mrs. Warren became a prostitute because she wanted to provide a good life for her daughter. Mrs. Warren became a successful businesswoman and made a ton of money and sent her daughter to Cambridge University, where she graduated with honors! Mrs. Warren was amazing!”

			“Well, then, just call me Mrs. Warren,” said Bryn. “Why does everything have to be a literary reference for you?” Bryn, who never attended college, liked to tease me about my tendency to connect the literature I studied at UCLA with real-life situations.

			I had many questions for Bryn, and I listened with rapt attention while he explained the 1984 world of gay male prostitution to me:

			“Every day at five p.m., I go to the pay phone in front of the Mayfair Market on Santa Monica Boulevard and from there I call David,” said Bryn. “David is my trick master, and he tells me if and where I’m going to work that night.”

			“Sometimes I earn a few hundred dollars, sometimes it’s thousands of dollars.”

			“My clients aren’t who you might think. A lot of them are famous people. It’s all very high-end and classy.” Bryn never divulged the names of any of his famous clients, and I never asked. I never met David, his trick master, either.

			At the end of my grilling, however, Bryn turned serious, and said, “I hope that you will still be my friend now that you know this, Chris.”

			I remembered from catechism that Jesus had hung out with Mary Magdalene. I figured that if Jesus could have a friend who was a prostitute, then I could do it too.

			I replied, “Of course, Bryn. You and I are friends for life, and you can always count on me. I don’t care one bit. You’re now my own personal Mrs. Warren!”

			“But don’t call me Mrs. Warren in front of anyone else,” admonished Bryn. “You are the only person that knows this about me besides David, my trick master.”

			Bryn and I were, in fact, friends for life. I wish I had a photo of him.

			Through the spring of 1984 Stephen and I continued our romance and I fell more in love with him. I turned twenty-two in May 1984 and for my birthday Stephen threw a swimming pool party at his house. Several of my friends attended, including Bryn, and Stephen also invited some of his gay friends for me to meet. This was the first time that our respective friends ever mixed. Stephen’s friends were all at least ten years older than me. All of them Ivy League college graduates. All quite established in their careers. One of them was Mark, an attractive UCLA economics professor whom I recognized from campus and also West Hollywood. Stephen’s friends were all nice to me, but I felt quite uncomfortable being so much younger and less established than they were. I felt a bit like arm-candy and I didn’t like it. Stephen assured me that no one cared. Joan and her wonderful partner, Jane, also attended my birthday party.

			Yes, you read that correctly: my sister was a lesbian. Joan, ten years older than me, served as a second mom to me when I was growing up, and I admired her immensely. To me, she was larger than life. Since I’m describing her in the past tense, you can tell that she’s not around anymore. I’ll get to that.

			First, a bit of my family background: I am the youngest of three children. My brother Michael is eight years older than me. When I first questioned my parents as to why my sister was ten years older than me and my brother was eight years older than me, my mom and dad explained to me that my birth was a “surprise.”  I later learned that I was the product of my parents practicing the unreliable Roman Catholic rhythm method of birth control. I grew up believing that I was not a welcome surprise, but instead an unfortunate Roman Catholic “accident.”

			My parents reinforced my belief by pointing out to me throughout my childhood that I was missing out on many experiences because our family had already done them before I was born, or as my parents called it, during the “BC period” (Before Christopher). My parents told me that the family wasn’t going to repeat these experiences simply because I came along. As a result, scouting, national park visits, camping, and cross-country driving trips were all off-limits in my childhood. My parents somehow thought that it would be comforting to periodically show me their home movies of my BC family enjoying all of these experiences without me. Instead, it made me feel left out and reinforced to me that I wasn’t such a happy surprise.

			Joan and Michael, both brilliant, had an intense sibling rivalry that I never understood. This played out in unfortunate ways. When I was around five years old, one night at the dinner table, during a loud argument, Joan stabbed Michael in his stomach with her butter knife. Not a deep wound, but it did draw blood. I quietly ate my dinner while my parents, sister, and brother all screamed at each other over the ensuing bloody mess.

			Screaming matches occurred often in my family’s home, as our nearby neighbors could attest. My parents, my sister, and my brother were world-class screamers. As a result, I despise screaming to this day. I spent much of my childhood trying to be a perfect child, get straight A’s in school, and not be screamed at, because deep down I believed the only reason I existed was due to an unreliable Roman Catholic birth control method. I felt that I really wasn’t supposed to exist at all.

			I dreaded when my parents had date nights and left Joan and Michael to babysit me. The moment that my parents’ car left the driveway, the fights would start between my sister and brother and I would run to take cover in my bedroom with my door shut. On one of these date nights when I was six years old, I had left my set of building blocks in the hall outside my bedroom, and my blocks became projectiles that Joan and Michael threw at each other during a fight while I huddled in my room. Eventually, one of the blocks crashed against my door with a loud thud and that was the last straw for me. I threw open my door to see a dent in its hollow white wood veneer, and suddenly I became a fellow Zyda family screamer, too:

			“Stop fighting right now! You are ruining my toys! And you broke my door!”

			Then I made my sister and brother fix the dent in my bedroom door as best as they could before our parents came home from their date. It’s the only time that I ever saw them work together as a team other than when they both slammed their bedroom doors in unison whenever I started to practice my piano lessons in the living room. I was six years old when the Building Block Battle happened. Joan was sixteen, and Michael was fourteen. Who was babysitting whom?

			Joan was an incredibly talented writer, and blessed with the passion to become a newspaper reporter from childhood. We nicknamed her Brenda Starr after the ace reporter in the well-known comic strip. Incredibly focused, full of energy, beautiful, popular, funny, the life of every party. Joan started college at California State University Northridge (until 1972, it was called San Fernando Valley State College) and wrote for the Daily Sundial, its student newspaper. My parents didn’t really want her to go to college. They wanted her to marry her boyfriend Kevin, stay home, have children, and not work, much less pursue a journalism career.

			Soon thereafter, Joan scored a coveted writing internship at the Los Angeles Times, which quickly turned into a full-time job offer because her writing was that good. Joan grabbed this opportunity and never looked back. She dropped out of college to write news stories, feature stories, and win journalism awards.

			Joan convinced the reclusive queen of silent films, Mary Pickford, to grant her first interview to anyone in decades at her Pickfair estate in Beverly Hills. She attended and reported on a State dinner at the Nixon White House. Joan interviewed and got to know Ronald and Nancy Reagan while Ronald Reagan was still the governor of California, became their friend, and soon their daughter Maureen Reagan was at our house hanging out and swimming in our pool. Joan’s articles gleamed from the front pages of the Los Angeles Times. She was only twenty years old. Just incredible.

			Then, the Denver Post hired Joan away from the Los Angeles Times and her career thrived even more in Colorado. She broke up with Kevin. I spent the summer of 1974 living with Joan in Denver, where we climbed Pikes Peak, prospected in a gold mine in Idaho Springs, hitchhiked from Glenwood Springs to Aspen, rode the old wooden roller coaster at Elitch Gardens, and caught my first trout in Lake Evans using Velveeta cheese.

			Then, in 1975, the Chicago Tribune knocked on Joan’s door, and she moved to Illinois for an even bigger job. During the 1976 presidential election campaign, candidate Ronald Reagan and his wife Nancy gave their friend Joan a ride on their campaign plane from Chicago to Los Angeles so that she could scoop a one-on-one interview with the Reagans and also make a surprise visit to me and my parents. I spent the summer of 1978 with Joan in Chicago, where we sailed on Lake Michigan, danced the Hasapiko at a Greek restaurant while drunk on Ouzo, and visited the top of the five-year-old Sears Tower, which was then the world’s tallest building. I met Joan’s “best friend” Jane, whom I discovered several years later Joan had recently started dating. Joan also taught me how to drive on the upper and lower streets of downtown Chicago’s Loop, a crazy place to learn how to drive a car, and this explains a lot about my style of driving today.

			At the Tribune, Joan covered some of Chicago’s biggest news stories, including the grisly John Wayne Gacy murders in 1978 and the even more horrific American Airlines flight 191 DC-10 crash in 1979 that killed 273 people near a trailer park next to Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. She became skilled at talking her way through police barricades. Her journalism career was on a meteoric rise. I knew that it was only a matter of time before she scored a job at one of the country’s most prestigious newspapers, either the New York Times or the Washington Post. Her future seemed unbelievably bright in a career field overwhelmingly dominated by men.

			Until early 1980. Joan’s journalism career came to a crashing halt at the age of twenty-seven when she was fired by the Chicago Tribune for being a lesbian. Actually, she wasn’t officially fired for being a lesbian, but Joan connected the dots and you can, too.

			According to Joan, corroborated by a number of her Chicago Tribune colleagues, it all started with a purse.

			A purse that was conveniently “forgotten” in the Tribune’s newsroom by one of Joan’s female colleagues, who was known to have slept with several men in the newsroom. Well, this colleague called Joan and asked if she could bring her purse to her residence after work since they lived close to each other.

			Red Flag #1: How many grown, educated, professional women do you know who would “accidentally” forget their purse at the office and ask you to bring it to their home after work? You know, the purse that also has their house keys in it?

			When Joan showed up after work with the allegedly forgotten purse, her colleague answered the door wearing a negligee, holding a copy of the lesbian novel Rubyfruit Jungle in her hand, and said, “Oh, this book is so interesting,” and then right on her front doorstep made a sexual pass at Joan. Joan declined the highly inappropriate overture, and then left as quickly as possible. That was Red Flag #2.

			Shortly after this encounter and to Joan’s horror, this female colleague then “outed” her to the entire Tribune newsroom. When my sister, crushed by this, asked her colleague, who she thought was a friend, why she had done this, the colleague replied, “Because it makes good gossip.” That was Red Flag #3.

			Then, trouble started for Joan. Remember, this was 1980, and it was difficult enough for any woman to be working in a male-dominated newsroom at a major metropolitan newspaper during that era, much less a lesbian woman who had been outed. Soon, whenever a new edition of the Tribune came off the printing presses, the editor, who typically distributed copies to all of the newsroom reporters, stopped giving Joan a copy, and she had to find her own copy of the newspaper elsewhere. That was a very bright Red Flag #4. 

			Overnight, the newsroom had become a hostile work environment for Joan because she was a lesbian. But it’s important to remember that in 1980 in Chicago, none of this was illegal. Gays and lesbians had no workplace protections at all. Her boss was merely doing what he was allowed to do.

			Then, one day Joan’s editor boss called her into his office and accused her of sending inappropriate messages to a female coworker through her word-processing terminal. He shook a stack of papers of these alleged messages in her face, but he wouldn’t let her see them. He berated and insulted her. He told her that she could resign on her own or she would be immediately fired. He wouldn’t let her consult with an attorney before she made her decision. He wouldn’t discuss a settlement agreement with a non-disparagement clause. He wanted her gone from the newsroom right then and there. Joan was terrified and crushed, but she knew exactly what was happening to her—it was all because she was a lesbian. This is what the red flags had led to—Joan being cowed and bullied by a man, her boss, a Roman Catholic by the way, who served as her executioner, jury, and judge.

			Never mind that the newsroom’s word processors weren’t password-protected the way that email is secured today, so any one of Joan’s colleagues could have typed messages from her terminal when she stepped away, which she did often throughout the work day. Perhaps someone thought that framing Joan for sending inappropriate messages to a female colleague would “make good gossip” and be a fun prank to play on the outed lesbian in the newsroom who now had a target on her back. Perhaps Joan’s Rubyfruit Jungle colleague felt rejected by her and this was her revenge. We will never know.

			Never mind that Joan’s journalism work product was impeccable. You can read her articles yourself in the Chicago Tribune archives. Never mind that only a few years earlier, Rick Soll, a male Tribune colleague, was caught outright plagiarizing much of his column from another writer and received only a thirty-day suspension without pay as punishment—a slap on the wrist for an outrageous, inexcusable, intentional professional violation. In fact, it wasn’t until Mr. Soll subsequently plagiarized a second column that he resigned/got fired. By contrast, these messages that Joan wasn’t allowed to see, allegedly sent from her word-processing terminal, which could have been composed by anyone in the newsroom, after all of the exceptional work that she had done at the newspaper over five years, somehow rose to the level of requiring Joan’s instant termination. No warning in her human resources file, no second chance or one-month suspension without pay like her male colleague had received, no investigation by the newspaper that prided itself on its investigative journalism and fairness. Instead, a rush to judgment and the immediate loss of her job. Her boss pressured her intensely to resign in his office, and in the biggest mistake of her life and without appropriate legal counsel, a terrified twenty-seven-year-old Joan agreed. After she left the building, a number of her colleagues heard him say, “Thank God that dyke is gone from the newsroom.”

			And, yes, I’m sure that all of this made “good gossip” for the newsroom for weeks.

			Then, when Joan tried to collect unemployment benefits, her former boss told the unemployment investigator that she had resigned on her own free will, was never threatened with firing, and insisted that she receive no unemployment benefits. The investigator, who interviewed Joan’s former boss over the phone while Joan sat in her office, slammed the phone down and exclaimed, “that man is lying,” and then approved the unemployment benefits.

			Unfortunately, it turned out that Joan’s punishment was much, much more than losing her job at the Tribune. It meant the loss of her career. Her former boss blackballed Joan from ever working again at a top newspaper by continuing to give her a horrible, ominous, non-specific, but damning job reference to anyone who called him. Joan was smart enough to confirm this fact through friends who posed as potential employers and called him for a job reference. Joan’s hundreds of published high-profile articles and long list of journalism awards no longer seemed to count for anything. Indeed, they worked against her, since her writing for the Tribune was so well-known that any potential employer eventually would call her former boss for a reference. Joan’s firing devastated her. She had so much promise in her life, she was a talented writer with an ascending career, and one despicable homophobic man stole everything from her. This horrific experience completely altered the arc of her life.

			Joan should have marched right to the nearest American Civil Liberties Union office and filed a wrongful termination lawsuit against the Chicago Tribune. If she had made this choice, the lawsuit would have been a groundbreaking public battle and a major news story. She would likely have won. But Joan didn’t fight back. She didn’t want to be the lesbian discrimination poster child. She didn’t have the strength to come out publicly. Although she had come out of the closet with friends around 1978, she didn’t tell me that she was a lesbian until the spring of 1983 when I had told her that I was gay myself. Even then, when Joan finally came out to me and shared with me the heartbreaking story of her firing by the Tribune, she swore me to secrecy to never tell anyone in our family about any of it. She never spoke of it to them. So, our mom and dad lived the rest of their lives never knowing the tragedy that happened to their daughter in Chicago, and why. Joan’s horrible experience of being fired by the Tribune, however, made me worry about how my own future life and career would be impacted by my being gay. It underscored for me why many men and women from my generation chose to stay bolted in the closet so that they could live in society more easily and without the discrimination that my sister experienced. I vowed that if I ever encountered homophobia in my own life, I would fight back.

			After a lengthy job search, Joan got hired as a reporter by the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner by an enlightened editor who said, “Who cares about that, you’re a great writer,” after she told him that her former boss at the Chicago Tribune would not give her a good reference because she was a lesbian. In fact, Joan is the one who told me about the part-time student job position in the Herald-Examiner’s library. Unfortunately, the Herald-Examiner had less of a reputation than the Chicago Tribune, and it represented the first in a string of successively worse jobs for her. Over the years, Joan’s anger about being fired by the Tribune for being a lesbian and her choice in the moment to not fight back simmered and grew, and her life force weakened, and her career trended downward with each new job. Absolutely heartbreaking.

			Even at the wonderful twenty-second birthday party that Stephen hosted for me at his house, I could tell that Joan’s increasing bitterness toward life grated on him and that the two of them never would be close. By this time, Joan had already been stewing for four years over her firing, and Stephen never fully appreciated the horrible pain that she had suffered. 

			Through the month of May 1984, Stephen and I continued our romance. To my chagrin, I learned that Stephen enjoyed WASP-y Los Angeles social events. Stephen was proud of his social registry listing in the Los Angeles Blue Book. I thought he meant the Kelley Blue Book, which helped people figure out the value of old cars, and I had no idea that this publication chronicled the “who’s who” of Los Angeles high society. Stephen had many WASP-y friends involved in the Junior League and the Orphanage Guild, and friends who had memberships in the Los Angeles Country Club, and the Beach Club, and the Valley Hunt Club, and the California Club, and the California Yacht Club, and the Jonathan Club, and the Bel-Air Bay Club, and friends who had summer homes in Montecito, Newport Beach, Rancho Santa Fe, and St. Malo. Stephen himself was a proud member of the Metropolitan Club of Washington, DC, a private men’s club. He also was a member of the Yale Club of New York City. Stephen loved to talk about all of these private clubs and how he knew so many people in what I nicknamed Blue Book Society. So many clubs, and I had no interest at all in private clubs. His interest in Blue Book Society made me wonder what he got from knowing these people. He enjoyed their company, but he seemed to enjoy more the fact that they had a high social standing. There’s a nuance here. Stephen was a social climber. From my perspective, he pursued these people for the wrong reasons, and this highlighted an insecurity in him. It showed me that even with his Yale degrees and stellar legal career, which should have been enough for anyone to accept him as their friend and, more importantly, for him to accept himself—Stephen still had insecurities about his place in the world that caused him to socially climb and aspire to join private clubs. Where did these insecurities come from in this man who seemed to have everything in life going for him? His seeming perfection had a few cracks.
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* 1his memoir Is as important 3s it 1s riveting, since it delivers a powerful first-
hand perspective on what it was like to be gay in America before and during
the storm of AIDS, as well as the devastating toll the epidemic took not just on
those whio were struck down. but on those who survived.”

~MICHAEL . EISHER
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